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ABSTRACT

Designing and Evaluating a Russian Elicited Imitation Test to be Used at the
Missionary Training Center

Jacob R. Burdis
Department of Instructional Psychology and Technology, BYU
Doctor of Philosophy

Elicited Imitation (EI) is an assessment approach that uses sentence imitation tasks to
gauge the oral proficiency level of test takers. EI tests have been created for several of the
world’s languages, including English, Spanish, Japanese, French, and Mandarin. Little research
has been conducted for using the EI approach with learners of Russian. This dissertation
describes a multi-faceted study that was presented in two journal articles for the creation and
analysis of a Russian EI test. The EI test was created for and tested with Russian-speaking
missionaries and employees at the Missionary Training Center (MTC) in Provo, UT. The first
article describes the creation of the test and analyzes its ability to predict oral language
proficiency by comparing individuals’ scores on the EI to their scores on the Oral Proficiency
Interview (OPI). The test was found to effectively predict an individual’s OPI score (R’ = .86).
The second article analyzes the difference in person ability estimates and item difficulty
measures between items from a general content bank and a religious content bank. The mean
score for the content specific items (x = .51) was significantly higher than the mean score for the
general test (¥ = .44, p <0.001). Additionally, the item difficulties for the religious items were
significantly less than the item difficulties for the general items (p < 0.05).

Keywords: elicited imitation, elicited response, oral proficiency assessment, language
assessment, language for specific purposes, Russian language assessment
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Elicited Imitation (EI) is a language assessment approach in which test-takers are
required to listen to sentences in the target language and without delay repeat back what they
hear. The premise of EI is that learners must comprehend what was heard and reproduce it using
the language skills available to them. As sentences increase in complexity, learners are unable to
simply parrot the sounds of the sentence. They must be able to decode the sentence for meaning
and recreate the meaning using language productive skills. Thus, the more comprehension and
productive skills available to the learner, the better he or she is able to reproduce what was heard.

EI boasts many benefits over other forms of language assessment. First, administering an
El test is very quick. A typical EI test can be administered in under 15 minutes (depending on
the number of items). We are unaware of another language proficiency test that can be
administered in such a short amount of time and remain both valid and reliable. The Oral
Proficiency Interview (OPI) is the golden standard for assessing oral language proficiency, and it
takes 30 to 45 minutes to administer, not including the scheduling burden needed to set up the
telephone interview. Next, scoring an EI test is also very quick. A human rater of an EI test can
typically score an EI test in less than half the time it took to administer. All that is required for a
human rater in scoring an EI test is to identify whether each unit of measure (typically a syllable)
in the item was said correctly or incorrectly. Several EI tests have begun to use automated
speech recognition (ASR) software to automatically score EI tests. This cuts the already small
amount of time needed to score an EI test to a fraction. The OPI requires a highly specialized,
skilled rater to assess a test-taker’s language proficiency.

While the residual benefits of efficient administration and scoring make EI an attractive

assessment alternative, the upfront burden of creating an effective EI test scare many away. EI



tests must be carefully crafted and evaluated before they can be deemed both valid and reliable.
Much care must be taken to ensure that the items used in the EI test actually differentiate
between test-takers of various proficiency levels. Factors such as sentence length, grammatical
complexity, and lexical difficulty must be considered when choosing which items to include.
This study consists of two journal articles that are designed to discuss the factors that
need to be considered when constructing EI test items. The goal of the first article is to
implement procedures that have been successful in the literature in creating EI test items and
apply them to a language that has received little attention in regards to EI—Russian. After
creating the Russian EI test, we had test takers take the Russian EI test and a Russian OPI. We
compared the scores of these tests in order to discover EI’s ability to predict the test-takers’ oral
language proficiency as made evident by their scores on the OPI. The goal of the second article
is to investigate in more depth the effect of content in the items on the person’s ability estimates
and item difficulty scores of an EI test. We created an EI test in which half the items came from
a general content domain, and half came from a content domain familiar to those taking the test.
Both of these articles stem from the same study. We created the EI test to be used with
Russian-speaking missionaries and employees of the Missionary Training Center (MTC) in
Provo, UT. The test consisted of 72 items, 36 of which originated randomly from a corpus of
spoken Russian, and 36 of which came from a corpus of religious stories and testimonies
collected from the website Mormon.org/rus. There were ninety-six participants in the study: 52
missionaries studying Russian in the MTC and 44 MTC employees who had recently returned
from their missionary service in a Russian-speaking country. Of the MTC employees, three were
native Russian speakers. The Russian EI test is the third test (following English and Spanish)

developed and tested at the MTC. Because administering and scoring El is so efficient, and the



volume of language learners at the MTC is so great, the MTC is pursuing creating EI tests in at

least 10 of its major languages. The procedures learned from this study will provide helpful

guidance to the MTC and to the field as a whole in the creation of EI tests for other languages.
Description of Structure and Content

The format of this dissertation follows the hybrid dissertation model supported in
Brigham Young University’s McKay School of Education. This model differs from the
traditional “five chapter” dissertation approach in that it focuses on producing two journal-ready
manuscripts. As a result, the format of this dissertation presents the journal-ready manuscripts as
the centerpiece. Each manuscript is its own chapter, and following the manuscripts are the
manuscript’s reference section and the appendices. Chapter one provides and introduction to the
research conducted in these manuscripts as a whole. Chapters two and three present the journal-
ready manuscripts. Chapter four provides a conclusion to tie together the research presented in
each of the manuscripts. This dissertation also presents a reference section that represents the
references for both of the manuscripts.

The target journal for the first article is The Modern Language Journal. The mission of
the journal is to publish research and discussion about the teaching and learning of foreign
languages. The journal follows the APA style format and the manuscript length for submission
is 8,000 to 10,000 words. The target journal for the second article is Language Testing. The
mission of this journal is to publish research and discussion on the fields of first and second
language testing and assessment. The journal follows the APA style format and the manuscript

length is 4,000 to 8,000 words.
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Elicited Imitation as a Predictor of Language Proficiency for Learners of Russian
Jacob Burdis
Richard E. West
Troy Cox
Jennifer Bown
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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the creation and use of a Russian language assessment that
predicts oral language proficiency as measured by the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI). Elicited
imitation is a language assessment method that requires test-takers to repeat sentences in the
target language. The accuracy at which test-takers are able to repeat more difficult sentences
indicates the test-takers’ language proficiency. This paper documents the study of 54 students of
an intensive 9-week Russian language learning program and 44 learners of Russian who have
recently returned from extensive experiences abroad in Russian-speaking countries. This project
furthers the research by investigating the validity of an EI test in a new language—Russian. This
study found that the scores on an EI test could effectively predict the test-taker’s OPI score

(R’ = 0.86), giving further evidence of the validity of the EI assessment approach.



Elicited Imitation as a Predictor of Language Proficiency for Learners of Russian

Assessing oral proficiency in a foreign language has traditionally been a difficult and
time-intensive task. In fact, many foreign language tests focus on measuring skills that are easier
to measure (e.g., knowledge of grammar rules and patterns) in order to avoid the cost and time it
takes to measure oral language proficiency. The traditional method of measuring oral language
proficiency is conducting a language-speaking interview. This is a very time-consuming and
labor-intensive approach. In order to get an accurate measurement, the speech samples taken
from the language learner during the interview are recorded and then rated by at least two
qualified raters using a well-constructed rubric. Most language learning institutions do not have
the time or resources to engage in this process with any degree of regularity.

Commercial options are available to measure oral language proficiency at a high cost.
For example, Language Testing International administers an oral proficiency interview (OPI),
which is regarded among the language learning community as a valid and reliable measure of
oral language proficiency (Radloff, 1991). The OPI consists of a 30 to 45-minute interview
conducted over the phone and professional evaluation of the recorded speech sample. The cost
of a single OPI is approximately 130 U.S. dollars, making the OPI not feasible for regular oral
language proficiency assessment for most language learning institutions. There is clearly a need
for a simpler, more affordable approach to measuring oral language proficiency.

In an attempt to meet this need for learners of Russian, this study created a valid
instrument utilizing the elicited imitation (EI) approach and investigate its ability to accurately
and reliably predict the oral language proficiency of Russian language learners as made evident
by their scores on the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI). EI is an assessment approach in which

test takers listen to items in the target language, and then repeat back exactly what they hear.



The accuracy at which they repeat the sentence indicates the test-taker’s oral language
proficiency. EI instruments are much less expensive to administer than traditional proficiency
tests. By implementing effective EI instruments, language-learning institutions could greatly
decrease the cost of language proficiency evaluations. To date, very little has been published in
the literature regarding the creation of an EI instrument for learners of Russian. Establishing EI
as a valid assessment that effectively predicts language proficiency has large implications for the
language learning community.
Literature Review

Elicited imitation varies significantly from traditional methods in how it assesses
language ability. Traditional language assessment measures focus on creating questions that
gauge learners’ grammatical competence, vocabulary breadth and depth, and performance on the
four language skills (speaking, listening, reading, and writing). They typically use a variety of
test items, including but not limited to multiple choice, fill in the blank, matching, error
identification and correction, short answer, essay, and verbal response (Bernstein, Van Moere, &
Cheng, 2010). El is an assessment tool that is designed to measure language ability by utilizing
a single item type—sentence repetition. Learners are required to listen to a sentence and repeat
back exactly what they hear (Chaudron, Prior, & Kozok, 2005). They continue this process as
they are confronted with increasingly longer sentences. They are graded by the accuracy of their
imitations. It is important to note that El is a criterion-referenced test rather than a norm-
referenced test, as performance is measured against a standard of accuracy that is independent of
reference to the performance of others (Brown & Hudson, 2002). El is a highly intriguing
approach because of the relatively small number of resources needed to facilitate it—in several

languages it has been done through a computer and speech recognition technology (Cook,



McGhee, & Lonsdale, 2011; Graham, Lonsdale, Kennington, Johnson, & McGhee, 2008). For a
more complete review of EI and its history in the literature, consult Vinther (2002) and Bley-
Vroman & Chaurdon (1994).

What Does EI Measure?

