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ABSTRACT 

 
 The Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) that is used by the American Council on the 

Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) to assess speaking proficiency has become quite 

popular since its debut in the 1980s.  As the OPI has been widely used for different purposes 

during the last thirty years, it has also been at the center of “…abundant and sustained 

professional engagement by foreign language teachers at all levels and in all languages, as well 

as intense and equally sustained criticism by specialists in foreign language testing” (Liskin-

Gasparro, 2003, 483). 

 An impediment to research for language testers and a source of uncertainty for OPI users 

has been the lack of a clearly defined speaking proficiency construct underlying the OPI and its 

attendant rating procedure.  This study identified, via automatic measurements of official OPI 

transcripts, seven aspects of examinee speech that significantly predicted holistic OPI ratings.  

When entered into a step-wise regression, a single variable, examinees’ number of word types 

divided by the square root of their word tokens, accounted for more than 85% of the variation in 

holistic OPI scores.  

 When this single measure was used to provide retrodictive OPI ratings, they agreed with 

official ACTFL ratings 78% of the time, indicating that this measure of vocabulary breadth may 

be attended to by raters during the rating process.  This paper concludes with an exploration of 

the predictor variables used to predict ratings, a discussion of the significance and limitations of 
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this study, and suggestions for future research into the construct of the ACTFL OPI and 

Speaking Guidelines. 
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Introduction 

 This empirical study was an attempt to both understand and clarify some aspects of the 

construct of speaking proficiency that underlie the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign 

Languages (ACTFL) Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI).  ACTFL does not provide a theoretical 

framework for the OPI as a test of speaking proficiency, but does encourage its use in academic 

settings of many types (ACTFL, 2012a).  The ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 2012 – Speaking 

(ACTFL, 2012a) offers guidance regarding how an OPI is rated, but there is no mention of 

specific rating criteria that are taken into account during rating, only prose statements alluding to 

such broad terms as vocabulary, discourse strategies, linguistic challenges, functions, etc.  In 

short, the Guidelines do not name any specific rating criteria that could be reliably applied by 

OPI raters, yet the OPI appears to be reliably rated and continues to spread its influence. 

 Precisely because the ACTFL OPI has become such a widely used measure of global 

speaking proficiency (ACTFL, 2012c; Liskin-Gasparro, 2003; Swender, 2003), the current study 

was undertaken in an attempt to identify aspects of examinee speech that OPI raters may 

plausibly evaluate when assigning holistic OPI ratings.  The research question was: 

 Can objectively measurable aspects of spoken language that account for some portion of 

 holistic OPI ratings be identified?  

It was assumed that there were such identifiable aspects of examinee speech because reported 

interrater reliability coefficients were high enough that the OPI was considered to be a reliable 

measure of speaking proficiency.  In other words, if raters were agreeing on proficiency ratings 

then they must be focusing on some common set of linguistic indicators of proficiency.   

 Taking this argument a step further, I assumed that if people could reliably notice the 

same aspects of examinee speech and make similar judgments from them, then I should be able
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to extract the indicators by regressing measured aspects of examinee speech on their holistic OPI 

ratings and isolating the aspects that accounted for those ratings.  In this way, I hoped to shed 

light on the operational definition of ACTFL speaking proficiency, and by extension, the 

underlying proficiency construct. 

 One goal of this study was to find measures of examinee speech that predicted holistic 

OPI ratings, measures that were absolutely reliable and not open to individual interpretation, so 

that the inferential link between linguistic behaviors and holistic ratings was as firm as possible.  

For this reason, all measures of examinee speech that were deemed likely to influence holistic 

ratings were automated and collected by a computer.  All POS tagging, counting of proficiency 

indicators, and analyses were automated, so as to avoid any questions regarding the subjectivity 

of the researcher’s implementation of the measures. 

 The four factors that ACTFL raters take into account when rating (Global Tasks and 

Functions, Context/Content, Accuracy, and Text Type) were split into seven different rating 

criteria (Tense, Concrete and Abstract Language, Vocabulary Breadth, Vocabulary Precision, 

Grammatical Accuracy, Fluency, and Cohesion).  Each of these criteria was given an operational 

definition that could be automatically measured by the computer.  Initially, there were 26 

measures representing the seven rating criteria. 

 32 official ACTFL OPIs (double-rated by ACTFL-trained raters) were transcribed and 

evaluated with the 26 operational measures.   After removal of non-normally distributed 

measures, the remaining 15 measures were regressed on holistic OPI ratings.  After removal of 

non-statistically significant predictive measures and collinear measures, seven measures, one 

representing each of the seven rating criteria listed above, were regressed on holistic OPI ratings 
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in a step-wise fashion, in order to isolate measures which accounted for the most variation in OPI 

ratings.   

• Past tense verbs 

• Personal pronoun part-of-speech (POS) tags 

• Guiraud type/token ratio 

• Average frequency ranking of 10 lowest-frequency words (rankings from the COCA 

corpus  

• Correlation of examinee trigram frequency distribution with the T2K-SWAL corpus 

• Words per minute 

• Lexical connectives 

 One measure of vocabulary breadth, an examinee’s Guiraud type/token ratio, accounted 

for more than 85% of the variation in OPI ratings, with none of the other measures significantly 

affecting the regression. 

 After determining that the only statistically significant predictor of note, when entered 

into a regression with other predictors, was the Guiraud type/token ratio, retrodictive rating of 

OPIs was undertaken, with a rating based solely on the measure of an examinee’s Guiraud 

type/token ratio.  The automatic rater returned ratings that agreed with official ACTFL ratings 

78% of the time.   

 The implications of this investigative study, as they pertain to the ACTFL speaking 

proficiency construct, are discussed, along with limitations and recommendations for further 

research. 
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History of the ACTFL OPI 

ACTFL OPI Predecessors   

 Before a close examination of the ACTFL Oral Proficiency Interview, a brief history of 

the development of oral proficiency scales and tests in the United States that ultimately led to the 

ACTFL OPI will be provided.  The historical roots of the OPI are relevant to its current state 

and, furthermore, some predecessors of the test are used in this paper to fill informational gaps in 

the ACTFL OPI and its attendant rating procedures.   

 The earliest speaking proficiency scales in the United States were those constructed by 

the U.S. Department of State, more specifically the Foreign Service Institute (FSI), which is 

responsible for training American diplomats prior to postings abroad. 

 In the 1950s the FSI began working to develop a test that could evaluate the general 

ability of Department of State employees to carry out diplomatic and other work in a foreign 

language.  At the time the Department of State was dissatisfied with how its testing procedures 

measured employees’ ability to adequately carry out necessary diplomatic tasks in a foreign 

language.  

 At this time a needs analysis was carried out by the FSI to determine what types of 

language tasks were actually required of Foreign Service officers in various overseas posts (for 

descriptions, see Sollenberger, 1978; Wilds, 1975).  Specific tasks that different Department of 

State employees needed to be able to complete in foreign languages were identified.  These tasks 

were relevant to diplomatic and consular activities and were graded in terms of difficulty.  

Successful completion of these various tasks at different levels of difficulty eventually became 

the criteria against which an examinee’s speaking proficiency was evaluated.   
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 Dr. Henry Lee Smith, the Dean of the FSI in the 1950s, proposed a set of descriptors that 

differentiated six levels of overall language competence, ranging from no functional proficiency 

at Level 1 to total mastery of the language at Level 6 (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2009).  In 

other words, the more tasks people could complete in the language, the higher their proficiency, 

with the understanding that some tasks were more difficult than others.  Dr. Smith’s scale was 

soon refined by the FSI and reduced to five base levels.  The FSI also separated the four major 

language skills (reading, writing, listening, and speaking) and created a test specifically to 

measure speaking ability. 

 Johnson (2001) provided a concise description of the early FSI scale, and noted that it 

“…consisted of five levels, ranging from basic survival competency (Level 1 – Elementary 

Proficiency) up to the native competency of an educated native speaker of the language (Level 5 

– Native or Bilingual Proficiency)” (p. 6-7).  Addition of a zero point, indicative of no functional 

proficiency, along with “plus” levels added in 1958, resulted in an FSI scale with eleven possible 

levels of proficiency: 0, 0+, 1, 1+, 2, 2+, 3, 3+, 4, 4+, and 5.  A plus level is not necessarily seen 

as a midpoint between two major levels, but rather a performance that satisfies most of the 

requirements of the higher base level, with some particular aspects of an examinee’s speech 

remaining at the lower base level.    

 While this early scale of speaking proficiency, based on the ability to complete 

diplomatic tasks in a target language, was being developed, there was simultaneous development 

of an assessment methodology to implement the new scale.  A face-to-face interview with a 

native speaker of the target language was used to elicit a language sample that could be assigned 

an FSI proficiency level rating.  This procedure came to be known as the Oral Interview (FBI, 

2009).   
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 The interview procedure was designed to allow an FSI tester to gather information about 

an examinee’s ability to complete tasks at the different proficiency levels, with more difficult 

tasks indicating higher levels of proficiency.  Each task, or type of task, was associated with a 

particular proficiency level.  Successful completion of enough tasks at a certain proficiency level 

allowed testers to assign a proficiency rating at that level.  Ratings were associated with a 

description of the types of tasks that examinees could perform in the target language. 

 The work being done at FSI did not go unnoticed by other government agencies, 

especially as “statistical analysis provided basic evidence of a high degree of consistency in test 

results…” (FBI, 2009, p. 5).  Throughout the 1960s, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), 

Defense Language Institute (DLI), National Security Agency (NSA), and the Peace Corps used 

the FSI Oral Interview and its attendant proficiency scale to assess and describe the language 

ability of their employees. 

 As more agencies began to rely on the Oral Interview procedure to fulfill their speaking 

test needs, there was an interagency call for proficiency level definitions which were not 

designed specifically for the Department of State, and could be used across agencies.  In 1968, 

the Interagency Language Roundtable (ILR) was formed to address this need.  The creation of 

the ILR led to the ILR Proficiency Level Descriptions, and the FSI Oral Interview came to be 

known as the Oral Proficiency Interview, or OPI. 

 The ILR Proficiency Level Descriptions were adopted by the Office of Personnel 

Management (OPM) as the official language proficiency standards for the entire U.S. 

government in 1985.  By this time, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and the Defense 

Intelligence Agency (DIA) had joined the ILR.  The official ILR level descriptions from 1985 
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include all of the current base levels (0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5) and plus levels (0+, 1+, 2+, 3+, 4+) and are 

the standards for measuring speaking proficiency in the U.S. government today.  

 Table 1 contains ILR Proficiency Level Descriptions for Speaking provided by the 

Interagency Language Roundtable (2013), and some interpretive benchmarks for the ILR scale, 

which indicate the speaking proficiency level required for certain jobs with the U.S. federal 

government. 

ILR 
Level 

Professional Benchmark Shorthand Description 

5  (Functionally Native Proficiency) 
 

4+  (Advanced Professional Proficiency, Plus) 
4  (Advanced Professional Proficiency) 

 
3+  (General Professional Proficiency, Plus) 

 
3 Linguist – FBI 

Linguist – U.S. Army (recommended) 
(General Professional Proficiency) 
 

2+  (Limited Working Proficiency, Plus) 
 

2 Foreign Service Officer – State Department1 

Linguist – U.S. Army (minimum) 
(Limited Working Proficiency) 
 

1+ Graduate from Defense Language Institute2 (Elementary Proficiency, Plus) 
 

1  (Elementary Proficiency) 
 

0+  (Memorized Proficiency) 
 

0  (No Proficiency) 
 

Table 1. ILR speaking proficiency level descriptions 
1 For most languages; some languages require Level 3 speaking proficiency 
2 Tests on other skills (listening, reading) must also be passed to graduate 

 
 Since their appearance in 1985, the full ILR level descriptions, described above in official 

shorthand, have been in constant use by the U.S. government as the way to describe a person’s 

ability to speak a language.   
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Development of the ACTFL OPI 

 The FSI test, along with its interview format, was adopted by the CIA, FBI, Peace Corps, 

and other government agencies during the 1960s.  During this expansion of OPI use, the original 

5-point proficiency scale became an 11-point scale with the addition of sublevels and a zero 

point.  Soon the Peace Corps had speaking proficiency assessment needs that had overrun the 

agency’s personnel capabilities, and outside testing expertise was brought in, as described by 

Clark and Clifford (1988):   

 “The latter agency played a considerable role in expanding the use of the FSI proficiency 
 scale and interview as a result of a major project it undertook in the early 1970s to train 
 cadres of local interviewer/raters at a large number of Peace Corps in-country language 
 training sites worldwide. To assist in this very ambitious task, which soon began to strain 
 its own staff resources, the Peace Corps called on the services of the Educational Testing 
 Service (ETS). ETS designed and conducted an "exportable" interviewer/rater training 
 program in which ETS staff members, previously trained by FSI in the interviewing and 
 rating process, traveled to designated Peace Corps in-country sites to instruct and certify 
 local Peace Corps staff in the use of these techniques” (p. 131).  
 
 In this manner, ETS became the first non-governmental organization with extensive 

knowledge of the OPI as well as the ability to train others to assess speaking proficiency with it.  

ETS’s involvement in training Peace Corps volunteers was one way that awareness of the OPI 

and the ILR scale was raised outside of the government.   

 In addition to ETS training many Peace Corps volunteers in OPI protocols, two other 

projects also contributed to dissemination of the ILR speaking proficiency scale and FSI testing 

procedures: the Testing Kit Workshops and Common Yardstick projects of the early 1980s.  In 

order to facilitate a wider adoption of the OPI, the FSI conducted Testing Kit Workshops, in 

which they familiarized university-level language teachers with OPI testing protocols, and the 

ILR Proficiency Level Descriptions (see Liskin-Gasparro, 1984).  In addition to the Testing Kit 

Workshops underwritten directly by the FSI, ETS secured funding from the Department of 
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Education for the Common Yardstick project.  This project brought together academic, private, 

and U.S. government experts in speaking proficiency testing, with the goal of making revisions 

to the ILR speaking level descriptions that could facilitate the use of the ILR levels in academic 

settings (for a description of the project see Clark & Clifford, 1988).  “Among the 

recommendations of the Common Yardstick participants was that the scale be made more fine-

grained at the lower end of the proficiency range” (Clark & Clifford, 1988 p. 132). 

 Following the recommendation of the Common Yardstick project, ETS worked with 

ACTFL to expand and elaborate the lower end of the ILR scale.  This collaboration between ETS 

and ACTFL became ACTFL’s Speaking Proficiency Guidelines “for use in academia (college 

and university levels particularly) in the United States” (Breiner-Sanders, Lowe, Miles, & 

Swender, 2000).  Revisions to the original ACTFL Speaking Guidelines were conducted in 1999 

(Breiner-Sanders, et al. 2000).  These revisions resulted in the major change of “the division of 

the Advanced level into the High, Mid, and Low sublevels” (p. 14).  A further revision to the 

Guidelines in 2012 (ACTFL, 2012a) produced the Distinguished proficiency level.  Published 

accounts of the relationship of present-day ACTFL to ILR proficiency levels can be found in 

Table 2 (Clark & Clifford, 1988; Kim, Kang, & Lee, 2007). 
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Speaking Proficiency Level 
ACTFL          ILR 
Distinguished          4, 51 
  
Superior           3 
  
Advanced High           2+ 
  
Advanced Mid        
Advanced Low           2 
  
Intermediate High           1+ 
  
Intermediate Mid  
Intermediate Low           1 
  
Novice High           0+ 
  
Novice Mid  
Novice Low           0 
  

Table 2. Alignment of ACTFL and ILR speaking proficiency scales 
1 The relationship of the ACTFL Distinguished level to the ILR levels had not been specified by  
  ACTFL or the ILR at the time of publication, so this alignment is tentative. 

 
Influence and Use of the ACTFL OPI 

 Just as the OPI developed by the FSI was adopted by all government agencies as the 

official measure of spoken language proficiency, the ACTFL OPI has developed a large 

academic and professional market.  The publication of the Provisional Proficiency Guidelines 

(ACTFL, 1982; 1986) marked the beginning of what has become a widely accepted measure of 

global speaking proficiency in the United States, the ACTFL OPI.  Of the various high-stakes 

methods used to measure foreign language speaking proficiency in the United States, the OPI has 

become the preferred choice for many academic and professional organizations.  “The ACTFL 

Oral Proficiency Interview is used to assess the ability of individuals to use language for real-

world purposes.  Today, OPIs are used by academic institutions, government agencies, and 

private corporations for many purposes: academic placement, student assessment, program 

evaluation, professional certification, hiring, and promotional qualifications.  Through Language 
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Testing International (LTI), the exclusive ACTFL testing office, ACTFL conducts, rates, and 

archives 8,000 to 10,000 oral proficiency interviews each year” (Swender, 2003, p. 520).  

ACTFL itself (2012c) states that “More than 10,000 OPIs in 37 different languages are 

conducted through the ACTFL Testing Program.”  The ACTFL OPI, originally developed for 

use in colleges and universities, has become a popular and extensively used method of measuring 

speaking proficiency. 

 As administration and influence of the OPI have grown, so has that of the ACTFL 

Speaking Guidelines themselves.  “They have been institutionalized in foreign language 

professional circles in the United States through their prominence in textbooks used by foreign 

language teacher preparation programs and, more recently, in the Standards for Foreign 

Language Learning in the 21st Century (National Standards in Foreign Language Education 

Project, 1999).  The national standards document has, in turn, served as the basis for the 

curriculum frameworks for foreign language instruction developed by 49 of the 50 states” 

(Liskin-Gasparro, 2003, p. 484).   

 The ACTFL Speaking Guidelines have been revised three times, in 1986, 1999, and 

2012.  The complete Speaking Guidelines found in Appendix A are the most recent revision 

published in 2012.  All references to the ACTFL Speaking Guidelines found in this paper are to 

the 2012 version, unless otherwise noted.   

 Having briefly traced the history of the ACTFL OPI and the Speaking Guidelines, the 

OPI elicitation and rating procedures will now be described.  A clear and comprehensive 

description of the rating process will allow for a subsequent discussion of what is being 

evaluated during an ACTFL OPI rating, which is the central concern of this paper.    
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OPI Elicitation Procedure 

 The OPI is a direct speaking test.  Examinees must speak in order to have their speaking 

proficiency evaluated.  The test has both interactive and monologic speaking tasks, with the vast 

majority of the test being an interaction between the examinee and the tester, although 

opportunities for extended speech by the examinees are always offered, provided their language 

skills can accommodate such tasks.  The structure of the OPI interview is illustrated graphically 

in Figure 1.    

 
   Figure 1. Illustration of ACTFL OPI elicitation procedure 
 
 Each ACTFL OPI is administered by a single tester, and while the general elicitation 

process is the same, with examinees going through the four steps seen above, the details can 

differ across OPIs.  Every OPI is interactive, with a tester and an examinee speaking about a 

Warm – up 

Level Checks 

Probes 

Wind%–%down%

START 

FINISH 

Introductions and small talk are 
exchanged between the tester and the 
examinee in a friendly manner.  The tester 
forms a hypothetical level for the 
examinee.  

Conversational tasks at the hypothetical 
level are given to the examinee.  If the 
examinee is unable to complete the tasks 
then the hypothetical level must be revised 
to a lower level.  The working level is 
established (a level at which the examinee 
can successfully complete tasks). 

Conversational tasks one level higher than 
the examinee’s working level are given.  If 
the examinee completes the task, then 
more tasks at this level are given.  If the 
examinee is unable to complete the task, 
then another task at the working level is 
given.  The Probe <-> Level Check 
sequence is iterative and is carried out 
until there is clear evidence of failure at 
one level and success at the level 
immediately below. 

The tester and the examinee talk about a 
topic of interest or engage in small talk.  
The examinee is meant to leave the 
interview with a sense of accomplishment. 
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variety of subjects.  The interview can be conducted in person or telephonically.  All OPIs are 

adaptive, in that the tester guides the conversation based on the level of language that the 

examinee is able to produce and sustain.  

 Role-plays, extended monologues, descriptions of objects or ideas, common interests, 

specific interests of the examinee, current events, and other conversational topics are used to 

elicit a speech sample from the examinee.  The elicitation processes remain constant, although 

the details vary slightly from test to test, with the goal of the entire interview procedure being to 

elicit a ratable sample.    

  All testers must be sure that they have elicited a sample that is ratable.  To achieve a 

ratable sample, an examinee’s performance must provide evidence of breakdown and also of 

mastery.  Mastery should be evident at one level, and breakdown should be clear at the next 

higher level.  For example, if an examinee is rated as Intermediate, then there should be no 

evidence of failure to complete an Intermediate task.  Furthermore, if a rating of Intermediate is 

made, then there must be evidence of the examinee failing to complete Advanced tasks.  These 

two criteria are used by all OPI testers to ensure that the examinees are given adequate 

opportunities to provide their best performance, and also to clearly indicate the ceiling of that 

performance.  All examinees must be given a chance to fail and they must provide sufficient 

evidence of mastery at their assigned proficiency level.   

 Concordant with major level rating, if a sublevel rating is to be assigned, then the tester 

must elicit clear evidence that the sublevel has been achieved.  This requires examinees to 

display periodic success at the next major level when assigning a High sublevel rating (e.g., an 

Intermediate High performance must show evidence of being able to complete at least some 

aspects of Advanced tasks). Likewise, if a rating of Intermediate Low is given, then there must 
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be evidence of a failure to complete some aspects of Intermediate tasks.  ACTFL testers require 

more level checks than probes for a Low sublevel rating, equal numbers of level checks and 

probes for a Mid sublevel rating, and more probes than level checks for a High sublevel rating 

(please refer to Figure 1 for definitions of level checks and probes).    

 Having described the sample that must be elicited from each OPI examinee, as well as 

how the elicitation is managed, we now turn to the OPI rating procedure that occurs during and 

immediately after the elicitation of a ratable sample. 

OPI Rating Procedure 

 Rater training.  OPI testers are also OPI raters.  A tester will conduct an OPI and will 

provide a rating for that same OPI.  Becoming a certified ACTFL OPI tester/rater is a multi-step 

process, outlined below. Aspiring ACTFL OPI testers/raters must first complete a four-day OPI 

Assessment Training workshop.   

According to ACTFL (2014a): This four-day workshop is an introduction to the 

techniques of administering and rating the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI). Participants 

observe and conduct live practice interviews across all proficiency levels (Novice 

through Superior). They critique and discuss interview elicitation, structure, and rating. 

Participation in a Full OPI Assessment Workshop is the first step toward becoming an 

ACTFL Certified OPI Tester with Full Certification.”  

After completion of the workshop, at a cost of $4,900 for up to ten people, individual 

participants have one month to decide whether or not they wish to pay $350 to proceed with the 

tester/rater certification process.  

 If they choose to become certified ACTFL raters, applicants must, within 45 days, take 

an OPI and achieve a Superior rating in the language in which they wish to test/rate.  Also, an 
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online rating exercise must be completed at this time, to ensure that applicants understand OPI 

rating criteria and have achieved sufficient rating reliability.  In the 45 days following the online 

rating activity, applicants must conduct two OPIs telephonically, guided by an ACTFL OPI 

Trainer.  Upon completion of the two guided OPIs, and during the ensuing 75 days, applicants 

must conduct four independent OPIs, with proficiency ratings ranging from Novice Low to 

Superior.  These OPIs are recorded and submitted to ACTFL for feedback, which is provided 

within 60 days of receipt.  Finally, after feedback has been received, potential ACTFL OPI 

testers must rate up to four OPIs provided by ACTFL.  The ratings provided by the applicant for 

these assigned ACTFL OPIs are used to determine if a rater will be recommended for 

certification or not.  If a rater is recommended for certification, and signs the OPI Tester 

Agreement, she then becomes and ACTFL-certified OPI testers/rater.  In some instances, 

trainees may not be recommended for certification, or they may be asked to submit additional 

ratings or to pursue further training, at their own expense, prior to certification.  Once a tester is 

certified, the certification is valid for four years (ACTFL, 2014a; 2014b). 

 As one can gather from the preceding description, the process of training official ACTFL 

OPI raters is a combination of description/explanation of ACTFL rating procedures and a fairly 

rigorous and extensive rating/norming process, with the goal of ensuring that all ACTFL OPIs 

are rated consistently, and it is to this rating consistency that we now turn.       
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Reliability of OPI Ratings 

 Before discussing the reliability of ACTFL OPI ratings, reliability must be 

operationalized.  According to Crocker and Algina (2006), “Whenever a test is administered, the 

test user would like some assurance that the results would be replicated if the same individuals 

were tested again under the same circumstances.  This desired consistency (or reproducibility) of 

test scores is called reliability” (p. 105).  In the OPI context, reliability is the degree to which an 

examinee receives the same proficiency rating from different ACTFL-trained raters.  So, how 

reliable are OPI ratings?  In other words, to what extent do multiple OPI raters produce identical 

ratings for the same examinee’s performance? 

 Given our definition of reliability above, evidence of OPI rating reliability was 

operationalized as coefficients of rater agreement, also known as interrater agreement or 

interrater reliability.  Measures of interrater reliability fall into two major categories: measures of 

ranking consistency, and measures of decision consistency.  Coefficients of ranking consistency, 

such as Cronbach’s alpha and Pearson’s r, are measures of whether or not two raters ranked a 

number of examinees in the same order, regardless of actual ratings.  Coefficients of decision 

consistency, such as Cohen’s kappa, are measures of how often two raters agreed on an 

examinee’s rating, and are derived from percentages of agreement between the two raters.  

Because ACTFL very clearly considers the OPI to be a criterion-referenced test in which 

different criteria are satisfied at different proficiency levels, measures of decision consistency 

(most commonly kappa of one kind or another) are most appropriate when evaluating OPI 

reliability. 
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 The hypothetical ratings from two raters in Table 3 clearly demonstrate the different 

interpretations that result when calculating interrater reliability with alpha ranking consistency 

measures versus kappa decision consistency measures.    

Examinee Rater 1 Rater 2 
   
1 Novice Intermediate 
2 Novice Intermediate 
3 Novice Intermediate 
4 Novice Intermediate 
5 Novice Intermediate 
6 Intermediate Advanced 
7 Intermediate Advanced 
8 Intermediate Advanced 
9 Intermediate Advanced 
10 Intermediate Advanced 
11 Intermediate Advanced 
12 Advanced Superior 
13 Advanced Superior 
14 Advanced Superior 
15 Advanced Superior 
16 Advanced Superior 
17 Advanced Superior 
18 Advanced Superior 
19 Advanced Superior 
 
% Agreement 0.00 
Cohen’s kappa -0.33 
Cronbach’s alpha 1.00 
Pearson’s r 1.00 

Table 3. Measures of interrater reliability from hypothetical data 

 As the table indicates, even when two raters disagree about each and every rating they 

may still exhibit perfect interrater reliability, if alpha or r is the measure of reliability.  However, 

when kappa, a measure of decision consistency, is used, interrater reliability falls well below 

what would occur with random assignment of ratings.  For the reasons outlined above, the most 

accurate measure of interrater reliability for OPI ratings is some variant of Cohen’s kappa 

(Cohen’s weighted kappa is a more conservative estimate that takes into account the severity of 

rater disagreement, and Fleiss’s kappa is used for more than two raters).  
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 There is a small body of English-specific ACTFL OPI reliability research, with some 

researchers reporting only Pearson’s r or Cronbach’s alpha estimates, some reporting only kappa 

estimates, others reporting percent agreement statistics, and yet others reporting a combination of 

kappa, alpha, and percent agreement.   

 ACTFL OPI reliability studies reporting only Pearson’s r or Cronbach’s alpha 

(Dandonoli and Henning, 1990; Stansfield and Kenyon, 1992a) were not considered in the 

current research for the analysis of interrater reliability.  For studies reporting measures of both 

ranking consistency and decision consistency, only the measures of decision consistency were 

considered.  In studies where interrater reliability estimates were calculated for multiple 

languages (Surface and Dierdorff, 2003; Thompson, 1995), only the English results were used in 

the current analysis.  Studies that included kappa estimates and percent agreement statistics for 

ACTFL OPIs, but did not include any English OPIs (Magnan, 1987; Stansfield & Kenyon, 

1992a) were not reviewed.  Table 4 is a compilation of published decision consistency measures 

used to assess English ACTFL OPI interrater reliability. 

Author Test Number of 
Tests 

Number of 
Raters 

Reliability 
Measure 

Reported 
Reliability 

Thompson (1995) 
 

ACTFL OPI 
 

61 English 14 Percent 
agreement 
 
Modified 
Cohen’s kappa 

59% 
 
 
.47 

Halleck (1996) 
 

ACTFL OPI 
 
 

150 English 32 Percent 
agreement 
 

38% – 99% 
(average 64%) 

Surface & 
Dierdorff (2003) 

ACTFL OPI 
 
 

725 English 160 Percent 
agreement 
 
Weighted 
Cohen’s kappa 

78% 
 
 
.88 

Table 4. OPI interrater reliability estimates 
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 While the studies above report a range of interrater agreement, the percentages of 

agreement and coefficients of decision consistency are not directly comparable across studies.  

 Thompson’s (1995) examination of OPI ratings used English tests rated by two ACTFL-

certified raters: the interviewer and a second, independent rater.  The study calculated agreement 

statistics based on five rating categories: Intermediate Mid, Intermediate High, Advanced, 

Advanced High, and Superior, and was conducted prior to the Breiner-Sanders et al. (2000) 

revisions to the Guidelines, which added the Advanced Mid proficiency level (previously the 

Advanced level had only two sublevels: Advanced and Advanced High). 

 Halleck’s (1996) study employed one ACTFL-certified rater and 31 graduate student 

trainee raters, calculated agreement statistics on the same five categories used by Thompson 

(1995), and was also conducted prior to the Breiner-Sanders et al. (2000) revisions. 

 A more recent investigation into the reliability of OPI ratings based on the revised 

Guidelines (Breiner-Sanders, et al. 2000) was conducted by Surface & Dierdorff (2003).  This 

study reported multiple interrater reliability coefficients, all of them clearly described, but the 

agreement measures that bear most directly on this paper are the percentage of interrater 

agreement and the Cohen’s kappa coefficient.  The percentage of agreement for the English OPIs 

was 78% across pairs of ACTFL-certified raters.  This study also differed from both Halleck 

(1996) and Thompson (1995) in that it based reliability estimates on ten ACTFL rating 

categories (Novice Low, Mid and High, Intermediate Low, Mid, and High, Advanced Low, Mid, 

and High, and Superior).     

 Reliability statistics from the studies above (Halleck, 1996; Surface & Dierdorff, 2003; 

Thompson, 1995) are hugely variable (kappas ranging from .47 to .88, and percent agreement 

ranging from 38% to 99%) and not necessarily confidence-inspiring, but they are also absolute 
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decision consistency measures, i.e., calculating how often both raters rated the examinee 

identically, and chose the same single category from the five (Halleck, 1996; Thompson, 1995) 

or ten available categories (Surface & Dierdorff, 2003).   

 Landis and Koch (1977) claimed that Cohen’s kappas of .61 to .80 were substantial and 

that anything above .80 was approaching perfect agreement, while Fleiss (1981) stated that 

coefficients above .75 were excellent, although both of these rules of thumb are arbitrary.  In any 

event, the interrater reliability coefficients of ACTFL OPI ratings are not consistent and require 

further research, preferably conducted by independent researchers (all of the studies discussed 

were published in Foreign Language Annals, an ACTFL publication).  

 While absolute agreement coefficients are the ideal measure of interrater reliability for 

many of the high-stakes decisions for which OPI test scores are used, measures of “acceptable 

agreement” may also be of value for lower-stakes contexts.   

 The “acceptable range” of disagreement was defined by Magnan (1987) as disagreement 

of one step within a major level (e.g., Advanced-Low versus Advanced-Mid).  Two ratings that 

were one step apart, but crossed a major boundary (e.g., Advanced-High versus Superior), or that 

differed by more than one step within a level (e.g., Advanced-Low versus Advanced-High), were 

categorized as unacceptable.   
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Table 5 reports the percentages of “acceptable agreement” between raters in these three studies, 

as operationalized by Magnan (1987). 

Author Test Number of 
Tests 

Number of 
Raters 

Acceptable Agreement 

Thompson (1995) 
 

ACTFL OPI 
 

61 English 14 82% 

Halleck (1996) 
 

ACTFL OPI 
 
 

150 English 32 65% – 100% 

Surface & 
Dierdorff (2003) 

ACTFL OPI 
 
 

725 English 160 Not reported 

Table 5. Percentages of acceptable agreement between OPI raters 
 

 While Surface & Dierdorff (2003) did not report language-specific rates of acceptable 

disagreement, it is likely that the percentage of English OPIs with acceptable interrater 

agreement was quite high.  Only 8% of all of the 5,881 OPIs included in the study crossed a 

major level boundary, and of the 22% of English OPIs that had divergent ratings, less than 1% of 

them crossed two level boundaries (major or minor).  It seems reasonable to conclude that the 

percentage of acceptable agreement between English OPI raters in the Surface & Dierdorff 

(2003) study was at least 95%.   

 When one examines adjacent ratings that do not cross a major boundary, the various 

measures of interrater reliability start to converge, with a trend toward rates of interrater 

agreement greater than 80%.  

 The results of Surface and Dierdorff’s (2003) study show that an acceptably high level of 

interrater agreement can be obtained by “experienced ACTFL-certified testers … using the 

ACTFL assessment procedure” (p. 510).  Although this study was the first to be conducted with 

data from the ACTFL Speaking Guidelines revised in 1999, it was a strong preliminary 
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indication that the revised Guidelines, in concert with ACTFL training, could be used to produce 

reliable OPI ratings across the ACTFL proficiency range. 

  The Surface & Dierdorff (2003) and Halleck (1996) studies also have some noticeable 

omissions, rater and test selection among them.  The selection process for the OPIs used in the 

studies was not mentioned.  Were these tests selected randomly, as might be expected in a quasi-

experimental design, or were they deliberately chosen, for one reason or another?  Furthermore, 

were the raters of the OPIs used in the Surface & Dierdorff (2003) study expert raters, or were 

they drawn randomly from a large pool of certified raters who did not work together frequently?  

While these questions and concerns do not invalidate the studies’ results, they do point to areas 

in which future OPI interrater reliability studies can be improved. 

 The reliability of OPI ratings across raters documented by Surface and Dierdorff (2003) 

suggests that ACTFL-trained OPI raters are evaluating some common group of attributes when 

they rate an OPI.  The wide range of interrater reliability coefficients is a product of varying 

sample sizes, measures of decision consistency, and certification status of the raters.  The small 

number of ACTFL OPI reliability studies that include English data contributes to the difficulty of 

interpreting their diverse results, but reliability estimates are sufficiently high to support the 

assumption that some common underlying construct of proficiency is being measured, albeit 

imperfectly, by OPI raters.     