The purpose of this study is to investigate whether the EI test can predict the complexity
of language that exists in a language proficiency scale. More specifically, to determine whether
items based on an established proficiency scale will predict test-takers’ score on a language
proficiency assessment such as the OPI. To begin this investigation, it is important first of all to
understand what EI actually measures. Many proponents of EI tests have made claims that EI
tests are reconstructive in nature and provide a representation of a learner’s interlanguage
system. Although EI doesn’t directly measure oral language proficiency, it can be used to
predict and infer such skills (Cook et al., 2011; Bley-Vroman & Chaurdon, 1994; Henning,
1983). The premise of the EI approach is that as sentences become more complex, the learner
must make use of his or her interlanguage in order to accurately reconstruct what is heard.
Therefore those who can accurately repeat longer sentences have access to a larger bank of
linguistic knowledge and competence (metaphorically speaking) and are identified as more
advanced speakers of the language (Ellis, 2006; Erlam, 2006). Vinther (2002) illustrated this
process with a five-step model. The test taker first listens to the sequence of sounds that
comprise the prompt. Next, the test taker decodes the sequence of sounds into chunks of
meaningful linguistic units and stores the information in short-term memory. The test taker’s
familiarity with the linguistic system (grammar, vocabulary, context, etc.) dictates how much of
the information in the prompt sentence can be contained in a single chunk. The test taker then

interprets the prompt by syntactically and semantically processing the chunks from the decoding
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process. The test-taker then recalls the information and produces the sentence, utilizing his or
her linguistic system to reconstruct the prompt.

Some scholars have claimed that EI measures nothing more than the ability for rote
repetition through the working memory (McDade, Simpson, & Lamb, 1982). Cowan (1996)
explained that working memory is the portion of the memory that temporarily stores information
only relevant to accomplishing a current task. There is no question that working memory plays
an important role in EI tasks (Doughty & Long, 2003); however, there is still discussion in the
literature about the degree of overlap between working memory and linguistic ability in EI.
Erlam (2006) summarized the literature in this regard, providing three points of evidence that EI
measures more than the ability to perform rote imitations. First, research has shown that
working memory capacity is determined by the information in the learner’s long-term memory
(Baddeley, Gathercole, & Papagno, 1998). Next, Potter and Lombardi (1990) provided evidence
that memory for the meaning of an utterance is retained longer than the memory for the form.
Finally, Munnich, Flynn, and Martohardjono (1994) showed that sentences with incorrect
grammar were corrected spontaneously during EI tasks, indicating that the learners weren’t
merely repeating what was heard based on working memory.

More recently, Okura and Lonsdale (2012) designed a study to measure participants’
working memory abilities and their scores on an EI test in order to establish whether working
memory ability had a significant impact on EI test performance. The participants were students
at the English Language Center (ELC) at Brigham Young University (BYU). Each of the
participants took a test designed to measure working memory and an English EI test used by the
ELC. The correlation of the EI test performance and the working memory scores was

insignificant (r=.249, p = .121). They reported, “the lack of significant correlations between
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working memory and English EI scores...suggest that there is more to performance on EI tests
than working memory capacity” (p. 2136). The literature gives ample evidence that EI measures
implicit linguistic knowledge, and not just working memory ability.

Several studies have found success in comparing the results of EI tests to other language
proficiency measures. Erlam (2009) conducted a study with 95 L2 learners of English from New
Zealand and found a correlation of .87 between her EI instrument and the International English
Language Testing System. Another study compared the use of a carefully constructed EI
instrument with a more traditional speaking language achievement test (SLAT) and found a 0.74
correlation between the two tests (Graham et al., 2008.). Cook et al. (2011) compared the results
of EI scores and OPI scores of 85 English as a Foreign Language learners in order to determine
the predictive ability of the EI test. They used the EI scores to compute a predicted OPI score
and found a 0.85 correlation between the predicted OPI scores and the actual scores. Along with
these findings, many others have also reported significant positive correlations between EI
performance and other measures of global language assessment (Call, 1985; Clay, 1971; Perkins,
Brutten, & Angelis, 1986).

However, an important consideration in EI assessment is the development of the levels of
the proficiency scale used in the creation of El items. The proficiency scale used in this study
was the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (1982). The ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines are based
on a rating scale originally developed by the Foreign Service Institute of the U.S. Department of
State in the 1950s. They were created to adapt this scale for use in schools and colleges. The
guidelines for oral proficiency include 10 levels from novice low to superior. For a more
complete description of the ten levels, refer to Breiner-Sanders, Lowe, Jr., Miles, & Swender

(2000).
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Although the ACTLF Proficiency Guidelines have been in use across the country for
decades, the scale is not without its fair share of criticisms. In her survey of the literature,
Liskin-Gasparro (2003) listed several of the criticisms that the ACTFL rating scale has received
over the years. First, critics have pointed out that the guidelines for the scale were based more
on intuitive judgments rather than actual data, especially with the listening and reading scales
that have been accused of being modifications of the speaking guidelines. Next, the proficiency
levels have been accused of being circulatory in that the definition of the level is the ability of
the person who is able to perform at that level. But the definition was only defined because there
are those that are able to perform at that level. Another criticism is that the validity of the rating
scale is called into question because of its reliance on native speakers’ abilities as a criterion
against which the performance of non-native speakers is measured. Notwithstanding the
criticisms of the scale, the scale is still widely used, and some believe in its popularity (Liskin-
Gasparro, 2003; Norris & Pfeiffer, 2003). We have chosen to use this scale in spite of its flaws
because of its pervasiveness and the lack of a widely recognized suitable alternative.

Creating a Valid EI Test

In order to operationalize the proficiency levels listed above, we first reviewed what
factors contribute to item complexity for an EI test. EI items must be carefully selected in order
for the item to effectively measure a test-taker’s interlanguage system. The literature has shown
that there are several ways that EI test developers have selected items to be used in an EI
instrument. One way is for a researcher to carefully construct sentences of various levels by
paying particular attention to the factors that make the sentence difficult. The researcher can
consult with feature lists that assign grammatical features to proficiency levels, and build items

with certain features to make them correspond to different proficiency levels. The same can be
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done in terms of lexical complexity and sentence length—constructing sentences of various
levels of difficulty by including various levels of lexical complexity and length. This approach
requires a highly specialized linguist to be able to create such items. The recent research has
shown that this approach can be used to result in high correlations to other language proficiency
measures (Graham et al. 2008; Graham, McGhee, & Millard, 2010). Another recent study,
however, has claimed that one possible danger of this approach is that test takers find many of
the prompts created by researchers unnatural, unauthentic, and awkward (Christensen,
Hendrickson, & Lonsdale, 2010).

Another way to select items for an EI instrument that has received particular attention in
recent studies is selecting items from a corpus of naturally occurring language. This approach is
much more systematic than the previously mentioned method of constructing each item.
Because large language corpora exist for most of the world’s major languages, this approach can
be advantageous by placing the burden of item selection on these corpus tools rather than on an
individual researcher. Items stemming from naturally occurring language have been shown to
have high correlations with other proficiency measures, such as the OPI and Second Language
Acquisition and Teaching certification. The study mentioned above claimed to achieve a 0.75
correlation, significantly better (p < .05) than the previous EI test’s [speaking language
achievement test] correlation (» = 0.41). Millard (2011) created an EI test for learners of French
using the GigaWord corpus, a large corpus of naturally occurring written and spoken language.
He administered his test to 94 participants and found a .92 correlation between his instrument
and the OPI in terms of its ability to distinguish between levels of language proficiency.

Graham et al. (2008) found that the highest determiner of item difficulty was the item

length in terms of syllables. The suitable length in syllables for items in an EI instrument
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depends on the morphosyntactic features of the language. Miller (1956) has shown that the
average individual is able to store about seven (plus or minus two) unrelated items at once in the
working memory. Several more recent studies have suggested that four (plus or minus one) is a
better representation of the working memory’s capacity (Cowan, 2001). This research suggests
that the length of items in an EI test should at least be greater than the working memory capacity
limit in order to measure interlanguage ability. The range of sentence length for English
language learners is between 6 syllables and 19 syllables (Graham et al., 2010; Vinther, 2002);
however, the max number of syllables is higher in EI instruments that have been created for
other languages. Millard (2011) found that the appropriate syllable range for learners of French
was between 7 syllables and 25 syllables. Thompson (2013) found that the syllable range for
learners of Spanish was between 7 and 34 syllables.

There are several reasons to suppose that the max length in terms of syllables for Russian
will be longer than English. First, Russian is a highly inflected language, meaning that much of
the grammar consists of adding affixes to the root of the word, which makes words several
syllables longer. The assumption is that the affixes will be easier to chunk, meaning that a more
proficient speaker of the language will be able to more easily chunk several syllables together
because of the grammatical cohesion. Additionally, Russian has very few diphthongs. For
example, the “~tion” morpheme in English has the equivalent of “mus” (tsee-ya) in Russian,
which is two syllables in length. Many of the same words with the equivalent number
morphemes have more syllables in Russian than in English. Again, the assumption is that
chunking happens on a morphemic level rather than a syllable level, allowing native Russians to
chunk morphemes of more syllables as easily as English speakers of less syllables (Bley-Vroman

& Chaudron, 1994).
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Research Questions

More research needs to be conducted to investigate the EI testing method’s ability to infer
oral language proficiency. Several of the studies above reported encouraging results regarding
the usefulness of EI in L2 assessment, but most of them were studies involving English or
Spanish as the L2. More research needs to be conducted with other language to investigate
whether El is a suitable approach for L2 acquisition in general. The research presented in this
study answers these need by studying EI with a language (Russian) that has not been investigated
in the literature and comparing the EI scores with Russian OPI scores. The research questions
for this article are presented in the following bullet points.

e To what extent do the empirical Russian EI item difficulty levels align with their intended
difficulty levels?
e To what extent does a criterion-referenced, proficiency-based EI test predict Russian
language learners’ OPI scores?
Methods

Research Context

The test created and evaluated in this study was given to students learning Russian in an
intensive 9-week language learning program and students who have recently returned from an
extensive experience abroad in a Russian-speaking country.
Test Design

In this section, we will explain the procedure used to create an EI instrument for learners
of Russian. We will explain the procedure for extracting items, assigning items a difficulty

score, and the initial process used to refine the item bank.
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Item extraction. The items for this instrument came from two primary sources. The
first came from the subcorpus of spoken Russian of the Russian National Corpus
(http://ruscorpora.ru/en/search-spoken.html). The Russian National Corpus is a reference system
based on an electronic collection of Russian texts. The subcorpus of Spoken Russian includes
recordings of public and spontaneous Russian speech, including transcripts from Russian
movies. This subcorpus is considered the best comprehensive source of naturally occurring
Russian language. The corpus represents a well-balanced collection of speech that is situated in
a large variety of contexts. The corpus includes nearly 150 million tokens taken from over
52,000 different sources.