 If certified ACTFL raters have consistently been making the same decisions regarding 

speaking proficiency levels, and these raters have all been trained to use the ACTFL Guidelines 

to rate OPIs, then what exactly is being measured?  In other words, what are the linguistic clues 

that indicate that an examinee has satisfied the criteria of a particular proficiency level?  If raters 

can agree that the tasks at a certain level were completed, then what is the basis for that 
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agreement?  While the OPI appears to be measuring something (or a constellation of things) 

reliably, it is still unclear what that something is.  The next section of this paper will attempt to 

outline the oral proficiency construct that underlies the ACTFL OPI.  
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Defining ACTFL Oral Proficiency 

Defining OPI Speaking 

 The notion of a speaking proficiency test may seem quite simple: an examinee talks and 

that speech production is evaluated.  This is, broadly speaking the nature of any speaking test, 

but the conditions under which the speech sample is elicited and evaluated may vary greatly, and 

the ability of these contextual details to alter the nature of the speaking test is profound. 

 First and foremost, the OPI is a direct test of speaking ability.  The examinee is face-to-

face with the tester, who deploys a number of tasks to elicit examinee speech.  This format is in 

contrast to semi-direct and fully automated speaking assessments.  A semi-direct speaking test 

elicits the examinee response automatically, with a series of automated prompts, but is rated by 

trained human raters as they listen to a recording.  A relevant example of a semi-direct test is the 

Simulated Oral Proficiency Interview (SOPI), which is rated with the ACTFL Guidelines.  As 

Stansfield and Kenyon (1992) noted, SOPI and OPI scores are comparable, with the former 

being more reliable.  The final speaking test format is the fully automated test, of which the 

Versant tests (Pearson, 2009) are an illustrative example.   

 According to Bernstein, Van Moere, and Cheng (2010), the Versant tests are: 

…a series of recorded spoken prompts are presented to which the test-taker gives a 

spoken response in real time. The test-takers perform on various item- types 

(sentence repeats, short questions, sentence builds, passage retells), and their 

responses are analyzed by algorithms which establish the content of the utterances 

and the manner in which they were spoken. Scores are produced on the 

dimensions of sentence mastery, vocabulary, fluency and pronunciation. (p. 356) 

 The OPI elicits speech via a trained interlocutor and is a test that is unavoidably 
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communicative in nature.  As Iwashita et al. (2008) note, the ACTFL OPI is at the heart of  “One 

very popular although much criticized notion of spoken proficiency in second language 

contexts…where proficiency is presented in terms of communicative growth. Different levels of 

proficiency are described in a hierarchical sequence of performance ranges” (p. 25).  In other 

words, “speaking” consists of oral production of sounds, words, sentences, etc., but also of 

completing communicative tasks, such as those described in the Guidelines (ACTFL 2012a), 

tasks like “explain complex matters in detail” (p. 5), “discuss some topics abstractly” (p. 5), 

“speak about some topics related to employment, current events, and matters of public and 

community interest” (p.6), etc.  In attempts to define the ACTFL speaking proficiency construct, 

the competing measurement demands of communicative competence and linguistic production 

have give rise to two broad categories of research: studies interested in the theoretical validity of 

the elicitation and rating procedures as measures of communicative competence, and other 

studies that are concerned almost exclusively with the measurable linguistic phenomena that are 

responsible for speaking proficiency ratings/scores.  There is overlap between the two research 

foci, but previous research generally falls into one camp or another. 

Theoretical Evaluation of the Speaking Proficiency Construct   

 Research into the OPI’s theoretical speaking construct has been hampered by the fact that 

proficiency tests, by their very nature, violate a basic psychometric tenet of validity, epitomized 

by Bachman and Palmer’s (1996) assertion that “…in order to be useful, any given language test 

must be developed with a specific purpose, a particular group of test takers, and a specific 

language use domain in mind” (p. 18).  The OPI meets none of these criteria.  “The Guidelines 

are not based on any particular theory, pedagogical method, or educational curriculum.  They 

neither describe how an individual learns a language nor prescribe how an individual should 
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learn a language, and they should not be used for such purposes.  They are an instrument for the 

evaluation of functional language ability” (ACTFL, 2012a).  The OPI is designed to be used for a 

wide range of purposes, with diverse groups of test takers, and eschews use for any one specific 

purpose.   

 Bachman and other language testing experts have questioned the validity of the OPI and 

the ACTFL Speaking Guidelines and have been unable to isolate what is actually being 

measured during an OPI.  As Bachman and Savignon (1986) point out, evaluating the validity of 

the OPI and the ACTFL Guidelines is impossible because the OPI’s traits and test methods are 

not distinct, but are confounded in the design of the OPI and the interpretation of its results.  This 

is to say that how well one meets the criteria of the ACTFL Guidelines is assessed with an OPI, 

and that the ACTFL Guidelines also represent what is measured with an OPI.  As Bachman 

(1988) clearly stated, “In order to examine content validity, traits and methods must be distinct in 

the test design; in order to examine construct validity, they must also be distinguishable in the 

performance of test takers” (p. 150).  Bachman’s critique stems from the inability to use a 

multitrait-multimethod validation procedure to evaluate the OPI’s convergent and discriminant 

validity (see Campbell & Fiske, 1959 for the authoritative explanation of multitrait-multimethod 

validation procedures).  For a multitrait-multimethod design to work, the OPI would be one 

method of assessing a number of components of the speaking proficiency construct.  The 

components, or traits, used in the rating process, however, are not named by ACTFL.  Because 

the OPI is holistically rated, there is but a single component that the OPI method can evaluate: 

speaking proficiency.  It is not that the method and the traits are confounded in the design of the 

OPI, but that the traits simply are not identified, and for the purposes of multitrait-multimethod 

validation procedures, do not exist. 
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 Other researchers have corroborated the OPI’s lack of a psychometric construct 

definition.  As Chalhoub-Deville (2003) points out, the evidence provided by Halleck (1992, 

1995) and others supporting the validity of the OPI falls short of what is required by the 

Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing provided by the American Educational 

Research Association (AERA).  The AERA (1999) provides the following definition for validity: 

“the degree to which evidence and theory support the interpretations of test scores entailed by the 

proposed uses of tests.  The process of validation involves accumulating evidence to provide a 

sound scientific basis for the proposed score interpretations” (p. 9).  As the traits and methods 

cannot be disambiguated (Bachman, 1988), a rigorous psychometric evaluation of the validity of 

the test is impossible.  

 Bachman and Savignon (1986) and Bachman (1988) were dealing strictly with the OPI 

and its rating procedure as an abstract entity.  They did not analyze any OPI test data, nor did 

they speak with OPI raters or examinees; their issues with the OPI are wholly theoretical. 

 Savignon (1985) began the critiques in this psychometric vein with her concern that the 

ACTFL Guidelines were moving students, teachers, and other OPI consumers toward a test of 

proficiency that was not grounded in empirical research regarding the nature of communicative 

competence.  Lantolf and Frawley (1985) were even more strident in their criticism of the OPI 

and the Guidelines, on grounds that the Guidelines essentially ignored the fact that meaning is 

co-constructed with an interlocutor, that many statements in the Guidelines were not rating 

criteria at all, but were subjective to the point of being meaningless, and that ACTFL had not 

provided anything resembling an empirical basis for their Guidelines.  They concluded that 

“Unless these issues are resolved, attempts to develop criterion-referenced rather than norm-

referenced tests and research on the construct and content validity of such tests are, at best, 
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limited, and at worst, irrelevant” (p. 339).  These criticisms are enduring ones and have not been 

addressed by ACTFL over the intervening 30 years, with researchers generally accepting that the 

Guidelines are not empirical (Chalhoub-Deville, 2003) and do not hold up to psychometric 

scrutiny, and supporters claiming they are useful because they are still the best way to assess 

communicative proficiency, as evidenced by their increasingly wider adoption over time (Liskin-

Gasparro, 2003). 

 The criticisms of the ACTFL OPI outlined above are rooted in an understanding of 

validity (see Messick, 1989), which requires many complementary types of validity evidence, 

with theoretical psychometric models and statistical procedures carrying much of the 

responsibility of validation.  That the ACTFL OPI is unable to satisfy the basic requirements of 

construct validation in such an environment is clear, but there are other ways of looking at 

validity as well, as Bachman (1988) himself alludes to by acknowledging that the experiences of 

the government with the OPI have shown that the test does provide prediction of how well a test-

taker will perform his or her future government job duties and that the OPI ratings are measuring 

some ability that the government and others are interested in.   

 Predictive validity of the OPI can be examined through an evidence-based approach to 

test validity typified by Toulmin (1958) and refined by Mislevy (2003), which understands 

validity as a relationship between empirical data and the claims (interpretations) that are 

warranted by such data.  In these types of validity arguments the data must support the 

interpretations that flow from them via a clear connection that justifies each specific 

interpretation.  There is agreement among assessment experts that validity is a function of the 

value of decisions that can be made with a test score (Cronbach, 1988; Kane 1992), and this 

approach has yielded operational definitions of the OPI construct.   
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 Norris (1997), working with the German Speaking Test (GST), a German SOPI designed 

to be rated with the ACTFL Guidelines, explored a particular use of the GST (classroom-based 

assessment of speaking progress over time) and whether or not real-world communicative 

abilities could be supported by GST ratings.  His findings were not encouraging, with the 

implicational structure of ACTFL oral proficiency, in which any level subsumes all of the skills 

from the lower levels, not being supported with individual test data.  In other words, examinees 

could meet some of the descriptors for the level at which they were rated, but not all of them, 

which ACTFL claims is not possible.  Norris (1997) concluded that GST ratings, along with their 

attendant level descriptors found in the Guidelines “could easily lead to misconstruing individual 

examinee FL abilities” (p. 157).   

 Others have also critiqued the validity of the OPI because it is not clear that 

interpretations found in the ACTFL Speaking Guidelines are warranted by the data collected 

during an OPI, and that uses of the interpretations found in the Guidelines do not help academic 

decision making (Kramsch, 1987; Norris, 2001; Salaberry, 2000). 

 In summary, traditional psychometric attempts to identify, clarify, or use the OPIs 

construct of speaking proficiency have not been kind to ACTFL or the Guidelines.  Dandonoli 

and Henning (1990), in an attempt to address the inability to conduct mulitrait-multimethod 

validity analyses with OPI data, created a study in which the traits were modalities (listening, 

speaking, reading, writing) and the method was operationalized open-ended items or multiple-

choice items.  For the OPI, which obviously does not have any multiple-choice items, different 

raters were treated as different methods.  The authors found both convergent and discriminant 

validity evidence for the OPI with this multitrait-multimethod paradigm. 
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 The response to Dandonoli and Henning (1990) was provided by Fulcher (1996), and was 

withering.  He concluded that the consistently high correlations between all of the methods and 

traits indicated an absence of at least three traits that were claimed to be present.  He also noted 

the highly unusual practice of considering raters to be different methods, when typically methods 

are different tests or different test formats.  Fulcher (1996) also noted that “The two raters who 

were used in the study were also trained and accredited ACTFL/ETS raters; it is thus quite 

possible that the results obtained by Dandonoli and Henning are an artefact of the rigorous 

training of the raters used” (p. 166).  ACTFL’s attempt to address persistent criticism regarding 

the psychometric construct of the OPI were not successful and further attempts have not been 

made. 

 Another, quite distinct, strain of research has evaluated the pragmatic and discursive 

features of the ACTFL OPI, with an emphasis on the rater/examinee interaction.  These studies 

focus on the unreliable nature of the face-to-face interview, which is affected by context and 

which may bear little resemblance to authentic target-language conversation.  As He and Young 

(1998) note, “Authenticity is an important quality of language tests because an authentic test 

allows us to make generalizations from learners’ performances on a test to their performances on 

real-life tasks in the target language community” (p. 1).   

 That the OPI is not at all an authentic conversation has been noted by a number of OPI 

critics and discourse researchers (Johnson, 2001; Young, 1995, Young and Milanovic, 1992), 

and Young (1995), He and Young (1998), among others, have suggested that the way that we 

interpret language tests as indicators of what people can do in real-word situations is not 

accurate. 

 Ross and Berwick (1992) found that OPI raters used “teacher talk” (asking questions with 
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known answers, slowing speed of speech, asking questions and providing a range of answers to 

choose from) when dealing with lower-level examinees.  This type of talk is typical of 

conversations between native an non-native speakers, but, as the authors explain:    

 The major threat to the validity of the OPI occurs when the interview criteria take 

 precedence over the need for accommodation at specific levels. In particular, the most 

 systematic threat occurs when interviewers are unaware of the propositional complexity 

 of their probes or ignore the effects of their own inclination to accommodate to all 

 nonnative speakers, regardless of their need for it. (p. 170) 

Ross and Berwick (1992) concluded that accommodation is an essential aspect of an OPI, but 

that raters needed training in the use/overuse/underuse of such language, as it affected ratings in 

the middle of the proficiency scale. 

 The two broad historical challenges to the OPI’s construct, outlined above, concern the 

lack of clearly defined traits that the OPI measures and a lack of understanding of interview-

essential discursive practices on the part of the raters.  The latter approach to understanding the 

OPI construct is based on theories of communicative competence and how the theories are, or are 

not, applied during an OPI. 

 A different approach to understanding the oral proficiency construct, one concerned with 

isolating the components of examinee speech that contribute to OPI ratings, and speaking 

proficiency more broadly, has been the focus of renewed research.  

Componential Evaluation of the Speaking Proficiency Construct   

 While some previous critiques of the OPI and its rating procedure highlighted the fact 

that ACTFL has not specified which traits are being measured during an OPI, there are also 

researchers who have tried to identify just such traits.  The focus of this construct research is 
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different in character, and is concerned with the aspects of examinee speech that cause a rater to 

apply a particular rating.  This type of research is closely aligned with the traditional 

psychometric critiques of the OPI and does not focus on the interactive nature of the OPI. 

 An early investigation into the components of speaking proficiency ratings was 

conducted by Adams (1980), who was working with the FSI test, one of the predecessors of the 

ACTFL OPI.  In his study Adams correlated holistic ratings of speaking proficiency with human 

ratings of specific linguistic skills (accent, comprehension, fluency, grammar, and vocabulary) 

and found that grammar and vocabulary ratings were predictive of proficiency ratings, while 

accent and fluency were not.   

 Higgs and Clifford (1982) used a similar methodology, in which they asked foreign 

language teachers to rate the relative contribution of specific skills (vocabulary, grammar, 

pronunciation, fluency, and sociolinguistic ability) to the different FSI skill level ratings.  In 

this study, no interview data were used.  Language teachers familiar with the rating scale stated 

which skills they thought contributed most to ratings at each of the proficiency levels.  

Vocabulary was the most frequently named factor, but only at lower levels of proficiency.  

Respondents believed that at higher levels, all of the factors contributed equally to a global 

rating.  

 In a less subjective approach, Magnan (1988) compared holistic OPI ratings to 

grammatical errors that had been catalogued in transcripts of those same OPIs.  She found that 

holistic ratings corresponded to the number of measured grammatical errors that examinees 

made. 

 The aforementioned studies were conducted with OPI data, but recent studies 

investigating components of speaking proficiency have not used OPI data.  In fact, most recent 
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studies of this nature have been conducted with the TOEFL-iBT public use data set.  ETS 

encourages research on the TOEFL speaking proficiency construct with this data set.  In marked 

contrast, ACTFL restricts access to official OPIs and insists that work done with official OPIs be 

vetted and that ACTFL be given the right to publish or refuse publication in their self-published 

Foreign Language Annals (E. Swender, personal communication, June 25, 2012).   

 The TOEFL iBT and OPI rating procedures “are not comparable at an assessment level 

because the ACTFL rubric assesses proficiency level by level whereas the TOEFL rubric is used 

to assess participants regardless of proficiency level. However, they do provide general standards 

for assessing speaking proficiency” (Crossley & McNamara, 2013).  Some of the research 

regarding the elements of speech that influence holistic ratings conducted with the TOEFL and 

other speaking assessments will be briefly described, before returning to the ACTFL OPI. 

 A recent study by Iwashita, Brown, McNamara, and O’Hagan (2008) evaluated holistic 

ratings on an ETS speaking test and their relationship to objective grammar and vocabulary, 

phonology, and fluency scores.  Vocabulary and fluency were found to be most predictive of 

holistic ratings. 

 In contemporary developments along these lines, Crossley and McNamara (2013) 

attempted to predict human ratings with a battery of automatic measures.  These automated 

measures were taken wholesale or adapted from currently available text-analysis tools.  The 

authors transcribed the TOEFL speech samples that were then measured with textual analysis 

tools such as Coh-Metrix (Graesser, McNamara, Louwerse, & Cai, 2004), CPIDR (Brown, 

Snodgrass, Kemper, Herman, & Covington, 2008) and LIWC (Pennebaker, Francis, & Booth, 

2001).  The authors found that automated measures of vocabulary breadth and vocabulary 

precision accounted for 61% of human rater variance. 
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 ETS’s own SpeechRaterSM software (Higgins, Xi, Zechner, & Williamson, 2011) used 

measures of pronunciation, fluency, vocabulary, and grammar to produce ratings that agreed 

with human raters between 50% and 75% of the time, depending upon the number of tasks that 

were being rated and which datasets were used. 

 While automated rating of transcribed TOEFL responses, and even automated rating of 

spoken TOEFL responses has been progressing, there has been no such move toward automation 

intrying to understand the components that contribute to an OPI rating.  The present study seeks 

to fill this gap, but before a description of the methods used to do so, a description of the OPI 

rating procedure is warranted. 

Impressionistic Rating 

 Given the preliminary evidence of consistent OPI ratings across a number of trained 

ACTFL raters, the question of what testers are being trained to rate naturally arises.  During rater 

assessments of speaking proficiency, what measurable criteria are evaluated across proficiency 

levels?   

 In addition to being a direct speaking test, the OPI is also billed as a criterion-referenced 

test.  This is true in that an OPI is certainly not a norm-referenced test, where each examinee is 

compared to a larger pool of examinees to determine their relative rank within the pool.  Each 

examinee’s performance is evaluated individually against the proficiency descriptions found in 

the ACTFL Speaking Guidelines.   

 ACTFL claims that its OPIs are rated holistically, meaning that a proficiency level 

description from the Speaking Guidelines is the sole criterion for providing a rating at that major 

level.  “The ACTFL Oral Proficiency Interview … is a standardized procedure for the global 

assessment of functional speaking ability” (ACTFL, 2012a).  The use of the word “functional” is 
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key here: if examinees can complete Advanced linguistic tasks (functions), then they will be 

rated as Advanced.  This statement by ACTFL is concordant with the previously described 

elicitation method, which ensures that examinees have been given sufficient opportunity to 

complete, and to fail to complete, linguistic tasks associated with certain proficiency levels.  The 

goal of the OPI tester is to obtain a ratable sample from each examinee, and the extensive tester 

training (see Malone, 2003; ACTFL, 2012b) is designed to serve this purpose.  However, using 

the prose descriptions of proficiency levels found in the Guidelines (available in Appendix A in 

their entirety) as rating criteria can be problematic.   

  Using the ACTFL Speaking Guidelines as rating criteria leads to a situation in which 

examinees’ OPI performances must be evaluated against statements such as: “They are 

consistently able to explain in detail and narrate fully and accurately in all time frames” 

(ACTFL, 2012a, p. 5).  What the test is supposed to measure is clear and there is but a single 

question: Can the examinee explain and narrate in the past, present, and future?  It is a yes or no 

question, and proficiency ratings can be seen as dichotomous: you either have the ability to 

complete linguistic tasks at a certain level or you do not.  In this way, the OPI can be seen as a 

holistic criterion-referenced test.  A holistic evaluation of whether or not the narration and 

explanation was full and accurate must be made, and this is what ACTFL testers are trained to 

do.  However, the difficulty comes when it is time to justify, based on the test performance, 

whether or not the criterion was met.   

 For example, when pressed on how it is determined that an examinee has displayed 

Advanced proficiency, raters say that Advanced language tasks were completed.  However, how 

a rater identifies completion of a language task is not described.  The criterion of completing 

Advanced tasks has a circular definition (they were completed if they were completed) and are 
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not objectively measured (they were completed because X happened).  The observable 

characteristics that comprise task completion, and which should underlie OPI interrater 

reliability, are not defined by the Guidelines. 

 The defense of OPI testers is “I know it when I hear it.”  No definition of task completion 

is required because if the Advanced task is to describe a previous vacation in detail, then it will 

be clear that the examinee has either completed the task or not.  I contend that this is simply not 

true, and that completion of a linguistic task is a definition that is open to interpretation and 

varies by tester.  This is why such extensive norming of raters during training is required: a 

common definition of task completion must be instilled in the raters.  The definition of task 

completion, therefore, cannot be based on objectively measured traits, as none are explicitly 

defined, but must be based on an association that a tester makes between a set of linguistic 

factors that were attended to during the training process and those that are heard during a 

particular test.  As an OPI tester, what kind of evidence is needed to decide that the examinee 

narrated and explained?   

 The rating process necessarily becomes an application of rules-of-thumb that raters have 

learned during the norming process; ratings are based on how closely an examinee’s speech 

resembles that of speech samples used during norming procedures.  In other words, ratings are 

impressionistic.   

 However, for examinees and test score users, a rating based on an impression is not ideal.  

Stakeholders want to know why a test score was assigned, how a determination of successful task 

completion was made.  This desire is not limited to testing specialists.  Examinees often want to 

know why they failed so that they can improve for the next test.  Teachers want to know what 

their students’ weaknesses are so that they can teach relevant material to redress them.  And last, 
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but certainly not least, some examinees may feel that they were assigned a score that was unfair, 

and demand an explanation of why they were rated as an Advanced, and not a Superior, speaker, 

for example.  All of these hypothetical scenarios are legitimate, and they are where the 

Guidelines as holistic rating criteria fail.  

 The relationship of task completion to global OPI rating is a part-to-whole relationship.  

The OPI itself can be seen as one large task that is composed of a series of smaller tasks.  If 

examinees can complete all of the small tasks (describing a past event, simulating a service 

encounter via a role-play, talking about future educational goals, etc.) then they have, by 

definition, completed the larger task of successfully communicating at a particular proficiency 

level.  It is the responsibility of the tester to ensure that the constellation of tasks delivered to the 

examinee elicits a language sample that is both ratable and representative of the examinee’s 

speaking ability.  Asking examinees to complete only Novice level tasks (give your name, name 

some of the objects in the room, name the colors of objects, etc.) will not elicit a representative 

sample of their language.  The importance of tester training cannot be overstated, as it enables an 

accurate rating of the examinee’s speaking proficiency.   

 An examination of the tester norming process, and an attempt to understand how many 

raters with different conceptions of task completion, and thus global proficiency, can be trained 

to generally arrive at the same conclusion seems a reasonable place to look for automatically 

measurable rating criteria.     

 While ACTFL and the ILR state that the OPI provides a global assessment of speaking 

proficiency, this evaluation must be based on things that an examinee says, or fails to say, during 

the test.  There must be linguistic evidence indicating that an examinee has completed tasks at a 

given level, but the nature of this evidence is, at present, undefined by ACTFL.  Without 
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objective criteria against which to measure an examinee’s performance, holistic ratings are 

indeed impressionistic: the tester’s impression alone decides if an examinee has completed the 

tasks associated with a particular proficiency level or not.  This can lead to a situation in which 

OPI raters may not agree that a certain level of proficiency was reached, or they may agree on a 

proficiency rating, but for different reasons.  Investigating how the U.S. government was able to 

improve reliability of oral proficiency ratings provides some insight into which attributes of 

examinee speech provide evidence of successful performance at a given proficiency level.   

Rating with Factors 

 The US government recognized that to achieve reliability, holistic ratings had to be based 

on a relatively small set of linguistic factors that all raters could be trained to evaluate reliably, 

and that all of these factors needed to reach a certain level before an examinee could be rated as 

proficient at a given proficiency level.  Herzog (2003) paraphrased Adams (1980), regarding the 

use of rating factors for government OPIs: 

 Standardized factors were developed for scoring, and the interview format  ensured that 

 all factors were tested. The interaction of test format and rating factors was crucial to the 

 success of the test. Emphasis on a well-structured interview reduced the problems 

 associated with the earlier tests.  The  development of standardized rating factors reduced 

 subjectivity. The factors provided a basis for testers’ agreement on important aspects 

 of test performance and helped to focus their attention during testing and rating. (p. 567) 

 
The standardized rating factors mentioned by Herzog have counterparts in the ACTFL OPI, and 

are enumerated by Swender, Breiner-Sanders, Mujica-Laughlin, Lowe, and Miles (1999):   

• global tasks/functions 

• context/content 
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• accuracy 

• text type 

A glance at the descriptions of these four standardized rating factors, found in Table 6, indicates 

that they suffer from the same trouble as the Speaking Guidelines when used as rating criteria: 

they are vague enough that they necessitate interpretation by each rater.  The issue is not with 

whether the factors accurately represent oral proficiency or not, but that they are not sufficiently 

operationalized by ACTFL; the construct of speaking proficiency cannot be evaluated because its 

constituent factors are not operationalized. 

Factor Description1 

  
Global Tasks and 
Functions 

The ability to complete language tasks 

  
Context/Content Use of formal or informal registers, as appropriate;  Breadth 

and depth of vocabulary 
  
Accuracy How often pronunciation disturbs a native speaker; ability to 

produce grammar structures without errors 
  
Text Type Amount of discourse produced 
  
  

Table 6. Rating factors used by ACTFL OPI testers 
1 Adapted from Kim, et al. (2007) 

How does a tester know that an examinee has used vocabulary that is broad and deep enough to 

merit a rating at a certain level?  How can a tester know if an examinee’s grammatical accuracy 

matches a particular proficiency level?  These ACTFL rating factors, which are ostensibly used 

to arrive at a global proficiency rating, are not defined. 

 While attempting to identify objective linguistic indicators that OPI testers use to make 

OPI proficiency ratings, it is helpful to look at rater training materials for other speaking 

proficiency tests that use the ILR Proficiency Level Descriptions, and to lean on those materials 
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in an attempt to define the four ACTFL rating factors more clearly, with the goal of extrapolating 

rating factors that can be operationalized and measured automatically.   

 Equating ACTFL factors with those used during FBI or DLI training is warranted 

because the ACTFL OPI was designed specifically to elaborate the lower portions of the ILR 

proficiency scale, causing the two sets of rating criteria to necessarily overlap.  In fact, Language 

Testing International (LTI), which is the sole official provider of ACTFL OPIs, claims that the 

ACTFL OPI can be rated “against the proficiency levels described in ACTFL Proficiency 

Guidelines – Speaking or the Inter-Agency Language Roundtable Language Skill Level 

Descriptors – Speaking” (Language Testing International, 2012).   

 Because ACTFL states that their OPIs are ratable with the ILR Proficiency Level 

Descriptions, it is a necessary precondition that the language elicited from an examinee during an 

ACTFL OPI contains enough information to be rated on all of the factors that are considered 

during any ILR rating at any government agency, regardless of the terminology of the rating 

processes and factors.  The elicitation procedures for an ACTFL OPI produce examinee language 

that can be rated by any ILR rater on any ILR scale.  Likewise, any OPI from any government 

agency can be rated by ACTFL raters (provided the examinee is ILR Level 3 or lower).  What is 

present in one, is, by design, present in the other.    

 Table 7 contains the rating factors used during OPI rater training at three different testing 

organizations.  The FBI factors are used when rating oral proficiency interviews with the ILR 

Proficiency Level Descriptions, the DLI factors are used by the Defense Language Institute to do 

the same, and the ACTFL factors are used during rating of official ACTFL OPIs with the 

Guidelines.     
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 DLI testers consider the following six factors when rating (Kim et al., 2007; Herzog, 

2003):  

• global tasks/functions 

• lexical control 

• structural control 

• sociolinguistic competence 

• delivery 

• text produced  

FBI testers rate with seven factors (FBI, 2009):  
 

• functions 

• organization 

• structures 

• vocabulary 

• fluency 

• pronunciation  

• social/cultural appropriateness 
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Organization Factor Used in Rating Brief Description of Factor 
FBI1 Functions The ability to complete language tasks 
   
 Organization Ability to organize discourse with rhetorical devices and to 

connect ideas 
   
 Structures Ability to produce grammar structures without errors; ability 

to use all time frames (past, present, future) accurately 
   
 Vocabulary Breadth and depth of vocabulary 
   
 Fluency Amount of discourse produced, appropriate use of fillers 
   
 Pronunciation How often pronunciation disturbs a native speaker 
   
 Social/Cultural 

Appropriatness 
Ability to shift registers and use colloquialisms and idioms 

   
DLI2 Global Tasks and 

Functions 
The ability to complete language tasks 

   
 Lexical Control Breadth and depth of vocabulary 
   
 Structural Control Ability to produce grammar structures without errors; ability 

to organize discourse with rhetorical devices and to connect 
ideas; ability to use all time frames (past, present, future) 
accurately 

   
 Sociolinguistic 

Competence 
Ability to shift registers and use colloquialisms and idioms 

   
 Delivery How often pronunciation disturbs a native speaker; fluency 

of speech 
   
 Texts Produced3 Amount of discourse produced 
   
ACTFL3 Global Tasks / 

Functions 
The ability to complete language tasks 

   
 Context/Content Use of formal or informal registers, as appropriate;  breadth 

and depth of vocabulary 
   
 Accuracy How often pronunciation disturbs a native speaker; ability to 

produce grammar structures without errors 
   
 Text Type Amount of discourse produced 

Table 7: Rating factors used in various oral proficiency testing contexts 

1 Federal Bureau of Investigation (2009) 
2 Herzog (2003) 
3 Kim, et al. (2007) 
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 There is extensive overlap between the ACTFL and the ILR rating factors: the factors are 

either identical, as in the case of global tasks and functions, very similar, as in the case of text 

produced and text type, or likely similar but with different terminology, as in the case of delivery 

and accuracy.  The substitution of vocabulary for lexical control or social/cultural 

appropriateness for sociolinguistic competence is more a matter of terminology than content.  

Sociolinguistic competence, or social/cultural appropriateness, realized as register variation, is 

the only rating factor that occurs in DLI and FBI ratings as a separate category, but is folded into 

the context/content factor in the ACTFL ratings.  By lumping two different concepts (vocabulary 

measures and register variation) into a single rating factor, ACTFL may have been deliberately 

commenting on the role that register variation plays in an OPI rating.  In other words, ACTFL 

may see register variation as a subset of vocabulary variation.  Variations in register are 

instantiated as variations in lexical choice, so ACTFL may recognize them as a single 

phenomenon. 

 Regardless of nomenclature, all OPI raters are trained to consider a number of common 

factors when assigning a global proficiency rating, but the trouble remains in operationalizing 

those factors as observable linguistic phenomena that account for an OPI rating.  

 The rating factors described above are found in OPI tester training manuals, and raters 

are supposed to consider them when assigning a holistic rating.  However, the relationship of the 

factors to the holistic rating is opaque.  It is unclear whether or not the factors are rated 

independently of the holistic rating, are rated at all, or are components of the holistic rating.  

Because ACTFL indicates that the OPI is a holistically rated test, the global rating should not be 

a calculation made only from the factors; that would be an analytic rating.  The extent to which 

the factors affect the global rating, or how they affect the global rating, or even if they affect the 
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global rating is not specified.  Nonetheless, the rating factors described during rater training are 

the clearest allusions to objective measures of examinee speech that are considered when making 

ACTFL global speaking proficiency ratings. 

 In summary, ACTFL trains testers to pay attention to a number of factors when rating 

holistically.  The resulting holistic ratings of proficiency are necessarily analytic.  Examinees 

cannot be holistically Superior-level speakers if their global tasks/functions, context/content, 

accuracy, and text type factors are not all at the Superior level.  The concept of speaking 

proficiency is necessarily multifaceted, and ACTFL raters are trained to evaluate global 

proficiency as the sum total of performance across four factors.  The idea that holistic rating is 

essentially analytic is not unusual, but rather a matter of perspective.  Some would argue that 

holistic rating is not driven by one factor or another.  I would counter that holistic ratings should 

be driven by each and every factor. 

Discrete-Point Rating vs. Holistic Rating 

  There has been much discussion about whether or not the ACTFL OPI measures only 

grammatical accuracy, or if it also captures communicative competence that is not found in 

discrete grammar points (see Halleck, 1992 for an overview of the debate), but I argue that this 

debate is misplaced.  Before attempting to define ACTFL’s rating factors in an objectively 

measurable way, it is necessary to discuss the relationship of discrete grammar points to a 

holistic rating.  ACTFL raters, when asked how they arrive at a rating, will say that they 

categorically do not rate discrete aspects of grammar, but that they listen for patterns of errors 

and patterns of usage.  This argument, however, misses the fact that a pattern is, by definition, 

something that is repeated.  The only way to know that something has been repeated, or has 

formed a pattern, is to notice that it has been repeated, whether consciously or subconsciously.  
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 The argument here is that the mental calculation that occurs when a rater notices 

something is akin to counting.  The idea that frequency drives language learning and 

understanding is well documented (see Ellis, 2002 and Gries & Dagmar, 2002, for 

comprehensive overviews), and I am extending the argument to rating by saying that raters 

notice a particular type of error once it has become patterned (repeated until it reaches the 

“pattern” threshold).  

 Raters notice patterns because they have been keeping tabs on the very things (discrete 

grammar points) that make up these patterns during the test, although, due to the attentional 

demands of the test, they would be hard pressed to tell a researcher how many times a particular 

mistake had been made.  Seen in this light, holistic raters must be trained to keep track of many 

patterns simultaneously.  It is my contention that asking raters to maintain focus on many 

different performance indicators at the same time, and to evaluate which have formed a pattern, 

will result in a certain amount of discrepancy among final ratings, manifested as less-than-perfect 

interrater reliability.  Holistic rating discrepancies occur because human raters simply cannot 

reliably pay attention to everything at once, and the quantity of discrete points that remain 

uncounted varies by rater. 

 Understanding holistic rating as pattern detection, and recognizing that OPI raters are 

trained to detect patterns found in the four rating factors, the question remains: Which aspects of 

examinee speech are used to determine that the four factors have been met at a given level of 

proficiency?  In other words, how are the four factors evaluated during an OPI?  

Defining the Rating Factors 

 The ACTFL model of speaking proficiency is not clearly described.  The four rating 

factors that ACTFL raters are trained to assess, along with the Guidelines, are the only 
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documents that provide a definition of the construct of speaking proficiency, and both of them 

are comprised almost entirely of subjective language.  For this reason, I have renamed the rating 

factors as criteria familiar to linguists and language testers.  I then attempted to reconcile the 

criteria with the language found in the Guidelines.  Language from the Guidelines at as many 

levels as possible was associated with a criterion and each of the criteria were then 

operationalized. 

 Assuming that, as raters contend, patterns of speech are used to determine holistic 

proficiency ratings, what makes up the patterns is of paramount importance.  Because the 

meanings of the four ACTFL rating factors are not transparent, they must be interpreted so that 

they can be operationalized and measured.  Table 8 contains ACTFL’s own definitions, drawn 

from the Oral Proficiency Interview Familiarization Manual (ACTFL, 2012d), of the four rating 

factors, each with an official ACTFL definition, that comprise a holistic OPI rating. 
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Proficiency 
Level 

Global Tasks and 
Functions 

Context/Content Accuracy Text Type 

Superior Discuss topics 
extensively, support 
opinions, and 
hypothesize. Deal with 
a linguistically 
unfamiliar situation. 

Most formal and 
informal settings. 
Wide range of 
general interest 
topics and some 
special fields of 
interest and 
expertise. 

No pattern of errors in 
basic structures. Errors 
virtually never 
interfere with 
communication or 
distract the native 
speaker from the 
message. 

Extended 
discourse 

Advanced Narrate and describe in 
major time frames and 
deal effectively with 
an unanticipated 
complication. 

Most informal and 
some formal 
settings. 
Topics of personal 
and general 
interest. 

Understood without 
difficulty by speakers 
unaccustomed to 
dealing with non-
native speakers. 

Paragraphs 

Intermediate Create with language, 
initiate, maintain, and 
bring to a close simple 
conversations by 
asking and 
responding to simple 
questions. 

Some informal 
settings and a 
limited number of 
transactional 
situations. 
Predictable, 
familiar topics 
related to daily 
activities. 

Understood, with some 
repetition, by speakers 
accustomed to dealing 
with non-native 
speakers. 

Discrete 
sentences 

Novice Communicate 
minimally with 
formulaic and rote 
utterances, lists, and 
phrases. 

Most common 
informal settings. 
Most common 
aspects of daily 
life. 

May be difficult to 
understand, even for 
speakers accustomed 
to dealing with non-
native speakers. 

Individual 
words and 
phrases 

Table 8. ACTFL rating factors 
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 Table 9 lists ACTFL’s four rating factors and seven rating criteria derived from the four 

factors. 

Factor Rating Criteria 

Global Tasks and Functions Tense 
 
Abstract and Concrete language 

  
Context/Content Vocabulary 
  
Accuracy Pronunciation 

 
Grammatical Accuracy 

  
Text Type Fluency 

 
Cohesion 

  
  

Table 9. ACTFL rating factors and derived rating criteria 
 

 The automatically measurable rating criteria in Table 9 were derived from ACTFL’s 

prose descriptions of their rating factors in order to address a sustained critique of the ACTFL 

Guidelines, which has been that they are not based on any measurable characteristics of actual 

examinee speech.  Fulcher (1996) noted that “The ACTFL scale is marked by an increase in the 

amount of information that is provided for the rater (in comparison to the ILR rating scale).  

However, the lack of detailed explanation of the terms used or potential exponents in actual 

speech continues to be a mark of these prose descriptions.” (p. 163).  His point is still relevant: 

no matter what minor changes ACTFL makes to the Guidelines, they continue to be defined by a 

lack of any objectively operational definitions of examinee speech. 

 While the Guidelines (ACTFL, 2012a) do not name specific rating metrics, they do 

support use of the seven aforementioned rating criteria, as the following analysis of the prose 

descriptions of the different proficiency levels shows. 
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Turning Factors into Rating Criteria – Support from ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 

 Global Tasks and Functions – Tense.  As seen in the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 

2012 – Speaking (ACTFL, 2012a), tense and aspect as rating criteria can be directly linked to 

descriptions of greater use of all major time frames corresponding to higher levels of 

proficiency—see Table 10 below.  The Guidelines offer the following statements regarding 

interviewee use of tense at different proficiency levels: 

ACTFL Level Tense Description1,2 
Distinguished  

Superior  

Advanced “narration and description in the major times frames of past, present, and future” (p. 
5). 

“narrate…in all time frames” (p. 5). 

“Advanced Mid speakers demonstrate the ability to narrate and describe in the 
major time frames of past, present, and future…” (p. 6). 

“…good control of aspect” (p. 6). 

“Advanced Low speakers demonstrate the ability to narrate and describe in the 
major time frames of past, present, and future…” (p. 6). 

“…some control of aspect” (p. 6). 

Intermediate “They produce…language…typically in present time” (p. 7). 

“Intermediate High speakers can narrate and describe in all major time frames…” 
(p. 7). 

“have difficulty…manipulating time and aspect” (p. 7). 

Novice “Their language consists primarily of short…sentences in the present…” (p. 9). 

Table 10. Justification for using tense measures as rating criteria 
1 Language taken directly from the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 2012 – Speaking (ACTFL,  
  2012a) 
2 Descriptions from the Novice, Intermediate, and Advanced sublevels have been merged.   
  Superior and Distinguished do not have sublevels. 

 
As seen in Table 10, using measures of tense to operationalize part of ACTFL’s global tasks and 

functions rating factor is justified by language found in the Guidelines across most of the 

proficiency levels. For this analysis, tense and aspect were aggregated into three time frames: 
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past, present, and future.  For example, simple past part-of-speech (POS) tags and past participle 

POS tags were all analyzed as past tense verbs.   

 Use of verb tense as an indicator (in concert with many others) of speaking proficiency is 

attested in other speaking proficiency tests, most notably the IDEA Proficiency Test (IPT) used 

in American schools to assess English proficiency of K-12 English language learners (ELLs).  

The IPT classifies use of present tenses as corresponding to lower proficiency, while use of 

future and past tenses are indicative of higher proficiency levels (Hakuta, 2000, p. 20). 

 Crossley and McNamara’s (2013) study regarding the use of text analysis tools to predict 

TOEFL speaking scores found that past and present tense verbs were statistically significant 

predictors of human speaking scores. 

 In addition to verb tense being integral to some assessments of speaking proficiency (the 

OPI and the IPT), correct use of verb tense has also been recognized as an essential element of 

oral proficiency by researchers interested in language testing (Wigglesworth, 1997) and second 

language acquisition (Ellis, 2006).  The use of past, present, and future tenses as an indicator of 

speaking proficiency is supported by linguistics and testing literature, as well as the ACTFL 

Guidelines.   

 Global Tasks and Functions – Abstract and Concrete Language.  Abstract and 

concrete language measures can also be directly linked to the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 

2012 – Speaking (ACTFL, 2012a), where descriptions of abstract language correspond to higher 

levels of proficiency, and concrete language to lower levels.  The Guidelines offer the following 

statements regarding interviewee use of abstract and concrete language at different proficiency 

levels: 
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ACTFL Level Abstract Language Description1,2 
Distinguished “They can reflect on…highly abstract concepts …” (p. 4). 

Superior “Speakers at the Superior level are able to…participate fully and effectively in 
conversations…from both concrete and abstract perspectives” (p. 5). 

“…these speakers use extended discourse…even when engaged in abstract 
elaborations” (p. 5). 

Advanced “…topics are handled concretely…” (p. 5). 

“They can discuss some topics abstractly…but in general they are more comfortable 
discussing a variety of topics concretely” (p. 5). 

“They participate actively…on a variety of concrete topics…” (p. 6). 

“Advanced Mid speakers contribute to conversations on a variety of familiar topics, 
dealt with concretely…” (p. 6). 

Intermediate “Conversation is generally limited to those predictable and concrete exchanges…” 
(p. 7). 

“Conversation is restricted to some of the concrete exchanges…” (p. 8). 

Novice  

Table 11. Justification for using abstract and concrete language measures as rating  
   criteria 

1 Language taken directly from the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 2012 – Speaking (ACTFL,  
  2012a) 
2 Descriptions from the Novice, Intermediate, and Advanced sublevels have been merged.   
  Superior and Distinguished do not have sublevels. 
 

 As seen from the Table 11, using measures of abstract and concrete language to 

operationalize part of ACTFL’s global tasks and functions rating factor is justified, as both types 

of language appear in the Guidelines in all but one proficiency level description. 

 While the ACTFL Guidelines clearly state that abstract concepts are engaged at higher 

proficiency levels (the term abstract does not appear until the Advanced level), there is not a 

clear relationship between abstractness (or concreteness) of speech and proficiency in the 

speaking proficiency literature.   

 In her study on strategic competence, Paribakht (1985) found that EFL speakers with 

higher oral proficiency, measured via a standardized test, more frequently used communicative 

strategies associated with describing abstract nouns than their lower proficiency counterparts did.  
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However, the link between abstraction/concreteness and proficiency was not of interest to 

Paribakht and was not explored. 

 A later study conducted by De Groot and Keijzer (2000) investigated the relationship 

between word concreteness and foreign language vocabulary learning.  Their study found that 

after learning, concrete words were easier to recall and produce than abstract words, with 

production of abstract words taking longer in all cases than production of concrete words.  The 

missing piece of this study however, was proficiency level.  All of the participants had an 

equivalent, and high, level of English proficiency. 

 Crossley, Clevinger, and Kim’s (2014) recent study investigated the influence that the 

average concreteness of an examinee’s response had on human TOEFL iBT speaking proficiency 

scores and found that concreteness of an examinee’s response was not a significant predictor of 

speaking proficiency. 

 In short, although the cognitive nature of how concrete and abstract words are processed 

has been explored in great depth in Psychology studies (see Barber, Otten, Kousta, & Vigliocco, 

2013 and West & Holcomb, 2000 for examples), and despite the fact that concreteness is a 

predictor of L2 writing proficiency (Crossley, Salsbury & McNamara, 2012), very little research 

directly addresses the relationship between production of concrete/abstract words and speaking 

proficiency. 

 Context/Content – Vocabulary.  The second ACTFL rating factor, context/content, was 

operationalized as measures of vocabulary.  Measures of vocabulary can be directly linked to the 

ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 2012 – Speaking (ACTFL, 2012a), where descriptions of greater 

breadth and precision of vocabulary correspond to higher speaking proficiency.  The Guidelines 

offer the following statements regarding interviewee vocabulary at different proficiency levels: 
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ACTFL Level Vocabulary Description1,2 
Distinguished  

Superior  

Advanced “Advanced-level speakers have…control of…generic vocabulary …” (p. 5). 

“Advanced High speakers may demonstrate a well-developed ability to compensate 
for an imperfect grasp of some forms or for limitations in vocabulary…” (p. 5). 

“They use precise vocabulary and intonation to express meaning…” (p. 5). 

“Their vocabulary is fairly extensive although primarily generic in nature…” (p. 6). 

“Advanced Mid speakers contribute to conversations…with…precision…” (p. 6). 

“The vocabulary of Advanced Low speakers often lacks specificity” (p. 6). 

“Advanced Low speakers contribute to the conversation with sufficient…precision 
to convey their intended message” (p. 6). 

Intermediate “…a reduction in breadth and appropriateness of vocabulary” (p. 7). 

“they search for adequate vocabulary and appropriate language forms to express 
themselves” (p. 7). 

“In spite of the limitations in their vocabulary…Intermediate Mid speakers are 
generally understood” (p. 7). 

“…they search for appropriate linguistic forms and vocabulary…” (p. 8). 

Novice “…they search for simple vocabulary …” (p. 9). 

Table 12. Justification for using vocabulary measures as rating criteria 
 

1 Language taken directly from the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 2012 – Speaking (ACTFL,  
  2012a) 
2 Descriptions from the Novice, Intermediate, and Advanced sublevels have been merged.   
  Superior and Distinguished do not have sublevels. 

 
 As seen in the Table 12, there is justification for using vocabulary measures to 

operationalize ACTFL’s context/content rating factor, as explicit mentions of vocabulary are 

missing at only the highest proficiency level descriptions. 

 The relationship between vocabulary measures and speaking proficiency has only 

recently been the focus of research studies, even though vocabulary has long been a vital 

component of L2 acquisition and production (see Milton, 2009 for a comprehensive catalog of 

L2 vocabulary acquisition).  De Jong, Steinel, Florijn, Schoonen, and Hulstijn, (2013) showed 

that L2 vocabulary knowledge contributed to L2 speaking fluency. 
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 In a study of contributors to general speaking proficiency ratings, Sato (2011) found that 

vocabulary range, operationalized as “the degree to which the test taker is demonstrating a wide 

range of vocabulary” (p. 241) was a strong predictor of holistic ratings of communicative 

effectiveness during a speaking proficiency test.   

 Koizumi and In’nami (2013) directly addressed the relationship between vocabulary 

knowledge, operationalized as size, depth, and processing speed, and speaking proficiency. 

Structural equation modeling indicated that a combination of depth and size of vocabulary 

accounted for 84% of the variance in speaking proficiency scores.  

 A study by Higgins, Xi, Zechner, & Williamson (2011) showed that ETS’s 

SpeechRaterSM tool used to rate the speaking section of the TOEFL was composed of only five 

features, of which vocabulary size was one.  The vocabulary size feature alone had a correlation 

coefficient of .408 with human ratings, and was given the second-highest weight in the five-

feature SpeechRaterSM, although the authors conceded that SpeechRaterSM‘s agreement with 

human scorers was not nearly as high as agreement between two human scorers. 

 Although the nature and importance of the relationship is unclear and understudied, there 

is a definite relationship between vocabulary and speaking proficiency scores. 

 While the use of register measures may seem an obvious choice for measuring ACTFL’s 

context/content rating factor, explicit references to register were exceedingly rare in the 

Guidelines, occurring only once, in the description of Distinguished speakers.  For this reason, 

all operationalizations of the context/content factor were vocabulary measures. 

 Accuracy – Pronunciation.  Pronunciation measures can be directly linked to the 

ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 2012 – Speaking (ACTFL, 2012a), where descriptions of more 
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easily understandable speech correspond to higher levels of proficiency.  The Guidelines offer 

the following statements regarding interviewee pronunciation at different proficiency levels: 

ACTFL Level Pronunciation Description1,2 
Distinguished “A non-native accent…may still be present at this level” (p. 4). 

Superior  

Advanced “Advanced-level speakers have sufficient control…to be understood by native 
speakers of the language, including those unaccustomed to non-native speech” (p. 
5). 

“They use precise…intonation to express meaning…” (p. 5). 

 “They are readily understood by native speakers unaccustomed to dealing with 
non-natives.” (p. 6). 

“Their speech can be understood by native speakers unaccustomed to dealing with 
non-natives…” (p. 6). 

Intermediate “Intermediate-level speakers are understood by interlocutors who are accustomed to 
dealing with non-native learners of the language” (p. 7). 

“Intermediate High speakers can generally be understood by native speakers 
unaccustomed to dealing with non-natives…” (p. 7). 

“…Intermediate Mid speakers are generally understood by sympathetic 
interlocutors accustomed to dealing with non-natives” (p. 7). 

“Their pronunciation…influenced by their first language. In spite of frequent 
misunderstandings…Intermediate Low speakers can generally be understood by 
sympathetic interlocutors, particularly by those accustomed to dealing with non-
natives.” (p. 8). 

Novice “Novice-level speakers may be difficult to understand even by the most sympathetic 
interlocutors accustomed to non-native speech” (p. 9). 

“Frequent misunderstandings may arise but…Novice High speakers can generally 
be understood by sympathetic interlocutors used to non-natives” (p. 9). 

“Novice Mid speakers may be understood with difficulty even by sympathetic 
interlocutors accustomed to dealing with non-natives” (p. 9). 

“Speakers at the Novice Low sublevel…because of their pronunciation, may be 
unintelligible” (p. 9). 

Table 13. Justification for using pronunciation measures as rating criteria 
1 Language taken directly from the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 2012 – Speaking (ACTFL,  
  2012a) 
2 Descriptions from the Novice, Intermediate, and Advanced sublevels have been merged.   
  Superior and Distinguished do not have sublevels. 
 

 As seen in Table 13, pronunciation measures may account for part of ACTFL’s accuracy 

rating factor, although many of the statements in Table 13 could apply to nearly any measure of 
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speaking performance, as misunderstandings can result from any type of error, not just 

pronunciation errors.   

 Pronunciation has a long history with the OPI that begins with its FSI predecessor, the 

oral interview test.  Adams’s (1980) large-scale investigation of the different factors contributing 

to holistic ratings of oral proficiency found that of the five subskills (vocabulary, grammar, 

fluency, comprehension, accent) that comprise global proficiency, pronunciation (accent in this 

study) had the smallest influence on the holistic ratings.  Adams noted, however, that different 

proficiency levels were affected differently by the five subskills.  

 A number of subsequent studies confirmed the contribution of pronunciation to holistic 

oral proficiency ratings, and also that subskills contributed differentially at different levels of 

global proficiency (see Higgs & Clifford, 1982; Iwashita, Brown, McNamara, & O’Hagan, 2008; 

McNamara, 1990). 

 De Jong, Steinel, Florijn, Schoonen, and Hulstijn, (2012), with the same data used in their 

2013 study, found that in a structural equation model a single component of pronunciation, 

intonation, contributed more to variation in speaking proficiency scores than all other measures.  

 There is a clear and unambiguous precedent for including pronunciation as a component 

of global speaking proficiency, as it has been repeatedly shown to affect proficiency ratings. 

 Accuracy – Grammatical Accuracy.  Using measures of grammatical accuracy to 

operationalize the accuracy rating factor can be directly linked to the ACTFL Proficiency 

Guidelines 2012 – Speaking (ACTFL, 2012a), where descriptions of progressively greater 

accuracy correspond to higher levels of proficiency.  The Guidelines offer the following 

statements regarding interviewee accuracy across the ACTFL proficiency levels: 
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ACTFL Level Grammatical Accuracy Description1,2 
Distinguished “Speakers at the Distinguished level are able to use language…with accuracy…” (p. 

4). 

“At this level, oral discourse typically resembles written discourse” (p. 4). 

“…an occasional isolated language error may still be present at this level”  (p. 4). 

Superior “Speakers at the Superior level are able to communicate with accuracy…” (p. 5). 

“…provide lengthy and coherent narrations, all with accuracy” (p. 5). 

“Such discourse…may still be influenced by language patterns other than those of 
the target language” (p. 5). 

“Speakers at the Superior level demonstrate no pattern of error in the use of basic 
structures, although they may make sporadic errors, particularly in low-frequency 
structures and in complex high-frequency structures” (p. 5). 

Advanced “Advanced-level speakers have sufficient control of basic structures…to be 
understood by native speakers of the language, …” (p. 5). 

 “Their discourse may still reflect the oral paragraph structure of their own language 
rather than that of the target language” (p. 6). 

“Advanced Mid speakers contribute to conversations…with much accuracy…” (p. 
6). 

“The speaker’s dominant language may be evident in the use of false cognates, 
literal translations, or the oral paragraph structure of that language” (p. 6). 

“Advanced Low speech is typically marked by a certain grammatical roughness 
(e.g., inconsistent control of verb endings)” (p. 6). 

“Advanced Low speakers contribute to the conversation with sufficient accuracy…” 
(p. 6). 

Intermediate “…interference from another language may be evident (e.g., use of code-switching, 
false cognates, literal translations)…” (p. 7). 

“In spite of the limitations in their…grammar…Intermediate Mid speakers are 
generally understood…” (p. 7). 

“Their responses are often filled with…inaccuracies…” (p. 8). 

Novice “Their language…may be…inaccurate. …” (p. 9).  

“…they may sometimes sound surprisingly…accurate” (p. 9). 

“…syntax may be strongly influenced by the first language” (p. 9). 

Table 14. Justification for using grammatical accuracy measures as rating criteria 
1 Language taken directly from the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 2012 – Speaking (ACTFL,  
  2012a) 
2 Descriptions from the Novice, Intermediate, and Advanced sublevels have been merged.    
  Superior and Distinguished do not have sublevels. 
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 As seen in Table 14, using grammatical accuracy measures to account for part of 

ACTFL’s accuracy rating factor is justified, due to the mention of grammatical accuracy in all of 

the proficiency level descriptions. 

 Grammatical accuracy is also recognized as a contributor to, and predictor of, overall 

proficiency ratings.  Sato (2011) found that judgments of L2 learners’ monologues’ overall 

communicative effectiveness were influenced by grammatical accuracy, but that it was a far less 

robust predictor than all others, with the exception of pronunciation, which had almost no 

predictive power. 

 In contrast to Sato’s (2011) results, Iwashita (2010) claimed that “…grammatical 

accuracy is the principal determining factor for raters assigning a global score” (p. 33).  

Iwashita’s assertion is supported by Révész, Ekiert, and Torgersen (2014), who found that three 

different measures of grammatical accuracy (errors per 100 words, suppliance of connectors in 

obligatory contexts, and target-like use of connectors) each accounted for between 57 and 61% 

of the variability in spoken tasks targeting communicative adequacy.   

 Iwashita’s (2010) assertion regarding the importance of grammar is contradicted 

somewhat by her own 2008 study, which examined performance on early TOEFL iBT pilot oral 

tasks.  Iwashita et al. (2008) found that third-person singular ‘s’ suppliance, plural marking, 

correct use of prepositions, and global grammatical accuracy judgments, while able to 

discriminate between proficiency levels (significant F-test results), had eta effect sizes ranging 

from only 0.07 to 0.22.  

 All of the authors above allude to the difficulty of reliably measuring grammatical 

accuracy, and this problem itself has received both in-depth explanation (see Rimmer 2006), and 

possible solutions (Chapelle, Chung, Hegelheimer, Pendar, & Xu, 2010).  While grammatical 
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accuracy has proven difficult to operationalize, and its effect on global measures of speaking 

proficiency remain unclear, it is recognized as essential to the proficiency construct. 

 Text Type – Fluency.  The text type rating factor may more accurately be called fluency.  

Interpreting text type as fluency is not especially controversial, as ACTFL indicates fairly clearly 

that text type is a measure of the amount of speech produced (see Table 8).  However, an 

additional, quite different, understanding of the text type factor is that it comprises the linguistic 

structures that hold extended discourse together, more appropriately named cohesion.   

 To capture part of the text type rating factor, which appears to correspond to amount of 

discourse, fluency measures can be directly linked to the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 2012 – 

Speaking (ACTFL, 2012a), where descriptions of progressively greater amounts of examinee 

speech correspond to higher levels of proficiency.  The Guidelines offer the following statements 

regarding interviewee fluency at different proficiency levels: 
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ACTFL Level Fluency Description1,2 
Distinguished “produce…extended discourse” (p. 4). 

Superior “communicate with…fluency” (p. 5). 

“…use extended discourse without unnaturally lengthy hesitation” (p. 5). 

“provide lengthy…narrations…with…fluency” (p. 5). 

Advanced “The language of Advanced-level speakers is abundant, the oral paragraph being the 
measure of Advanced-level length…” (p. 5). 

“often show great fluency and ease of speech” (p. 5). 

“The speech of Advanced Mid speakers…is marked by substantial flow” (p. 6). 

“paragraph-length discourse” (p. 6). 

“Responses produced by Advanced Low speakers are typically not longer than a 
single paragraph” (p. 6). 

“At times their discourse may be minimal for the level, marked by an irregular 
flow” (p. 6). 

Intermediate “They produce sentence-level language, ranging from discrete sentences to strings 
of sentences” (p. 7). 

“discourse of paragraph length, but not all the time” (p. 7). 

“an inability to maintain paragraph-length discourse” (p. 7). 

“responses typically consisting of sentences and strings of sentences” (p. 7). 

“Their speech may contain pauses” (p. 7). 

“…short statements and discrete sentences” (p. 8). 

“Their responses are often filled with hesitancy” (p. 8). 

“Their speech is characterized by frequent pauses” (p. 8). 

Novice  “Novice-level speakers can communicate short messages…” (p. 9). 

“primarily through the use of isolated words and phrases…” (p. 9).  

“Their language consists primarily of short and sometimes incomplete sentences” 
(p. 9).  

“…may be hesitant…” (p. 9).  

“…they may sometimes sound surprisingly fluent…” (p. 9). 

“…will not be able to sustain sentence-level discourse” (p. 9). 

“…using a number of isolated words and memorized phrases…” (p. 9). 

“…they may say only two or three words at a time…” (p. 9). 

 “They pause frequently…” (p. 9). 

“…they frequently resort to repetition…or silence” (p. 9). 

Table 15. Justification for using fluency measures as rating criteria 
1 Language taken directly from the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 2012 – Speaking (ACTFL,  
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  2012a) 
2 Descriptions from the Novice, Intermediate, and Advanced sublevels have been merged.     
  Superior and Distinguished do not have sublevels. 

 
 As seen in Table 15, using fluency measures to account for part of ACTFL’s text type 

rating factor is warranted by the mention of fluency at each of the proficiency level descriptions 

found in the Guidelines. 

 Many of the studies cited in the previous section (Adams, 1980; De Jong, Steinel, Florijn, 

Schoonen, and Hulstijn, 2012; Iwashita, Brown, McNamara, & O’Hagan, 2008) on 

pronunciation also found that fluency contributed to global speaking proficiency ratings/scores. 

 In addition to fluency as one of many factors contributing to speaking proficiency, it has 

also been investigated in isolation.  Segalowitz’s (2010) book discusses L2 speaking fluency 

from both psychology and linguistics points of view.  He highlights the multidimensional 

properties of speaking fluency and provides a number of historical models of the concept, taking 

care to highlight the theoretical ties to different areas of SLA. 

 A special 2010 issue of Language Testing was devoted to fluency and its relation to 

holistic speaking proficiency ratings.  In said journal, Ginther, Dimova, & Yang (2010) 

concluded that measures of fluency (speech rate, speech time ratio, mean length of run, number 

of silent pauses, length of silent pauses) were not sufficient to accurately place examinees at 

adjacent levels of the OEPT speaking proficiency test. 

 Related to Ginther, Dimova, & Yang’s (2010) recommendation that fluency measures 

could be used for automatic speech evaluation is Bernstein, Van Moere, & Cheng’s (2010) work 

on validation of automated L2 speaking tests.  The authors discuss Pearson’s VersantTM tests 

(Pearson, 2009) and the correlation of VersantTM test scores with OPI, IELTS, and TOEFL 

scores, among others.  The point of note regarding this study is that phonological fluency is a 

primary component of the VersantTM scoring methodology, underscoring the contribution of 
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fluency measures to all speaking proficiency tests.  The TOEFL’s SpeechRaterSM tool also relies 

heavily on fluency measures to automatically rate the speaking sections of the test (Higgins, Xi, 

Zechner, & Williamson, 2011), with two of the five scoring metrics being fluency measures (speech 

rate and length of speech chunks). 

 In summary, measures of fluency are well documented and inextricably linked to proficiency 

assessments, be they automatic or human-generated. 

 Text Type – Cohesion.  Cohesion measures as operationalizations of the text type rating 

factor are also supported by the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 2012 – Speaking (ACTFL, 

2012a), where descriptions of progressively better organization correspond to higher levels of 

proficiency.  The Guidelines offer the following statements regarding cohesion of interviewee 

speech at different proficiency levels: 

ACTFL Level Cohesion Description1,2 
Distinguished “…produce…tightly organized…discourse” (p. 4).  

Superior “…provide…coherent narrations” (p. 5). 

“…provide structured arguments” (p. 5). 

“…they are able to construct and develop hypotheses” (p. 5). 

“…separating main ideas from supporting information through the use of 
syntactic,…lexical devices” (p. 5). 

Advanced “They may provide a structured argument to support their opinions…” (p. 5). 

“Narration and description tend to be combined and interwoven to relate relevant 
and supporting facts in connected…discourse” (p. 6). 

“Advanced Low speakers combine and link sentences into connected discourse…” 
(p. 6). 

Intermediate “…using connected discourse…but not all the time” (p. 7). 

“…have difficulty linking ideas…: (p. 7). 

Novice  

Table 16. Justification for using cohesion measures as rating criteria 
1 Language taken directly from the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 2012 – Speaking (ACTFL,     
  2012a) 
2 Descriptions from the Novice, Intermediate, and Advanced sublevels have been merged.      

      Superior and Distinguished do not have sublevels. 
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 As seen in the Table 16, using cohesion measures to account for part of ACTFL’s text 

type rating factor is justified by the language found in the Guidelines, as explicit mentions of 

cohesive elements are missing only at the lowest proficiency level description.  The decision to 

include measures of cohesion and fluency under a single ACTFL rating factor may seem 

untenable, but there is no better place to put measures of cohesion, as the text type rating factor is 

related to the progression of speech from basic sentences to a series of connected thoughts and 

longer utterances. 

 The study of lexical cohesive devices as predictors of proficiency ratings has not been 

nearly as extensive as that of fluency, pronunciation, or vocabulary.  The study of cohesive 

devices has generally been limited to L2 writing, as opposed to speaking.   

 Brown, Iwashita, and McNamara (2005) found mixed results when attempting to classify 

examinee response to spoken sections of the EAP test using different types of connectives, a type 

of cohesive device.  Some types of connectives were closely associated with speech of a 

particular proficiency level, but no class of connectives was able to discriminate across all 

proficiency levels, in part because use of connectives was quite limited, and was even absent at 

lower proficiency levels. 

 Kyle, Crossley, and McNamara (2015) used, among others, traditional indices of writing 

proficiency, in which measures of cohesion figure prominently, to determine whether or not 

responses to different TOEFL iBT speaking tasks could be predicted based on their linguistic 

content.  The authors affirmed that integrated and independent speaking tasks elicited different 

responses, and that those responses could be predicted with automatic measures, but the 

contribution of cohesive measures to correct classification was not mentioned. 
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 Crossley, Clevinger, & Kim (2014) directly examined the effect of cohesive devices 

(connectors and pronominal referents) on human speaking proficiency ratings.  They analyzed 

TOEFL iBT speaking samples and found that speaking item prompts contained cohesive devices 

that were repeated during examinees’ responses, and that, furthermore, responses that 

incorporated cohesive language from the prompts were more likely to receive higher proficiency 

ratings from human judges. 

 While the studies above focused primarily on questions other than whether or not 

cohesive devices predicted speaking proficiency ratings, it is clear that cohesive devices, and 

lexical connectors in particular, have been associated with predicting speaking proficiency.  

Summary of Rating Factors and Rating Criteria 
 
 My argument is that the seven criteria listed above comprise an essential and substantial 

piece of the ACTFL oral proficiency model, as they are mentioned specifically in the Guidelines, 

at almost every proficiency level, and can also be tied to the four rating factors.  The relationship 

of the criteria to the rating factors is not clear, as the rating factors are underspecified.  

Nonetheless, it is my contention that, regardless of how they are categorized, the following seven 

criteria are impressionistically measured during an OPI: tense, abstract and concrete language, 

vocabulary, pronunciation, grammatical accuracy, fluency, and cohesion.  Also, each of these 

rating criteria are mentioned at almost every proficiency level description found in the Speaking 

Guidelines, so it is impossible to claim that these seven things are not being rated, in light of 

ACTFL’s own proficiency Guidelines (ACTFL, 2012a).  I have chosen criteria that are as 

representative as possible (appearing throughout the proficiency range) of the ACTFL construct 

of speaking proficiency, given the myriad ways that the Guidelines can be interpreted and the 

amount of subjective language found therein.  Furthermore, each of the seven rating criteria have 
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been operationalized as contributors to speaking proficiency in assessment and linguistics 

literature. 

 There are almost certainly other criteria that OPI raters are taking into account when they 

rate an examinee’s performance (e.g. register variation), but these seven criteria are almost 

certainly a part of the ACTFL speaking proficiency construct.   

Rating Criteria and Task Completion 

 Regardless of what accounts for OPI ratings, the ability to complete different types of 

linguistic tasks is essential to the ACTFL oral proficiency construct.  This being the case, the 

relationship between task completion and rating criteria needs to be re-iterated.   

 It is the job of the rater to make sure that an examinee is exposed to the correct 

constellation of tasks.  The rater is responsible for asking the right questions; this is beyond the 

control of the examinee.  How examinees respond to these questions determines their proficiency 

rating.  The seven criteria above are indicators of task completion at all proficiency levels.  If an 

examinee’s responses employ a wide range of precise vocabulary words, do not contain 

grammatical mistakes, use transitions, are not riddled with silence and hesitations, etc., then she 

will receive a high proficiency rating.  Any number of tasks may be put to examinees; how well 

their responses to those tasks fulfill the rating criteria will strongly influence their final 

proficiency ratings. 

Identifying the ACTFL Speaking Proficiency Construct 

 The construct of speaking proficiency is not a theoretical one, as the ACTFL OPI is 

explicitly atheoretical, but in this study refers to the automatically measurable language that is 

used to make decisions about a speaking performance.  ACTFL specifically states that “The 

Guidelines are not based on any particular theory, pedagogical method, or educational 
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curriculum” (ACTFL, 2012a).  With this blanket statement, ACTFL makes no claims of the 

Guidelines being supported by empirical research regarding how or when languages are 

acquired.  All instances of the Guidelines, or proficiency judgments based on them, aligning with 

what researchers know about language acquisition are incidental.   

 For this reason, the ACTFL oral proficiency “construct” should not be evaluated as a 

theoretical construct, but an operational one, similar to a definition.  The construct is entirely 

about performance, and has nothing to say about linguistic knowledge.  The performance  (the 

words spoken during the test) are the only data upon which the examinee can be rated.  While a 

theoretical construct can be applied to the OPI as a testing instrument (Fulcher, 1996, and others 

who call it a test based on skill acquisition theory dispute ACTFL’s claims of an atheoretical 

assessment), the determination of proficiency is based entirely on the observable speech 

produced by the examinee, so use of the term “construct” implies only the linguistic markers that 

determine OPI ratings.   

 I have motivated seven criteria (tense, abstract and concrete language, vocabulary, 

pronunciation, grammatical accuracy, fluency, and cohesion) that define the ACTFL speaking 

proficiency construct.  These seven criteria have been tied to speaking proficiency in different 

ways in linguistics and assessment literature and have precedent as indicators of oral proficiency.  

However, how these criteria are measured is important, and for this reason operational 

definitions of the seven rating criteria will be identified in order to answer the following 

question: 

 Research Question: Can objectively measurable aspects of spoken language that  
    account for some portion of holistic OPI ratings be identified? 
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Methodology 

Overview 

 As noted above, choosing operational measures of the seven rating criteria is at the heart 

of this study, and these choices will be clearly explained, but first the data for this research will 

be described, as will the larger methodological framework.  In order to answer the research 

question, the methodological steps found below, each of which will be detailed in upcoming 

sections, were employed to build a testable model of ACTFL speaking proficiency. 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Illustration of steps used to create a model of ACTFL speaking proficiency 
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Data 

 The data used for this project were 32 ACTFL OPI audio recordings.  The language of 

the test was English and the 32 examinees were non-native English speakers.  All of the 

interviews were recorded in 2009 at a large American university.  All tests were rated by the 

ACTFL-certified rater conducting the interview and also by a second ACTFL-certified rater, thus 

making them official OPIs.  Because the tests were conducted prior to the 2012 revisions to the 

Guidelines, with the Distinguished rating not being an option, the following ten proficiency 

levels were represented in the dataset: 

ACTFL Major Level N % of Total 

Superior 6 18.75 

Advanced 6 18.75 

Intermediate 12 37.50 

Novice 8 25.00 

TOTAL 32 100 

   

ACTFL Sublevel N  

Superior 6 18.75 

Advanced High 2 6.25 

Advanced Mid 1 3.12 

Advanced Low 3 9.38 

Intermediate High 3 9.38 

Intermediate Mid 7 21.88 

Intermediate Low 2 6.25 

Novice High 1 3.12 

Novice Mid 5 15.63 

Novice Low 2 6.25 

TOTAL 32 100 

Table 17. OPIs by proficiency level 
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 As seen in Table 17, the data include OPIs from each proficiency level, with a 

preponderance of tests at the Intermediate level.   

 Before receiving the OPI recordings, they were anonymized via removal of the initial five 

minutes of each interview.  This was done to eliminate names and other identifying information 

from the recordings, as the first few minutes of an OPI require an introduction by the examinee, 

with personal information included.  So, while these OPIs were missing part of the warm-up at 

the beginning of the test, each test was missing the same amount and type of information, 

thereby maintaining comparability among the recordings.   