The corpus was not available for download and was designed to only be searched and not
browsed, so we developed a script to harvest the content. The script used the search parameters
to look for all of the parts of speech. By searching for every part of speech, the results were able
to access the entire corpus. Figure 1 shows a screenshot of the advanced search menu on the
corpus. We simply checked every part of speech on the upper left box in order for the search to
produce all of the content contained in the corpus. The script was written in Python. It
systematically accessed each page of the results and scraped each of the results into a
spreadsheet. The results were not already parsed into sentences. An additional script was
required to detect a sentence ending punctuation mark. When such a mark was found, the script
entered the following content as a new entry. After each of the sentences was entered as a
separate entry, another script was written to detect the number of vowels in each sentence. The
Russian language is such that the number of vowels in a word corresponds directly to the number

of syllables. The results were presented in a spreadsheet where one column contained each of
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sentence.
8eno Grammatical features
[ www.ruscorpora.ru/en/reggrm-spoken.html
Part of speech Case Mood / Verb form | Degree / Adj. form
[ noun nominative indicative comparative
@j adjective genitive imperative superiative
@j numeral genitive 2 imperative 2 full form
# numeral adjective dative infinitive short form
@j verh accusative participle
 adverb instrumental gerund
 predicative locative
thesi: locative 2 Tense
# parenthesis . present
= prqnoyn adnumerative future
@ adjective pronoun past
# predicative pronoun
# adverbial pronoun | Number Person
 preposition singular first
 conjunction plural second
 particle third
 interjection
Antroponymic Gender Volce
family name masculine active
first name feminine passive
patronymic neuter middie
Animacy Aspect
animate perfective
inanimate imperfective

Figure 1. Screenshot of advanced search menu of the Russian National Corpus

The second bank of items was extracted from a social media website with personal stories
and statements similar to the language that the learners would encounter in their experience
abroad. The primary author copied the transcripts of 30 profiles into a document, which
contained nearly 15,000 items. A similar script as was used to parse the data from the corpus
was developed to parse the language in the document into individual sentences in a spreadsheet.
Another script was created to count the number of syllables in each of the sentences, and the

results were entered into a spreadsheet, where the first column contained the individual sentences
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and the second column contained the number of syllables to the corresponding sentence. Upon
completion of the extraction procedures, the banks from both sources were formatted exactly the
same, and the processes described below were applied to each of the banks separately in a
parallel manner.

Item complexity. After the item banks were created, the sentences were grouped in 3
levels according to levels 1-3 on the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign languages
(ACTFL) scale (1 = intermediate, 2 = advanced, 3 = superior). We analyzed the sentences
according to three factors: sentence length in terms of syllables, grammatical complexity, and
lexical complexity. The purpose of determining the item complexity was an attempt at
identifying the items that have the most discriminating power.

Sentence length. We conducted a pilot study to determine the max length in terms of
syllables to be used in a Russian EI instrument. We created a bank of items that were similar in
terms of grammatical and lexical difficulty. The items ranged from 26 syllables to 34 syllables
in length. We then tested the items with 20 participants whose native language is Russian. We
recorded a native Russian speaker reading each of the items, played the recording for the
participant and asked the participants to repeat the item verbatim. 100% of the participants were
able to accurately repeat the items that were 26 syllables in length. The average score for the
items of 28 syllables was 93% with a standard deviation of 0.06. The average score dropped to
88% with a standard deviation of 0.11 for the items of 30 syllables. We found that native
speakers of Russian struggled repeating back sentences that were longer than 30 syllables in
length. This study suggests that a Russian language learner who is able to accurately repeat a
sentence 30 syllables in length has reached a native-like performance for the instrument. We

narrowed down the number of sentences in the item banks to those between 9-30 syllables in
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length. We assigned all sentences from 9-15 syllables in length to the intermediate level,
sentences from 16-22 syllables in length to the advanced level, and sentences 23-30 syllables in
length to the superior level.

Grammatical complexity. In order to determine grammatical complexity, we used an
indexed grammatical feature list created by OPI raters for Russian that outlines the grammar
features that speakers of different proficiency levels have command over. We used this list to
assign the grammar features a score corresponding to the level of difficulty from 1-3 (1 for
intermediate, 2 for advanced and 3 for superior). See Appendix A for a list of Russian grammar
features and their corresponding difficulty levels. These levels of difficulty correspond to the
levels of difficulty used by the OPI and ACTFL raters: 0 = novice, 1 = intermediate,

2 = advanced, and 3 = superior. The definition of the novice level is the absence of language
command indicated in the intermediate level, which is why we did not assign a score to items at
a novice level. We then analyzed each sentence and marked the presence of each of the
grammatical features by entering its score in separate columns in the spreadsheet. We computed
the maximum score, which we used as the score to represent the level of difficult grammatical
features in each sentence.

Lexical complexity. We used lemma frequency as the primary factor in determining
lexical complexity. Lemma frequency is the cumulative frequency of all the word form
frequencies of words within an inflectional paradigm. For example, although a verb may have
several forms according to how it is conjugated, the lemma frequency couches each occurrence
of the variation underneath the verb stem. This is important because we are not interested in the
frequency of the variations of a word; rather we are interested in the frequency of the word and

all of its forms. We used a lemmatizer tool developed by Serge Sharoff from the University of
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Leeds to convert each of the word forms in the item banks to represent the lemma of the word
(http://corpus.leeds.ac.uk/mocky/). Then we developed a script to search for the lemma word
frequency of each of the words in the item banks, using a Russian lemma frequency list created
by Serge Sharoff (http://www.artint.ru/projects/frqlist/frqlist-en.php). We assigned each item a
lexical difficulty score, which equaled the score for the least frequent word in the item.
According to the lexical difficulty score, we assigned the sentence a level from 1-3 on the
ACTFL scale: items containing the most frequent 3,000 words were assigned level 1, items
containing the words of frequency 3000-9000 were assigned level 2, and items containing words
with frequencies above 9000 were assigned to level 3.

Item filtering. We extracted 20 items for each syllable length from 9-30 (440 items
total: 220 from the Russian National Corpus and 220 from the social media website). The next
step in determining which items to use in the EI instrument was to filter through the 440 items
extracted and to identify the items with the most discriminating power based on the proficiency
scale. This first step in filtering through these items was to simply throw out items that were
assigned different levels according to the ACTFL scale for syllable length, grammar complexity,
or lexical complexity. In other words, we only retained items that were on the same level in each
of these three areas. The rationale for doing so is to increase control in the El test. If an item is
intermediate in terms of syllable length but superior in terms of grammatical complexity, then it
becomes difficult to understand why the item did or did not perform well in the test. The
purpose of this test is not to try and figure out which of these factors contributes to item
difficulty and performance on the test. An additional filter we implemented was running the
items by at least two native Russian speakers to have them eliminate items that are confusing and

do not make sense taken out of context. We also removed items that contain large phrases that
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will likely be chunked as an individual unit by most speakers of the language (for example,
members of the LDS church will likely be able to chunk the phrase, “The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints” as one unit).

The next process in filtering involved the expertise of two specialists trained in rating the
OPI in Russian. These individuals went through the remaining items and confirmed the score
assigned to them as mentioned above (1-3, intermediate to superior) according to the OPI rating
standards. We discarded all of the items for which all of these three scores (grammar score
mentioned above and the score of the two raters) did not agree. See Appendix B for the final list
of items used in this EI test.
Test Administration Procedure

In this section, we will outline the procedure followed to test the items in the item bank to
discover which items have the most discriminating power.

Participants. The participants for this study came from two groups. The first group of
52 were young men (28) and women (24) ages 18-26 learning Russian in an intensive program
preparing them for experiences abroad in Russian-speaking countries. At the time of the study,
these participants had been learning Russian for 4 to 8 weeks. The other 44 participants had
recently returned from extensive experiences abroad from Russian-speaking countries. 11 were
female and 33 were male ages 21-34. Three of the MTC employees were native Russian
speakers.

EI test. The EI test consists of 72 items total split into 3 groups according to the ACTFL
levels as discussed previously. The test has 24 items from each level chosen at random from the
filtered item bank. The items were recorded by a male native speaker of Russian reciting each of

the items at a normal speed with distinct, authentic, but not slurred or distorted pronunciation.
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The browser-based administration program was able to pull from a database of pre-
determined items to display to the test taker. The database included the audio track for each
item, the item itself, and the item parsed into individual syllables. The display for the test taker
was very simple, including a reference of how many items have been completed and how many
remain (see Figure 2). The system randomly chose one of the 24 items per each level as a
prompt for the test taker, and then the test taker repeated the prompt as accurately as possible.
There was a delay of three seconds between each item, and then the system chose another item
from the 24 items in that level and continued doing so until all 24 items from that level have
been completed. The system then moved to the next level and repeated this process until all 72
items had been completed.

Administration. The EI test was administered in a computer lab with 12 computers.
Before each session, the test was preloaded on each of the computers. The 54 students in the
intensive program took the test in eight waves. The 44 students who had recently returned from
being abroad took the EI test in 7 waves.

Scoring. This study will utilize the percentage scoring method to rate each of the items
on the test. It is important to note that for this scoring method, individual syllables are the unit
of measurement. If there is more than one mistake in a single syllable, the entire syllable will be
counted as incorrect. If a syllable is missing, that entire syllable is incorrect. If a syllable or
multiple syllables are correct but placed out of order, then only one of the syllables will be
marked as incorrect.

The rater was presented with a clickable, parsed by syllable version of the item. The rater
was also presented with a button that played the original audio recording and a button that played

the recording from the test taker. The rater listened to the recordings, and clicked each syllable
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of the item that was either pronounced incorrectly or was not pronounced at all. The rater
ignored syllables that were repeated or inserted. Once satisfied that the item had been
successfully rated, the rater moved on to the next item. This continued for each of the 72 items
in the test. Two non-native Russian-speaking raters (who did not participate in the test) rated the
El tests. A third rater arbitrated any syllables that were not scored the same by the raters.

The percent score was then converted to a four-point rating scale where 0 indicates a
score lower than a 10%, 1 indicates a score between 10%-50%, 2 indicates a score between 50%-
90%, and 3 indicates the test-taker got higher than 90%. Within 2-3 days of taking the EI test,
the test-takers took the computerized Oral Proficiency Interview (OPIc) in the same computer
lab with the exception of 11 participants who had already taken the OPI within 3 months of
taking the EI test. The OPIc is a test similar to the OPI that is designed to be administered online
instead of in person. Instead of being interviewed by a live respondent, the test-taker is asked
questions be a computer avatar and their responses are recorded and rated afterwards. Because
of the inability for the computer to probe the test-taker to produce more advanced language, the

OPIc is only able to assess language proficiency up to the advanced level.
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Second Language Evaluation

Russian El Test

Phrase 3 of 72

Figure 2. Test taker view of EI items
Results

In order to answer the questions in this study, we used the Rasch Item Response Theory
(IRT) model to calculate the item difficulty statistics of the 72 items on the EI test. This analysis
was accomplished through the Winsteps program (http://www.winsteps.com/index.htm).
Because of its dichotomous and criterion-referenced nature, the Rasch measurement model 1s an
appropriate form of analysis. For an in-depth history of the use of the Rasch model in language
testing, see McNamara & Knoch (2012). Before reporting the findings for each of the research
questions, we will present a diagnosis of the functionality of the rating scale followed by a
reliability analysis of the test scores from the use of the scale.
Scale Diagnosis

The diagnosis indicates that the four-level scale mentioned above (0-3) functioned
satisfactorily within the guidelines (Linacre, 2002). The average measures as well as the
threshold estimates for each of the categories increased monotonically in each case. For each of

the categories, the threshold estimates were between the recommended 1.4 to 5 logits between
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each category, implying a distinction between each of the categories. Additionally, the spacing
of the thresholds was regular, allowing the scale to be treated as interval data (see Figure 3). An
examination of the category probability distributions showed that each category functioned well.
The outfit statistics for the category ranged from 0.84 to 1.30, none of which were out of the
acceptable range.
Reliability Analysis

The person ability estimates ranged from -5 to 9 on the scale with a mean of 0.18 (see
Figure 4). Of the 96 people who took the exam, only two of the outfit mean squares exceeded
2.0, and the average for the set was 0.96. The internal separation reliability between the test
takers was .99 with a separation strata index of 11.1. This value means we can be confident that
the estimated person ability parameters indicate reliable differences between the performance on
the El test as defined by the four-point rating scale described above. The item ability estimates
ranged from -7 to 6 on the scale with a mean of 0 (see Figure 5). The item separation reliability
statistic was also .99, with a separate strata index of 9.92. The separate strata index for both
person ability estimates and item ability estimates was higher than expected, and we verified the
analysis to make sure this was not an error. We attribute the strength of the strata index to the
wide range of proficiency levels of the learners and the three-level process we followed to
determine item difficulty. Of the 72 items on the exam, only three of the outfit mean squares
exceeded 2.0, and the average for the set was 1.05. These findings imply that the items were
reliably distinct from each other and can easily represent at least 3 different difficulty levels that

were intended.
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Figure 5. Russian El item difficulty map
Question One: Alignment of Intended and Actual Item Difficulty Levels

A Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient was computed to assess the
relationship between the item difficult logit measures and the intended ACTFL level for each
item. The data passed the assumptions for using such a test in that the data are continuous and a
scatterplot of the data affirm a linear relationship. There was a positive correlation between the
two variables, » =0.773, n =72, p < 0.001. Increases in intended ACTFL level were correlated
with increases in the item difficulty logit measure. Additionally, a one-way between subjects
ANOVA was conducted to compare the effect of intended item ACTFL level (1-3) on the item’s
item difficulty logit measure. The data passed the assumptions for using an ANOVA test in that
the logit measures were normally distributed with only a slight right skew with no extreme
outliers. There was a significant effect of intended item ACTFL level on item difficulty logit

measure at the p < .05 level for each of the three levels [F (2, 69) = 52.69, p < 0.001, n* = .60].
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Post hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni test found statistical differences between

intermediate (1) and advanced (2) items (mean difference = —2.38 logits, a 95% CI [-3.32, —
1.41], and p <0.001) and between advanced (2) and superior (3) items (mean difference =—1.60
logits, a 95% CI [ -2.55, —0.65], and p < 0.001). Taken together, these results suggest that the
empirical difficulty levels as a whole align well with the intended item difficult ACTFL level.
These data viewed in context of the first question of this study regarding the alignment of the
empirical item difficulty measures with their intended difficulty levels indicate that the alignment
is quite strong. However, a box plot of the data (See Figure 6) shows that for each level, there
are some items that had item difficulty measures higher than the mean measure of the next

intended ACTFL level.
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Figure 6. Boxplot of item difficulty statistics for intended difficulty

As seen above in the boxplot in Figure 7, there were several outliers in each group of

intended difficulty. These items, their transliterations and translations are listed in Appendix C.
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Two of the items were much easier than expected. Both of these items were intended to be level
3, but their item difficulty measures’ placed them below the average of items in level 2. 1 of
these items contained 23 syllables, and the other contained 24 syllables, both just above the cut
point of 23 syllables to be in level 3. One of these items was incorrectly placed in terms of
vocabulary difficulty. The item contained words within the 3,000 most common lemmas, which
would make it level 1 according to lexical complexity. The other item contained only one word
that placed it in level 3 according to lexical difficulty: “BroxnoBmnsrorum” [vdakh-nav-lya-yu-
shim] which means “inspiring.” While this word may appropriately be infrequent in general
speech, this word is much more frequent in the context for which the participants have learned
Russian. Four of the items were much more difficult than intended. Two of the items were
intended to be level one items but had item difficulty measures higher than the mean for the
items in level two. These items both contained 12 syllables, approaching the limit to be
considered level two items in terms of length. Both these sentences are highly marked. One
contains nouns in three separate cases, while the other contains nouns in four cases. The other
sentences in level one contain on average between one and two cases. This indicates that these
sentences are grammatically dense. These factors may be the cause that they are more difficult
than the others in the category. The other two items were intended to be level two, but had item
difficulty measures higher that the mean for level three. These items both contained 22 syllables,
just under the limit to be considered level three by length. Also, both of these items dealt with
declining cardinal numbers, which is highly inflected and has many exceptions. Both of these

factors may be a cause for their increased difficulty.
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Question Two: Predictive Ability of EI Test for OPI scores

We used the Rasch IRT model to calculate the person ability estimates for the 96
participants in the study. The persona ability estimates were normally distributed and a scatter
plot showed a strong linear relationship. Passing the assumptions, a simple linear regression
analysis was conducted to find an equation to predict a subject’s OPI score based on the person
ability estimate of the criterion-references, proficiency-based EI test developed in this study.
Subjects’ OPI scores from the person ability estimate could be predicted by the following
equation: y =.72x + 3.91, R* = 0.86, N = 96, r = 0.93. The scatterplot in Figure 7 below
summarizes the results. These data viewed in context of the second question of this study
indicate that the person ability measure is a strong predictor of a learners’ oral proficiency as
made evident by an OPI score. These data establish this EI test as a suitable testing instrument to

indicate Russian oral language proficiency.
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Figure 7. Scatterplot of person ability estimate and OPI score
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Discussion

The relationship between the item difficulty measures and the intended difficulty level
show a 77% correlation, and an ANOVA showed that the item difficulties of the items grouped
by their intended difficulty levels were significantly different from each other with an effect size
of 0.60, becoming more difficult as the intended level increased. This indicates that the items
ascend hierarchically based on the ACTFL scale. In regards to question one of this study (How
well do the intended item difficulty levels align with the actual levels?), these results provide
good evidence that the item selection procedure proposed in the literature (Christensen et al.
2010; Millard & Lonsdale, 2011) and employed in this test was sufficient to produce an
effective, predictive EI test, and the items performed as intended.

The regression analysis of the person ability estimates and the OPI scores (R* = 0.86,
N =96, r=10.93) showed that the scores on the EI test strongly predicted the scores that the
participants received on the OPIL, providing important information for the second question of this
research study (Can an EI test predict learners’ OPI score?). While the EI test does not measure
oral language proficiency, such a high correlation between the two tests suggests that one can
with an acceptable degree of confidence infer oral language proficiency based on the scores of
the El test. As Erlam (2006) argued, there is strong evidence that EI measures an individual’s
interlanguage system and not just working memory ability. We suggest that EI is able to obtain
such strong predictive power because EI is a measure of a learner’s interlanguage system, and
this system is at the root of oral language proficiency. These results are promising and support
the results of other studies listed in the literature review of this article. Moulton (2012)
conducted a similar study with ESL learners and found a strong correlation (» = 0.83) between

her EI test and the Language Speaking Assessment (an assessment measuring oral proficiency
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used at the Missionary Training Center in Provo, Utah). Millard and Lonsdale (2011) used a
corpus as the source of his EI items, and in a similar comparison study found a strong correlation
(r =0.92) between the EI results and the OPI. The fact that there are several studies that have
found such strong correlations, and few if any that have found contrary evidence adds to the
validity of this field as a suitable option to indicate language proficiency.
Conclusion and Future Research

Although the results of this study are encouraging, there were several limiting factors that
must be taken into account. While we have indicated the difference in levels for both the person
ability estimates and the item difficulties, we have not shown that the person ability scores line
up with the constructs of the item difficulties. For example, even though we have indicated
which items are superior-level items and we have indicated which persons were superior-level
persons, we have not provided evidence that these line up. Next, because of budget and
scheduling constraints, the majority of participants in this study took the OPIc instead of the OPI.
For the novice and intermediate levels, the OPIc is able to perform just as well as the OPI in
differentiating between test-takers’ ability (Kenyon & Malabonga, 2001). This is not the case for
the advanced level. The upper level test-takers who took the OPIc and received an advanced
score did not receive a delineation of low, mid, or high. On the 0-9 ACTFL scale from novice
low to superior, those who received a score of advanced on the OPIc received a 6, which is the
equivalent of advanced low. Although several of these test takers may have been able to receive
a score of advanced mid, high, or even superior, the OPIc was not robust enough to differentiate
at the higher levels. This lack of differentiating power hampered the ability of this study to
differentiate among higher-level learners as well as it could differentiate among lower-level

learners.
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Additionally, we admit that the process of determining the complexity level of the items
was somewhat arbitrary. More research needs to be done to determine how to more accurately
determine the difficulty of each item. Further research is also needed to investigate whether the
EI approach works for learners of Russian in a variety of contexts. Additionally, more research
needs to be done to validate Millard and Lonsdale’s (2011) success with using corpus tools as the
source for effective EI items.