 Furthermore, missing the first five minutes of an interview is preferable to any other 

section of the interview, as these first few minutes are when the tester is formulating a 

hypothetical base level from which to start questioning the examinee.  An examinee’s base level 

has been established after five minutes, and the remainder of the test is a series of probes and 

level checks, which are precisely the parts of the OPI that are intended to be most revealing of an 

examinee’s speaking proficiency.  

Transcription 

 All 32 OPIs were transcribed manually.  An attempt to use speech-to-text software was 

made, but the results were dismal.  Automatic transcription of the audio files was not at all 

accurate.  The non-native English speech of the recordings, combined with a variety of first 

languages and the presence of both tester and examinee speech, stymied automatic transcription 

software, necessitating human transcription of all audio files prior to analysis. 

 All examinee and tester/rater speech was transcribed in its entirety, with the exception for 

anonymity noted above.  Transcription was done using both Transcriber (Barras, Geoffrois, Wu, 
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and Liberman, 1998) and ELAN (Sloetjes and Wittenburg, 2008) transcription software.  The 

software-specific files were then converted to plain text files.   

 After each transcription, rater speech was removed, leaving only the examinee’s speech.  

While the questions asked, tasks requested, and responses by raters during OPIs are the 

operational implementation of the test, their speech is not evaluated when rating an examinee.  

The totality of what is considered during rating is how the examinee responded to the questions 

of the interlocutor, and the quality of any given response is measured solely from the examinee’s 

speech.  This analysis assumes that raters have provided the correct number and type of prompts 

to elicit an examinee’s best performance, and that all examinees had comparable opportunities to 

succeed and fail. 

 For a complete list of transcription conventions, see Appendix B.  Transcription 

conventions were kept to a minimum, with almost no punctuation being transcribed.  For 

example, no commas, exclamation points, or periods were transcribed, for the simple reason that 

they were not spoken.  Punctuation conventions are used to indicate to readers how phrases, 

clauses, and sentences fit together.  However, listeners (raters) do not have access to punctuation, 

and so cannot use it to evaluate a speech sample.  One exception to the lack of punctuation found 

in the transcripts is the presence of question marks.  When “wh” question words or utterance-

final rising intonation were used to indicate a question, this information was transcribed with a 

question mark.  

 Spoken words that are usually hyphenated in their written form (e.g. hip-hop, bye-bye, 

ex-girlfriend) were transcribed as two separate words.  This was done out of necessity, because 

false starts were transcribed with hyphens.  For example, when an examinee hesitated and 

repeated sounds at the beginning of a word, the hesitation was hyphenated (w-w-what).  The 
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same was done with whole word repetitions (try-try-try-to see).  These conventions were 

employed to facilitate implementation of the automatic fluency measures that will be described 

in the following pages.   

 In short, transcription was meant to capture the language as it was spoken by the 

examinee, without structure imposed upon it by punctuation.  The transcriptions did not capture 

the utterances in phonetic detail, so when three of zeez was heard, it was transcribed as three of 

these.  On the other hand, grammatical inaccuracies, for example, I likes those, were transcribed 

as they were spoken. 

 The sounds (usually words) and silences of speech are both freighted with meaning, as 

are the extralinguistic cues that a rater may focus on during a face-to-face interview; however, 

the sounds of the examinee were the only data considered for this study.   

 The effect of extralinguistic information on the rating process was ignored during this 

study.  While the value of gestures, facial expressions, and other non-linguistic means of 

communicating one’s intentions is not disputed, their effect on the final OPI rating is assumed to 

be unimportant.  This assumption is supported by the fact that the second raters of all of the OPIs 

in this study listened to audio recordings, and did not see the examinees during the rating 

process, which means that they did not have access to non-linguistic communicative devices 

employed by the examinees.    

 Regarding silence and speech, the sounds produced by examinees were measured, but 

their silences were not categorized or evaluated in any way.  This decision is discussed in greater 

detail in the sections regarding measures of fluency. 
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Choosing Criteria to Measure 

 Having described the data and their transcription, a discussion of what kind of 

proficiency evidence to look for is warranted.  The first step in this discussion is choosing which 

of the previously described rating criteria to operationalize.  Of the seven rating criteria 

identified from a close examination of ACTFL training materials and the Guidelines themselves,  

• tense 

• abstract and concrete language 

• vocabulary 

• pronunciation  

• grammatical accuracy  

• fluency 

• cohesion 

only six were operationalized.   

 Pronunciation was not evaluated for this project.  This criterion was excluded primarily 

for practical reasons, as phonetic transcription of all 32 OPIs was not feasible.  Also, objectively 

evaluating an entire OPI for pronunciation accuracy would require extensive sound signal 

manipulation skills that the researcher did not have.   

 Furthermore, operationalizing a measure of pronunciation accuracy would have been 

exceedingly difficult from a theoretical perspective.  As Tables 8 and 13 indicate, ACTFL is 

concerned with pronunciation as it relates to being understood by “sympathetic interlocutors” 

and “native speakers unaccustomed to dealing with non-natives” (ACTFL, 2012a, pp. 5-9).  This 

subjective standard is one that simply cannot be operationalized.  The only people evaluating the 

pronunciation of an examinee are the ACTFL testers/raters.  To evaluate whether or not the 
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criterion of comprehensibility by those “unaccustomed to dealing with non-natives” was met is 

not possible.  All ACTFL raters are, by definition, accustomed to dealing with non-native speech.  

Whether they are sympathetic or not will not be addressed here, but the fact is they spend their 

days listening to and evaluating non-native speech in exchange for payment.  These testers 

cannot make claims about what some other group of people (those unaccustomed to non-native 

speech) understood or did not understand. 

 Theoretically, ACTFL could hire a panel of native speakers unaccustomed to non-native 

speech to make judgments about whether the comprehensibility criterion was met for examinees.  

However, there would necessarily be frequent turnover on the panel, because at some point these 

panelists would become accustomed to non-native speech, having listened to it so often. 

 ACTFL’s definition of what constitutes acceptable pronunciation is unsupported, and 

unsupportable, by the OPI rating procedure.  Furthermore, operationalizing a quantifiable 

measure of pronunciation was logistically prohibitive.  For these reasons 

 The remaining six criteria, tense, abstract and concrete language, vocabulary, 

grammatical accuracy, fluency, and cohesion, were all operationalized and measured objectively 

with computer programs.  These criteria all have a variety of definitions within the field of 

linguistics and have been operationalized in a number of ways.  The following sections detail 

operational measures of each criterion and the justification for choosing such measures. 

Measuring Speaking Proficiency Criteria – Tense  

 As examinees progress through the ACTFL proficiency levels, the Guidelines describe 

greater use of the three major times frames (past, present, future).  At the Novice level, 

examinees are described as speaking primarily in the present tense, while Advanced examinees 

are described as using past, present, and future tenses.  The UCREL CLAWS5 tagset (Garside, 
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1987; Leech, Garside, and Bryant, 1994) was used to tag all of the OPI data.  To produce an 

objective measure of the amount of past tense speech that examinees produced during their OPIs, 

the percentage of verbs that were past tense verbs was calculated by dividing the past tense verbs 

by the total verbs and multiplying by 100.   

 Present tense speech was measured as the percentage of verbs that were tagged as present 

tense verbs.  Appendix C contains lists of all of the verb tags found in the CLAWS5 tagset, as 

well as lists of the past and present verb tags used in this study. 

 Measuring future tense speech was similar to past and present tenses, with the notable 

exception that the CLAWS5 tagset (Garside, 1987; Leech, Garside, & Bryant, 1994) does not 

have a future tense tag.  Future tense was measured by summing grammatical indicators of future 

tense (going to, will, shall), dividing by the total number of verbs, and multiplying by 100.  

While this operationalization does not capture all future tense constructions (e.g. I am meeting 

my friends tomorrow), it does capture those constructions that are traditional indicators of future 

tense.   

 The tense measures above are included because the ability to narrate in all time frames is 

mentioned repeatedly in OPI training materials and in the ACTFL Speaking Guidelines, with the 

ability to narrate in past, present, and future tenses theoretically increasing as speaking 

proficiency increases.   

Measuring Speaking Proficiency Criteria – Abstract and Concrete Language  

 As speaking proficiency progresses through the ACTFL levels, examinee language 

purportedly moves from concrete descriptions (Novice and Intermediate), to limited discussion 

of abstract topics (Advanced), to discussions of both concrete and abstract topics (Superior, 

Distinguished).   
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 As noted above, the Guidelines refer to the ability to converse in the abstract, although no 

examples of abstract speech are provided.  Discussions with OPI testers, from both ACTFL and 

the Federal Bureau of Investigation, indicated that raters were not listening for abstract words to 

evaluate abstractness, but that “concrete” language was actually being interpreted as instances of 

“personal” language, where examinees responded to general questions about ideas and concepts 

with particular experiences from their own lives.  The idea behind this analysis is that speakers 

of lower proficiency are not able to participate in an abstract discussion that is mostly 

independent of specific people or places.  

 In order to separate examinees who were comfortable talking about conceptual topics from 

those who needed a personal point of reference from which to proceed, the relative amount of 

personal pronoun usage was measured, with the assumption that greater use of personal pronouns 

should indicate that the examinee is unable to talk about topics in the abstract, but must tie them 

to something that is more familiar and easier to describe.  The metric that attempted to capture 

this explanation of examinee behavior was the percentage of nouns that were personal pronouns 

(personal pronouns divided by the total number of nouns and pronouns, multiplied by 100), with 

the expectation that more proficient speakers would exhibit a lower percentage of personal 

pronouns.  The list of personal pronouns includes I, me, mine, you, yours, he, she, him, her, it, 

hers, its, we, us, ours, you, yours, they, them, theirs.  See Appendix D for lists of CLAWS5 noun 

and pronoun tags. 

Measuring Speaking Proficiency Criteria – Vocabulary 

 The ACTFL Guidelines posit an increase in vocabulary precision, as well as breadth, as 

speakers move from Novice to Advanced proficiency (ACTFL, 2012a).  As Yoon, Bhat, and 

Zechner (2012) note, “The speaking construct of vocabulary comprises two sub-constructs: 
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sophistication and precision” (p. 180).  In the current study, sophistication of vocabulary, or 

breadth of vocabulary words used (Laufer and Nation, 1995), was operationalized in three ways:  

 1. counting the number of unique lemmas (word roots) used during the OPI  

 2. counting the number of unique words (word types)  

 3. dividing the number of word types by the square root of the total word count (word   

      tokens).   

While the first two measures of vocabulary breadth are straightforward, the third merits a brief 

explanation. 

 The square rooting of the word tokens when calculating a type/token ratio, often called a 

Guiraud (1954) adjustment, is done to compensate for the fact that, at some point, all speakers 

begin repeating lexical items (types), even though they continue producing more and more word 

tokens.  This leads to a situation in which the type/token ratio reaches a zenith and then begins to 

fall as speech continues and words are recycled, which results in a seemingly narrower lexicon, 

even though the number of word types may be quite high.  Guiraud’s (1954) method of 

determining breadth of vocabulary, or lexical richness, is far more accurate than a simple 

type/token ration, and it correlates highly with many different and more current measures of 

vocabulary breadth (see Daller, 2010), which accounts for its continued relevance and 

usefulness. 

 To measure precision of vocabulary, word frequency was the touchstone, with all of the 

unique words in an examinee’s OPI performance being compared to the top 100,000 words in the 

Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) (Davies, 2008).   

 There were cases where words in the COCA corpus were associated with multiple parts of 

speech and, thus, multiple frequency rankings.  For example, the word “move” is both a verb 
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(ranked 526th) and a noun (ranked 1857th) in the COCA corpus.  In these cases, the smaller 

number (corresponding to the more frequently used sense of the word) was used.  This choice 

was made to provide a conservative estimate of an examinee’s vocabulary precision.  Also, it 

seemed plausible that when provided with multiple senses of a particular word, non-native 

speakers would likely be using the more frequent sense of the word.  In this way, the COCA 

word frequencies were reduced from the 100,804 most common words to the 86,403 most 

common words. 

 While the 86,403 most common words in the COCA corpus all had raw frequency counts, 

some of these frequency counts were the same.  In these instances, COCA ordered the words 

alphabetically, leading to a situation where the word “ballclubs” occurred 19 times in the corpus, 

and was ranked 81,348th, while the word “doulas” also occurred 19 times, but was ranked 

82,737th.  The COCA word frequency rankings were adjusted so that words that occurred the 

same number of times in the corpus had the same frequency tank.  This resulted in 86,403 

different words, and 9,452 different word frequency rankings. 

 The same procedure was used for the COCA Spoken subcorpus, which resulted in 86,403 

different words, and 4,113 different word frequency rankings. 

 Every word of examinees’ speech was assigned a number that corresponded to the 

frequency ranking of that word in the COCA corpus.  For example, the word brazed (soldered – 

but at much higher temperatures) was ranked 9,452nd out of the 9,452 word frequency rankings 

in the COCA corpus, so it was associated with the number 9452.  With this methodology, the 

higher the number, the less frequent the word.  By extension, the higher the sum of examinees’ 

word rankings, the greater the precision of their vocabularies. 

 Calculating an overall mean frequency for all of the word types that an examinee used 



   
 
 

 
 

78 

during an OPI proved to be ineffective at discriminating among the proficiency levels.  This was 

due to the relative dearth of low-frequency words.  

 To address the issue of an overabundance of high-frequency words at all levels of 

examinee speech, only the lowest-frequency words were used to calculate the mean word 

frequency ranking for an examinee.  The mean frequency ranking of the ten lowest-frequency 

word types was used as a measure of the precision of an examinee’s vocabulary.  The same was 

done for the five lowest-frequency word types. 

 While using only five or ten of an examinee’s least frequent words as an indicator of 

precision of vocabulary may be a difficult leap for some to make, it makes sense to trained OPI 

raters.  Because raters must keep track of many different facets of an examinee’s speech at once, 

it is only the least common words that catch their ears during an OPI.  Determinations of 

vocabulary precision must necessarily be made from a quite limited set of words.   

 This analysis was borne out by the relationship between the number of words used to 

calculate vocabulary precision and the holistic OPI rating.  When the mean frequency of all 

words was calculated, there were no discernible differences between examinees.  There were 

simply too many high-frequency words, and they washed out any effect on the mean that the 

very few low-frequency words had.  Only when the vocabulary precision measure was limited to 

ten words or fewer was there a meaningful correlation between the measure and the holistic 

rating. 

 Only the COCA word frequencies were used for calculations of vocabulary precision.  

Word frequency lists from other corpora were not used because they are limited to a few 

thousand words, or they are drawn from very specific types of language (see Richard, 2011 for a 

thorough description of the many word lists that are used for frequency calculations).  The 
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COCA list of the 86,403 most frequent words allowed every examinee to receive a precision of 

vocabulary score, whereas if a smaller list of low-frequency words was used, some lower level 

examinees might not have used any of the words on the list.  Also, the 86,403 most frequent 

words, out of a corpus of 450 million words, were likely to capture a complete profile of every 

OPI examinee.  Furthermore, the COCA corpus was more appropriate than other large corpora 

like the BNC, because it is larger and it is comprised entirely of American English, which the 

ACTFL OPI tests. 

Measuring Speaking Proficiency Criteria – Grammatical Accuracy 

 Empirical and replicable measures of general grammatical accuracy are difficult to 

construct, but they are important because, as Iwashita (2010) noted in her survey of factors 

affecting oral proficiency ratings: “Across levels, grammatical accuracy is the principal 

determining factor for raters assigning a global score, with variations in the contribution of other 

factors depending on level” (Iwashita, 2010, 33). 

 When measuring grammar in L2 writing, syntactic complexity and grammatical accuracy 

have been examined in multiple studies (see Iwashita, McNamara, & Elder, 2001; Ortega, 1999; 

Skehan & Foster, 1999), but grammatical accuracy measures of L2 speech have not been nearly 

as numerous.  The T-unit has been used to measure syntactic complexity of L2 speech (see 

Halleck, 1995; Harrington, 1986), but without much success, perhaps because it was originally 

designed to measure writing skills.  Foster, Tonkyn, & Wigglesworth (2000) proposed using the 

AS-unit as a speech-specific unit of grammatical analysis, but coding the units is complicated 

and requires labor-intensive training.  In short, most measures of grammatical accuracy are not 

amenable to automation because they require human decision-making. 

 There is a dearth of automatic measures of grammatical accuracy or complexity for spoken 
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data.  Even ETS’s SpeechRaterSM, which has 29 measures of L2 speech, has but a single measure 

of grammatical accuracy (Zechner, Higgins, Xi, & Williamson, 2009).  The primary difficulty in 

measuring grammatical accuracy of L2 speech automatically is that some grammatical 

information is encoded at the phrasal or sentential level, but part-of-speech (POS) taggers 

identify only word level grammatical categories.   

 For this study, two measures of general grammatical accuracy were used: comparisons of 

the bi- and trigram language models of individual examinee speech to that of the TOEFL 2000 

Spoken and Written Academic Language Corpus (T2K-SWAL) (Biber, Conrad, Reppen, Byrd, 

Helt, Clark, Cortes, Csomay, & Urzua, 2004).  This comparison was made because the T2K-

SWAL corpus consists of actual academic speech from various American university contexts, 

and the OPI is billed as a test of academic English suitable for use in American universities.  

Theoretically, the more proficient OPI examinees would have bi- and trigram distributions that 

more closely matched the T2K-SWAL bi- and trigram distributions, as compared to lower 

proficiency examinees.  The degree to which the distributions differed would be an indication of 

how accurate the grammar of the L2 speaker was compared to the L1 speaker.   

 To construct a language model for each OPI, bigrams found in the OPI transcription were 

ranked by frequency of occurrence and all bigrams that occurred only once in the transcript were 

removed.  In language models that depend on frequency of bigram occurrence, bigrams that 

occur only once are far more common than those that occur two or more times.  In the sample 

used for this study, roughly 80% of all examinee speech was comprised of bigrams that occurred 

only once.  If all of these one-off bigrams were used to construct a language model, the idea of a 

bigram distribution would have been lost.  The bigrams that are “distributed” throughout a 

sample are those that occur more than once, so incorporating all of the isolated bigrams into a 
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language model would overpower those bigrams that were distributed throughout the interview.  

One could argue for setting a higher cutoff for bigrams, accepting only those that occur three 

times or more, but the data were sparse enough that cutting anything other than single-

occurrence bigrams from the language model would have resulted in so little data for many of 

the OPI transcriptions that a language model could not have been built.  In other words, some 

examinees, especially those at the lower proficiency levels, had so few repeated adjacent two-

word combinations (bigrams) that discarding any but the least frequent would have left almost no 

data to examine. 

 After removing all of the bigrams that occurred only once, the remaining bigrams were 

ranked by frequency, with the most frequent bigram ranked as 1.  This same procedure was 

followed with the T2K spoken corpus (only speech was used, not the written portions of the 

corpus), at which point each examinee’s spoken bigram distribution could be compared to the 

bigram distribution found in the T2K-SWAL corpus. 

 After creating bigram distributions for the OPIs and the T2K-SWAL corpus, it was 

necessary to compare the two, as the speech in the T2K-SWAL corpus was the model that OPI 

speech was compared to.  This type of grammaticality measure has been used by ETS to help 

rate very short samples of English speech (see Zechner et al., 2009), and still captures 

grammatical information.  For example the bigram “working work” occurred in examinee 

speech, but would be less likely to appear in the academic discourse found in the T2K-SWAL 

corpus, which would result in a lower similarity score. 

 The comparison of the bigram frequency distribution of each OPI transcript to that of the 

T2K-SWAL Spoken corpus was done by first finding the set of bigrams common to both the 

T2K-SWAL corpus and an individual OPI.  The rankings from this common set of bigrams were 
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compared to see how well the two correlated.  The frequency of bigrams was much larger in the 

T2K-SWAL corpus than it was in an OPI transcript, but the raw frequency of the common 

bigrams was not important, only the order in which the common set of bigrams was ranked by 

frequency within both the corpus and the transcript.  For example the bigram to have was ranked 

79th out of 626 bigrams that occurred more than once in the T2K-SWAL corpus, and it was 

ranked 12th out of 13 bigrams that occurred more than once in examinee 1’s transcript.  It is 

obvious that the relative ranking of this particular bigram is quite different in the two texts, 

where to have would have to be ranked 576th in the T2K-SWAL corpus to correlate perfectly 

with the ranking found in Examinee 1’s transcript.  

 Spearman’s rho was used to correlate the two frequency distributions.  Spearman’s rho was 

used because it is a non-parametric correlation that is robust to non-normal distributions, which 

accurately characterized the bigram distributions in all texts.  This correlation of bigram 

distributions offers a rough and holistic automatic measure of the degree to which examinee 

speech corresponds to university student speech, or how closely word pair frequencies 

correspond between the model grammar (T2K-SWAL corpus) and the examinee’s grammar. 

 The method of comparing bigram language models was also used to compare trigram 

language models for individual examinee transcripts and the T2K-SWAL corpus. 

 To further address the question of grammatical accuracy, n-gram distributions not only of 

words, but also of part-of-speech (POS) tags themselves, were analyzed.  Usually, n-grams are 

combinations of words, but in this case, instead of using word n-grams, n-grams were created 

from POS tags.  For example, one examinee bigram was working work, and the analogous POS 

bigram was “VVG VV0”, meaning the –ing form of a lexical verb followed by a base form of a 

lexical verb.    
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 For the POS n-gram measures of grammatical accuracy, transcribed OPIs were first tagged 

for part-of-speech.  The CLAWS5 (Leech, Garside, and Bryant, 1994) tagger was used to tag the 

data.  Just as with the n-gram frequency distributions described above, bigram and trigram POS 

language models were made for individual OPIs, which were then correlated with language 

models of the T2K-SWAL corpus, with the idea that the T2K-SWAL corpus was an ideal model 

because it is composed of actual speech from American academic settings. 

 These POS n-gram measures are not direct analyses of grammatical structures or 

grammatical complexity, but are proxy measures that capture a wide range of grammatical 

phenomena, and while both measures of grammatical accuracy described above (n-gram and 

POS n-gram language model comparisons) are imperfect, they are also both replicable and 

amenable to automation, something which cannot be said of many more traditional measures.  

Measuring Speaking Proficiency Criteria – Fluency 

 The theoretical framework in which fluency measures were chosen was that of Tavakoli 

and Skehan (2005), who posit that fluency is composed of three primary components: breakdown 

fluency (number and length of pauses), speed and density per time unit (speech rate), and repair 

fluency (false starts and repetitions).  This theoretical model supports the use of the following 

three measures of examinee fluency:  

• words per minute 

• hesitations (f-f-fa-false starts) as a percentage of the total word count  

• fillers (uh, huh, um, oh) as a percentage of the total word count   

 The words per minute (WPM) measure gives a rough estimation of how fluidly and quickly 

an examinee spoke, relative to other examinees, and is a direct measure of Tavakoli and 

Skehan’s (2005) speed and density per time unit construct.  Furthermore, Takavoli and Skehan’s 
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(2005) definition of fluency also motivates the counting of hesitations (false starts) and fillers as 

essential facets of repair fluency. 

 The one part of Takavoli and Skehan’s (2005) definition of fluency that was not measured 

is that of breakdown fluency, which centers on number of pauses and pause length.  This aspect 

of fluency was not operationalized for two reasons, the first being an inability on the part of the 

researcher to automatically measure the number and length of pauses within a speech stream.  

The audio signal manipulation skills would have involved a set of computer programming skills 

that the researcher did not have. 

 The second, but more important reason that pause length and number were not measured is 

that, even with the requisite programming skills, automatically determining which pauses belong 

to whom during a dialogue is not objectively possible.  When one person stops speaking and the 

other begins, who is responsible for the pause in between?  Who is responsible for how much of 

that pause?  These are questions that are readily answerable: both participants in a dialogue 

contribute to the speech vs. silence profile.  Automatically quantifying silences found between 

words of the same speaker was an insurmountable task for the researcher, with the result that 

pause length and number were not evaluated as contributors to examinee fluency. 

 The percentages of speech that were composed of fillers and hesitations were not true 

percentages, in that the fillers and hesitations were not included in the total word count; counting 

them as words seemed disingenuous because they were not actual words, but leaving them out of 

the percentage calculation left the percentage calculations incomplete.  As the combination of 

fillers and hesitations accounted for five to ten percent of most examinee transcripts, the decision 

was made to calculate the percentage of speech that was accounted for by fillers or hesitations 

without including the fillers and hesitations in the denominator of total words. 
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 The three metrics detailed above for quantifying fluency fit into Takavoli and Skehan’s 

(2005) theoretical model, in addition to being supported by statements from the ACTFL 

Speaking Guidelines themselves, thus indicating that they were potential contributors to rater 

decisions regarding examinee fluency. 

Measuring Speaking Proficiency Criteria – Cohesion 

 The ACTFL Speaking Guidelines (ACTFL, 2012a) mention organization, coherence, 

argument structure, and connected discourse as essential aspects of speaking proficiency at all 

but the Novice level.  These descriptors were all grouped under the rating criterion of cohesion.   

 The definition of cohesion that was used for this study was the very explicit one put forth 

by Graesser, McNamara, Louwerse, & Cai (2004), from their work on Coh-Metrix, the automatic 

rater of writing samples:  

 Specifically, cohesion is a characteristic of the text. Cohesion is an objective property of 

 the explicit language and text. There are explicit features, words, phrases, or sentences that 

 guide the reader in interpreting the substantive ideas in the text, in connecting ideas with 

 other ideas, and in connecting ideas to higher level global units (e.g., topics and themes). 

 Simply put, coherence is a psychological construct, whereas cohesion is a textual 

 construct. (pp. 1-2). 

As the definition above makes clear, cohesion is measured via explicit words.  Different classes 

of connectives were measured to evaluate the cohesion of OPI examinees’ speech.  Six types of 

connectives (clarifying, additive, temporal, causative, positive, negative) have historically been 

used as measures of cohesion for both written and spoken texts (see Graesser, McNamara, & 

Louwerse, 2003, Halliday & Hasan (1976), Louwerse (2001) for lists of the different classes of 

connectives).  These lexical connectives had the advantage of being transparent and replicable 
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measures of cohesion.  A complete list of all of the connectives used in this study, which were 

drawn from the papers cited above, along with those found in Hutchinson (2004), can be found 

in Appendix E. 

 Occurrences of each class of connective were summed, divided by the total number of 

words, and then multiplied by 100 to determine the percentage of examinee speech that was 

composed of lexical cohesive devices.  The classes of connectives were evaluated separately 

because of the possibility that not all classes of connectives discriminate among various 

proficiency levels equally well.  However, to achieve a more general measure of cohesion that 

might discriminate among multiple proficiency levels, all unique connectives (some connectives 

occurred in multiple categories) were summed, divided by the total word count, and multiplied 

by 100 for each examinee. 

 Having described the operational definitions of each rating criterion, Table 18 

summarizes the ways in which each criterion was objectively measured. 
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ACTFL Rating Factor Rating Criterion Operational Measures of Criteria 

Global Tasks and Functions Tense 
 
 
 
Abstract and 
Concrete 
Language 

Past tense verbs (% of total verbs) 
Present tense verbs (% total verbs) 
Future tense markers (% of total verbs) 
 
 
Personal pronoun POS tags (% of total nouns) 
Personal pronoun words (% of total nouns) 
 

Context / Content Vocabulary –  
breadth 
 
 
Vocabulary – 
precision  

Word types (raw count) 
Lemmas (raw count) 
Word types / !"#$ !"#$%& 
 
Mean frequency rank of the 10 lowest-frequency 
word types (COCA corpora) 
 
Mean frequency rank of the 5 lowest-frequency 
word types (COCA corpora) 
 
Mean frequency rank of the 10 lowest-frequency 
word types (COCA Spoken corpus) 
 
Mean frequency rank of the 5 lowest-frequency 
word types (COCA Spoken corpus) 
 

Accuracy Grammatical 
Accuracy 

Bigram language models 
Trigram language models  
 
POS tag language models – bigram  
POS tag language models – trigram  
 

Text Type Fluency 
 
 
 
Cohesion 

Words per minute 
Hesitations (% of total words) 
Fillers (% of total words) 
 
Total connectives (% of total words) 
Clarifying connectives (% of total words) Additive 
connectives (% of total words) 
Temporal connectives (% of total words) 
Causative connectives (% of total words) 
Positive connectives (% of total words) 
Negative connectives (% of total words) 
 

Table 18. Summary of ACTFL rating factors, rating criteria derived therefrom, and  
   operational measures of each rating criterion 
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Measuring the Criteria Objectively 

 Computer programs were written to measure each of the 26 metrics in the table above.  

UNIX shell scripts and Python programs were used, in conjunction with the T2K-SWAL and 

COCA corpora.  All of the programs were applied to each examinee’s transcribed OPI discourse 

and a proficiency profile, containing numbers associated with each of the measures of 

proficiency, was generated for each examinee.  Several pre-processing decisions were made prior 

to implementation of the various measures, which will be described from general to more 

specific. 

 All punctuation, with the exception of dashes and apostrophes, was removed from the 

transcripts.  Periods, commas, exclamation points, etc. were not supposed to be transcribed, but 

automatic removal of punctuation ensured that no punctuation remained.  Capital letters were 

replaced with lowercase letters in all transcripts.   

 Instances of “(inc)”, which indicated an uncertain transcription, were revisited and if it 

was not possible to be certain of the transcription, were removed.   

 All partial words “w-w-wor-word” were removed, leaving only complete words.  This 

was not done during the fluency measures, where these hesitations were counted.  Likewise, all 

instances of “uh, huh, um, oh” were removed for all but the fluency analyses. 

 When calculating word frequencies from the COCA corpus, apostrophe occurrences had 

to be synthesized into a common framework.  The COCA word frequency rankings consider ’s, 

and ’ to be words.  For this reason all of the possessive words ending in’s (captain’s, school’s, 

friend’s, etc.) were altered so that a space appeared between the last letter of the word and the 

apostrophe (captain ’s, school ’s, friend ’s, etc.).  In this way, the computer would recognize the 

instances of ‘s as individual words with a COCA frequency rank (’s was the 17th most frequent 
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word in the COCA corpus), because spaces were used as word delimiters in all measures.  The 

same procedure was followed with words like cats’, which became cats ’ (’ having a COCA 

frequency ranking of 74).   

COCA also recognizes n’t as a separate word (with a frequency ranking of 29), so all 

instances of n’t, just like ’s, were separated from their root words and treated as individual 

lexical items. 

 All other contractions (’re, ’d, ’ll, ’ve, ’m) were not present in the COCA corpus.  These 

contractions are not treated as separate words by COCA and words containing these contractions 

are not listed in the COCA frequency rankings.  For this reason, and in order to extract accurate 

frequency data from examinee transcripts, these contractions were separated from their root 

words and made into separate words.  For example, we’re, we’d, we’ll, we’ve, and I’m were 

replaced with we are, we had, we will, we have, and I am, with the contractions becoming two 

separate words, consistent with COCA conventions. 

 The T2K-SWAL corpus was altered to adhere to the conventions listed above, thus 

insuring comparable measures across corpora and examinee OPI transcripts. 

 Two of the four variables used to measure Grammatical Accuracy were themselves not 

direct measures of speech, but were Spearman’s rho correlations between the rank order of 

bigrams and trigrams found in the T2K-SWAL Spoken corpus and individual examinee 

transcripts.  A small subset (7 of 60 cases) of these data were manipulated prior to being used as 

variables.    

 First, there were instances where a correlation of a transcript’s and the corpus’s relative 

ranking of bigrams and trigrams was not possible because the two did not have any bigrams or 

trigrams in common.  In these cases (n = 3) a correlation of zero was recorded.   



   
 
 

 
 

90 

 Second, there were instances in which all of the bigrams or trigrams that a transcript had 

in common with the T2K-SWAL Spoken corpus had a single frequency ranking.  For example, 

Sample 19 had three trigrams in common with the corpus (do you do; yeah yeah yeah; and you 

do you), but all three of these trigrams had a frequency ranking of 1 (most common trigram) in 

the transcript, while they were ranked 181, 186, and 197 in the corpus.  A correlation could not 

be made because there was no variation in the Sample 19’s frequency rankings.  In these cases (n 

= 2)  a correlation of zero was recorded. 

 Third, there were cases where there was only one bigram or trigram in common, also 

obviating any correlation, as there was no variation in the frequency rankings for either the 

transcript or the corpus.  In these cases (n = 1) a correlation of zero was recorded. 

 Finally, in addition to the cases described above, there was one other instance in which a 

correlation of zero was recorded.  This case was unique.  In the case of Sample 21’s trigram rank 

order correlation with the T2K-SWAL Spoken corpus, there were only two trigrams to use as 

input for a correlation.  As long as the two bigrams were ranked in the same order (one before 

the other, or one after the other) by both the examinee and the corpus, a perfect correlation would 

result.  A perfect correlation of one built on a sample of two was a misrepresentation of the data, 

which were supposed to indicate the degree of similarity between two distributions of frequency 

rankings.  Two data points is not a distribution.  The rationale for recording this case as a 

correlation of zero was that the two distributions had so little in common (only two trigrams) that 

they were essentially unrelated. 

 By measuring the rating criteria automatically, and by ensuring that the measures were 

consistently applied, a complete and accurate picture of each examinee’s proficiency, at least for 

the six criteria operationalized, was obtained. 
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Identifying Automatic Measures that Predict ACTFL Proficiency Ratings  

 Of the 26 measures of examinee speech described above, not all were expected to 

contribute equally well to holistic ACTFL ratings.  At this point in the project, the primary goal 

was to identify automatic measures that predicted official ratings provided by a pair of trained 

human raters.  It was necessary to narrow the 26 metrics by removing redundant measures and 

measures that did not correlate with ratings (and that raters presumably were not paying attention 

to).   

 Linear regression was chosen as the primary tool to identify measures that correlated with 

human ratings.  While linear regression may or may not represent the reality of the progression 

of English speaking proficiency writ large, it very clearly represents the ACTFL progression 

from Novice to Distinguished speakers of English.  ACTFL explicitly states that learners accrue 

additional speaking skills as they progress through the proficiency levels, and that each level 

subsumes all levels below it.  This linear progression from Novice through Distinguished 

proficiency can be seen quite clearly in ACTFL’s own (ACTFL 2012a) illustration, seen in 

Figure 3.  Each proficiency level completely subsumes, and expands upon, the level below it.  

For this reason, linear regression was employed as the tool to evaluate the extent to which the 

automatic measures of examinee speech predicted holistic ACTFL ratings. 
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  Figure 3. Graphic illustration of ACTFL speaking proficiency 
 

 In order to determine which measures best predicted holistic ratings, each rating criterion 

was considered separately.  For example, Tense measures were kept separate from Abstract and 

Concrete Language measures.  This was done because each of the four ACTFL rating factors 

are considered separately in OPI tester training materials, and, by extension, the seven rating 

criteria, which are merely partial operational definitions of the underspecified ACTFL rating 

factors, should also be considered separately.  There was one instance where the addition of a 

rating criterion was driven by theory, and this was the case of vocabulary being split into breadth 

and precision criteria, as each of these criteria capture essential, but quite different, aspects of 

vocabulary.   
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 In summary, the four rating factors were represented by seven rating criteria and 26 

metrics that needed to be pared down to a handful of measures that best predicted holistic 

ACTFL ratings.  The sample size of 32 precluded using all 26 measures in a single regression to 

determine which were the best predictors of holistic ratings, with the rule of thumb requiring ten 

observations per independent variable being observed in most cases.  