In spite of the limitations, this study still provides supporting evidence for the use of EI in
language testing. The fact that the results in this study for a little-researched language (Russian)
align with the results for studies of other prominent languages suggests that EI is not a language-
specific phenomenon. More research is needed to investigate the utility of EI in more languages
to confirm this. While this study does not attempt to identify which factors contribute to item
complexity, controlling for sentence length, grammatical complexity, and lexical frequency was
enough to produce strong results. Most importantly, this research suggests that EI can be used as
a cheaper, faster alternative to the OPI and other expensive proficiency tests in order to surmise a

learner’s language proficiency.
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Appendix A: Russian Grammar Features for Proficiency Levels

Proficiency Level

Grammar Feature

Intermediate Gender and number agreement in high-frequency words
Intermediate Verb control high frequency verbs

Intermediate Past, present, future conjugation in high frequency words
Intermediate Adjectives and adverbs

Intermediate Relative pronouns

Intermediate Simple conjunctions

Intermediate Adverbial time words (then, tomorrow, in the morning)
Intermediate Ordinal numbers 1-100 in

Intermediate Basic modal verbs

Intermediate Impersonal constructions

Advanced Passive voice

Advanced Aspect

Advanced Reflexive

Advanced Prefixes of motion verbs

Advanced Relative clauses

Advanced Verb control

Advanced Declensions of number in all cases

Advanced Conditional

Advanced Comparative adjectives

Advanced Declension of proper nouns

Advanced Definite pronouns

Advanced Indirect speech

Superior Participle constructions

Superior Subordinate clauses of concession/compromise

Superior

Diminutive/affectionate nouns and adjectives
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Appendix B: Items In the Russian Elicited Imitation Test
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Item # | Syllables | Item

1 10 VY MeHs nATh NPEKPacCHbIX J1ouepei

2 10 S1 3nar0, uro 310 Ero LlepkoBb

3 10 Omna ouryTuia UCTUHHBIN MUP

4 12 B cBoe€ii )XHU3HU 5 CTAparOCh CIYKUTh IPYTUM
5 12 51 ouens o000 310 EBanrenue

6 11 Ceiiuac y MeHs ecTb CUJIbHas Bepa

7 12 S BcTana ¢ KOJIeH co clie3aMu Ha Iiia3ax

8 11 S1 Hukoraa He ObLIA TaK CUACTINBA

9 13 bor n100UT MEHS U CIBIIIUT MOU MOJIUTBBI
10 14 3T0 310pOBO MTOMOTraTh JIOJIAM BepUTh B bora
11 14 Y MeHs ecTb pa3Hble 00SI3aHHOCTH B IIEPKBU
12 14 MonuTBa yKpemseT MO Bepy B XpucTa

13 9 OHa Y€ MOoYTH HE OOJUT

14 9 Uro Oynem nmokynarh Ha pbIHKE

15 9 THI cerons e3auia k Hacre

16 10 He 31aro xak HO g 70 BUAET

17 10 51 emie He coBceM ¢ yma colia

18 11 S mpocTo cpocui Kak y Te0s ena

19 11 ThI )K€ CKa3aja 4To Te0s He OyneT

20 11 S cxaxy TeOe OTBET Ha TBOW BOIIPOC

21 12 VYV Hac TaM Ha Jade MpeKkpacHas OCEHb

22 13 Jla B coBeTCKOE BpeMs TaKOro He ObLIO
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23 14 51 oueHb paj 4TO BbI BCE CETOAHS CIOJ1a IPULLIA

24 14 VY Hac ObUI 371€Ch OJIMH MAJICHBKHH CITydaifHBI KOHLIEPT

25 15 B m060M criopre 51 Bcerga urpait nojx 3TUM HOMEPOM

26 17 51 xeHat yxe Ha npoTshkeHuu 18 ner

27 17 LlepkoBb MOMOTJIa MHE CTaTh 00JIee XOPOILINM YEITOBEKOM

28 15 MHe HpaBuTCs paboTaTh C MOJIOICXKbIO B Halel L{epkBu

29 17 Kak u y mo00ii 1pyroit cembH, y Hac €CTh CBOU TPYIHOCTH

30 20 A 3nat0, uto Mol Otent Ha Hebecax npu3Bai MeHs K 3Toi pabote

31 21 S craparoch 1ogaBaTh NpUMEp YUCTOM KU3HU U BBICOKMX HPABCTBEHHBIX
HOpM

32 22 51 ocraroch JOMa ¢ MOMMH YETHIPbMsI 3aMeUaTeIbHBIMU MaJlblIliaMu !

33 23 MHorue unens! LlepkBr nomoranu Ham caMbIMH pa3JIMYHbBIMU cioco0aMu

34 22 g nnpountana Kuury MopMoHa nepBslii pa3 Korja yuyuiaach B BOCBMOM
KJ1acce

35 22 S1 mpockInack KaX bl I€Hb C MUPOM H HAJICXK/I0H Onaromapst Moeit Bepe

36 23 OTka3bIBasACh OT KOMIJIMMEHTA, Bbl OTKa3bIBa€TECh OT BOXKBHUX MOJAPKOB

37 15 51 emi€ TOYHO HE 3HAIO BO CKOJIBKO 5 ITOEAY

38 15 YeM Thl IJIAHUPYEILb 3aHATHCS BO BPEMsI OTITyCKa

39 16 OH x11a11 MEHs1 y TOCTUHHULBI T€ 51 OCTAHOBUJICS

40 17 311ech OH YyBCTBOBAJI ce0si OUEHb CIIOKOWHO U YBEPEHHO

41 17 JaBaiiTe BCE-Taku BepHEMCS K 0oJiee paJOCTHBIM BelllaM

42 18 Kakne y Bac BO3pakeHHs IPOTUB 3TOI0 TEPMHUHA

43 18 MHe ObI XOTENIOCh Cpa3y clenaTh HeOOIbIIoe 3aMeYaHNE

44 20 K coxanenuto cerogus 6ojee cTa JeTel He Monajil B CIUCKU

45 22 U1 mb1 paboTanu ¢ IATH yTpa J10 JBYX YaCOB HOYM CIEIYIOLIUX CYTOK

46 22 Poaunucs sroau KOTOphIe HE 3HAIM HUKAKOrO IPYroro si3bIka
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47 23 Ecny HUKTO HE BO3MYILIAETCS 3TO €€ HE 3HAYUT YTO BCE BCEM JIOBOJIbHBI

48 22 B UTOT€ MBI JOJKHBI IPUATH K HEKOTOPBIM BBIBOJAM U PEKOMEHAALUAM

49 23 S mo06r0 BCTpeuaTh HOBBIX JTIOACH U YKPEIUIATH YKE CYIIECTBYIONTYIO
Apyx0y

50 24 Opna 13 BeMYalIIuX IparolleHHOCTEN B MOEH JKHU3HU - 3TO MOSI CECTpa -
OJIM3HELL

51 24 S BiKy MHOTO O6J1arocioBeHuid 6iaronaps ToMmy, 4to st B LlepkBu ¢ geTbipex
JeT

52 24 Kaxioe yTpo s MOII0Ch, IPOCS O TEPIICHUU B IIPEOIOJICHUU TPYIHOCTEN

53 24 S npoBena GOIBIIYIO YaCTh MOEH B3pOCIION XKU3HH, CIyXka MOAPOCTKAM B
HaIlIeM MIPUXO0JIe

54 24 51 ouens 000 CIIE0BATH BJIOXHOBIISIFOIIMM IIPUMEPaM JIIO/IeH, KOTOPBIX
BCTpEUaio

55 27 Y Hac Boe 3aMevaTeIbHBIX JIeTEH, KOTOPHIE HE JAIOT HaM 0COOEHHO
paccimabasaThes

56 29 Most cembst — camast OoJibLIasi paoCTh B MOEH KU3HU U I€HCTBUTEIBHO
6narocioBenue ¢ Hebec

57 30 MpI ObUTH 6J1ATOCTIOBIICHBI TPEMSI 04apOBATEIILHBIMU JI0YKaMHU, KOTOPBIX
MBI IIPOCTO 000KAEM

58 30 OrnsapiBasich Ha3a/l S TOHUMAI0, YTO JIFOJM BHE [IEPKBU YaCTO OBLIHU JIy4IlIe
U MyJpee MeHs

59 30 @DaKTUYECKH, 3TO — OJJHA U3 BEJIMYANIINX PaAOCTEN KU3HU — HENIPEPBIBHO
YYUTHCS U Pa3BUBATHCS

60 30 3T0 — IPOCTON MPHUHIIUII, HO MOJIEHUE — ATO TO, YTO B JIF0OOE BpeMs Moj1
CHJTY JTIOOOMY YE€JIOBEKY

61 23 B mo0om coobuiecTe ro/ieit CyImecTBYOT IpoOaeMbl OXpaHbl
IIPaBOIIOPsIJIKA

62 23 s OY€Hb PaJia YTO HAKOHEII-TaK/ 3aKOHYMIIOCH 3TO JI0JI0AHOE JIETO

63 23 €CTh OYE€Hb MHOTO JIETEeH-UHBAIU]IOB, HYKJAIOLINUXCS B IPUEMHBIX
POIUTENSIX

64 24 DTO CTaNo ISl MEHSI CaMbIM MOTPSCAIOIIUM U HETIPOCTHIM 3aHSITUEM B
KU3HU

65 27 OTMmeuy 4TO 3a MOCEeIHUE MATh JIET YBEIUYHIOCH YUCIIO YacTO OOJEIOLINX
IIKOJIbHUKOB

66 26 noJkayyiicra NPUIIOMHHUTE Ha MPE3UIEHTCKUX BBIOOpax 3a KOTo BbI OT/AJIN
CBOM T0JI0C

67 27 [Tamma 6yayun pbIOakoM cTai OpuUragupom Korjaa o0pazoBaics KOJIX03 B
TPHUALIATOM O/l

68 29 MBI pasibl IPUBETCTBOBATH Bac CETOHS Ha HAILIEM Mpa3/IHUKE
MOCBSIIIEHHOM JIHIO ITocénka benoropka

69 29 Ecnu ceifuac y Bac 3TO MHEHHE IIOMEHSIJIOCH TO 3a KOTO OBI BBI ceivac

MpOroJiIoCoBaJin
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70 29 B 9TO MTHOBEHHE CJIBIIIY KaKOW-TO BOIUIb U TOJIBKO IIOTOM IIOHUMALO YTO
9TO MOM COOCTBEHHBIN KPUK

71 30 Ectb 11 cpeau Bac cMeIb4aKky KOTOPBIE HE T0O0SATCS COBEPIIUTH CO MHOM B
TaKO€ MyTEIIECTBHE

72 30 3amuTa NoAAep KUBAET 3asiBJICHHOE X0/1aTaliCTBO O JI0IPOCE YKa3aHHOIO

CBHACTECIIA
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Appendix C: Item Outliers

Item 04

e B cBOEH XU3HHU 5 CTApaAKOCh CIIY)KUTh JIPYTHUM.
e V svoye Zhizni ya starayus’ sluzhit’ drugim
e Inmy life, I try to serve others.

Item 07

e S Bcrasa ¢ KOJICH CO Clie3aMH Ha rjia3ax.
e Ya vstala skolyen sa slyezami na glazakh
e [Istood from my knees with tears in my eyes.

Item 32

e S ocraroch oMa ¢ MOMMH YETHIPbMS 3aMEYaTeIbHBIMHA MaJIbIIIAMH.
e Yaostayus’ doma smoyimi chetir’'mya samyechatyel’nimi malishami
e [ stay home with my four wonderful boys.