 In order to remove redundant measures and arrive at a set of best-predicting measures, 

simultaneous multiple regression was used within each rating criterion to eliminate less robust 

predictors of ACTFL ratings.  For example, the three measures of the Fluency criterion – Words 

per Minute, Hesitations (% of total words), and Fillers (% of total words) – were put into a 

simultaneous multiple regression to see which of them best predicted holistic ratings.  It was 

expected that there would be multicollinearity among the variables, as they were all presumed to 

measure the same criterion, and that only the best predictor would be kept.  However, in cases 

where there was more than one clearly distinct measure of a single criterion that significantly 

predicted official ACTFL ratings (for example, if both Hesitations (% of total words), and Fillers 

(% of total words) predicted human proficiency ratings, but were not collinear), each distinct 

predictor of holistic ratings was retained for the final model of speaking proficiency.  While 

conducting these regression analyses in an attempt to isolate only the relevant automatic 

measures, each measure was regressed on examinees’ holistic proficiency ratings, which ranged 

from Novice Low (indicated by a value of 1) to Superior (a value of 10).  While the proficiency 

levels are not ratio data, strictly speaking, there were a sufficient number of them (10) to allow 

the use of linear, as opposed to logistic, regression, which eased interpretation of the results, but 

more importantly, was consistent with ACTFL’s inverted pyramid of proficiency. 
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Using Predictive Measures to Construct a Model of ACTFL Speaking Proficiency 

 After identifying the measures of each criterion that best predicted holistic OPI ratings, 

an answer to the research question was possible. 

 Research Question: Can objectively measurable aspects of spoken language that  
    account for some portion of holistic OPI ratings be identified? 
 
The measurable aspects of examinee speech that best predicted ACTFL ratings had been found, 

but the question of whether or not they could, in combination, replicate human OPI ratings was 

still unanswered.  In order to fully answer the research question, an automatic rater was 

constructed to rate transcripts of examinees’ speech during an OPI.  The rater was constructed 

with the best predictors of holistic ratings and then used to rate the transcripts, in the manner 

described below. 

 First, a range for each predictor was determined for each major proficiency level.  For 

example, every examinee who received a Novice rating (n = 8) was used in calculating the range 

of the vocabulary measure Word types / !"#$ !"#$%&.  A mean was established and 95% 

confidence intervals were calculated for the mean.  This interval was then used as the range of 

Novice speaker values for the Word types / !"#$ !"#$%& measure.  This process was repeated 

for all of the chosen predictors at each major proficiency level (Novice, Intermediate, Advanced, 

Superior). 

 Once ranges for each measure at each proficiency level had been established, a computer 

program was written that made rating decisions.  The automatic rater worked in the following 

manner: 

1. Evaluate the transcript for all of the measures that contribute to a holistic rating 
 
2. If all measures are below the upper bound of the Novice range, rate as Novice. 
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3. If all measures do not meet the Novice criterion, then see if they are below the upper 
bound of the Intermediate range.  If so, rate as Intermediate. 

 
4. If all measures do not meet the Intermediate criterion, then see if they are below the 

upper bound of the Advanced range.  If so, rate as Advanced. 
 

5. If all measures are not below the upper bound of the Advanced range, rate as 
Superior. 

 
This rating system holds true to ACTFL’s claim regarding human ratings, which is that each and 

every aspect of an examinee’s speech must be at a major level to be rated at that level.  If one 

aspect of the examinee’s speech is outside of the threshold for a particular level, then she is rated 

at a different major level. 

 If the predictive measures can retrodict ratings that agree with trained ACTFL raters, then 

it is reasonable to conclude that these measures are partially responsible (although not 

completely or exclusively responsible) for ACTFL speaking proficiency ratings.  The percent 

agreement threshold for success of an automatic rater was set at 80%, which was approximately 

the lower limit of interrater reliability for ACTFL raters (roughly averaging the lower bounds of 

the three interrater reliability studies examined earlier). 

 Whether or not an automatic rater that agrees with human raters can be built has 

implications for the internal validity (Do ACTFL’s claims regarding speaking proficiency and 

the OPI hold up to objective analysis?) and external validity (Does ACTFL proficiency reflect 

real-world use of academic English?) of the ACTFL model of oral proficiency, and will be 

addressed in upcoming sections of this paper. 
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Results 

Identifying Measures That Best Predict Holistic OPI Ratings 

 Figure 4 illustrates the process for selecting measures that were the best predictors of 

holistic OPI ratings. 

 

Figure 4. Graphic illustration of selection of OPI rating predictors 

Because linear regression was used to identify the best predictors of holistic OPI ratings, 

a summary of whether or not the assumptions for regression were satisfied for each automatic 

measure will be provided, along with the regression data and basic descriptive statistics.  The 

data presentation will be followed by a brief interpretation of the statistical measures, and the 

best predictors of each of the seven rating criteria (Tense, Abstract and Concrete Language, 

Vocabulary, Grammatical Accuracy, Fluency, and Cohesion) will be identified.   
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Please see Appendix F for descriptive statistics and normality test results for every 

variable.  Please consult Appendix G for SPSS regression output tables for every rating criterion 

regression. 

 Prior to identifying measures that best predicted OPI ratings, the normality of each 

variable was first checked.  Appendix F provides descriptive statistics for each of the automated 

measures of OPI proficiency, along with the results of a Kolmogorov-Smirnov (K-S) test of 

normality, with a K-S statistic of greater than .05 indicating that the distribution of scores for a 

particular measure did not differ significantly from the normal distribution.  As Appendix F 

indicates, a number of variables were not normally distributed across the range of participants, 

and were excluded from further parametric statistical analyses.  Table 19 summarizes the 

variables that were included in further analyses.  
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ACTFL Rating Factor Rating Criterion Operational Measures of Criterion 

Global Tasks and Functions Tense 
 
 
 
Abstract and 
Concrete 
Language 

Past tense verbs (% of total verbs) 
Present tense verbs (% of total verbs) 
Future tense markers (% of total verbs) 
 
Personal pronoun POS tags (% of total nouns) 
Personal pronoun words (% of total nouns) 
 

Context / Content Vocabulary –  
breadth 
 
 
Vocabulary – 
precision  

Word types (raw count) 
Lemmas (raw count) 
Word types / !"#$ !"#$%& 
 
Mean frequency rank of the 10 lowest-frequency 
word types (COCA corpora) 
 
Mean frequency rank of the 5 lowest-frequency 
word types (COCA corpora) 
 

Accuracy Grammatical 
Accuracy 

Trigram language models  
 
 

Text Type Fluency 
 
Cohesion 

Words per minute 
 
Total connectives (% of total words) 
Additive connectives (% of total words) 
Causative connectives (% of total words) 
 

Table 19.  Summary of measures retained for further analyses (based on K-S statistical  
    significance  > .05) 
 

 As Table 19 indicates, there were a number of rating criteria that had only one 

operational measure, meaning that the regressions would be bivariate, and not simultaneous, 

resulting in a bivariate regression that provided no more information than a simple bivariate 

correlation.  Despite the omnibus F-test not adding any information in these single-predictor 

analyses, regression was chosen over correlation because the B values allowed for a real-world 

interpretation of the correlations.  Being able to say that X amount of change in the predictor 

score resulted in Y amount of change in OPI ratings was deemed necessary to interpret the 

correlation results accurately.   
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Tense Measures that Predict Holistic Ratings 

 Regression Assumptions – Linearity.  Prior to regressing the three measures of tense 

(Past Tense Verbs, Present Tense Verbs, and Future Tense Markers) on holistic OPI ratings, the 

relationships between the tense variables and the OPI ratings were checked to see if they 

satisfied the assumption of a linear relationship between the outcome variable and the predictors.  

This was done by plotting the independent variables against the dependent variable of OPI 

Proficiency Level, as well as plotting the independent variables against each other to see if any 

variables might potentially be collinear.  The scatterplot matrix can be seen in Figure 5. 

 
  Figure 5. Scatterplots of OPI Proficiency Level (DV), Past Tense Verbs (IV), Present  
        Tense Verbs (IV), and Future Tense Markers (IV)  
 
 As Figure 5 shows, and the matrix of correlation coefficients found in Appendix H 

confirms, only two of the three independent variables have a significant linear relationship to the 

dependent variable, with the nearly horizontal linear fit line indicating that Future Tense Markers 
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(Pearson’s r = .092, N = 32, p = .599) should not be used in a linear regression, as it may 

adversely affect R2 values. 

 The scatterplot matrix above also indicates that Past Tense Verbs correlates positively 

with OPI Proficiency Level, and that frequency of use of Present Tense Verbs correlates 

negatively.  In and of itself, this is not notable, but upon closer inspection of the scatterplots in 

Figure 5 and the correlation coefficients among independent variables in Table 20 (also found in 

Appendix G), it is apparent that Past Tense Verbs and Present Tense Verbs are themselves 

perfectly correlated (Pearson’s r = -1.000, N = 32, p < .001).  

 

OPI 
Proficiency 

Level 

Past Tense 
Verbs (% of 
total verbs) 

Present 
Tense Verbs 
(% of total 

verbs) 

Future Tense 
Markers (% 

of total 
verbs) 

OPI Proficiency Level Pearson 
Correlation 1 .708** -.708** .097 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 .599 
N 32 32 32 32 

Past Tense Verbs (% of 
total verbs) 

Pearson 
Correlation .708** 1 -1.000** .155 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 .397 
N 32 32 32 32 

Present Tense Verbs 
(% of total verbs) 

Pearson 
Correlation -.708** -1.000** 1 -.155 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  .397 
N 32 32 32 32 

Future Tense Markers 
(% of total verbs) 

Pearson 
Correlation .097 .155 -.155 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .599 .397 .397  
N 32 32 32 32 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
Table 20.  Correlation matrix for Tense measures 
 

 In other words, as Past Tense Verbs increases, there is a corresponding and equal decrease in 

Present Tense Verbs.  This perfect correlation occurs because all verbs are classified as either 

past or present tense, based on their morphology.  There is no future tense morphology in 

English, so verbs are either past or present.  Due to this artefact of automatic tagging, the past 
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and present tense verbs are in complementary distribution, and each category of verb correlates 

equally well with OPI ratings, with one correlation being positive and one being negative.  This 

being the case, Present Tense Verbs, which was negatively correlated with OPI Proficiency 

Level, was removed from the analysis, and the positively correlated Past Tense Verbs was 

retained for ease of interpretation, namely, that as examinees’ use of past tense verbs increased, 

so did their holistic OPI ratings.  After satisfying the assumption of linearity and removing 

collinear measures, the sole representative of Tense measures was Past Tense Verbs. 

 Regression Assumptions – Independence.  The assumption of independence in a 

regression requires that the error associated with one observation is not correlated with the error 

of any other observation.  The Durbin-Watson statistical test was used to determine the 

independence of the error terms of the individual observations (d = 1.577 > dU,=.01 = 1.283).  

Because the Durbin-Watson statistic was greater that than the upper bound of 1.283 (k =1, N = 

32), there was no statistical evidence that the error terms were correlated.  In other words, the 

null hypothesis that the errors are correlated should be rejected at the 1% level of significance.  

The Durbin-Watson statistic suggests that the assumption of independence of errors was met for 

the Past Tense Verbs variable regressed on OPI Proficiency Level. 

 Regression Assumptions – Normality.  That the errors in the conditional distributions 

are normally distributed is another requirement for regression analyses.  In this case, a Q-Q plot 

of the unstandardized residuals for Past Tense Verbs can be seen in Figure 6. 
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  Figure 6. Q-Q plot of unstandardized residuals for Past Tense Verbs 
 
 As Figure 6 indicates, the observed values generally follow a linear pattern, suggesting 

that the assumption of normality was reasonable.  However, a Kolmogorov-Smirnov (K-S) 

statistical test was performed to assess normality, with a K-S statistic of greater than .05 

indicating that the distribution of errors does not differ significantly from the normal distribution.  

Review of the K-S test for normality of the unstandardized residuals (D(32) = .173, p = .016) 

suggested that the normality assumption was violated.  In light of this possible violation of the 

normality assumption, another statistical test, the Shapiro-Wilk test, was performed in an attempt 

to confirm or refute the violation.  Review of the Shapiro-Wilk test for normality of the 

unstandardized residuals (D(32) = .944, p = .097) suggested that the normality assumption was 

not violated.  The decision was made to retain the Past Tense Verbs as a predictor of OPI 

Proficiency Level because the F-test is robust to small to medium violations of the normality 

assumption, and the Shapiro-Wilk test suggested that the normality assumption was not violated. 
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 Regression Assumptions – Homogeneity of Variance (Homoscedasticity).  Errors in 

the conditional distributions should have constant variance if regression analyses are to be 

employed.  In other words, errors should be randomly distributed, not fluted or concentrated 

around a given point.  Figure 7 shows the distribution of errors against predicted values. 

 
  Figure 7. Unstandardized predicted values plotted against the unstandardized residual  
         values for Past Tense Verbs 
 
 Observing the horizontal linear fit line in Figure 7, the random distribution of errors 

suggests that the data are homoscedastic and that the assumption of homoscedasticity is 

reasonable. 

 Regression Results.  This analysis was designed to determine the influence of three 

different Tense variables on holistic OPI ratings.  Two of the three variables were excluded, 

leaving the influence of past tense verbs (as a percentage of total verbs) on OPI ratings.  32 

Examinees’ past tense verb use were regressed on their OPI ratings.  The overall regression was 

statistically significant (R2 = .501, F(1, 30) = 30.139, p < .001), indicating that variation in the 
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Past Tense Verbs predictor accounted for 50% of the variation in OPI ratings.  The 

unstandardized regression coefficient (B) for Past Tense Verbs was 0.238: t(30) = 5.490, p < 

.001, meaning that each percentage point increase in past tense verb use resulted in an average 

OPI rating increase of roughly one quarter of an OPI sublevel.  R2 is a measure of the effect size 

of all of the predictors in the regression taken together, while B values indicate the significance 

of the linear relationship between a single predictor and OPI ratings.  In the case of a regression 

with a single predictor, like this one, R2 and B values both describe the magnitude of the 

relationship between the predictor and OPI ratings.  However, with multiple predictors in a 

regression, the relative contributions of the various predictors to the overall model can be 

assessed by examining the statistical significance of B values. 

 Having evaluated all of the Tense criteria that were used to represent the Global Tasks 

and Functions rating factor, the next section will evaluate abstract and concrete language 

measures that comprise the remainder of the criteria associated with Global Tasks and 

Functions. 

Abstract and Concrete Language Measures that Predict Holistic Ratings 

 Regression Assumptions – Linearity.  Prior to regressing the two measures of abstract 

and concrete language (Personal Pronoun POS Tags and Personal Pronoun Words) on holistic 

OPI ratings, the relationships between these two Abstract and Concrete Language Measures 

and OPI ratings were checked to see if they satisfied the assumption of a linear relationship 

between the outcome variable and the predictors.  This was done by plotting the independent 

variables against the dependent variable of OPI Proficiency Level, as well as plotting the 

independent variables against each other to look for potentially collinear predictors.  The 

scatterplot matrix can be seen in Figure 8. 
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  Figure 8. Scatterplots of OPI Proficiency Level (DV), Personal Pronoun POS Tags (IV),  
         and Personal Pronoun Words (IV)  

 
 As Figure 8 shows, and correlation coefficients in Table 21 (also found in Appendix H) 

confirm, both of the independent variables have a significant linear relationship to the dependent 

variable of OPI Proficiency Level, indicating that both pronoun measures were appropriate for 

use in a linear regression, even if the relationship does not appear to be especially strong.   
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OPI 
Proficiency 

Level 

Personal 
Pronoun POS 

Tags (% of 
total nouns) 

Personal 
Pronoun 

Words (% of 
total nouns) 

OPI Proficiency Level Pearson Correlation 1 .461** .411* 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .008 .020 
N 32 32 32 

Personal Pronoun POS 
Tags (% of total nouns) 

Pearson Correlation .461** 1 .993** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .008  .000 
N 32 32 32 

Personal Pronoun Words 
(% of total nouns) 

Pearson Correlation .411* .993** 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .020 .000  
N 32 32 32 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

  Table 21.  Correlation matrix for Abstract and Concrete Language measures 

In fact, it appears as though there may be outliers that could adversely affect the correlation 

between the IVs and the DV.  Outliers were not identified (via Cook’s distance, Mahalanobis 

values, or Leverage values) because even if some cases had an outsized effect on the regression, 

there was no reason to exclude any case.  The official ratings from ACTFL were assumed to be 

correct and the pronoun data were accurately and objectively measured.  In short, outliers were a 

legitimate part of the data set and were not excluded, and may indicate that the linear model was 

a poor one for the data, or that pronoun use was not an appropriate measure of concrete speech.  

These questions will be addressed later, when model fit is discussed, but it is important to note 

that potential outliers were not removed because there was no justification for doing so. 

 The scatterplot matrix above also indicates that Personal Pronoun POS Tags correlates 

positively and strongly with Personal Pronoun Words, and that the two may be collinear. 

Multicollinearity was assessed with a simple bivariate correlation, as there were only two 

independent variables in the regression. 

 As seen in the correlation matrix in Table 21, the two variables correlated almost 

perfectly (Pearson’s r = .993, N = 32, p < .001).  Because Personal Pronoun POS Tags and 
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Personal Pronoun Words appeared to measure the same phenomenon (and exceeded the 

collinearity threshold of r > .9), the variable that had the strongest correlation with OPI 

Proficiency Level was retained.   

Personal Pronoun POS Tags, Pearson’s r = .461, N = 32, p = .008 

Personal Pronoun Words, Pearson’s r = .411, N = 32, p = .020   

Personal Pronoun POS Tags was retained as the sole predictor of OPI Proficiency Level 

associated with the Abstract and Concrete Language criterion. 

 In conclusion, while the linear relationship between the dependent and independent 

variables did not appear to be strong, it was present and satisfied the assumption of linearity.  

Furthermore, checking for collinearity between the two variables allowed for removal of a 

redundant predictor. 

   Regression Assumptions – Independence.  The Durbin-Watson statistical test was used 

to determine the independence of the error terms of the individual observations (d = 1.345 > 

dU,!=.01 = 1.283), with results suggesting that the assumption of independence of errors was met 

for the Personal Pronoun POS Tags variable regressed on OPI Proficiency Level.  

 Regression Assumptions – Normality.  A Q-Q plot of the unstandardized residuals can 

be seen in Figure 9. 
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  Figure 9. Q-Q plot of unstandardized residuals for Personal Pronoun POS Tags 
 
 As Figure 9 indicates, the observed values generally follow a linear pattern, suggesting 

that the assumption of normality was reasonable.  Also, a Kolmogorov-Smirnov (K-S) statistical 

test was performed to assess normality.  Review of the K-S test for normality of the 

unstandardized residuals (D(32) = .153, p = .056) also suggested that normality was a reasonable 

assumption. 
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 Regression Assumptions – Homogeneity of Variance (Homoscedasticity).  Figure 10 

shows the distribution of errors in the regression model. 

 

 
  Figure 10. Unstandardized predicted values plotted against the unstandardized residual  
           values for Personal Pronoun POS Tags 
 
 Observing the horizontal linear fit line in Figure 10, the random distribution of errors 

suggests that the data are homoscedastic and that the assumption of homoscedasticity is 

reasonable. 

 Regression Results.  This analysis was designed to determine the influence of two 

different Abstract and Concrete Language measures on holistic OPI ratings.  Initial checking 

of the linearity assumption indicated that the Personal Pronoun POS Tags and Personal 

Pronoun Words variables were collinear, and that the Personal Pronoun POS Tags variable was 

slightly more predictive of OPI ratings.  For this reason, only the Personal Pronoun POS Tags 

variable was regressed on the dependent variable of OPI Proficiency Level. 
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 32 Examinees’ OPI ratings were regressed on their personal pronoun part-of-speech tags.  

The overall regression was statistically significant (R2 = .213, F(1, 30) = 8.1, p = .008).  The 

unstandardized regression coefficient (B) for Personal Pronoun POS Tags was 0.183: t(30) = 

2.846, p = .008, meaning that each percentage point increase in personal pronoun POS tags 

resulted in an average OPI rating increase of roughly one fifth of an OPI sublevel. 

 In summary, both the Personal Pronoun POS Tag and Past Tense Verbs variables, which 

were measures of the Global Tasks and Functions rating factor, accounted for a significant 

amount of variation in OPI ratings.  Other variables did not meet the necessary assumptions for 

regression or were collinear with Personal Pronoun POS Tags or Past Tense Verbs, and were 

thus removed from a linear model of OPI speaking proficiency. 

 Having evaluated all of the Tense and Abstract and Concrete Language criteria that 

were used to represent the Global Tasks and Functions rating factor, the next section will 

evaluate the criteria used to measure the Context / Content rating factor. 

Vocabulary Measures that Predict Holistic Ratings – Breadth  

 Regression Assumptions – Linearity.  Before regressing the three measures of 

vocabulary breadth (Word Types, Lemmas, and Guiraud Type/Token Ratio) on holistic OPI 

ratings, the relationships between variables were visually inspected to see if they satisfied the 

assumption of a linear relationship between the outcome variable and the predictors.  This was 

done by plotting the independent variables against the dependent variable of OPI Proficiency 

Level, as well as plotting the independent variables against each other to look for potentially 

collinear predictors.  The scatterplot matrix can be seen in Figure 11. 
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  Figure 11. Scatterplots of OPI Proficiency Level (DV), Word Types (IV), Lemmas, 
        and Guiraud Type/Token Ratio (IV) 
 
 As Figure 11 shows, and coefficients in Table 22 (also found in Appendix H) confirm, all 

three independent variables have a significant linear relationship to the dependent variable of 

OPI Proficiency Level, indicating that all measures of vocabulary breadth were appropriate for 

use in a linear regression.   
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OPI 
Proficiency 

Level Word Types Lemmas 
Guiraud Type 
Token Ratio 

OPI Proficiency Level Pearson Correlation 1 .919** .921** .925** 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 .000 
N 32 32 32 32 

Word Types Pearson Correlation .919** 1 .999** .973** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 .000 
N 32 32 32 32 

Lemmas Pearson Correlation .921** .999** 1 .975** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  .000 
N 32 32 32 32 

Guiraud Type Token 
Ratio 

Pearson Correlation .925** .973** .975** 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000  
N 32 32 32 32 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
  Table 22.  Correlation matrix for Vocabulary Breadth measures  

 The scatterplot matrix above also indicates that Word Types, Lemmas, and Guiraud 

Type/Token Ratio all correlate positively and strongly with one another, and that they may be 

multicollinear. Multicollinearity was not assessed with a simple bivariate correlation, as there 

were more than two independent variables in the regression, and simple bivariate correlations 

among more than two variables neglect the remaining variables’ influence. In order to assess 

multicollinearity in the case of more than two variables, variance inflation factor (VIF) statistics 

were used.  VIF provides a way to evaluate the inflation of variance, as the higher the degree of 

multicollinearity, the more the standard error of the regression coefficients will be inflated, 

which results in a less stable regression model, due to inflated variance. 

 There are no formal criteria for assessing how good or bad VIF values are, but a rule-of-

thumb is that VIF values greater than 10 indicate multicollinearity that will affect the stability of 

the regression model.  In this case, VIF values ranged from 19.9023 to 416.134, indicating that 

the three variables used to measure vocabulary breadth were all measuring the same 
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phenomenon, and that using them all was not necessary and would have been detrimental to 

establishing a stable model of language proficiency. 

 Having established that multicollinearity existed, the question of how to choose the best 

of the three predictors arose, and for this, bivariate correlations with OPI ratings were used to 

choose the measure of vocabulary breadth that best predicted holistic OPI ratings.  Of the three 

variables (Word Types, Lemmas, and Guiraud Type/Token Ratio), the one that had the strongest 

correlation with OPI Proficiency Level was retained. 

Word Types: Pearson’s r = .919, N = 32, p < .001  

Lemmas: Pearson’s r = .921, N = 32, p < .001  

Guiraud Type/Token Ratio: Pearson’s r = .925, N = 32, p < .001   

 Guiraud Type/Token Ratio was retained as the sole predictor of OPI Proficiency Level 

associated with the Vocabulary – breadth criterion.  

 In conclusion, the relationships between the dependent and independent variables 

appeared to be strongly linear, and satisfied the assumption of linearity.  Furthermore, checking 

for multicollinearity allowed for removal of redundant variables. 

   Regression assumptions – Independence.  The Durbin-Watson statistical test was used 

to determine the independence of the error terms of the individual observations (d = 1.503 > 

dU,!=.01 = 1.283), with results suggesting that the assumption of independence of errors was met 

for the Guiraud Type/Token Ratio variable regressed on OPI Proficiency Level.  
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 Regression assumptions – Normality.  A Q-Q plot of the unstandardized residuals can 

be seen in Figure 12. 

 
  Figure 12. Q-Q plot of unstandardized residuals for Guiraud Type/Token Ratio 
 
 As Figure 12 indicates, the observed values generally follow a linear pattern, suggesting 

that the assumption of normality was reasonable.  Also, a Kolmogorov-Smirnov (K-S) statistical 

test was performed to assess normality.  Review of the K-S test for normality of the 

unstandardized residuals (D(32) = .139, p = .117) also suggested that normality was a reasonable 

assumption. 
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 Regression Assumptions – Homogeneity of Variance (Homoscedasticity).  Figure 13 

shows the distribution of errors in the regression model. 

 
  Figure 13. Unstandardized predicted values plotted against the unstandardized residual  
             values for Guiraud Type/Token Ratio 
 
 Observing the horizontal linear fit line in Figure 13, the random distribution of errors 

suggests that the data are homoscedastic and that the assumption of homoscedasticity is 

reasonable. 

 Regression Results.  This analysis was designed to determine the influence of three 

different Vocabulary - breadth measures on holistic OPI ratings.  Initial checking of the 

linearity assumption indicated that all three variables (Word Types, Lemmas, and Guiraud 

Type/Token Ratio) were collinear, and that the Guiraud Type/Token Ratio variable was slightly 

more predictive of OPI ratings.  For this reason, only the Guiraud Type/Token Ratio variable was 

regressed on the dependent variable of OPI Proficiency Level. 
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 32 Examinees’ OPI ratings were regressed on their Guiraud Type/Token Ratio.  The 

overall regression was statistically significant (R2 = .856, F(1, 30) = 178.887, p < .001).  The 

unstandardized regression coefficient (B) for Guiraud Type/Token Ratio was 1.353: t(30) = 

13.375, p < .001, meaning that each one point increase in Guiraud Type/Token Ratio resulted in 

an average OPI rating increase of roughly one-and-a-third OPI sublevels. 

 Having evaluated all of the Vocabulary - breadth measures that were used to represent 

the Context/Content rating factor, the next section will evaluate Vocabulary - precision 

measures that comprise the remainder of the criteria associated with the Context/Content rating 

factor. 

Vocabulary Measures that Predict Holistic Ratings – Precision 

 Regression Assumptions – Linearity.  Before regressing the two measures of 

vocabulary precision (COCA – 10, and COCA – 5) on holistic OPI ratings, the relationships 

between variables were visually inspected to see if they satisfied the assumption of a linear 

relationship between the outcome variable and the predictors.  This was done by plotting the 

independent variables against the dependent variable of OPI Proficiency Level, as well as 

plotting the independent variables against each other to look for potentially collinear predictors.  

The scatterplot matrix can be seen in Figure 14. 
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Figure 14. Scatterplots of OPI Proficiency Level (DV), COCA – 10 (IV), and  

     COCA – 5 (IV)* 
        * COCA – 10 = the mean frequency ranking of the 10 lowest-frequency words as the  
     words are ranked in all of the COCA corpora 
               *COCA – 5 = the mean frequency ranking of the 5 lowest-frequency words as the  
     words are ranked in all of the COCA corpora 
 
 As Figure 14 and Appendix H show, both independent variables have a significant linear 

relationship with the dependent variable of OPI Proficiency Level, indicating that these measures 

of vocabulary precision were appropriate for use in a linear regression. 

 The scatterplot matrix above also indicates that COCA – 10 and COCA – 5 both correlate 

positively and strongly with one another, and that they may be collinear.    
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OPI 
Proficiency 

Level COCA - 10 COCA - 5 
OPI Proficiency 
Level 

Pearson Correlation 1 .857** .737** 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 
N 32 32 32 

COCA - 10 Pearson Correlation .857** 1 .942** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 
N 32 32 32 

COCA - 5 Pearson Correlation .737** .942** 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  
N 32 32 32 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
  Table 23.  Correlation matrix for Vocabulary Precision measures  

 As Figure 14 shows, and coefficients in Table 23 (also found in Appendix H) confirm, 

the two variables correlated almost perfectly (Pearson’s r = .942, N = 32, p < .001).  Because 

COCA – 10 and COCA – 5 appeared to measure the same phenomenon (and exceeded the 

collinearity threshold of .9), the variable that had the strongest correlation with OPI Proficiency 

Level was retained.   

COCA – 10, Pearson’s r = .857, N = 32, p < .001 

COCA – 5, Pearson’s r = .737, N = 32, p < .001   

 COCA – 10 was retained as the sole predictor of OPI Proficiency Level associated with 

the Vocabulary – precision criterion.  

 In conclusion, the linear relationships between the dependent and independent variables 

appeared to be strongly linear, and satisfied the assumption of linearity.  Furthermore, checking 

the linearity assumption allowed for removal of a redundant variable. 

   Regression Assumptions – Independence.  The Durbin-Watson statistical test was used 

to determine the independence of the error terms of the individual observations (d = 1.657 > 

dU,=.01 = 1.283), with results suggesting that the assumption of independence of errors was met 

for the COCA – 10 variable regressed on OPI Proficiency Level.  
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 Regression Assumptions – Normality.  A Q-Q plot of the unstandardized residuals can 

be seen in Figure 15. 

 
  Figure 15. Q-Q plot of unstandardized residuals for COCA – 10 
 
 As Figure 15 indicates, the observed values follow a general linear pattern, suggesting 

that the assumption of normality was not violated.  Also, a Kolmogorov-Smirnov (K-S) 

statistical test was performed to assess normality.  Review of the K-S test for normality of the 

unstandardized residuals (D(32) = .141, p = .105) also suggested that normality was a reasonable 

assumption. 
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 Regression Assumptions – Homogeneity of Variance (Homoscedasticity).  Figure 16 

shows the distribution of errors in the regression. 

 

 
  Figure 16. Unstandardized predicted values plotted against the unstandardized residual  
              values for COCA – 10 
 
 Observing the horizontal linear fit line in Figure 16, the random distribution of errors 

suggests that the data are homoscedastic and that the assumption of homoscedasticity is 

reasonable. 

 Regression Results.  This analysis was designed to determine the influence of four 

different Vocabulary - precision measures on holistic OPI ratings.  Initial checking of the 

linearity assumption indicated that both variables (COCA – 10, and COCA – 5) were collinear, 

and that the COCA – 10 variable was slightly more predictive of OPI ratings.  For this reason, 

only the COCA – 10 variable was regressed on the dependent variable of OPI Proficiency Level. 

 32 Examinees’ COCA – 10 values were regressed on their OPI ratings.  The overall 

regression was statistically significant (R2 = .734, F(1, 30) = 82.730, p < .001).  The 



   
 
 

 
 

121 

unstandardized regression coefficient (B) for COCA – 10 was .002: t(30) = 9.096, p < .001, 

meaning that each one point increase in COCA – 10 resulted in a barely perceptible increase 

(1/500th of a sublevel) in an examinee’s average OPI rating. 

 In summary, both the Guiraud Type/Token Ratio and COCA – 10 variables, which were 

measures of the Context / Content rating factor, accounted for a significant amount of variation 

in OPI ratings.  Other variables did not meet the necessary assumptions for regression or were 

collinear with Guiraud Type/Token Ratio or COCA – 10, and were thus removed from a linear 

model of OPI speaking proficiency. 

 Having evaluated all of the vocabulary criteria that were used to represent the Context / 

Content rating factor, the next section will focus on the criteria used to measure the Accuracy 

rating factor. 

Grammatical Accuracy Measures that Predict Holistic Ratings 

 Regression Assumptions – Linearity.  Prior to regressing the measure of grammatical 

accuracy (T2K Trigram Model) on holistic OPI ratings, the relationship between the variables 

was visually inspected to see if it satisfied the assumption of a linear relationship between the 

outcome variable and the predictor.  This was done by plotting the independent variable against 

the dependent variable of OPI Proficiency Level.  The scatterplot can be seen in Figure 17. 
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Figure 17. Scatterplot of OPI Proficiency Level (DV) and T2K Trigram Model  

     (IV)* 
           *T2K Trigram Model = Spearman’s rho correlation between rank orderings of trigrams 
        that occur in both the individual OPI sample and the T2K-SWAL Spoken corpus 
                
 As Figure 17 shows, and the correlation coefficient in Table 24 (also found in Appendix 

H) confirms, the independent variable has a significant linear relationship with the dependent 

variable of OPI Proficiency Level, indicating that this measure of grammatical accuracy was 

appropriate for use in a linear regression.  

 
T2K Trigram 

Model 
OPI Proficiency 
Level 

Pearson Correlation .676** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 
N 32 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
  Table 24.  Correlation for Grammatical Accuracy measures  

   Regression Assumptions – Independence.  The Durbin-Watson statistical test was used 

to determine the independence of the error terms of the individual observations (d = 1.275 < 

dU,!=.01 = 1.283), with results suggesting that the assumption of independence of errors was not 

met for the T2K Trigram Model variable regressed on OPI Proficiency Level.  However, the 
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Durbin-Watson statistic was above the lower bound of significance (d = 1.275 > dL,!=01 = 1.160),  

indicating that the violation of the independence of errors assumption was not severe, and the 

T2K Trigram Model variable was kept for use in further regression analyses.  

 Regression Assumptions – Normality.  A Q-Q plot of the unstandardized residuals can 

be seen in Figure 18. 

 

 
  Figure 18. Q-Q plot of unstandardized residuals for T2K Trigram Model 
 
 As Figure 18 indicates, the observed values follow a generally linear pattern, suggesting 

that the assumption of normality was met.  Also, a Kolmogorov-Smirnov (K-S) statistical test 

was performed to assess normality.  Review of the K-S test for normality of the unstandardized 

residuals (D(32) = .147, p = .077) also suggested that normality was a reasonable assumption. 
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 Regression Assumptions – Homogeneity of Variance (Homoscedasticity).  Figure 19 

shows the distribution of errors in the regression model. 

 

 
  Figure 19. Unstandardized predicted values plotted against the unstandardized residual  
              values for T2K Trigram Model 
 
 Observing Figure 19, the random distribution of errors suggests that the data are 

homoscedastic and that the assumption of homoscedasticity is reasonable. 

 Regression Results.  This analysis was designed to determine the influence of T2K 

Trigram Model on holistic OPI ratings.   

 32 Examinees’ T2K Trigram Model values were regressed on their OPI ratings.  The 

overall regression was statistically significant (R2 = .457, F(1, 30) = 25.200, p < .001).  The 

unstandardized regression coefficient (B) for T2K Trigram Model was 9.124: t(30) = 5.020, p < 

.001, meaning that each one point increase in T2K Trigram Model resulted in a nine sublevel 

increase in an examinee’s average OPI rating.  These large regression coefficients made sense in 

light of the fact that the range for each of these predictors was -1 to 1. 
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 Having evaluated all of the Grammatical Accuracy measures that were used to 

represent the Accuracy rating factor, the next section will evaluate Fluency measures that were 

associated with the Text Type rating factor. 

Fluency Measures that Predict Holistic Ratings 

 Regression Assumptions – Linearity.  Prior to regressing the measure of fluency 

(Words Per Minute (WPM)) on holistic OPI ratings, the relationship between this variable and 

OPI ratings was checked to see if it satisfied the assumption of a linear relationship between the 

outcome variable and the predictor.  This was done by plotting the independent variable against 

the dependent variable of OPI Proficiency Level.  The scatterplot matrix can be seen in Figure 

20. 

 

 
  Figure 20. Scatterplot of OPI Proficiency Level (DV) and WPM (IV) 
 
 As Figure 20 indicates, and the correlation coefficient in Table 25 (also found in 

Appendix H) confirms, the independent variable WPM has a linear relationship with the 
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dependent variable of OPI Proficiency Level, indicating that WPM was appropriate for use in a 

linear regression.  

 WPM 
OPI Proficiency 
Level 

Pearson Correlation .875** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 
N 32 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
  Table 25.  Correlation for Fluency measures  

 In conclusion, the relationship between the dependent and independent variables satisfied 

the assumption of linearity.  

   Regression Assumptions – Independence.  The Durbin-Watson statistical test was used 

to determine the independence of the error terms of the individual observations (d = 1.706 > 

dU,=01 = 1.283), with results suggesting that the assumption of independence of errors was met for 

the WPM variable regressed on OPI Proficiency Level.  
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 Regression Assumptions – Normality.  A Q-Q plot of the unstandardized residuals can 

be seen in Figure 21. 

 
  Figure 21. Q-Q plot of unstandardized residuals for WPM 
 
 As Figure 21 indicates, the observed values follow a generally linear pattern, suggesting 

that the assumption of normality was met.  Also, a Kolmogorov-Smirnov (K-S) statistical test 

was performed to assess normality.  Review of the K-S test for normality of the unstandardized 

residuals (D(32) = .076, p = .200) also suggested that normality was a reasonable assumption. 
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 Regression Assumptions – Homogeneity of Variance (Homoscedasticity).  Figure 22 

shows the distribution of errors in the regression model. 

 
Figure 22. Unstandardized predicted values plotted against unstandardized  

     residual values for WPM 
 
 Observing the horizontal linear fit line in Figure 22, the random distribution of errors 

suggests that the data are homoscedastic and that the assumption of homoscedasticity is 

reasonable. 

 Regression Results.  This analysis was designed to determine the influence of the WPM 

measure on OPI Proficiency Level. 

 32 Examinees’ WPM values were regressed on their OPI ratings.  The overall regression 

was statistically significant (R2 = .766, F(1, 30) = 98.136, p < .001).  The unstandardized 

regression coefficient (B) for WPM was .069: t(30) = 9.906, p < .001, meaning that a one word 

per minute increase resulted in roughly 1/15th of a sublevel increase in an examinee’s average 
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OPI rating.  In other words, for every 15 words per minute increase in fluency, the corresponding 

OPI rating would increase one sublevel. 

 Having evaluated all of the Fluency measures that were used to represent the Text Type 

rating factor, the next section will evaluate Cohesion measures that were associated with the 

Text Type rating factor. 

Cohesion Measures that Predict Holistic Ratings 

 Regression Assumptions – Linearity.  Prior to regressing the seven measures of 

cohesion (All Connectives, Additive Connectives and Causative Connectives) on holistic OPI 

ratings, the relationships between these three variables and OPI ratings were checked to see if 

they satisfied the assumption of a linear relationship between the outcome variable and the 

predictors.  This was done by plotting the independent variables against the dependent variable 

of OPI Proficiency Level, as well as plotting the independent variables against each other to look 

for potentially collinear predictors.  The scatterplot matrix can be seen in Figure 23. 
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  Figure 23. Scatterplots of OPI Proficiency Level (DV), All Connectives (IV), Additive  
            Connectives (IV), Causative Connectives (IV)* 
                *Connectives = percentage of total words that is connectives (lists found in  

    Appendix E) 
                

 Figure 23 was not sufficient to determine significance of linearity, with none of the three 

independent variables having an obvious linear relationship with the dependent variable of OPI 

Proficiency Level, so significance of each of these relationships was assessed via the correlation 

coefficient matrix in Table 26 (also found in Appendix H).   
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OPI 
Proficiency 

Level 
All 

Connectives 
Additive 

Connectives 
Causative 

Connectives 
OPI Proficiency 
Level 

Pearson 
Correlation 1 .374* .172 .120 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .035 .348 .514 
N 32 32 32 32 

All Connectives Pearson 
Correlation .374* 1 .636** .473** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .035  .000 .006 
N 32 32 32 32 

Additive Connectives Pearson 
Correlation .172 .636** 1 .033 

Sig. (2-tailed) .348 .000  .856 
N 32 32 32 32 

Causative 
Connectives 

Pearson 
Correlation .120 .473** .033 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .514 .006 .856  
N 32 32 32 32 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
  Table 26.  Correlation matrix for Cohesion measures  

 The significant correlations with the dependent variable indicated that only one of these 

variables was appropriate for use in a linear regression.  Correlations between the IV and the DV 

were significant only for All Connectives (Pearson’s r = .374, N = 32, p = .035).  The All 

Connectives variable was retained as the sole predictor of OPI Proficiency Level associated with 

the Cohesion criterion.   

   Regression Assumptions – Independence.  The Durbin-Watson statistical test was used 

to determine the independence of the error terms of the individual observations (d = .984 < 

dL,!=01 = 1.160), with results suggesting that the assumption of independence of errors was not 

met for the All Connectives variable regressed on OPI Proficiency Level.  The Durbin-Watson 

statistic indicates that there is a possibility that errors associated with one observation may be 

correlated with errors from other observations, which would potentially lead to faulty 

significance tests due to inflated type II error.   
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Regression Assumptions – Normality.  A Q-Q plot of the unstandardized residuals can 

be seen in Figure 24. 

 
  Figure 24. Q-Q plot of unstandardized residuals for All Connectives 
 
 As Figure 24 indicates, the observed values follow a generally linear pattern, suggesting 

that the assumption of normality was met.  Also, a Kolmogorov-Smirnov (K-S) statistical test 

was performed to assess normality.  Review of the K-S test for normality of the unstandardized 

residuals (D(32) = .144, p = .089) also suggested that normality was a reasonable assumption. 
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 Regression Assumptions – Homogeneity of Variance (Homoscedasticity).  Figure 25 

shows the distribution of errors in the regression model. 

 

 
  Figure 25. Unstandardized predicted values plotted against the unstandardized residual  
        values for All Connectives 
 
 Observing the horizontal linear fit line in Figure 25, the random distribution of errors 

suggests that the data are homoscedastic and that the assumption of homoscedasticity is 

reasonable. 

 Regression Results.  This analysis was designed to determine the influence All 

Connectives on holistic OPI ratings.  The linearity assumption was met, the normality 

assumption was met, and the homogeneity of variance assumption was met.  Because the 

independence assumption was the only regression assumption that was not met, and because it 

was a minor violation, the All Connectives variable was regressed on the dependent variable of 

OPI Proficiency Level. 
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 32 Examinees’ All Connectives values were regressed on their OPI ratings.  The overall 

regression was statistically significant (R2 = .140, F(1, 30) = 4.864, p = .035).  The 

unstandardized regression coefficient (B) for All Connectives was .358: t(30) = 2.205, p = .035, 

meaning that a one percentage point increase in use of clarifying connectives resulted in an 

increase of roughly one-third of a sublevel in an examinee’s average OPI rating.  

 Having evaluated all of the 26 measures that were used to represent ACTFL’s four rating 

factors, a linear model of ACTFL speaking proficiency that uses the best predictors from each 

rating factor will be presented. 

Creating a Model of ACTFL Proficiency 

 There were multiple measures of each criterion, and only those most predictive of OPI 

ratings were kept for this model.  Table 27 summarizes the representative measures of each 

rating factor that were used to construct a model of ACTFL speaking proficiency. 

 
ACTFL Rating Factor Rating Criterion Criterion Measures that Best Predict OPI Ratings 

Global Tasks and 
Functions 

Tense 
 
Abstract and 
Concrete Language 
 

Past Tense Verbs (% of total verbs) 
 
 
Personal Pronoun POS Tags (% of total nouns) 
 

Context / Content Vocabulary –  
breadth 
 
Vocabulary – 
precision  

Word types / !"#$ !"#$%& 
 
 
Mean frequency rank of the 10 lowest-frequency 
word types (COCA corpora) 
 

Accuracy Grammatical 
Accuracy 

Trigram Language Models  
 
 

Text Type Fluency 
 
Cohesion 

Words Per Minute 
 
All Connectives (% of total words)  

Table 27. Summary of ACTFL rating factors, derived rating criteria, and best predictors  
    of ACTFL OPI ratings 
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 All of the rating factors and rating criteria were represented by the seven measures from 

Table 27, with which a step-wise regression was conducted, with all seven variables regressed on 

OPI ratings.  Each of these variables was known to correlate significantly with OPI ratings and 

all had significant R2 and B values when regressed on OPI ratings in bivariate regressions.  

Assumptions underlying linear regression were also met for all of the variables, with the 

exception of the T2K Trigram Model variable, which met three of the four assumptions, and the 

All Connectives variable, which met two of the four assumptions.  Step-wise regression (as 

opposed to simultaneous multiple regression) was used because the goal was to locate predictors 

of OPI ratings that remained significant in the presence of other predictors, just as human raters 

must pay attention to everything at once and use only the relevant factors to rate.   

 Additionally, a step-wise procedure, where one variable at a time was entered into the 

regression and its corresponding t-statistic determined whether or not the variable was added or 

removed from the model, evaluated the minimum number of relevant variables and the 

significance of their t-statistics at any given time.  This was important because, while a sample of 

32 was sufficient for bivariate regression and simultaneous multiple regression with three 

predictors, it was not suitable for a simultaneous multiple regression with seven predictors.    

Step-Wise Regression Results 

 This analysis was designed to determine how much of an OPI rating could be accounted 

for by seven different automated measures of an examinee’s speech.  The seven independent 

variables (Past Tense Verbs, Personal Pronoun POS Tags, Guiraud Type/Token Ratio, COCA – 

10, T2K Trigram Model, WPM, and All Connectives) were regressed on the dependent variable 

of OPI Proficiency Level in a step-wise regression including all 32 examinees. 
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 The step-wise regression returned only one model that significantly predicted OPI 

Proficiency Level.  The model was comprised of a single predictor, Guiraud Type/Token Ratio.  

This means that Guiraud Type/Token Ratio was the only variable that statistically significantly 

predicted an examinee’s holistic OPI rating.  In other words, all of the other independent 

variables that were significant predictors of OPI ratings in bivariate regressions were reduced to 

insignificance (operationalized as B values associated with p values greater than .05, as 

evaluated with a t-statistic) when evaluated in combination with Guiraud Type/Token Ratio. 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate 

1 .925a .856 .852 1.123 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Guiraud Type Token Ratio 
Table 28. Summary output for step-wise regression model  

 
ANOVAa 

Model 
Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 225.416 1 225.416 178.887 .000b 

Residual 37.803 30 1.260   

Total 263.219 31    

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
b. Predictors: (Constant), Guiraud Type Token Ratio 

Table 29. F-test results for step-wise regression model 
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Excluded Variablesa 

Model Beta In t Sig. 
Partial 

Correlation 

Collinearity 
Statistics 

Tolerance 

1 Past Tense Verbs (% of 
total verbs) 

.040b .377 .709 .070 .444 

Personal Pronoun POS 
Tags (% of total nouns) 

.041b .519 .608 .096 .785 

COCA - 10 .243b 1.903 .067 .333 .269 

T2K Trigram Model .148b 1.711 .098 .303 .598 

WPM .225b 1.450 .158 .260 .192 

All Connectives .024b .315 .755 .058 .854 

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
b. Predictors in the Model: (Constant), Guiraud Type Token Ratio 

Table 30. Predictor exclusion details for step-wise regression model 
 
 The overall regression was statistically significant (R2 = .856, F(1, 30) = 178.887, p < 

.001).  The unstandardized regression coefficient, (B) = 1.353: t(30) = 13.375, p < .001, indicated 

that a one point increase in an examinee’s Guiraud Type/Token ratio resulted in an increase of 

roughly one-and-a-third sublevels in an examinee’s average OPI rating.  This single-predictor 

model accounted for 85.6% of the variation in OPI ratings.  

 This regression model of speaking proficiency was used to retrodictively rate OPI 

transcripts, and agreement with ACTFL-trained raters was evaluated. 

Retrodictive Rating with the Model 

 First, a range for Guiraud Type/Token Ratio, the only predictor in the model, was 

established for the interviews at each OPI proficiency level.  Due to the small sample size, it was 

not possible to construct a range for each of the sublevels, so the sublevels were collapsed into 

four major levels (Novice, Intermediate, Advanced, Superior), and even these must be viewed 

with extreme caution.  To construct a stable range for each of the major levels alone would 
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require a sample of at least 120 OPI transcripts.  The range in this case is the 95% confidence 

interval surrounding the mean.  The range of the Guiraud Type/Token Ratio predictor can be 

seen in Table 31. 

Proficiency Level n Mean 95% CI 
Superior 6 11.86 10.82 – 12.91 

Advanced 6 10.35 9.50 – 11.21 

Intermediate 12 8.90 8.27 – 9.53 

Novice 8 6.73 6.14 – 7.32 

Table 31. Summary of automatic rater parameters 
 
 The rater, using information from Table 31, checked each transcript’s Guiraud 

Type/Token Ratio value to determine at which major level the sample should be rated.  If the 

Guiraud Type/Token Ratio was in the range of a major level, then the sample was rated at that 

level.  The rating procedure mentioned previously was used: 

1.   If the measure is below the upper bound of the Novice range, rate as Novice. 
 

2.   If the measure does not meet the Novice criterion, then see if it is below the upper        
      bound of the Intermediate range.  If so, rate as Intermediate. 

 
3. If the measure does not meet the Intermediate criterion, then see if it is below the 

upper bound of the Advanced range.  If so, rate as Advanced. 
 

4. If the measure is not below the upper bound of the Advanced range, rate as Superior. 
 
 Automatic rating, using the information from Table 31, checked each transcript’s 

Guiraud Type/Token value to see if it fell within the range for a major level.  If it was in range 

for a major level, then the sample was rated at that level.  Table 32 compares human OPI ratings 

to those of the automatic rater based only on the Guiraud Type/Token Ratio variable, by 

proficiency level.  The gray bands in Table 32 separate the different major levels, as determined 

by two ACTFL-trained OPI raters.  The samples were ordered such that misclassified samples 
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(highlighted in red) were placed adjacent to the level boundary at which they were misclassified, 

in order to show where the automatic rater had the greatest number of misclassifications. 

Examinee Human OPI Rating – 
Major Level 

Automatic OPI Rating – 
Major Level 

Agreement 

    
2 Superior Superior YES 
5 Superior Superior YES 
9 Superior Superior YES 
29 Superior Superior YES 
32 Superior Superior YES 
4 Superior Advanced  NO 
    
3 Advanced Advanced YES 
8 Advanced Advanced YES 
26 Advanced Advanced YES 
30 Advanced Advanced YES 
33 Advanced Advanced YES 
40 Advanced Intermediate NO 
    
7 Intermediate Advanced NO 
10 Intermediate Advanced NO 
1 Intermediate Advanced NO 
6 Intermediate Intermediate YES 
11 Intermediate Intermediate YES 
12 Intermediate Intermediate YES 
14 Intermediate Intermediate YES 
16 Intermediate Intermediate YES 
18 Intermediate Intermediate YES 
23 Intermediate Intermediate YES 
28 Intermediate Intermediate YES 
20 Intermediate Novice NO 
    
25 Novice Intermediate NO 
13 Novice Novice YES 
15 Novice Novice YES 
19 Novice Novice YES 
21 Novice Novice YES 
22 Novice Novice YES 
24 Novice Novice YES 
27 Novice Novice YES 
    
% Agreement (ACTFL Raters and Automatic Rater) 78% (25/32) 

Table 32. Human ratings vs. automatic ratings for the regression model of proficiency 
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Answering the Research Question 

 Research Question: Can objectively measurable aspects of spoken language that  
    account for some portion of holistic OPI ratings be identified? 
 
 After operationalizing 26 measures that covered multiple aspects of the four ACTFL 

rating factors, there was one single metric, the number of word types divided by the square root 

of the number of words, that statistically accounted for more than 85% of the variation in OPI 

ratings provided by trained ACTFL raters.  When this lone measure was used to rate OPIs 

retrodictively, the ratings agreed with those of ACTFL-trained raters 78% of the time.   Percent 

agreement was used to compare automatic ratings with human ratings because percent agreement 

is a clear indicator of the degree to which the computer and human raters assigned the same 

rating to an examinee.  Other statistics may be calculated from agreement percentages, but with 

simple agreement there is no weighting, and no adjustment of agreement based on how near or 

far the computer’s rating was from human rating.  Percent agreement transparently, directly, and 

clearly addresses the question of how well the measures that the computer used mimic the 

measures that human raters used to assign OPI ratings. 

 A discussion of the implications of the automatic rater’s degree of success in retrodicting 

human ratings will follow, with a focus on what the regression model of ACTFL proficiency and 

the automatic rater constructed from it can reveal about ACTFL’s claims regarding speaking 

proficiency.  Metric selection will be scrutinized, as will the final regression model itself.  How 

the retrodictive rating and the regression model of ACTFL speaking proficiency inform both the 

internal and external validity of the OPI rating procedure will be discussed. 

 The limitations of this study are also discussed in subsequent sections, with an emphasis 

on how future research can improve generalizability and selection of retrodictive measures. 
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Discussion 

The Step-Wise Regression Model of OPI Rating  

 The step-wise regression output would lead one to believe that Guiraud’s index, used as a 

measure of vocabulary breadth (and representing half of ACTFL’s Context/Content rating 

factor), was the sole predictor of OPI ratings, and that the other variables representing different 

ACTFL rating factors were of little import.  However, the seven different indicators of speaking 

proficiency were treated as theoretically separate, with evidence gathered from the Guidelines 

and from linguistics and language testing literature to support the idea of them being distinct 

rating criteria.  Table 33 summarizes the correlation of each variable entered into the final step-

wise regression with human OPI ratings. 

 

Past 
Tense 
Verbs  

Personal 
Pronoun 

POS Tags 

Guiraud 
Type 

Token 
Ratio 

COCA - 
10 

T2K 
Trigram 
Model WPM 

All 
Connectives 

OPI 
Level 

Pearson’s r  .708** .461** .925** .857** .676** .875** .374* 

 
Sig.1 
 

.000 .008 .000 .000 .000 .000 .035 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  
1 N = 32 for all correlations 

Table 33. Correlations of seven final predictors with OPI ratings  
 

 How these seven variables contribute to a holistic rating is not clear from a step-wise 

regression procedure.  In fact, a simultaneous multiple regression methodology would have been 

preferable, but was not statistically supportable, given the small sample size.  As a way of 

understanding how these variables might contribute to an OPI rating, Table 34 provides a 

correlation matrix for all of the seven variables correlated with each other.  
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Correlations 1 

 

Past 
Tense 
Verbs  

Personal 
Pronoun 

POS 
Tags 

Guiraud 
Type 

Token 
Ratio 

COCA - 
10 

T2K 
Trigram 
Model WPM 

All 
Connectives 

Past 
Tense 
Verbs 

Pearson’s r   .511** .746** .748** .571** .685** .537** 
 
Sig. 
 

 .003 .000 .000 .001 .000 .002 

Personal 
Pronoun 
POS 
Tags  

Pearson’s r    .463** .381* .535** .606** .298 
 
Sig.   .008 .031 .002 .000 .098 

Guiraud 
Type 
Token 
Ratio 

Pearson’s r     .855** .634** .899** .382* 
 
Sig.    .000 .000 .000 .031 

COCA – 
10 
 
 

Pearson’s r      .515** .805** .450** 
 
Sig.     .003 .000 .010 

T2K 
Trigram 
Model 
 

Pearson’s r       .797** .200 
 
Sig.      .000 .272 

WPM 
 
 
 

Pearson’s r        .329 
 
Sig.       .066 

All Connectives 
       

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  
1 N = 32 for all correlations 

Table 34. Correlation matrix for all seven predictors entered into the step-wise regression  
 

 As Table 34 indicates, the seven different variables appear to be measuring different 

aspects of examinee speech, as none of the variables are collinear with each other.  However, 
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while the collinearity threshold of r > .9 is not technically violated, it really is a technicality.  

Guiraud Type Token Ratio correlates with the COCA – 10 and WPM variables at r = .855 and r = 

.899, respectively.  The reasons for this pattern of correlations will be discussed one variable at a 

time, in tables 35-41, and then summarized.  

 
OPI 

Level  

Personal 
Pronoun 

POS Tags 

Guiraud 
Type 

Token 
Ratio 

COCA - 
10 

T2K 
Trigram 
Model WPM 

All 
Connectives 

Past 
Tense 
Verbs 

Pearson’s r  .708** .511** .746** .748** .571** .685** .537** 
 
Sig.1 
 

.000 .003 .000 .000 .001 .000 .002 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  
1 N = 32 for all correlations 
  Table 35. Correlations for Past Tense Verbs 

 As Table 35 indicates, Past tense Verbs correlates with Guiraud Type Token Ratio more 

highly than with the dependent variable of OPI Level.  This indicates that Past Tense Verbs does 

contribute unique information to OPI ratings (r = .708), although it shares roughly the same 

amount of variance with words per minute (r = .685), Guiraud’s index (r = .746), and word 

frequency measures (r = .748).  The percentage of past tense verbs that an examinee used 

appears to be a robust predictor of OPI ratings, although the majority this predictive power is not 

unique to past tense verbs. 

 Table 36 shows the correlation of the Personal Pronoun POS Tags variable (the 

percentage of examinee speech that consisted of personal pronouns) with all other variables in 

the final step-wise regression model.    
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OPI 

Level  
Past Tense 

Verbs 

Guiraud 
Type 

Token 
Ratio 

COCA - 
10 

T2K 
Trigram 
Model WPM 

All 
Connectives 

Personal 
Pronoun 
POS 
Tags  

Pearson’s r  .461** .511** .463** .381* .535** .606** .298 
 
Sig.1 .008 .003 .008 .031 .002 .000 .098 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  
1 N = 32 for all correlations 
  Table 36. Correlations for Personal Pronoun POS Tags 

 Personal Pronoun POS Tags was a relatively weak predictor of human OPI ratings, but it 

also correlated weakly with other predictors, with the exception of the WPM fluency measure (r 

= .606).  From these data, the amount of personal pronoun usage does appear to contribute to 

final OPI ratings, but the predictive power is quite limited.  This evidence is concordant with the 

tenuous link between personal pronoun use and the abstractness of an examinee’s speech.  

Personal pronouns are probably not the best measure of concrete and abstract language. 

 Table 37 shows the correlation of the Guiraud Type Token Ratio variable (a type/token 

ratio with a square-rooted denominator) with all other variables in the final step-wise regression 

model.    
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OPI 

Level  
Past Tense 

Verbs 

Personal 
Pronoun 

POS Tags  
COCA - 

10 

T2K 
Trigram 
Model WPM 

All 
Connectives 

Guiraud 
Type 
Token 
Ratio 

Pearson’s r  .925** .746** .463** .855** .634** .899** .382* 
 
Sig.1 
 

.000 .000 .008 .000 .000 .000 .031 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  
1 N = 32 for all correlations 
  Table 37. Correlations for Guiraud Type Token Ratio 

 Guiraud’s index correlates nearly perfectly with OPI ratings, and when used alone can 

retrodict OPI ratings with 78% accuracy, when discriminating between major level ratings.  

Guiraud’s index also correlates more highly with OPI ratings than with any of the other 

independent variables, indicating that it is measuring speaking proficiency broadly, and not some 

particular aspect of speaking proficiency.  The fact that so many of the independent variables 

correlate so highly with Guiraud’s index is another indicator that it measures speech across 

ACTFL’s rating factors, at least as they are operationalized in this study.  
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 Table 38 shows the correlation of the COCA – 10 variable (the mean frequency ranking 

of the 10 least-frequent unique words in an examinee’s speech) with all other variables in the 

final step-wise regression model.    

 
OPI 

Level  
Past Tense 

Verbs 

Personal 
Pronoun 

POS Tags  

Guiraud 
Type 

Token 
Ratio 

T2K 
Trigram 
Model WPM 

All 
Connectives 

COCA - 
10 

Pearson’s r  .857** .748** .381* .855** .515** .805** .450** 
 
Sig.1 
 

.000 .000 .031 .000 .003 .000 .010 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  
1 N = 32 for all correlations 
  Table 38. Correlations for COCA – 10  

 The frequency of an examinee’s lowest-frequency words is a robust predictor of OPI 

ratings, and it correlates more highly with OPI ratings than it does with other independent 

variables, indicating that it provides useful and unique information to raters, although it 

essentially correlates with Guiraud’s index just as highly as it does with OPI ratings.  It should 

not be surprising that two vocabulary measures correlate so highly.  Guiraud’s index does 

provide some level of information regarding precision of vocabulary.  With a greater number of 

lexical types, Guiraud’s index will increase, and examinees are required to use a range of word 

types to accumulate ten unique low-frequency words.    

 Table 39 shows the correlation of the T2K Trigram Model variable (the similarity of 

trigram rank-orderings for trigrams that are common to both examinee speech and the T2K 

spoken corpus) with all other variables in the final step-wise regression model.   
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OPI 

Level  
Past Tense 

Verbs 

Personal 
Pronoun 

POS Tags  

Guiraud 
Type 

Token 
Ratio 

COCA - 
10 WPM 

All 
Connectives 

T2K 
Trigram 
Model 

Pearson’s r  .676** .571** .535** .634** .515** .797** .200 
 
Sig.1 
 

.000 .001 .002 .000 .003 .000 .272 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  
1 N = 32 for all correlations 
  Table 39. Correlations for T2K Trigram Model 

 Comparing the rank-ordering of trigrams of an examinee to those of the T2K spoken 

corpus does predict OPI ratings, although this variable is more predictive of words per minute 

than it is of OPI ratings.  This metric definitely captures some aspect of an OPI rating, but it is 

not as predictive as other variables.  The correlation coefficients with the other independent 

variables indicate that T2K Trigram Model is measuring linguistic differences, but that it may be 

more related to fluency measures than other aspects of proficiency. 

 Table 40 shows the correlation of the WPM variable (words per minute) with all other 

variables in the final step-wise regression model.  

 
OPI 

Level  
Past Tense 

Verbs 

Personal 
Pronoun 

POS Tags  

Guiraud 
Type 

Token 
Ratio 

COCA - 
10 

T2K 
Trigram 
Model 

All 
Connectives 

WPM Pearson’s r  .875** .685** .606** .899** .805** .797** .329 
 
Sig.1 
 

.000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .066 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  
1 N = 32 for all correlations 
  Table 40. Correlations for WPM 
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 Words per minute is a strong predictor of an examinee’s OPI rating, although it has a 

slightly higher correlation with Guiraud’s index.  The correlations with other independent 

variables are all significant, with the exception of connectives, indicating that words per minute 

is measuring something essential to judgments about an examinee’s speaking proficiency. 

 Table 41 shows the correlation of the All Connectives variable (number of lexical 

connectives divided by number of words) with all other variables in the final step-wise 

regression model.  

 
OPI 

Level  

Past 
Tense 
Verbs 

Personal 
Pronoun 

POS 
Tags  

Guiraud 
Type 

Token 
Ratio 

COCA - 
10 

T2K 
Trigram 
Model WPM 

All 
Connectives 

Pearson’s r  .374* .537** .298 .382* .450** .200 .329 
 
Sig.1 
 

.035 .002 .098 .031 .010 .272 .066 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  
1 N = 32 for all correlations 
  Table 41. Correlations for All Connectives 

 The correlations for All Connectives are different in character from the other predictors, 

considering both OPI ratings and other independent variables.  These correlations are significant 

in most cases, but are not very large in comparison to the other predictors.  This was the only 

variable that was not predictive at the p < .01 level, and it does not correlate well with other 

predictors.  This finding is not surprising, given that measures of lexical cohesion are generally 

used to evaluate writing, and my not transfer well to the spoken domain.  

Exploring a Single-Predictor Model of Proficiency 

 The inclusion of a single predictor in the statistically generated model of ACTFL OPI 

rating, indicating that raters consider only an examinee’s Guiraud index when making 
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proficiency ratings, is not a reasonable explanation for all of the variation in OPI scores, but it 

does provide an entry point from which to explore the importance of Guiraud’s index. 

 Due to its correlation with other predictor variables, Guiraud’s index, in addition to 

measuring vocabulary breadth, is a plausible proxy for both fluency (r = .899, operationalized as 

words per minute) and vocabulary precision (r = .855, operationalized as the mean frequency 

ranking of the ten lowest-frequency word types), meaning that it accounts for all of ACTFL’s 

Context/Content rating factor (vocabulary precision and breadth) and half of the Text Type rating 

factor (fluency and cohesion).  Of the seven automated rating criteria, Guiraud’s index accounts 

for the predictive power of three of them.  It is possible that fluency, vocabulary breadth, and 

vocabulary precision, as operationalized in this study, are all measuring the same phenomenon, 

but I believe that it is more likely that vocabulary is inextricably tied to most aspects of speaking 

proficiency.  If this study had measured only one aspect of speaking proficiency many different 

ways, the retrodictive rating would not have been as successful as it was.  Guiraud’s index 

captures both fluency and vocabulary information, and for this reason, it is a much better 

predictor of OPI ratings than a measure like Past Tense Verbs, which correlated with OPI ratings 

at r = .708. 

 There is support in the language testing literature for the outsized influence of vocabulary 

measures on speaking proficiency assessment.  In terms of helping computers rate automatically, 

ETS’s SpeechRaterSM, which was designed to rate TOEFL speaking tasks, used fluency and 

vocabulary measures to account for fully half of its speaking scores (Higgins, et al., 2011, p. 

296).  

 In the same year Hulstijn, Schoonen, de Jong, Steinel, & Florijn (2011) reported on a 

study of Dutch L2 learners being evaluated with the Common European Framework of 
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Reference for Languages (CEFR).  They found that, regardless of speaking task type, when 

rating proficiency with the CEFR “Vocabulary knowledge is always the first and best predictor” 

(p. 213). 

 Prior to the studies above, Bachman and Palmer (1982) conducted a multitrait-

multimethod analysis of communicative proficiency in which the methods were an adapted FSI 

oral interview, a writing test, a self-assessment, and a multiple choice test.  The traits were 

linguistic competence, pragmatic competence, and sociolinguistic competence.  Vocabulary 

knowledge was evaluated as a part of the pragmatic competence trait.  The authors found that 

vocabulary was second only to grammatical control in its ability to explain variation in oral 

interview ratings. 

 In a particularly relevant study, Milton (2010) summarized the theoretical links that 

explain how vocabulary acts a proxy for general linguistic ability.  He also detailed methods of 

measuring vocabulary size and reported on numerous crosslinguistic studies that confirmed the 

power of vocabulary breadth as a predictor of speaking, as well as reading, writing, and listening 

proficiency in a second language.   

 In summary, the correlations from this study, indicating that vocabulary breadth has an 

overwhelming influence on speaking proficiency, support previous findings regarding the robust 

link between breadth of vocabulary and speaking proficiency.  

 The step-wise regression-generated model of speaking proficiency, while not 

satisfactorily explanatory, is one that is supported by the ACTFL speaking Guidelines.  The 

Guidelines mention all seven of the rating criteria at the four different major proficiency levels.  

In other words, each rating criterion that is used must be able to discriminate between 

performances at all of the major proficiency levels.  While at least three metrics (vocabulary 
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breadth, vocabulary precision, and fluency) were able to separate examinees into four different 

proficiency levels, vocabulary breadth was able to do so with more power. 

 The Guiraud Type Token Ratio measure was able to reliably separate examinees into the 

four major proficiency levels, meaning that misclassifications were not limited to a single 

proficiency level.   A single predictive metric is a good fit for a model of OPI speaking 

proficiency that is necessarily limited to predictors that can discriminate across all of the 

proficiency levels, a requirement necessitated by the Guidelines mentioning specific rating 

criteria at all or most of the major proficiency levels, however, the one-predictor model is also 

likely a result of the step-wise regression procedure.  In a simultaneous multiple regression, more 

of the variance would be explained and a powerful predictor could be built from regression 

equations including multiple variables.  The single-predictor model, while consistent with 

ACTFL’s inverted-pyramid portrayal of proficiency, is not complete, and is partly an artefact of 

the need to use step-wise, as opposed to simultaneous, regression.  

 The question of how powerful the other predictors would be without having to compete 

with Guiraud’s index, cannot be addressed with the step-wise procedure because Guiraud’s index 

simply overpowers all of the other variables with its very large correlation with OPI ratings.  To 

explore the relative contributions of other predictors in the absence of Guiraud’s index, and to 

explore the possibility that a model with more than a single predictor would fill the void left by 

Guiraud’s index, a second step-wise regression was conducted without the Guiraud Type Token 

Ratio measure, but with the other six predictors retained. 

 This analysis was designed to determine how much of an OPI rating could be accounted 

for by six different automated measures of an examinee’s speech.  The six independent variables 

(Past Tense Verbs, Personal Pronoun POS Tags, COCA – 10, T2K Trigram Model, WPM, and 
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All Connectives) were regressed on the dependent variable of OPI Proficiency Level in a step-

wise regression including all 32 examinees. 

 The step-wise regression returned two models that significantly predicted OPI 

Proficiency Level.  Model 1 was comprised of a single predictor, WPM, while Model 2 had both 

WPM and COCA – 10 as significant predictors of an examinee’s holistic OPI rating.  In other 

words, all of the other independent variables that were significant predictors of OPI ratings in 

bivariate regressions were reduced to insignificance (operationalized as B values associated with 

p values greater than .05, as evaluated with a t-statistic) when evaluated alongside WPM only, or 

a combination of WPM and COCA – 10 predictors. 