Item 45

e Mpl paboTau C MATH YTpa JI0 IBYX YaCOB HOUYH CIEAYIOIIHUX CYTOK.
e Mi rabotali spiti utrpa do dvukh chasov nochi slyeduyushikh sutok
e We worked from five in the morning until two in the morning the next day.

Item 54

e S oueHs JMOOITIO CIIEAOBATH BIOXHOBISIONIMM IPUMEPaM JIOJIeH, KOTOPBIX BCTPEYaAlo.

e Yaochen lyublyu slyedovat’ vdokhnovlyayuwhim primeram lyudyei, kotorikh
vstrechayu

e [ really like to follow the inspiring example of the people that I meet.

Item 62

e ] oueHb paj UTO HAKOHEI-TAKH 3aKOHYHMIIOCH TO Y)KaCHOE JIETO.
e Ya ochen rad shto nakonyets-taki zakonchilos’ eto uzhasnoye lyeto
e [ am very glad that finally this terrible summer.
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ABSTRACT

Elicited imitation is a language assessment method that requires test-takers to repeat
sentences of increasing difficulty in the target language. The accuracy at which test-takers are
able to repeat more difficult sentences indicates the test-takers’ language proficiency. However,
in EI, the factors that render an item more complex than another have not been definitively
identified. This study investigates the effect of general domain vs. specific domain items on item
complexity and overall test performance. The study depicted in this paper was conducted at an
intensive 9-week language training center with 54 students preparing for extended experiences
abroad and 44 students who had recently returned from extensive experiences abroad in Russian-
speaking countries. The EI instrument used in this study contains items pulled from a general
corpus and a corpus of content specific to the experience abroad in order to investigate whether
item difficulty and test performance is different between the two item banks. We found that the
mean score for the content specific test (x =.51) was significantly higher than the mean score for
the general test (x = .44, p <0.001). Additionally, the item difficulties for the specific items
were significantly less that the item difficulties for the general items (p < 0.05), indicating that

the context of the EI items played a significant role in test performance.
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The Effect of Content Familiarity on Elicited Imitation

In the last decade, research regarding the validity and utility of Elicited Imitation (EI)
testing instruments has become more prevalent in language assessment literature. EI is a unique
approach to language assessment that claims to predict a test-taker’s language proficiency
through a series of item repetition tasks. Test-takers are confronted with items in the target
language and are immediately expected to repeat back what they heard as accurately as possible.
The assumption is that the better someone is able to repeat back more complex items, the more
proficient they are in the language. EI is an attractive option for language assessment because it
is relatively fast, economical, and effective when compared to traditional proficiency
assessments. Because the test is concerned only with the accuracy of the repetition, the scoring
procedures for EI tests are drastically simpler than other proficiency tests. One must simply
determine if the measuring unit (typically a syllable) was said correctly or not. Because of this
simplicity, many researchers have found success in employing automated speech recognition
(ASR) technology in the scoring of EI tests (Cook, McGhee, & Lonsdale, 2011; Graham,
Lonsdale, Kennington, Johnson, & McGhee, 2008)—rendering the test even more economical
and attractive.

The success of an EI instrument depends heavily on crafting or choosing items that
appropriately discriminate between the proficiency levels of the test takers. It is a rather
burdensome and tedious procedure to ensure that the items employed in an EI test will
effectively discriminate reliably between test takers of various proficiency levels. As will be
discussed more fully in this article, much research has been dedicated to identifying what factors
are important when creating effective and reliable EI items. Several factors have been

considered when analyzing what precisely makes an item more difficult than another, including
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item length in terms of syllables, grammatical complexity, and lexical complexity. The purpose
of this article is to investigate whether using general domain or specific domain items affects
item difficulty and person ability estimates. An EI test was created with half of the items general
in nature and the other half discipline specific in a context familiar to the test-takers (religious
context). The performance on these two groups of items are compared and analyzed in order to
provide more information regarding what factors contribute to item complexity in an EI
instrument. If this does influence performance on an EI test, this will give reason for EI test
creators to be more cautious when selecting the content of the items so as to not favor one group
of test-takers over another.
Literature Review

The basic model of an EI instrument consists of a test with several items in the target
language that gradually increase in difficulty. Test-takers listen to a recording of a native
speaker of the target language reading the item prompt, and then immediately repeat back what
they heard and understood as accurately as they are able (Chaudron, Priori, & Kozok, 2005).
While on the surface, this may seem like a memory exercise, many studies in the literature have
provided convincing evidence that EI actually measures test-takers’ interlanguage system (Bley-
Vroman & Chaurdon, 1994; Erlam, 2006). For a more complete discussion regarding what EI
actually measures, consult Burdis (2014).
Item Complexity

An influential factor on the performance of an EI test is the complexity of each item.
Many studies investigating item complexity have concluded that item length in terms of syllables
is the most influential contributor to item complexity. A famous study conducted by Miller

(1956) investigated the storage capacity of working memory and found that the average
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individual is able to store seven (plus or minus two) unrelated items at once. This study suggests
that an average person unfamiliar with a language could theoretically repeat an item up to nine
syllables in length. Perkins, Brutten, and Angelis (1986) studied adult ESL learners’
performance and found that the lower threshold that began to discriminate for language ability
and not working memory was items of seven to eight syllables. They also reported that syllable
length was the most robust determiner of item difficulty in their EI test. A more recent study
suggested that four (plus or minus one) is a better representation of the working memory’s
capacity (Cowan, 2001). Thus, it is important to construct EI items above that threshold so that
working memory is not the sole ability being measured. A study conducted by Hendrickson,
Aitken, McGhee & Johnson (2010) investigated which features of an item account for the item
difficulty in an EI test. They constructed a test with 60 items ranging from 3 to 33 syllables in
length to be administered to 376 learners of English at the English Language Center (ELC) in
Provo, Utah. They used a 44-feature model to investigate which features contributed most to
item difficulty. A step-wise regression reported that the model accounted for 67% of the
variability in the difficulty measure of each item, and that sentence syllable count was the
greatest contributor to model accountability (R* = .65). The next closest feature only accounted
for 1% of the variability in the model. This suggests that the length of the item had far more
impact on item difficulty than any of the other morphosyntactic or lexical features.

Graham, McGhee, and Millard (2010) investigated the role and influence of four factors
on item difficulty on an EI test. They created an EI instrument with 60 items varying in length
from 4 to 19 syllables. They split the items into 30 groups of two according to sentence length in
terms of syllables and the lemmatized frequency range of the words in the items. They

administered the test to 81 learners of English at the ELC in Provo, Utah. A regression analysis
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showed that sentence length, lexical frequency and lexical density were significant predictors of
average score, and morphological complexity was not. A step-wise regression analysis with the
three significant predictors mentioned above as the independent variables showed that the three
factors accounted for a little more than 83% of the total variance in item difficulty. A majority
of the variance (73%) was attributed to sentence length, 8% to lexical frequency and 2% to
lexical density. They also reported that the effect of lexical frequency was only constant for
items of 15 syllables or less. This study provides additional evidence that sentence length is the
most influential factor on EI item difficulty, but that lexical factors also had a significant effect.
They reported, “In spite of the overwhelming effects of sentence length on item difficulty, this
study has shown that lexical difficulty needs to be taken into account when creating sentences for
El instruments” (p. 69). This study illustrates the need to further study the role of lexical factors
in the creation of EI items.
Language for Specific Purposes Testing

Although the subject of language specific testing (LSP) is thoroughly discussed in second
language testing research, this subject has not been adequately explored in the literature of EI.
Two recent studies have briefly addressed the content domain of EI items in EI testing. Both of
these studies were with participants learning highly specialized language. The researchers made
the assumption that the LSP testing model was appropriate for their EI tests, though they gave no
justification for this assumption (Moulton, 2012; Thompson, 2013). Below we will explore
several studies that have investigated this topic in language testing.

Douglas (2001) provided a clear description of the distinction between general purpose
language testing and LSP testing. He described that in general purpose testing, the content is

derived from a theory of general language ability or acquisition. General purpose tests typically
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measure cognitive constructs such as communicative language ability. On the other hand, in LSP
testing the content is taken from specific analysis of the target language use (TLU). LSP tests
typically measure specific performance of language to be used in target situations. This
distinction made by Douglas and further researched in the articles below show that in language
testing (including EI) care should be made to choose and defend why one approach was chosen
over the other.

In a study conducted with grade school learners of English, Romhild, Kenyon, and
MacGregor (2011) investigated the effect of domain-general and domain-specific linguistic
knowledge in the assessment of academic English language proficiency through the ACCESS for
English language learners test battery. While this test is claimed to measure academic language
proficiency, the researches found that much of the test consisted of language specific to the
academic content domain. They found that domain-general and domain-specific linguistic
knowledge played a significant role and accounted for variance in the performance of
participants on the ACCESS test. They also found that the variance attributed to each factor
differed depending on the proficiency level of the learners. This indicates that in such a content-
specific test, variance attributed to domain-general and domain-specific can be blurred. This
illustrates the complexity that the factor of domain-specific vs. domain-general content has on
language assessment.

Douglas and Selinker (1992) devised a study to investigate whether a field-specific test
would be more useful than a general-purpose test in predicting field-specific performance. They
conducted a study with 31 Chinese chemistry graduate students in which they administered three
tests: a field-specific English test, a general-purpose English test, and a chemistry performance

test. They had the raters of the chemistry performance test assess whether the test-taker was
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ready to successfully enter the chemistry field and correlated that answer to the test-takers’
performance on the two tests. They found a significant correlation (» = 0.50, p < 0.01) between
the raters’ recommendations and the test-takers’ score on the field-specific English test, while
there was no significant correlation (» = 0.34) with the general-purposes test. This study
provides evidence that when predicting field-specific performance is the goal, field-specific tests
are more useful. This leads one to ask whether the opposite is true—when general proficiency is
the goal, are general-purpose tests more appropriate?

Douglas (2000) later discussed at length that LSP tests are contrived language use events
meant only to measure the test taker’s language ability for a specific purpose and knowledge of
the specialist field—not as a measure of global language proficiency. He reported that the best
use scenario for LSP tests are to indicate target language use. Similar to the conclusions made
above in the study of Chinese chemistry graduate students, he claimed that a well-developed LSP
test is effective in measuring domain specific and not domain general performance. He argued
that while LSP tasks often have a high degree of situational authenticity, they often lack an
adequate degree of interactional authenticity. Thus the assumption that using domain-specific
items in an EI language test will predict global language proficiency stands on shaky ground.