Model Summary 

Model R 
R 

Square 
Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error 
of the 

Estimate 

Change Statistics 

R Square 
Change 

F 
Change df1 df2 

Sig. F 
Change 

1 .875a .766 .758 1.433 .766 98.136 1 30 .000 
2 .912b .832 .820 1.236 .066 11.321 1 29 .002 

a. Predictors: (Constant), WPM 
b. Predictors: (Constant), WPM, COCA - 10 

  Table 42. Summary output for step-wise regression models without Guiraud Type Token  
      Ratio 

ANOVAa 

Model 
Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 201.592 1 201.592 98.136 .000b 

Residual 61.626 30 2.054   

Total 263.219 31    

2 Regression 218.895 2 109.447 71.609 .000c 

Residual 44.324 29 1.528   

Total 263.219 31    

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
b. Predictors: (Constant), WPM 
c. Predictors: (Constant), WPM, COCA - 10 

  Table 43. F-test results for step-wise regression models without Guiraud Type Token  
      Ratio 
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Coefficientsa 

Model 

Unstandardized Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) -.077 .632  -.121 .904 

WPM .069 .007 .875 9.906 .000 
2 (Constant) -5.358 1.662  -3.225 .003 

WPM .042 .010 .527 4.103 .000 

COCA - 10 .001 .000 .432 3.365 .002 

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
Table 44. B values and significance tests for step-wise regression predictors without  

     Guiraud Type Token Ratio 
 

 The overall regression for Model 1 (WPM) was statistically significant (R2 = .766, F(1, 

30) = 98.136, p < .001).  The unstandardized regression coefficient, (B) = .069: t(30) = 9.906, p 

< .001, indicated that a one word per minute increase resulted in roughly 1/15th of a sublevel 

increase in an examinee’s average OPI rating.  In other words, for every 15 words per minute 

increase in fluency, the corresponding OPI rating would increase one sublevel.  This single-

predictor model accounted for 76.6% of the variation in OPI ratings.  

 The overall regression for Model 2 (WPM + COCA – 10) was statistically significant (R2 

= .832, F(2, 29) = 71.609, p < .001).   

 The unstandardized regression coefficient for WPM in Model 2, (B) = .042: t(29) = 

4.103, p < .001, indicated that a one word per minute increase resulted in roughly 1/23rd of a 

sublevel increase in an examinee’s average OPI rating.  In other words, for every 23 words per 

minute increase in fluency, the corresponding OPI rating would increase one sublevel.   

 The unstandardized regression coefficient for COCA – 10 in Model 2, (B) = .001: t(29) = 

3.365, p = .002, indicated that each one point increase in COCA – 10 resulted in a barely 

perceptible increase (1/1,000th of a sublevel) in an examinee’s average OPI rating.  This two-

predictor model accounted for 83.2% of the variation in OPI ratings.  
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 When the Guiraud Type Token Ratio measure was removed from the step-wise 

regression, the predictive power of the model dropped, but two measures (WPM, which 

measured fluency, and COCA – 10, which measured vocabulary precision) emerged as 

significant predictors of OPI ratings.  This is a possible indication of the relevance of the 

predictors that were used.  The fact that most of the variance was able to be accounted for, even 

in the absence of the strongest predictor, indicates that the WPM measure of fluency is a likely 

indicator of an examinee’s speaking proficiency.  However, the predictive contribution of the 

COCA – 10 vocabulary variable was minimal in the presence of WPM, and is unlikely to be a 

factor that OPI raters pay attention to when making holistic speaking proficiency ratings.  

 In short, given the linear constraints that the Guidelines place on predictors of OPI 

ratings, the single-predictor model of ACTFL speaking proficiency is an accurate one.  However, 

given such a reductive model of speaking proficiency, the temptation to use a variety of 

predictors, some at lower levels of proficiency and others at higher levels, to create a more 

accurate automatic OPI rater, is a powerful one, even if it does not accord with ACTFL’s own 

claims of all four rating factors changing across all proficiency levels.  In other words, if the 

Guidelines allowed some interpretational flexibility, could a better rater be built? 

Rating with Different Predictors at Different Proficiency Levels 

 Higgs and Clifford (1982), in early work on the FSI oral proficiency scale, posited that 

different rating factors were predictive at different levels of proficiency, with vocabulary and 

grammar being predictive at all levels, and pronunciation and fluency helping to discriminate 

only among the higher proficiency levels.  This model of proficiency, the hypothesized Relative 

Contribution Model (RCM), was found to be at odds with opinions of language teachers, who 

ordered the relative contributions of factors to speaking proficiency differently.  Regardless of 



   
 
 

 
 

155 

the details of which factors contributed what to different levels of proficiency, the idea of 

different rating factors contributing differently at different levels of speaking proficiency was 

retained. 

 Iwashita et al. (2008) found that measures of vocabulary and fluency were better overall 

predictors of ESL speaking proficiency than grammar and pronunciation measures, although, 

again, the different measures contributed more or less depending on the proficiency levels being 

evaluated. 

 McNamara (1990), and Magnan (1988) found that grammatical errors were the best 

predictors of oral proficiency ratings.  The former study found that other factors also contributed 

at different levels, while the latter was a close analysis of how predictive different types of 

grammar errors were at the different levels of proficiency. 

 In summary, there is a history of using different aspects of examinee speech to 

differentiate examinees at different levels of proficiency.  Considering this type of approach with 

the current data is quite attractive.  Is it possible to increase classification accuracy by using 

different metrics to categorize examinees at different proficiency levels? 

Attempting to Increase Classification Accuracy 

 The Guiraud Type Token Ratio predictor was able to automatically classify 78% of OPI 

performances correctly (return the same major level rating as ACTFL raters), but there were 

seven instances of misclassification, and of those seven, four were across the 

Intermediate/Advanced boundary, while another two were across the Intermediate/Novice 

boundary.  A purely speculative attempt, due to the sample size restrictions, was made to use 

metrics other than Guiraud’s index to classify those OPI performances that were initially 

misclassified.  Just as with the initial rating using 95% confidence intervals for the Guiraud Type 
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Token Ratio measure, ranges for all seven predictors were established, in the hope that one or 

more of them would prove to be a better discriminator at the upper and lower boundaries of the 

Intermediate proficiency level.  The ranges were the 95% confidence intervals surrounding the 

means of each predictor.   

Predictor Proficiency Level n Mean 95% CI 
     
Past Tense Verbs Superior 6 19.447 14.43 – 24.47 

Advanced 6 19.222 13.63 – 24.82 
Intermediate 12 15.449 10.52 – 20.37 
Novice 8 3.176 .03 – 6.33 

     
Personal Pronoun POS 
Tags 

Superior 6 43.843 41.43 – 46.25 
Advanced 6 48.56 43.25 – 53.87 
Intermediate 12 46.473 43.28 – 49.67 
Novice 8 35.425 28.62 – 42.23 

     
Guiraud Type Token 
Ratio 

Superior 6 11.86 10.82 – 12.91 
Advanced 6 10.35 9.50 – 11.21 
Intermediate 12 8.90 8.27 – 9.53 
Novice 8 6.73 6.14 – 7.32 

     
COCA – 10  Superior 6 9030.17 8822.63 – 9237.71 

Advanced 6 8434.00 7842.46 – 9025.54 
Intermediate 12 7635.83 7138.41 – 8133.26 
Novice 8 6032.75 5276.62 – 6788.88 

     
T2K Trigram Model Superior 6 .47 .44 - .50 

Advanced 6 .28 .14 - .42  
Intermediate 12 .27 .12 - .42 
Novice 8 .04 -.05 - .12 

     
WPM Superior 6 127.25 103.76 – 150.73 

Advanced 6 97.40 81.85 – 112.95 
Intermediate 12 84.90 70.13 – 99.67 
Novice 8 35.94 22.17 – 49.72 

     
All Connectives Superior 6 19.68 18.14 – 21.22 

Advanced 6 20.62 18.73 – 22.52 
Intermediate 12 20.50 19.33 – 21.65 
Novice 8 16.68 12.94 – 20.43 

     
  Table 45. Ranges for OPI rating predictors 
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 Examining the predictor ranges from Table 45 at the Intermediate/Advanced boundary 

indicates that the predictor with the least amount of range overlap between the two major levels 

is Guiraud’s index.  The predictor that discriminates best at the Intermediate/Novice boundary is 

WPM, where this is clear separation between the Novice range (22.17 – 49.72) and the 

Intermediate range (70.13 – 99.67). 

 If the two samples that were misclassified across the Intermediate/Novice boundary are 

subjected to a secondary rating with words per minute as the predictor, then one of them is 

correctly reclassified with this method, which pushes the percent agreement with human raters to 

81%.  This nominal return on the secondary rating investment reinforces the power of Guiraud’s 

index as a predictor of OPI ratings and reinforces ACTFL’s requirement (explicit in the language 

found in the Guidelines) that rating factors need to differentiate speakers at all proficiency levels.  

 In this same vein of using different variables to classify examinees at different levels, 

another approach was also used in an exploratory attempt to correctly identify examinees’ OPI 

ratings with the seven predictors (Past Tense Verbs, Personal Pronoun POS Tags, Guiraud Type 

Token Ratio, COCA – 10, T2K Trigram Model, WPM, and All Connectives).  A discriminant 

analysis was performed, in which the response variable of OPI rating was treated as ordinal, with 

four categories, corresponding to the four major ACTFL levels (Novice, Intermediate, 

Advanced, Superior) present in the data.  In a discriminant analysis, the predictor variables 

(seven in this case) are used in isolation or combination to predict membership in the correct 

proficiency level group (the four major proficiency levels).  The biggest difference between the 

discriminant analysis and the predictor range approach used earlier is that discriminant analysis 

creates predictive models in which different variables can be used at different times to ensure 

that examinees are ultimately placed in the correct proficiency category.  With discriminant 
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analysis, ACTFL’s implicit claim of a linear progression of all skills through the proficiency 

levels was dropped, in the hope that classification accuracy would increase.   

 For the discriminant analysis, all seven predictors were entered simultaneously, in effect, 

a simultaneous regression.  The following results are exploratory in nature and are not suitable 

for drawing statistically sound conclusions.  The sample of 32 OPIs is not large enough to 

support seven predictors.  Furthermore, a significant Box’s M test (p = .001) indicated unequal 

variances among the different OPI levels, which is a violation of discriminant analysis 

assumptions.  In short, the following results should be interpreted with extreme caution, and are, 

at best, tentative indicators of the nature of the relationship between OPI scores and the seven 

predictors. 

 Table 46 suggests that examinee scores on all seven of the predictors are statistically 

significantly different across the four proficiency levels, meaning that the predictor variables 

should all be statistically significant predictors of OPI ratings. 

 
Wilks' 

Lambda F df1 df2 Sig. 
Past Tense Verbs (% of 
total verbs) 

.438 11.964 3 28 .000 

Personal Pronoun POS 
Tags (% of total nouns) 

.534 8.133 3 28 .000 

Guiraud Type Token 
Ratio 

.185 41.246 3 28 .000 

COCA - 10 .283 23.603 3 28 .000 
T2K Trigram Model .536 8.073 3 28 .000 
WPM .271 25.069 3 28 .000 
All Connectives .712 3.784 3 28 .021 

  Table 46. Tests of equality of group means 
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 Table 47 displays the summary of canonical discriminant functions, which provides an 

indication of how strong the relationship is between the predictor variables and the outcome 

variable. 

Eigenvalues 

Function Eigenvalue % of Variance Cumulative % 
Canonical 

Correlation 

1 6.070a 83.9 83.9 .927 
2 1.017a 14.1 98.0 .710 
3 .145a 2.0 100.0 .356 

a. First 3 canonical discriminant functions were used in the analysis. 
  Table 47. Canonical discriminant functions and canonical correlations 

Squaring the canonical correlations from Table 47 provide effect sizes, similar to a R2 values, for 

the three different dimensions (Functions) that best discriminate between OPI proficiency levels.   

The correlations above indicate that the effect of the predictors on the outcome variable may be 

quite strong. 

 While the discriminant functions appear to predict OPI ratings, the statistical significance 

of each Function can be seen in Table 48. 

Wilks' Lambda 
Test of Function(s) Wilks' Lambda Chi-square df Sig. 
1 through 3 .061 71.214 21 .000 
2 through 3 .433 21.341 12 .046 
3 .873 3.456 5 .630 

  Table 48. Statistical significance of the prediction models 

Will the model predict with statistically significant accuracy?  The fist line tests all of the 

canonical correlations together and indicates that, based on the Chi-square statistic, the null 

hypothesis that the canonical correlations are equal to zero should be rejected.  The combination 

of all three Functions is necessary for significant prediction, although it looks as though Function 

1 contributes the majority of the discriminatory power to the predictive model.   
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 An examination of the predictor loadings on the different Functions can be found in 

Table 49. 

Structure Matrix 

 
Function 

1 2 3 
Guiraud Type Token 
Ratio 

.849* -.195 -.077 

WPM .660* .017 .558 
COCA - 10 .644* .088 -.004 
Past Tense Verbs (% of 
total verbs) 

.437* .348 .066 

Personal Pronoun POS 
Tags (% of total nouns) 

.281 .621* -.015 

All Connectives .195 .408* .209 
T2K Trigram Model .366 -.030 .589* 
*. Largest absolute correlation between each variable and 
any discriminant function 

  Table 49. Predictor loading on discriminant Functions 

Table 49 shows the correlations between the seven predictor variables and the dimensions 

created with the three Functions.  As the table indicates, Function 1, with the most predictive 

power, is driven by Guiraud’s index, along with fluency (WPM), tense (Past Tense Verbs), and 

vocabulary precision (COCA – 10) measures, while Function 2’s predictive power is driven by 

the complementary abstractness (Personal Pronoun POS Tags) and cohesion (All Connectives) 

measures.  Finally, Function 3 provides slightly more predictive power via the grammatical 

accuracy (T2K Trigram Model) measure. 

 While it appears that the three Functions provide a more comprehensive picture of what 

raters may be attending to, the question of classification accuracy arises.  Does this type of model 

lead to better classification of examinees into the appropriate OPI rating category?  Using the 
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different predictors to account for different aspects of examinee OPI ratings does lead to better 

classification results, as Table 50 indicates. 

Classification Resultsa,c 
 OPI Major 

Level 
Predicted Group Membership 

Total Novice Intermediate Advanced Superior 
Original Count Novice 8 0 0 0 8 

Intermediate 1 10 1 0 12 
Advanced 0 1 5 0 6 
Superior 0 0 0 6 6 

       
% Novice 100.0 .0 .0 .0 100.0 

Intermediate 8.3 83.3 8.3 .0 100.0 
Advanced .0 16.7 83.3 .0 100.0 
Superior .0 .0 .0 100.0 100.0 

a. 90.6% of original grouped cases correctly classified. 
  Table 50. Classification accuracy with discriminant Functions 

As Table 50 indicates, there were only three cases of misclassification when discriminant 

Functions were used to predict OPI major level ratings.  Two of these three cases occurred at the 

Intermediate level, again concordant with prior analyses, while one occurred at the Advanced 

level.  This type of rating model, using information from multiple linguistic measures to group 

examinees into human rating categories may have promise, as it agreed with official OPI ratings 

90% of the time.   

 The discriminant analysis showed that, with the seven predictors used, different 

predictors were useful at different proficiency levels, and resulted in increased classification 

accuracy, although any conclusions drawn should be speculative, in light of the poor fit of the 

data to the discriminant analysis statistical procedure. 

Implications for ACTFL’s Claims Regarding Speaking Proficiency 

 This study sheds light on whether or not some of ACTFL’s claims regarding their own 

model of proficiency are accurate.  In the inverted pyramid model of additive proficiency (see 
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Figure 3), examinees must improve their performance on all four of the rating factors as they 

move through the proficiency levels.  This can be seen as a linear model of proficiency, where all 

factors that contribute to a global rating increase as an examinee’s proficiency level increases.   

 The fact that linear regression was used to isolate significant predictors of OPI scores, 

and that these predictors were then used to retrodictively rate OPIs with some degree of 

accuracy, is consistent with the hypothesized linear model of proficiency.  Furthermore, 

something which ACTFL explicitly claims their raters are evaluating during an OPI, breadth of 

vocabulary, correlates very highly with, and accounts for a great deal of variation within, holistic 

OPI ratings. The findings presented in this paper, in the regression model of OPI proficiency and 

the retrodictive ratings obtained using data from said model, partially support ACTFL’s implicit 

claims that the construct of speaking proficiency in the OPI is a linear one.  These findings also 

support the claim that ACTFL makes, through language found in the Guidelines, that breadth of 

vocabulary is a factor that is taken into account during OPI rating, and that this factor increases 

as examinees become more proficient (see Table 12 for vocabulary descriptors found in the 

Guidelines).   While the reductive one-predictor model of proficiency is consistent with 

ACTFL’s claims regarding the nature of speaking proficiency, the discriminant analysis hints at 

a model of proficiency that ACTFL does not espouse, one in which different factors are used to 

differentiate examinees at different parts of the proficiency scale. 

 The fact that the number of examinees’ word types divided by the square root of their 

number of word tokens was used to construct a rater that agreed with human raters 78% of the 

time can be seen as support for ACTFL’s claims regarding breadth of vocabulary.  However, the 

other six measures of proficiency had no statistically significant effect on predicting holistic 

ratings above or beyond that of Guiraud’s index.   
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 For example, ACTFL’s Guidelines make clear claims about the amount of examinee 

speech, yet the words-per-minute operationalization of fluency measure dropped to 

insignificance as a predictor of OPI ratings when evaluated alongside the Guiraud Type/Token 

Ratio predictor.  This is true of other metrics that looked promising during bivariate correlations 

(R2 values of .766, .734, and .501 for WPM, COCA – 10, and Past Tense Verbs measures, 

respectively) as well.  Even though there were four measures of proficiency that correlated 

highly with OPI ratings, the Guiraud Type/Token Ratio measure was the only one that reliably 

separated examinees by proficiency level across the entire range of proficiency levels.   

 One way of interpreting these results is to say that raters pay attention to a number of 

different proficiency criteria when making a holistic rating (note R2 values between .501 and 

.856), but another interpretation is that ACTFL OPI raters primarily base their decisions on the 

breadth of an examinee’s vocabulary.  This is not to say that raters are making proficiency 

decisions with a single measure, but rather that this measure may be a proxy for a number of 

different aspects of speaking proficiency that are operational in an OPI.  

Automated Measures and Coverage of ACTFL Speaking Proficiency 

 Of course, any evaluation of what raters are assessing during an OPI rests on the 

assumption that the measures regressed on OPI ratings represent the ACTFL speaking 

proficiency construct, and this is simply not the case with this study.   

 Correlation coefficients (R2 values between .7 and .9), along with retrodictive ratings, 

support the interpretation that three proficiency measures, Guiraud Type/Token Ratio, WPM, and 

COCA – 10, represent some part of ACTFL’s four rating factors.  However, other measures, such 

as the similarity of distributions of rank-ordered of trigrams and lexical connectors, did not 

correlate especially well with OPI ratings and may be inappropriate operationalizations of 
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grammatical accuracy and cohesion.  This possibility will be discussed in some detail as the 

limitations of this study are subsequently catalogued. 

 Evaluating how much of the ACTFL speaking proficiency construct was represented by 

the 26 measures used in this study is difficult, but Appendix I indicates all of the language found 

in the Guidelines that I believe can and cannot be explained by the seven rating criteria and their 

26 measures.  The language that is not highlighted is that which I did not attempt to capture with 

the 26 measures of the seven rating criteria.  Much of this language was purposefully ignored 

because it was circular and did not touch on language performance.  That “Advanced High 

speakers handle the tasks pertaining to the Superior level but cannot sustain performance at that 

level across a variety of topics” (ACTFL, 2012a, p. 5) is a vacuous statement, and tells the rater 

nothing about the language that is found at the Advanced High level, only that it is not the 

language found at the Superior level.   

 Other statements that were unaccounted for were those that simply could not be 

operationalized objectively.  For example “Speakers at the Advanced Mid sublevel are able to 

handle with ease and confidence a large number of communicative tasks” (ACTFL, 2012a, p. 6).  

Terms like “ease” and “confidence”, and “large number” depend on the subjective evaluation of 

the tester/rater.  Objective definitions of “ease” or “confidence” do not seem possible.  I was left 

to conclude that agreement between ACTFL OPI raters, and attendant interrater reliability 

estimates, occurred in spite of, and not due to, this type of language. 

 However, the Guidelines also describe legitimate indicators of oral proficiency that I did 

not attempt to measure, such as shifts in register, described as an examinee’s ability to “…tailor 

language to a variety of audiences by adapting their speech and register in ways that are 

culturally authentic” (ACTFL, 2012a, p. 5).  The failure to operationalize such descriptions was a 
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matter of computational constraints.  Having the computer decide what kind of “audience” it was 

dealing with, and then whether or not the examinee’s language was appropriate to that audience 

was a task too difficult to implement.  The open-ended nature of the ACTFL OPI makes the 

contextual appropriateness of examinee speech especially difficult to evaluate automatically: no 

two tests are the same, so one cannot write code that can reliably tell the computer what to look 

for.  This is the primary fault of this study, as far as coverage of the speaking proficiency 

construct is concerned: the communicative and adaptive nature of an OPI is quite difficult to 

capture with the current state of automated language measures. 

 The range of what OPI raters evaluate during an OPI was partially captured by the 

automated measures that I employed, but there are clearly areas of the OPI speaking proficiency 

construct that I did not measure.  The extent to which the unmeasured areas of the construct 

affect OPI proficiency ratings has been left unexplored, although the predictive power of the 

measures that I did implement suggests that I was successful in modeling some limited but 

essential elements of the construct. 

 ACTFL has not defined the linguistic operationalizations of the four factors that their 

raters are trained to evaluate, and a clarification of what types of language production correspond 

to which rating factors would go a long way toward elucidating the construct of speaking 

proficiency that underlies the OPI.  There are non-subjective factors being measured during an 

OPI rating—the interrater reliability coefficients show this to be the case—and it would help test 

users and test takers if ACTFL would attempt to elucidate what comprises these factors.  

 This study showed that there are OPI rating criteria that can be applied reliably (all of 

these automated measures were 100% replicable and reliable), and that these criteria are 

supported by language found in the Guidelines.  Some operational measures were poor predictors 
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of OPI ratings (grammatical accuracy, abstractness vs. concreteness, and cohesion), while others 

were quite robust (vocabulary and fluency), while yet others were not measured at all 

(pronunciation and register shift) due to computational constraints.  The most predictive 

measure, Guiraud’s index, was able to produce automatic OPI ratings that agreed with trained 

OPI raters 78% of the time, which is slightly below the agreement threshold of 80% that was pre-

established as “human-like”.  However, it must be noted, that the 78% agreement was not due to 

any inconsistency on the part of the automatic rater, and that agreement between human raters 

and a machine rater may likely never exceed 90% for a face-to-face interview test.  

Implications for External Validity of the ACTFL OPI 

 In addition to evaluating whether or not an ACTFL OPI measures some portion of what it 

claims to measure, and whether or not those measures can be implemented in a linear fashion, 

data from this study can also provide a very indirect and gross evaluation of ACTFL’s claim that 

the OPI is useful for “global assessment in academic and workplace settings” (ACTFL, 2012a).  

 The T2K-SWAL corpus, used in this study for measures of grammatical accuracy (of 

which the trigram frequency distribution explained 45% of the variation in OPI ratings), is a 

corpus of the language of university students, teachers, and service employees.  This corpus is an 

excellent example of the language of an academic setting.  For this reason, a global measure of 

language similarity was used to evaluate the degree to which language produced at the major 

levels of an OPI corresponds to language from the T2K spoken corpus.  Table 51 provides 

correlation coefficients between OPI examinee speech at the four major proficiency levels (all of 

the samples at a given level were combined to make major level “corpora”) and all spoken data 

from the T2K-SWAL corpus.  Frequency distributions of bigrams and trigrams common to both 



   
 
 

 
 

167 

the T2K-SWAL spoken corpus and each of the OPI level corpora were correlated using 

Spearman’s rho. 

 
OPI Level Bigram 

N 
Bigram 
Correlation 

p Trigram 
N 

Trigram 
Correlation 

p 

Superior 2131 .571 < .001 914 .447 < .001 
Advanced 1634 .546 < .001 636 .406 < .001 
Intermediate 2086 .483 < .001 957 .369 < .001 
Novice 276 .317 < .001 52 .263 < .059 

  Table 51. Spearman’s rho correlations between OPI proficiency level corpora and T2K  
      corpus 
 
 Table 51 indicates that as speakers become more proficient, their distributions of bigrams 

and trigrams more closely match those of speakers in an academic setting.  This is very limited, 

but relatively clear, support for ACTFL’s contention that the OPI can be used to measure 

academic speech, as examinee speech appears to more closely mimic academic speech as 

proficiency increases, at least when the comparison is made via bigram and trigram frequency 

distributions. 

 The reader may question the use of bigram and trigram correlations, especially in light of 

their relatively poor performance as operational measures of grammatical accuracy in this study.  

However, I would argue that using n-gram frequency distributions with extremely small data sets 

(individual OPI transcripts) is quantitatively different than using them with merely small data 

sets (“corpora” of 6-12 OPI transcripts at the same proficiency level).  The larger data sets allow 

the mean performance of a particular proficiency level to shine through the unrepresentative 

peaks and valleys of individual performances.  Also, having 50 to 2,000 n-grams to compare 

(from the major level “corpora”) provided much more robust correlation coefficients than those 

made with 1 to 700 n-grams (from individual examinee transcripts).  The wisdom of drawing any 

conclusions regarding the degree to which the OPI elicits academic speech based on correlations 

of bigrams and trigrams may be questionable, but the measures do suggest differing degrees of 
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similarity between examinee language at different proficiency levels and that of the T2K-SWAL 

academic speech. 

 The possibility that bigram or trigram frequency distributions within a single examinee’s 

speech are representative of grammatical errors that raters attend to during an OPI is just that: a 

possibility.  The relatively weak although significant correlation of trigram distributions with 

OPI ratings (r = .676, p < .001) indicates a potential avenue of future research.  To my 

knowledge, bigram and trigram distributions have only been used to predict oral proficiency 

ratings during development of ETS’s SpeechRaterSM (Higgins, Xi, Zechner, & Williamson, 2011).  

However, this use of n-gram frequency distributions as predictors of proficiency was conducted with 

a very large data set and used pre-packaged language modeling software that is designed for use with 

such large amounts of data.  My creation of frequency distributions, from limited data, that were then 

compared to each other for rank-ordering similarities is a novel extension of the language modeling 

concept and may or may not reflect grammatical errors that OPI raters attend to. 

 Having discussed the study’s implications regarding what the ACTFL OPI measures, and 

examining which aspects of the OPI proficiency construct may be captured by the different OPI 

rating predictors, the limitations of the study will be briefly noted and discussed.   

Limitations 

 The limitations of this study are inherent in both the methodological choices and the data 

that were used for research.  To begin with, investigating the oral proficiency construct 

underlying the OPI necessarily required substantial leaps of interpretation from the Guidelines to 

operational measures of proficiency.  The proficiency construct underlying the test is not 

explicitly stated by ACTFL, and the Guidelines are built almost entirely of prose statements that 

are open to multiple operationalizations.  ACTFL can plausibly rebut all claims made by this 



   
 
 

 
 

169 

study by saying that the automated measures do not address the phenomena that OPI raters 

attend to, and that my operationalizations of ACTFL’s four rating criteria do not accurately 

represent those same criteria.  This is a major limitation of this study, but one that can only be 

addressed by ACTFL.  Strident criticism along this line would be unlikely, in light of the 

multiple measures that correlate quite highly with OPI ratings and the success with retrodictive 

rating. 

 Another limitation of this study is that the data were difficult to obtain.  Transcription of 

English OPIs is a time-consuming process that is not currently amenable to automation, due to 

L1 variations in English pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, enunciation, and other factors.  

The sample size for this project is larger than other similar studies requiring transcription 

(Malone, 2000), but is still too small for extensive inferential statistical analyses. 

 A final limitation inherent in the data is the assumption that the OPI testers were hewing 

strictly to the OPI elicitation protocol.  This entire study was based on the assumption that 

trained testers elicited the most representative sample from the examinees, that raters gave 

examinees opportunities to talk about abstract concepts, use past, present, and future tenses, 

provided the range of language contexts necessary to relate personal details, evaluate unfamiliar 

concepts, negotiate with a salesperson or leasing agent, etc.  Only if this was done for each 

examinee would the language from their transcripts be truly comparable.  There was a very 

heavy dependence, on the testers to elicit comparable samples from each examinee. 

 In addition to the aforementioned limitations in the data and their collection, the study 

also has methodological limitations.  The choice to use only measures that were automatically 

measurable (by a computer) necessarily limited the range of measures that could be included in a 

model of speaking proficiency.  For example, the decision to use bigram and trigram frequency 
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distribution comparisons as the only measures of grammatical accuracy was a decision born of 

necessity.  Examinee bigram and trigram distributions’ similarity to those of a corpus of 

American academic English may not capture a great deal of grammatical complexity, but the 

measures were replicable and required no subjective decisions about clause boundaries, 

anaphoric referents, sentence boundaries, question formation, T-units, subordinate clauses, or 

other traditional measures of grammatical complexity and accuracy. 

 Another methodological limitation of the study was the necessarily shallow treatment of 

each of the seven rating criteria.  The operationalization of cohesion, for example, employed 

only superficial and easy to operationalize lexical measures, which did not capture the 

complexity or range of cohesive devices.  The 26 measures of proficiency were chosen to keep 

the number of metrics statistically viable, knowing that regression would require 5-10 cases per 

variable, and also for their ease of implementation.  This study can be seen as a first pass at 

identifying measures that capture some portion of the speaking proficiency construct underlying 

the ACTFL OPI.  

 While some of the above limitations cannot be addressed, there are others that provide 

entry into potentially and novel research questions.  

Conclusions and Future Research Recommendations 

 The measures of abstractness, cohesion, and grammaticality, have all provided useful 

information for future researchers.  The proposed link between personal pronouns and the 

abstractness or concreteness of an examinee’ speech was a tenuous and indirect one, and upon 

closer examination seems a poor operationalization of abstract speech.  For example, when 

discussing abstract topics, examinees may just speak about abstract nouns, with no use of 

pronouns whatsoever (“I think a lot about freedom and truth, and I wonder about being and 
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nothingness”).  Another possibility is that abstract topics could be addressed with passives, and 

again bypass personal pronouns entirely (“If the idea is examined closely, its many flaws can be 

seen”).  In light of these considerations, and the failure of personal pronouns to discriminate 

between different levels of proficiency, a more direct measure of abstractness should be used in 

the future.   Constructing indices of abstractness and concreteness and comparing them 

automatically is feasible with a large wordlists that have abstractness indices provided by many 

naïve listeners.  Brysbaert, Warriner, and Kuperman (2014) have compiled a list of 40,000 

words, each rated by multiple raters for abstractness/concreteness.  Automating direct 

calculations of abstractness would be relatively simple with this wordlist, and the ability to adjust 

the abstractness threshold for maximum discriminatory power, as each word has a value between 

1 (abstract) and 5 (concrete), is a promising avenue for exploring the relationship between 

abstract speech and oral proficiency.       

 Automatic measures of cohesion are another area of potentially productive research.  The 

use of lexical cohesive devices (in most cases, a single word signifying a transition of some kind) 

as the sole measure of cohesion is not representative of the complexity and range of cohesive 

devices.  Brown, Iwashita, and McNamara (2005) began applying written cohesive measures to 

spoken data, and more recently Kyle, Crossley, and McNamara (2015) along with Crossley, 

Clevinger, & Kim (2014) have been at the forefront of computational implementation of 

cohesion measures in the spoken modality.   The latter have begun to incorporate measures of 

pronominal reference in assessments of oral proficiency.  While implementing cohesive 

measures automatically is computationally non-trivial, it is being done and it could certainly be 

applied to the OPI data examined in this study.  
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 A final area of future research suggested by this study is a research program to establish 

the degree to which n-gram frequency distributions reflect grammatical errors attended to by OPI 

raters.  My method of comparing bigram and trigram frequency distributions was a novel one, 

and it needs exploration.  Studies comparing results of n-gram analyses with rater-identified 

grammatical errors could provide estimates of how much grammatical information is captured by 

n-gram frequency distributions. 

 This study was a jumping-off point for future research into the OPI rating procedure and 

the speaking proficiency construct underlying such ratings.  The findings should be replicated 

and tested with a larger set of official OPI transcripts, preferably drawn from multiple 

geographic locales, before strong claims about the OPI speaking proficiency construct can be 

made.  Larger data sets may yet prove the usefulness of n-gram comparisons as measures of 

global grammatical proficiency, and they offer the possibility of testing improved measures of 

ACTFL’s four rating factors.  

 Finally, validating OPI examinee speech against corpora of academic English may prove 

helpful to supporting or disproving ACTFL’s claims that the test can be used to make decisions 

about examinees’ readiness for environments that require academic English. 

 This study has identified multiple measures that correlate significantly with holistic OPI 

ratings.  One of these measures was used to produce retrodictive OPI ratings, and achieved 78% 

agreement with trained ACTFL raters.  This is sound evidence that vocabulary breadth is integral 

to the OPI’s speaking proficiency construct.  However, there may be unmeasured factors that 

would influence OPI ratings significantly (e.g. register variation, pronunciation).  It is likely that 

I have measured the seven rating criteria incompletely and that I have mis-measured some of 
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them by using inappropriate or narrow operationalizations.  Nonetheless, the study’s finding that 

vocabulary breadth contributes significantly to proficiency ratings is a robust one.   

 This dissertation was an attempt to create some reference points for a discussion of the 

OPI and its construct.  I correlated many measures of language production and then made claims 

about the nature of these correlations, both among measures and with OPI ratings, but this 

research may also be used as a starting point for discussions of the speaking proficiency 

construct and OPI validity.  My work should lead OPI consumers to consider what the OPI 

measures and whether or not it is a valid measure of those attributes.  

 I am not thinking here of classical psychometric or nomological validity, but validity of 

the type espoused by Boorsboom, Mellenbergh, and van Heerden (2004), in which they state that 

“A test is valid for measuring an attribute if (a) the attribute exists and (b) variations in the 

attribute causally produce variation in the measurement outcomes” (1061).  The trouble with the 

OPI is that the foreign language learning and testing communities are not aware of what the OPI 

measures, so they do not know if it is valid.   

 Proficiency is not an attribute that can be measured like height or weight.  Proficiency is 

made up of many attributes, each of which may be measurable, but proficiency itself is not a 

measurable attribute.  For example, a broad vocabulary is an attribute that can be measured.  

People vary in how many words they know and these differences will produce variable test 

scores if the test is a valid measure of vocabulary breadth.  That a lot of language measures 

correlate with OPI ratings is not surprising, because an OPI rating is not a measure of 

proficiency, but a measure of many different attributes at the same time.   

 ACTFL and language researchers need to explicitly state the components of speaking 

proficiency before any judgments about the validity of the OPI can be made, and this paper was 
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an attempt to push interested parties in that direction.  I have identified some attributes that I 

believe contribute to speaking proficiency, and I have made the case that ACTFL implicitly 

supports their contribution to ACTFL’s idea of speaking proficiency.  The validity of the test can 

only be evaluated once we know what we want to measure.  We need to make strong causal 

claims about what linguistic behaviors contribute to speaking proficiency, and then we can 

evaluate whether or not OPI scores change as those behaviors vary.   