A more recent study investigated the English oral proficiency of air traffic controllers
across work-related testing tasks and non-specific English tasks on aviation (Moder & Halleck,
2009). They found that the majority of the air traffic controllers (64%) received operational or
above scores on tasks that were directly related to their everyday work routine, but a small
minority (14%) received the same score for tasks that were deemed common-occurrence tasks
for air traffic controllers. An even smaller minority (7%) received the same score for tasks that

were less common for air traffic controllers. These results suggest that the scores produced from
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limiting a proficiency test to a context that is very familiar to the test-taker ought not be used to
assume general proficiency. In this extreme example, if domain-specific tasks were solely used
to indicate global language proficiency, more than 50% of the participants would be incorrectly
assumed to have operational language ability.

To this effect, several researchers have voiced their concerns about language for specific
purposes (LSP) testing, stating that it has not been shown to be any more valid than a general
proficiency test (Davies, 2001; Honderich, 1995). Also, Elder (2001) has brought up that a
serious challenge with LSP testing is defining and identifying which testing tasks actually
represent field-specific content, and which do not. She mentioned that the line is not so distinct
as to be confident that an LSP test is equally familiar to all of the test-takers. Similar to the study
done by Romhild et. al (2011), it is very difficult to control for the variation of domain-specific
linguistic experience in the test takers. Because EI does not directly measure language
proficiency but infers it, research is needed to explore how the issues of LSP testing affect this
unique test design.

It is evident that more research is needed to identify the factors that contribute to the
creation of EI items that effectively discriminate between language proficiency levels. Although
item length has been shown in several studies to be the most influential factor in item
complexity, Graham et al. (2010) have argued the need to further research the role of lexical
factors on item complexity. Additionally, research has shown that in many facets of language
learning—especially in language testing—LSP is an influential factor. We have not found
research that has chosen to study the use of domain specific vs domain general items as a factor
in item complexity for an EI test. This study will investigate this factor affects the difficulty of

the items and the performance of the test-takers. Knowing whether the domain of the items
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influences EI performance is crucial for the EI test creation process. If researchers only pay
attention to sentence length, then there may be confounding factors that result in artificially
higher or lower scores for a certain group of test-takers.
Research Questions
In this study, we sought to answer the following research questions.
1. To what extent do the scores of an EI test using general knowledge items differ from an
EI test using content-specific items familiar to the test-taker? How is this difference
affected by the language learners’ proficiency level?
2. Do items from a specific content domain differ in difficulty from items from a general
context? How is this difference affected by the items’ intended proficiency level?
Methods
Research Context
In order to analyze the difference between general and specific content, it is necessary to
find a large group of participants that share a similar lexicon and context for learning the target
language. The instrument in this study was designed for students learning Russian in an
intensive 9-week language-learning program, preparing for missionary service abroad in a
Russian-speaking country and other students who had recently returned from missionary service
experiences abroad in a Russian-speaking country. The shared learning context among this
group is religious language. The language-learning method implemented by this program is
heavily contextual and task-based in that students are expected to learn the language needed
specifically to succeed abroad. Students are expected to leave the program with a command of

the core language needed to function when immersed in the target language.
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Test Design

The EI test created in this study had 72 items total and was administered to 96 students.
Thirty-six items came from the subcorpus of spoken Russian of the Russian National Corpus
(http://ruscorpora.ru/en/search-spoken.html) while the other 36 items were extracted from a
religious social media website with personal stories and statements similar to the language that
the learners would encounter in their experiences abroad. The items had been previously
administered and validated and were found to be highly reliable (Burdis et al., 2014).

Because this study focused on analyzing the effect of specific domain vs. general domain
items, we strived to control for other factors known to influence EI test performance. Each of
the item banks (general & familiar) were grouped into 3 levels according to levels 1-3 on the
American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) scale (1 = intermediate,

2 = advanced, 3 = superior). There was no group for level 0 (beginning) because our definition
of beginning speech on the ACTFL scale is the absence of command of any aspect of the
language. For each of the levels, sentences were selected that contained features of that level
according to sentence length, grammatical complexity, and lexical frequency. If any one of the
categories for an item did not fit within the constraints for that level, it was omitted. This
process was equivalent for both the general and familiar item banks. Table 1 illustrates the

constraints of each category of complexity for the levels listed above.
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Table 1

Constraints of Item Complexity for ACTFL Levels 1-3

Linguistic Features Content
Number of Grammatical Lexical Frequency
ACTFL Level Syllables Complexity (Lemma) Secular  Religious

Intermediate 9-15 Command of Level 1 0-3,000 12 12
features

Advanced 16-22 Command of Level 2 3,000-9,000 12 12
features

Superior 2330 Comm?nd of Level 3 9,000+ 12 12
catures

The participants’ language proficiency was also measured as part of this study. Eighty-
five of the 96 subjects took a computerized Oral Proficiency Interview (OPIc) for Russian within
a week of taking the EI instrument. The OPIc is a nationally recognized oral language
proficiency test developed by the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages
(ACTFL). It is the computerized version of the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI), which is a
similar test administered by a live rater over the telephone. The OPIc is administered by a
computer avatar. The subjects’ responses are recorded and then rated by a certified rater. The
OPIc is considerably less expensive than the OPI, and it is much easier to administer—since it is
administered online, there is no need to make an appointment with a live rater. The limitation of
the OPIc vs. the OPI is that it is only able to rate test-takers up to the advanced level. Eleven of
the participants had taken an OPI test within three months of taking the EI test, so their OPI
scores were used in place of the OPIc score.

Test Administration

The following section describes the administration of the EI test for this study. We will

briefly discuss the participants of the study, the administration procedures of the EI test, and the

scoring procedures of the EI test and the OPIc test.
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Participants. The participants for this study came from two groups. Fifty-two of them
were young men (28) and women (24) ages 18-26 learning Russian in an intensive program,
preparing for missionary service abroad in a Russian-speaking country. At the time of the study,
these participants had studied Russian for 4 to 8 weeks. The other 44 participants had recently
returned from missionary service experiences abroad in Russian-speaking countries. Eleven
were female and 33 were male ages 21-34. Three of the participants were native Russian
speakers.

Administration. The EI test was administered in November 2013 in a computer lab with
12 computers. Before each session, the test was preloaded on each of the computers. The 54
students in the intensive program took the test in eight waves. Within 2-3 days of taking the EI
test, they took the OPIc test in the same lab. The 44 students who had recently returned from
Russian-speaking countries took the EI test in seven waves. As mentioned above, 11 of them
had already taken the OPI within three months. The remaining students took the OPIc in the lab
within a week of taking the EI test.

Scoring. The OPIc tests were professionally rated, and two non-native Russian-speaking
raters (who did not participate in the test) rated the EI tests. A third rater arbitrated any syllables
that were not scored the same by the raters. The percent score was then converted to a four-point
rating scale that had been previously validated (Burdis et al, 2014) where 0 indicates a score
lower than a 10%, 1 indicates a score between 10%-50%, 2 indicates a score between 50%-90%,
and 3 indicates the test-taker got higher than 90%. Both the item and the person separation
statistic was .99, indicating strong internal reliability between both the test-takers and the items
on the test. Figure 8 shows the item difficulty map for the items in the study. The first number

represents the items’ intended difficulty level and the second number is the item number.
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Figure 8. Russian El item difficulty map
Results

Question One: Difference in Score for Specific vs. General EI Items.

Since a single test was administered to all participants, we used classical test theory to
compare the effect of item type on the test score. The percent scores for the EI test were used to
run a paired samples t-test to compare subjects’ performance (percentage score) on familiar
(religious) items vs. general items. There was a significant difference in the scores for religious
(x=0.51, SD =0.25) versus general (x = 0.44, SD = 0.25) items; #95) =21.08, p <0.001. See
Figure 9 for a boxplot of the scores. These results indicated that the participants in this study as
a whole performed better on the religious items vs. the general items. A one-way between
subjects ANOVA was conducted to compare whether the subjects’ difference in score for
general and religious items varied depending on the subjects’ ACTFL level as made evident by

their OPI/OPIc score. There was not a significant variation of the subjects’ difference in score
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for general and religious items based on their ACTFL level at the p <.05 level for each of the
three levels. These results suggest that although there is a difference as a whole between
subjects’ scores on the religious items vs. the general items, there is not enough evidence to

support that this difference is any stronger or weaker for learners of a certain proficiency level.

1.004

I

607

Percent_Score

407

007

Content_Domain

Figure 9. Boxplot of EI percent scores for religious and general items

Question Two: Difference in Item Difficulty for Specific vs. General EI Items

Since question two is centered on comparing the item difficulty measures of each item,
the Rasch IRT model was used to conduct the analysis of item difficulty scores. A histogram of
the data showed them to be normally distributed with a slight skew to the right and no extreme
outliers, meetings the assumptions for using a one-way between subjects ANOVA. A one-way
between subjects ANOVA was conducted to compare the effect of a generalized vs. specific
content domain on the item difficulty measure for items on the EI test used in this study.
Although the results are approaching significance, there was not a significant effect of content

domain on item difficulty at the p < .05 level [F (1, 70) =2.75, p =0.113]. See Figure 10 for a
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boxplot of the item difficulty measures. Although the difference in mean item difficulty score
between the general (x = 0.40, SD = 2.03) and religious (X =-0.39, SD = 2.15) content groups
was 0.79, these results indicate that this difference may be due to chance. However, according to
the Rasch Model, a logit difference of 0.80 suggests that the students have a 30% probability of
getting a general item correct and a 70% probability of getting a religious item correct.

We re-analyzed the religious items to identify any that were not overtly religious. We
found 15 items (see Appendix A) that were not uniquely religious (e.g., “I have five wonderful
daughters.”). Since these items could be found in a general content domain, we hypothesized
that they might be confounding the results and re-ran the analysis omitting these items. The
items were evenly dispersed among the proficiency levels: five for the intermediate level, four
for the advanced level, and six for the superior level. Because the items were evenly dispersed
among the levels, removing the items should not affect the ability to compare with the general
items. A one-way between subjects ANOVA was conducted to compare the effect of a
generalized vs. the refined specific content domain on the item difficulty measure for items on
the EI test used in this study. There was a significant effect of content domain on item difficulty
at the p <.05 level [ F (1, 55)=5.13, p=0.028]. See Figure 11 for a boxplot of the corrected
item difficulty measures. These results suggest that the overtly religious items were easier that
the general items. The mean logit difference between the religious (x =—-0.93, SD =2.31) and
general (x = .40, SD = 2.03) content groups was 1.33, which suggests that students have between
a 20-25% probability of getting a general item correct and a 75-80% probability of getting a

religious item correct.
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A univariate ANOVA was conducted to compare whether the item difficulty measure for
general vs. specific items varied based on the intended item ACTFL level of the items. As stated
above, the item difficulty data showed a normal distribution slightly right skewed with no
extreme outliers, meeting ANOVA assumptions. There was not a significant variation of the
item difficulties for the two groups based on the intended ACTFL difficulty level of the items at
the p < .05 level [F (2, 66) = 1.70, p = 0.615, n?> = 0.65]. Although within each of the intended
ACTFL groups the item difficulty for religious items was lower than for general items. These
data suggest that there is no evidence that these differences are not due to chance. The analysis
was repeated after omitting the 15 items that were determined to not be overtly religious. See
Table 2 to compare the item difficulty scores. The univariate ANOVA found again that there
still was not a significant variation at the p < .05 level [F(2, 51) = 1.44, p = 0.224, 1> = 0.73].
But it is worth mentioning that removing the 15 items that were not overtly religious caused the
p value to change by 0.391, indicating that removing these items moves the data closer to

significance.

Table 2

Item Difficulty Scores Across Proficiency Levels

Intended Difficulty ID Religious ID Refined Religious ID General
Intermediate -2.60 -3.61 -1.63
Advanced 0.08 -0.16 0.44

Superior 1.34 1.17 2.37
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Discussion

The data from this study indicate that the test-takers scored significantly higher on the
religious items than the general items. As discussed, the participants in this study all learned
Russian in a specific task-based learning context. The fact that the test-takers scored higher for
the religious items vs. the general items indicates that EI testing follows general LSP testing
trends. As discussed by Davies (2001) and Honderich (1995), LSP testing effectively predicts
context-specific performance, but it has not been shown to predict general performance any
better than general-domain language tests. As discussed above, Moder and Halleck (2009)
showed that air traffic controllers had a high command of the language for tasks they engaged in
every day, but a low command of more general English. They voiced their concern that LSP
testing should not be used for establishing general proficiency for this reason. The findings of the
current study suggest that the content domain of the items has a significant effect on item
complexity of an EI instrument, adding to the argument that LSP testing for EI items may
produce artificially high estimates of general language proficiency. It is interesting to note that
significance was not found until problematic items were removed. These items were labeled
religious items; however, there was little about them that distinguished them from the general
items. Once they were removed from the comparison, significance was found. This gives
further evidence that EI follows LSP testing in that an LSP EI test predicts specific performance
better than general performance. It is interesting to note that removing the items that were not
overtly religious lowered the p value by 0.391 and increased the effect size from 1> = 0.65 to
n%=0.73. These data combined show that there is an effect of content domain of the items on
person score; participants scored significantly higher on domain specific items than domain

general items. If the purpose of EI testing is to infer general oral language proficiency, than any



65

assumption that an LSP EI test should be used for learners of specialized language is an
argument that cannot be supported.
Conclusion and Future Study

These findings illustrate important implications for the creation of EI tests. While we do
not know why the test-takers performed better on the religious items than the general items, we
assume that at least one reason is because the test-takers were explicitly taught religious
language content in the intensive language-training program. Even though it is doubtful that the
learners had previously learned any of the exact sentences used in the religious EI test, we can
assume that they were exposed to many of the words and phrases contained in them. This
introduces a confounding factor that may indicate artificially increased test performance.
Careful consideration must be made when analyzing the target audience of an EI test to ensure
that the content of the test is not favoring one group, resulting in inflated test scores for that
group because the content of the test catered more towards their context for language learning.

While these results are informative, a limiting factor of this study is that the number of
items in each of the item banks was not sufficient. The analyses for both the person scores and
the item difficulty showed that there was no significant difference in performance when taking
into account the ACTFL level of the test-takers and the intended ACTFL levels of the items.
There were only 12 items for each of the three ACTFL levels for the familiar and general item
banks. To adequately see if content domain has more or less of an effect for different
proficiency levels, a study will need to incorporate more items and more subjects, so that the
individual groups are much higher.

Additionally, more should be done to control better for items containing words and

contexts that are familiar to the test taker in order to truly study content domain for an EI
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instrument. It is unclear whether the significant results came from specific training the learners
received, or whether their familiarity with the topic in their native language made it easier for
them to understand and produce the content in the target language. More research is needed to
identify which of these factors contributing to content familiarity had a greater effect.
Additionally, this study focused on religious vocabulary as the familiar content for test takers.
This study should be replicated for other groups of language learners to try and obtain similar
results.

The results of this study provide information that begins to show the importance of LSP
testing for EI tests. We suggest that the same cautions and concerns that some researchers share
for using LSP testing to predict general performance apply to using this model in EI testing. In
order to use an EI test to predict general language proficiency, test-designers should be very
cautious in choosing the contexts of the EI items. Limiting the contexts to a certain domain—
especially if that domain is specific to the contexts in which the test-takers learned the
language—may result in artificial results. The results of this study suggest that using such items
1s more appropriate for predicting context-specific language performance instead of general
language proficiency. It is clear that although sentence length is a crucial determiner of item
complexity, it is not the only one. Care must be made in regards to the content of the EI items

when developing a valid EI test.
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Appendix A: Items Not Overtly Religious
Item 01

e VYV MeHS IATh NPEKPACHBIX JOUYEPEH.
e U menya pyat’ prekrasnikh docherei
e [ have five wonderful daughters.

Item 03

e OHa ouryTuiIa UCTUHHBIN MUD.
¢ Ona oshutila istini mir
e She felt true peace.

Item 04

e B cBOEH XU3HHU 5 CTAPAKOCh CIY)KUTh IPYTHUM.
e V svoye Zhizni ya starayus’ sluzhit’ drugim
e Inmy life, I try to serve others.

Item 07

e S Bcrasa ¢ KOJICH CO Clie3aMH Ha Ijia3ax.
e Ya vstala skolyen sa slyezami na glazakh
e Istood from my knees with tears in my eyes.

Item 08

e S Hukoraa He OBUT TaK CHACTIIMB.
e Yanikogda nye buil tak shastliv
¢ [ had never been so happy.

Item 24

e B mo0om criopTe s BCeraa urpait moj 3TiM HOMEPOM.
e V lyubom sporte ya vsyegda igral pod etim nomerom
e In any sport I played under this number.

Item 25

e S xeHaT y)ke Ha NIpOTsKeHUH 18 Jier.
e Ya zhenat uzhe na protizheni vosyemnadsati lyet
e [I’ve already been married for 18 years.

71
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Item 29

e Kak u y mo0oii Apyroi ceMbH, y HaC €CTb CBOM TPYAHOCTH.
e Kak iu lyuboi drugoi sem’yi, u nas yest’ svoi trudnosti
e Like any other family, we have our difficulties.

Item 32

e Sl ocTaroch JOMa C MOMMH YETHIPbMSI 3aMeUaTelIbHBIMUA MaJIbILIAMH.
e Ya ostayus’ doma smoimi chetir’mya samechatel’nimi malishami
e [ stay home with my four amazing boys.

Item 49

e S mo0mro BcTpevaTh HOBBIX JIOJICH M YKPEIUIATh yXKe CYHIECTBYIOIIYIO PYkKOY.
e Ya lyublyu vstrechat’ novikh lyudyei I ukreplyat’ uzhe sushestvuyushuyu druzhbu
¢ [Ilove to meet new people and strengthen existing friendships.

Item 50

e OpnHa U3 BeTUYANIIMX JPArolieHHOCTEH B MOEH JKU3HU - 3TO MOSI CECTpa — OJIM3HEIL.
e (Odna iz vyelichaishikh dragotsyenostyei vmoyei zhizni — eto moya sestra — bliznets
e One of the greatest treasures in my life is my twin sister.

Item 55

e VY Hac JIBOe 3aMevaTeIbHbIX JeTel, KOTOpPBIE HE Jaf0T HaM OCOOCHHO paccialisiThbes.
e U nas dvoye zamyechatel’hikh dyetyei, kotoriye nye dayut nam osobyeno raslablyat’sya
e We have to amazing children that don’t give us any time to relax.

Item 56

e Mos cembst — camast OoIbIIas pagoCTh B MOEH KU3HU U IUCTBUTEIHHO OJIAarOCIOBEHUE C
Heobec.

e Moya syemya — samaya bol’shaya radost’ vmoyei zhizni I dyestvitel’no blagoclovyeniye
snebes
e My family is the biggest joy in my life and is truly a blessing from heaven.

Item 57

e Mgl ObUTH OJIarOCTIOBIICHBI TPEMS 0YapOBATEIFHBIMU JIOUYKAMHU, KOTOPBIX MBI ITPOCTO
000KaeM.

e Mui buili blagoslovlyeni tremya ocharovatyel’nimi dochkami, kotorikh mui prosto
obozhayem
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e We were blessed with three charming daughters whom we just adore.

Item 59

o DaKTHUYECKH, ITO — OJIHA U3 BEITMUANIINX PAIOCTEH KU3HU — HETPEPHIBHO YUUTHCS H
pa3BUBATHCS.

e Fakticheski, eto — odna iz byelichaishikh radostyei zhizni — nyeprerivno uchit’sya I
rasvivat’sya

¢ In fact, continually learning and developing is one of the greatest joys of life.
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Chapter 4: Conclusion

The results of the EI test created in this study exceeded expectations. The internal
reliability reported for this instrument using the Rasch model was .99. This indicates that both
the participants and the items in the test fit the model very well. We found that the EI test’s
ability to predict the test-takers’ score on the OPI was very strong (R’ ~.86). These results have
strong implications for the recognition of EI as a valid test to indicate language learners’ oral
proficiency. As EI gains more clout, we believe that there will be a shift in how large
institutions, such as the MTC, approach proficiency testing. As EI instruments improve and
become available in more languages, reliance on expensive and time consuming tests like the
OPI will decrease.

We found that the test scores of content-familiar items (X = .51) were significantly higher
than the scores of general items (X = .44, p < 0.001), and that that item difficulties for the
content-familiar items were significantly less than the item difficulties for the general items
(p < .05). This result is significant for the creators of EI tests. Much research has shown that
sentence length is the primary factor that contributes to item difficulty. While this study does not
refute that claim, it does add a caution that if an EI test creator only uses sentence length as the
determiner of item complexity, confounding factors may produce inflated test scores. This study
suggests that effort should be made to ensure that the content of the items on an EI test do not
cater towards one group over another group.

As a whole, this study adds to the recent research validating EI as a valid, reliable
language assessment option. EI has low face validity; many people find it hard to believe that a
simple imitation can actually indicate oral language proficiency. More studies are needed to

validate EI as a viable assessment instrument, showing that it correlates well with other standard



75

and accepted measures of language proficiency. Additionally, EI has only been studied for a
handful of languages. The current study expands the research by investigating EI with Russian,
which has received very little attention thus far in the literature. More research is needed to
investigate EI with other languages. As EI is shown to work with more languages, the EI
approach will become recognized as more of a general assessment approach instead of a

language-specific assessment approach.
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