 There are currently no claims regarding what should and should not be considered part of 

speaking proficiency, and so any changes in linguistic behavior that correlate with OPI ratings 

can be seen as evidence of validity, but in fact the correlations are meaningless without a clear 

statement of what exactly the components of speaking proficiency are.  My research was an 

attempt to identify at least some of the aforementioned components.  Once we know which 

components we want to measure, we can determine whether or not the OPI is a valid way to 

measure those components, but until traits of speaking proficiency are made explicit, validation 

will not be possible.
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SUPERIOR
Speakers at the Superior level are able to communicate with accuracy and fluency in order to participate fully and effectively in 
conversations on a variety of topics in formal and informal settings from both concrete and abstract perspectives. They discuss 
their interests and special fields of competence, explain complex matters in detail, and provide lengthy and coherent narrations, all 
with ease, fluency, and accuracy. They present their opinions on a number of issues of interest to them, such as social and political 
issues, and provide structured arguments to support these opinions. They are able to construct and develop hypotheses to explore 
alternative possibilities. 

When appropriate, these speakers use extended discourse without unnaturally lengthy hesitation to make their point, even when en-
gaged in abstract elaborations. Such discourse, while coherent, may still be influenced by language patterns other than those of the 
target language. Superior-level speakers employ a variety of interactive and discourse strategies, such as turn-taking and separating 
main ideas from supporting information through the use of syntactic, lexical, and phonetic devices.

Speakers at the Superior level demonstrate no pattern of error in the use of basic structures, although they may make sporadic errors, particu-
larly in low-frequency structures and in complex high-frequency structures. Such errors, if they do occur, do not distract the native interlocutor 
or interfere with commu nication.

ADVANCED
Speakers at the Advanced level engage in conversation in a clearly participatory manner in order to communicate information on au-
tobiographical topics, as well as topics of community, national, or international interest. The topics are handled concretely by means 
of narration and description in the major times frames of past, present, and future. These speakers can also deal with a social situa-
tion with an unexpected complication. The language of Advanced-level speakers is abundant, the oral paragraph being the measure 
of Advanced-level length and discourse. Advanced-level speakers have sufficient control of basic structures and generic vocabulary 
to be understood by native speakers of the language, including those unaccustomed to non-native speech.

Advanced High
Speakers at the Advanced High sublevel perform all Advanced-level tasks with linguistic ease, confidence, and compe-
tence. They are consistently able to explain in detail and narrate fully and accurately in all time frames. In addition, Ad-
vanced High speakers handle the tasks pertaining to the Superior level but cannot sustain performance at that level across 
a variety of topics. They may provide a structured argument to support their opinions, and they may construct hypotheses, 
but patterns of error appear. They can discuss some topics abstractly, especially those relating to their particular interests 
and special fields of expertise, but in general, they are more comfortable discussing a variety of topics concretely.

Advanced High speakers may demonstrate a well-developed ability to compensate for an imperfect grasp of some forms or for 
limitations in vocabulary by the confident use of communicative strategies, such as paraphrasing, circumlocution, and illustra-
tion. They use precise vocabulary and intonation to express meaning and often show great fluency and ease of speech. How-
ever, when called on to perform the complex tasks associated with the Superior level over a variety of topics, their language 
will at times break down or prove inadequate, or they may avoid the task altogether, for example, by resorting to simplification 
through the use of description or narration in place of argument or hypothesis.
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Advanced Mid
Speakers at the Advanced Mid sublevel are able to handle with ease and confidence a large number of communicative 
tasks. They participate actively in most informal and some formal exchanges on a variety of concrete topics relating to 
work, school, home, and leisure activities, as well as topics relating to events of current, public, and personal interest or 
individual relevance.

Advanced Mid speakers demonstrate the ability to narrate and describe in the major time frames of past, present, and 
future by providing a full account, with good control of aspect. Narration and description tend to be combined and interwo-
ven to relate relevant and supporting facts in connected, paragraph-length discourse. 

Advanced Mid speakers can handle successfully and with relative ease the linguistic challenges presented by a complica-
tion or unexpected turn of events that occurs within the context of a routine situation or communicative task with which they 
are otherwise familiar. Communicative strategies such as circumlocution or rephrasing are often employed for this purpose. 
The speech of Advanced Mid speakers performing Advanced-level tasks is marked by substantial flow. Their vocabulary is 
fairly extensive although primarily generic in nature, except in the case of a particular area of specialization or interest. Their 
discourse may still reflect the oral paragraph structure of their own language rather than that of the target language. 

Advanced Mid speakers contribute to conversations on a variety of familiar topics, dealt with concretely, with much ac-
curacy, clarity and precision, and they convey their intended message without misrepresentation or confusion. They are 
readily understood by native speakers unaccustomed to dealing with non-natives. When called on to perform functions or 
handle topics associated with the Superior level, the quality and/or quantity of their speech will generally decline. 

Advanced Low
Speakers at the Advanced Low sublevel are able to handle a variety of communicative tasks. They are able to participate in 
most informal and some formal conversations on topics related to school, home, and leisure activities. They can also speak 
about some topics related to employment, current events, and matters of public and community interest. 

Advanced Low speakers demonstrate the ability to narrate and describe in the major time frames of past, present, and fu-
ture in paragraph-length discourse with some control of aspect. In these narrations and descriptions, Advanced Low speak-
ers combine and link sentences into connected discourse of paragraph length, although these narrations and descriptions 
tend to be handled separately rather than interwoven. They can handle appropriately the essential linguistic challenges 
presented by a complication or an unexpected turn of events.

Responses produced by Advanced Low speakers are typically not longer than a single paragraph. The speaker’s dominant lan-
guage may be evident in the use of false cognates, literal translations, or the oral paragraph structure of that language. At times 
their discourse may be minimal for the level, marked by an irregular flow, and containing noticeable self-correction. More gener-
ally, the performance of Advanced Low speakers tends to be uneven. 

Advanced Low speech is typically marked by a certain grammatical roughness (e.g., inconsistent control of verb endings), 
but the overall performance of the Advanced-level tasks is sustained, albeit minimally. The vocabulary of Advanced Low 
speakers often lacks specificity. Nevertheless, Advanced Low speakers are able to use communicative strategies such as 
rephrasing and circumlocution. 

Advanced Low speakers contribute to the conversation with sufficient accuracy, clarity, and precision to convey their 
intended message without misrepresentation or confusion. Their speech can be understood by native speakers unac-
customed to dealing with non-natives, even though this may require some repetition or restatement. When attempting to 
perform functions or handle topics associated with the Superior level, the linguistic quality and quantity of their speech 
will deteriorate significantly.
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INTERMEDIATE
Speakers at the Intermediate level are distinguished primarily by their ability to create with the language when talking about famil-
iar topics related to their daily life. They are able to recombine learned material in order to express personal meaning. Intermediate-
level speakers can ask simple questions and can handle a straightforward survival situation. They produce sentence-level language, 
ranging from discrete sentences to strings of sentences, typically in present time. Intermediate-level speakers are understood by 
interlocutors who are accustomed to dealing with non-native learners of the language.

Intermediate High
Intermediate High speakers are able to converse with ease and confidence when dealing with the routine tasks and social 
situations of the Intermediate level. They are able to handle successfully uncomplicated tasks and social situations requir-
ing an exchange of basic information related to their work, school, recreation, particular interests, and areas of compe-
tence. 

Intermediate High speakers can handle a substantial number of tasks associated with the Advanced level, but they are unable to 
sustain performance of all of these tasks all of the time. Intermediate High speakers can narrate and describe in all major time 
frames using connected discourse of paragraph length, but not all the time. Typically, when Intermediate High speakers attempt to 
perform Advanced-level tasks, their speech exhibits one or more features of breakdown, such as the failure to carry out fully the 
narration or description in the appropriate major time frame, an inability to maintain paragraph-length discourse, or a reduction in 
breadth and appropriateness of vocabulary.

Intermediate High speakers can generally be understood by native speakers unaccustomed to dealing with non-natives, 
although interference from another language may be evident (e.g., use of code-switching, false cognates, literal transla-
tions), and a pattern of gaps in communication may occur.

Intermediate Mid
Speakers at the Intermediate Mid sublevel are able to handle successfully a variety of uncomplicated communicative tasks 
in straightforward social situations. Conversation is generally limited to those predictable and concrete exchanges neces-
sary for survival in the target culture. These include personal information related to self, family, home, daily activi ties, 
interests and personal preferences, as well as physical and social needs, such as food, shopping, travel, and lodging.

Intermedi ate Mid speakers tend to function reactively, for example,  by responding to direct ques tions or requests for infor-
mation. However, they are capable of asking a variety of questions when necessary to obtain simple information to satisfy 
basic needs, such as directions, prices, and services. When called on to perform functions or handle topics at the Advanced 
level, they provide some information but have difficulty linking ideas, manipulat ing time and aspect, and using communica-
tive strategies, such as circumlocution.

Intermediate Mid speakers are able to express personal meaning by creating with the language, in part by combining and 
recombining known elements and conversational input to produce responses typically consisting of sentences and strings 
of sentences. Their speech may contain pauses, reformulations, and self-corrections as they search for adequate vocabu-
lary and appropri ate language forms to express them selves. In spite of the limitations in their vocabu lary and/or pronun-
ciation and/or grammar and/or syntax, Interme diate Mid speakers are generally understood by sympathetic interlocutors 
accustomed to dealing with non-natives.

Overall, Intermediate Mid speakers are at ease when performing Intermediate-level tasks and do so with significant quan-
tity and quality of Intermediate-level language.
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Intermediate Low
Speakers at the Intermediate Low sublevel are able to handle successfully a limited number of uncomplicated communi-
cative tasks by creating with the language in straightforward social situations. Conversation is restricted to some of the 
concrete exchanges and predict able topics necessary for survival in the target-language culture. These topics relate to 
basic personal informa tion; for example, self and family, some daily activi ties and personal preferences, and some immedi-
ate needs, such as ordering food and making simple purchases. At the Intermedi ate Low sublevel, speakers are primarily 
reactive and struggle to  answer direct questions or requests for information. They are also able to ask a few appropriate 
questions. Intermediate Low speakers manage to sustain the functions of the Intermediate level, although just barely.

Intermediate Low speakers express personal meaning by combining and recombin ing what they know and what they hear 
from their interlocutors into short statements and discrete sentences. Their responses are often filled with hesitan cy and 
inaccu racies as they search for appropriate linguistic forms and vocabulary while attempting to give form to the message. 
Their speech is characterized by frequent pauses, ineffective reformu lations and self-corrections. Their pronuncia tion, 
vocabu lary, and syntax are strongly influenced by their first language. In spite of frequent misunderstandings that may 
require repetition or rephras ing, Interme diate Low speakers can generally be understood by sympathetic interlocutors, 
particularly by those accustomed to dealing with non-natives.
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NOVICE
Novice-level speakers can communicate short messages on highly predictable, everyday topics that affect them directly. They do so 
primarily through the use of isolated words and phrases that have been encountered, memorized, and recalled. Novice-level speak-
ers may be difficult to understand even by the most sympathetic interlocutors accustomed to non-native speech.

Novice High
Speakers at the Novice High sublevel are able to handle a variety of tasks pertaining to the Intermediate level, but are 
unable to sustain performance at that level. They are able to manage successfully a number of uncomplicated communica-
tive tasks in straightforward social situa tions. Conversation is restricted to a few of the predict able topics necessary for 
survival in the target language culture, such as basic personal informa tion, basic objects, and a limited number of activi-
ties, preferences, and immediate needs. Novice High speakers respond to simple, direct questions or requests for informa-
tion. They are also able to ask a few formulaic questions.

Novice High speakers are able to express personal meaning by relying heavily on learned phrases or recombinations of 
these and what they hear from their interlocutor. Their language consists primarily of short and some times incomplete 
sentences in the present, and may be hesitant or inaccurate. On the other hand, since their language often consists of 
expansions of learned material and stock phrases, they may sometimes sound surprisingly fluent and accurate.  Pronuncia-
tion, vocabu lary, and syntax may be strongly influenced by the first language. Frequent misun derstandings may arise but, 
with repeti tion or rephras ing, Novice High speakers can generally be understood by sympathetic interlocutors used to non-
natives. When called on to handle a variety of topics and perform functions pertaining to the Interme diate level, a Novice 
High speaker can sometimes respond in intelligible sentences, but will not be able to sustain sentence-level discourse.

Novice Mid
Speakers at the Novice Mid sublevel communicate minimally by using a number of isolated words and memorized phrases 
limited by the particular context in which the language has been learned. When responding to direct questions, they may 
say only two or three words at a time or give an occasional stock answer. They pause frequently as they search for simple 
vocabulary or attempt to recycle their own and their interlocutor’s words. Novice Mid speakers may be understood with 
difficulty even by sympathetic interlocutors accustomed to dealing with non-natives. When called on to handle topics and 
perform functions associated with the Intermediate level, they frequently resort to repetition, words from their native 
language, or silence.

Novice Low
Speakers at the Novice Low sublevel have no real functional ability and, because of their pronunciation, may be unintelli-
gible. Given adequate time and familiar cues, they may be able to exchange greetings, give their identity, and name a num-
ber of familiar objects from their immediate environment. They are unable to perform functions or handle topics pertaining 
to the Intermediate level, and cannot therefore participate in a true conversational exchange. 
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Appendix B – Transcription Conventions 
 
Speech Attribute Transcription Convention 
Incomprehensible speech (inc) 
Uncertain transcription – not used in analyses (best guess transcribed in parenthesis) 
Question ? 
Hesitation / false start wor-word 

in-in-in the box 
Fillers uh 

huh 
um 
oh 

 
 
How unusual words, numbers, etc. are transcribed 
1683 = sixteen eighty three 
A/C (air conditioning) 
African American 
Al Qaeda 
Americans 
barbecue 
British Council 
bye bye 
cell phone 
English 
etc 
ex girlfriend 
hip hop 
IV (intravenous) 
kung fu 
MA 
make up 
master’s 
o’clock 
PhD 
ping pong 
pm  
am 
R and B 
role play 
seven elevens 
U.S. 
Tae Bo 
Taekwondo 
tee shirt 
TV 
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Walmart 
xbox 
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Appendix C – Verb Tags 
 
All Verb Tags – CLAWS 5 Tagset 
 
VBB  the "base forms" of the verb "BE" (except the infinitive), i.e. AM, ARE 
VBD  past form of the verb "BE", i.e. WAS, WERE 
VBG  -ing form of the verb "BE", i.e. BEING 
VBI  infinitive of the verb "BE" 
VBN  past participle of the verb "BE", i.e. BEEN 
VBZ  -s form of the verb "BE", i.e. IS, 'S 
VDB  base form of the verb "DO" (except the infinitive), i.e. 
VDD  past form of the verb "DO", i.e. DID 
VDG  -ing form of the verb "DO", i.e. DOING 
VDI  infinitive of the verb "DO" 
VDN  past participle of the verb "DO", i.e. DONE 
VDZ  -s form of the verb "DO", i.e. DOES 
VHB  base form of the verb "HAVE" (except the infinitive), i.e. HAVE 
VHD  past tense form of the verb "HAVE", i.e. HAD, 'D 
VHG  -ing form of the verb "HAVE", i.e. HAVING 
VHI  infinitive of the verb "HAVE" 
VHN  past participle of the verb "HAVE", i.e. HAD 
VHZ  -s form of the verb "HAVE", i.e. HAS, 'S 
VM0  modal auxiliary verb (e.g. CAN, COULD, WILL, 'LL) 
VVB  base form of lexical verb (except the infinitive)(e.g. TAKE, LIVE) 
VVD  past tense form of lexical verb (e.g. TOOK, LIVED) 
VVG  -ing form of lexical verb (e.g. TAKING, LIVING) 
VVI  infinitive of lexical verb 
VVN  past participle form of lex. verb (e.g. TAKEN, LIVED) 
VVZ  -s form of lexical verb (e.g. TAKES, LIVES) 
 
Past Tense Verb Tags 
 
VBD  past form of the verb "BE", i.e. WAS, WERE 
VBN  past participle of the verb "BE", i.e. BEEN 
VDD  past form of the verb "DO", i.e. DID 
VDN  past participle of the verb "DO", i.e. DONE 
VHD  past tense form of the verb "HAVE", i.e. HAD, 'D 
VHN  past participle of the verb "HAVE", i.e. HAD 
VVD  past tense form of lexical verb (e.g. TOOK, LIVED) 
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VVN  past participle form of lex. verb (e.g. TAKEN, LIVED) 
 
Present Tense Verb Tags 
 
VBB  the "base forms" of the verb "BE" (except the infinitive), i.e. AM, ARE 
VBG  -ing form of the verb "BE", i.e. BEING 
VBI  infinitive of the verb "BE" 
VBZ  -s form of the verb "BE", i.e. IS, 'S 
VDB  base form of the verb "DO" (except the infinitive), i.e. 
VDG  -ing form of the verb "DO", i.e. DOING 
VDI  infinitive of the verb "DO" 
VDZ  -s form of the verb "DO", i.e. DOES 
VHB  base form of the verb "HAVE" (except the infinitive), i.e. HAVE 
VHG  -ing form of the verb "HAVE", i.e. HAVING 
VHI  infinitive of the verb "HAVE" 
VHZ  -s form of the verb "HAVE", i.e. HAS, 'S 
VM0  modal auxiliary verb (e.g. CAN, COULD, WILL, 'LL) 
VVB  base form of lexical verb (except the infinitive)(e.g. TAKE, LIVE) 
VVG  -ing form of lexical verb (e.g. TAKING, LIVING) 
VVI  infinitive of lexical verb 
VVZ  -s form of lexical verb (e.g. TAKES, LIVES) 
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Appendix D – Noun Tags 
 
All Nouns  – CLAWS 5 Tagset 
 
NN0  noun (neutral for number) (e.g. AIRCRAFT, DATA)  

NN1  singular noun (e.g. PENCIL, GOOSE)  
NN2  plural noun (e.g. PENCILS, GEESE)  

NP0 proper noun (e.g. LONDON, MICHAEL, MARS)  
PNI indefinite pronoun (e.g. NONE, EVERYTHING) 

PNP  personal pronoun (e.g. YOU, THEM, OURS)  
PNQ  wh-pronoun (e.g. WHO, WHOEVER)  

PNX reflexive pronoun (e.g. ITSELF, OURSELVES)  
 
Personal Pronouns – CLAWS 5 Tagset 
 
PNP  personal pronoun (e.g. YOU, THEM, OURS)  
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Appendix E – Classes of Connectives 
 
Clarifying Connectives 

• in other words 
• I mean 
• to put it another way 
• for example 
• for instance 
• to be more precise 
• in particular 
• in fact 
• as a matter of fact 
• to illustrate 
• such as 
• namely 
• including 
• as exemplified by 
 

Additive Connectives 
• and 
• whereas 
• also 
• furthermore 
• besides 
• such as 
• as well 
• moreover 
• in addition 
• as well as 
• too 

Temporal Connectives 
• after 
• as soon as 
• as 
• before 
• ever since 
• now 
• now that 
• once 
• until 
• when 
• whenever 
• while  
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Causative Connectives 
• although 
• because 
• even though 
• for 
• given that 
• if 
• if ever 
• in case 
• on condition that 
• on the assumption that 
• on the grounds that 
• provided that 
• providing that 
• so 
• so that 
• supposing that 
• though 
• unless 
• therefore 
• thus 
• consequently 
• as a result of 
• accordingly 
• in that case 

Positive Connectives 
• after 
• and 
• as 
• as soon as 
• because 
• before 
• considering that 
• ever since 
• for 
• given that 
• if 
• in case 
• in order that 
• in that 
• insofar as 
• now 
• now that 
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• on the grounds that 
• once 
• seeing as 
• since 
• so 
• so that 
• the instant 
• the moment 
• then 
• to the extent that 
• when 
• whenever 

Negative Connectives 
• although 
• but 
• even if 
• even though 
• even when 
• only if 
• only when 
• or 
• or else 
• though 
• unless 
• until 
• whereas 
• yet 

Total Connectives (removes redundancies from the six lists above) 
 

• accordingly 
• after 
• also 
• although 
• and 
• as 
• as a matter of fact 
• as a result of 
• as exemplified by 
• as soon as 
• as well 
• as well as 
• because 
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• before 
• besides 
• but 
• consequently 
• considering that 
• even if 
• even though 
• even when 
• ever since 
• for 
• for example 
• for instance 
• furthermore 
• given that 
• I mean 
• if 
• if ever 
• in addition 
• in case 
• in fact 
• in order that 
• in other words 
• in particular 
• in that 
• in that case 
• including 
• insofar as 
• moreover 
• namely 
• now 
• now that 
• on condition that 
• on the assumption that 
• on the grounds that 
• once 
• only if 
• only when 
• or 
• or else 
• provided that 
• providing that 
• seeing as 
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• since 
• so 
• so that 
• such as 
• supposing that 
• the instant 
• the moment 
• then 
• therefore 
• though 
• thus 
• to be more precise 
• to illustrate 
• to put it another way 
• to the extent that 
• too 
• unless 
• until 
• when 
• whenever 
• whereas 
• while 
• yet 
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Appendix G – SPSS Regression Output for Rating Criteria 
 
Tense Measures 
 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square 
Adjusted R 
Square 

Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

1 .708a .501 .485 2.092 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Past Tense Verbs (% of total verbs) 
 

ANOVAa 

Model 
Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 131.913 1 131.913 30.139 .000b 

Residual 131.306 30 4.377   

Total 263.219 31    

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
b. Predictors: (Constant), Past Tense Verbs (% of total verbs) 

 
Coefficientsa 

Model 

Unstandardized Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) 2.356 .706  3.339 .002 

Past Tense Verbs (% of 
total verbs) 

.238 .043 .708 5.490 .000 

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
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Abstract and Concrete Language Measures 
 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square 
Adjusted R 

Square 
Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

1 .461a .213 .186 2.628 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Personal Pronoun POS Tags (% of 
total nouns) 

 
ANOVAa 

Model 
Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 55.960 1 55.960 8.100 .008b 

Residual 207.259 30 6.909   

Total 263.219 31    

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
b. Predictors: (Constant), Personal Pronoun POS Tags (% of total nouns) 

 
Coefficientsa 

Model 

Unstandardized Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) -2.306 2.836  -.813 .423 

Personal Pronoun POS 
Tags (% of total nouns) 

.183 .064 .461 2.846 .008 

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
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Vocabulary Breadth Measures 
 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square 
Adjusted R 

Square 
Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

1 .925a .856 .852 1.123 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Guiraud Type Token Ratio 
 

ANOVAa 

Model 
Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 225.416 1 225.416 178.887 .000b 

Residual 37.803 30 1.260   

Total 263.219 31    

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
b. Predictors: (Constant), Guiraud Type Token Ratio 

 
Coefficientsa 

Model 

Unstandardized Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) -6.770 .950  -7.126 .000 

Guiraud Type Token 
Ratio 

1.353 .101 .925 13.375 .000 

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
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Vocabulary Precision Measures 
 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square 
Adjusted R 

Square 
Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

1 .857a .734 .725 1.528 

a. Predictors: (Constant), COCA - 10 
 

ANOVAa 

Model 
Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 193.170 1 193.170 82.730 .000b 

Residual 70.049 30 2.335   

Total 263.219 31    

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
b. Predictors: (Constant), COCA - 10 

 
Coefficientsa 

Model 

Unstandardized Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) -9.328 1.669  -5.588 .000 

COCA - 10 .002 .000 .857 9.096 .000 

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
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Grammatical Accuracy Measures 
 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square 
Adjusted R 

Square 
Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

1 .676a .457 .438 2.184 

a. Predictors: (Constant), T2K Trigram Model 
 

ANOVAa 

Model 
Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 120.165 1 120.165 25.200 .000b 

Residual 143.054 30 4.768   

Total 263.219 31    

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
b. Predictors: (Constant), T2K Trigram Model 

 
Coefficientsa 

Model 

Unstandardized Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) 3.379 .596  5.673 .000 

T2K Trigram 
Model 

9.124 1.818 .676 5.020 .000 

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
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Fluency Measures 
 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square 
Adjusted R 

Square 
Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

1 .875a .766 .758 1.433 

a. Predictors: (Constant), WPM 
 

ANOVAa 

Model 
Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 201.592 1 201.592 98.136 .000b 

Residual 61.626 30 2.054   

Total 263.219 31    

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
b. Predictors: (Constant), WPM 

 
Coefficientsa 

Model 

Unstandardized Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) -.077 .632  -.121 .904 

WPM .069 .007 .875 9.906 .000 

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
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Cohesion Measures 
 

Model Summary 

Model R R Square 
Adjusted R 

Square 
Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

1 .374a .140 .111 2.748 

a. Predictors: (Constant), All Connectives 
 

ANOVAa 

Model 
Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 36.722 1 36.722 4.864 .035b 

Residual 226.497 30 7.550   

Total 263.219 31    

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
b. Predictors: (Constant), All Connectives 

 
Coefficientsa 

Model 

Unstandardized Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) -1.288 3.186  -.404 .689 

All Connectives .358 .162 .374 2.205 .035 

a. Dependent Variable: OPI Proficiency Level 
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Appendix H – Correlation Coefficient Matrices 
 
Tense Measures 

 

OPI 
Proficiency 

Level 

Past Tense 
Verbs (% of 
total verbs) 

Present 
Tense Verbs 
(% of total 

verbs) 

Future Tense 
Markers (% 

of total 
verbs) 

OPI Proficiency Level Pearson 
Correlation 1 .708** -.708** .097 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 .599 
N 32 32 32 32 

Past Tense Verbs (% of 
total verbs) 

Pearson 
Correlation .708** 1 -1.000** .155 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 .397 
N 32 32 32 32 

Present Tense Verbs 
(% of total verbs) 

Pearson 
Correlation -.708** -1.000** 1 -.155 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  .397 
N 32 32 32 32 

Future Tense Markers 
(% of total verbs) 

Pearson 
Correlation .097 .155 -.155 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .599 .397 .397  
N 32 32 32 32 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 
Abstract and Concrete Language Measures 

 

OPI 
Proficiency 

Level 

Personal 
Pronoun POS 

Tags (% of 
total nouns) 

Personal 
Pronoun 

Words (% of 
total nouns) 

OPI Proficiency Level Pearson Correlation 1 .461** .411* 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .008 .020 
N 32 32 32 

Personal Pronoun POS 
Tags (% of total nouns) 

Pearson Correlation .461** 1 .993** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .008  .000 
N 32 32 32 

Personal Pronoun Words 
(% of total nouns) 

Pearson Correlation .411* .993** 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .020 .000  
N 32 32 32 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
• Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
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 Vocabulary Measures – Breadth  

 

OPI 
Proficiency 

Level Word Types Lemmas 
Guiraud Type 
Token Ratio 

OPI Proficiency Level Pearson Correlation 1 .919** .921** .925** 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 .000 
N 32 32 32 32 

Word Types Pearson Correlation .919** 1 .999** .973** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 .000 
N 32 32 32 32 

Lemmas Pearson Correlation .921** .999** 1 .975** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  .000 
N 32 32 32 32 

Guiraud Type Token 
Ratio 

Pearson Correlation .925** .973** .975** 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000  
N 32 32 32 32 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 
 
Vocabulary Measures – Precision 

 

OPI 
Proficiency 

Level COCA - 10 COCA - 5 
OPI Proficiency 
Level 

Pearson Correlation 1 .857** .737** 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 
N 32 32 32 

COCA - 10 Pearson Correlation .857** 1 .942** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 
N 32 32 32 

COCA - 5 Pearson Correlation .737** .942** 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  
N 32 32 32 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Grammatical Accuracy Measures 

 

OPI 
Proficiency 

Level 
T2K Trigram 

Model 
OPI Proficiency 
Level 

Pearson Correlation 1 .676** 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 
N 32 32 

T2K Trigram Model Pearson Correlation .676** 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000  
N 32 32 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 
Fluency Measures 

 

OPI 
Proficiency 

Level WPM 
OPI Proficiency 
Level 

Pearson Correlation 1 .875** 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 
N 32 32 

WPM Pearson Correlation .875** 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000  
N 32 32 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Cohesion Measures  

 

OPI 
Proficiency 

Level 
All 

Connectives 
Additive 

Connectives 
Causative 

Connectives 
OPI Proficiency 
Level 

Pearson 
Correlation 1 .374* .172 .120 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .035 .348 .514 
N 32 32 32 32 

All Connectives Pearson 
Correlation .374* 1 .636** .473** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .035  .000 .006 
N 32 32 32 32 

Additive Connectives Pearson 
Correlation .172 .636** 1 .033 

Sig. (2-tailed) .348 .000  .856 
N 32 32 32 32 

Causative 
Connectives 

Pearson 
Correlation .120 .473** .033 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .514 .006 .856  
N 32 32 32 32 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
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Appendix I – How ACTFL Level Descriptions are Tied to Measurement Criteria 
 
ACTFL Rating Factor Rating Criterion Operational Measures of Criteria 

Global Tasks and Functions Tense 
 
 
 
Abstract and 
Concrete Language 

Past tense verbs (% of total verbs) 
Present tense verbs (% total verbs) 
Future tense markers (% of total verbs) 
 
Personal pronoun POS tags (% of total nouns) 
Personal pronoun words (% of total nouns) 
 

Context / Content Vocabulary –  
breadth 
 
 
Vocabulary – 
precision  

Word types (raw count) 
Lemmas (raw count) 
Word types / !"#$ !"#$%& 
 
Mean frequency rank of the 10 lowest-frequency word 
types (COCA corpora) 
 
Mean frequency rank of the 5 lowest-frequency word 
types (COCA corpora) 
 
Mean frequency rank of the 10 lowest-frequency word 
types (COCA Spoken corpus) 
 
Mean frequency rank of the 5 lowest-frequency word 
types (COCA Spoken corpus) 
 

Accuracy Grammatical 
Accuracy 

Bigram language models 
Trigram language models  
 
POS tag language models – bigram  
POS tag language models – trigram  
 

Text Type Fluency 
 
 
 
Cohesion 

Words per minute 
Hesitations (% of total words) 
Fillers (% of total words) 
 
Total connectives (% of total words) 
Clarifying connectives (% of total words) Additive 
connectives (% of total words) 
Temporal connectives (% of total words) 
Causative connectives (% of total words) 
Positive connectives (% of total words) 
Negative connectives (% of total words) 
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LEVEL ACTFL Description of Level Performance 
  
Distinguished Speakers at the Distinguished level are able to use language skillfully, and with accuracy, 

efficiency, and effectiveness. They are educated and articulate users of the language. They can 
reflect on a wide range of global issues and highly abstract concepts in a culturally appropriate 
manner. Distinguished-level speakers can use persuasive and hypothetical discourse for 
representational purposes, allowing them to advocate a point of view that is not necessarily their 
own.  They can tailor language to a variety of audiences by adapting their speech and register in 
ways that are culturally authentic. Speakers at the Distinguished level produce highly sophisticated 
and tightly organized extended discourse. At the same time, they can speak succinctly, often using 
cultural and historical references to allow them to say less and mean more.  At this level, oral 
discourse typically resembles written discourse. A non-native accent, a lack of a native-like 
economy of expression, a limited control of deeply embedded cultural references, and/or an 
occasional isolated language error may still be present at this level.  

  
Superior Speakers at the Superior level are able to communicate with accuracy and fluency in order to 

participate fully and effectively in conversations on a variety of topics in formal and informal 
settings from both concrete and abstract perspectives. They discuss their interests and special fields 
of competence, explain complex matters in detail, and provide lengthy and coherent narrations, all 
with ease, fluency, and accuracy. They present their opinions on a number of issues of interest to 
them, such as social and political issues, and provide structured arguments to support these 
opinions. They are able to construct and develop hypotheses to explore alternative possibilities. 
When appropriate, these speakers use extended discourse without unnaturally lengthy hesitation to 
make their point, even when engaged in abstract elaborations. Such discourse, while coherent, may 
still be influenced by language patterns other than those of the target language. Superior-level 
speakers employ a variety of interactive and discourse strategies, such as turn-taking and separating 
main ideas from supporting information through the use of syntactic, lexical, and phonetic devices. 
Speakers at the Superior level demonstrate no pattern of error in the use of basic structures, 
although they may make sporadic errors, particularly in low-frequency structures and in complex 
high-frequency structures. Such errors, if they do occur, do not distract the native interlocutor or 
interfere with communication.  
 

  
Advanced Speakers at the Advanced level engage in conversation in a clearly participatory manner in order to 

communicate information on autobiographical topics, as well as topics of community, national, or 
international interest. The topics are handled concretely by means of narration and description in the 
major times frames of past, present, and future. These speakers can also deal with a social situation 
with an unexpected complication. The language of Advanced-level speakers is abundant, the oral 
paragraph being the measure of Advanced-level length and discourse. Advanced-level speakers 
have sufficient control of basic structures and generic vocabulary to be understood by native 
speakers of the language, including those unaccustomed to non-native speech. 
  

Advanced 
High 

Speakers at the Advanced High sublevel perform all Advanced-level tasks with linguistic ease, 
confidence, and competence. They are consistently able to explain in detail and narrate fully and 
accurately in all time frames. In addition, Advanced High speakers handle the tasks pertaining to 
the Superior level but cannot sustain performance at that level across a variety of topics. They may 
provide a structured argument to support their opinions, and they may construct hypotheses, but 
patterns of error appear. They can discuss some topics abstractly, especially those relating to their 
particular interests and special fields of expertise, but in general, they are more comfortable 
discussing a variety of topics concretely. Advanced High speakers may demonstrate a well-
developed ability to compensate for an imperfect grasp of some forms or for limitations in 
vocabulary by the confident use of communicative strategies, such as paraphrasing, circumlocution, 
and illustration. They use precise vocabulary and intonation to express meaning and often show 
great fluency and ease of speech. However, when called on to perform the complex tasks associated 
with the Superior level over a variety of topics, their language will at times break down or prove 
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inadequate, or they may avoid the task altogether, for example, by resorting to simplification 
through the use of description or narration in place of argument or hypothesis.  
 

Advanced 
Mid 

Speakers at the Advanced Mid sublevel are able to handle with ease and confidence a large number 
of communicative tasks. They participate actively in most informal and some formal exchanges on 
a variety of concrete topics relating to work, school, home, and leisure activities, as well as topics 
relating to events of current, public, and personal interest or individual relevance. Advanced Mid 
speakers demonstrate the ability to narrate and describe in the major time frames of past, present, 
and future by providing a full account, with good control of aspect. Narration and description tend 
to be combined and interwoven to relate relevant and supporting facts in connected, paragraph-
length discourse. Advanced Mid speakers can handle successfully and with relative ease the 
linguistic challenges presented by a complication or unexpected turn of events that occurs within 
the context of a routine situation or communicative task with which they are otherwise familiar. 
Communicative strategies such as circumlocution or rephrasing are often employed for this 
purpose. The speech of Advanced Mid speakers performing Advanced-level tasks is marked by 
substantial flow. Their vocabulary is fairly extensive although primarily generic in nature, except in 
the case of a particular area of specialization or interest. Their discourse may still reflect the oral 
paragraph structure of their own language rather than that of the target language. Advanced Mid 
speakers contribute to conversations on a variety of familiar topics, dealt with concretely, with 
much accuracy, clarity and precision, and they convey their intended message without 
misrepresentation or confusion. They are readily understood by native speakers unaccustomed to 
dealing with non-natives. When called on to perform functions or handle topics associated with the 
Superior level, the quality and/or quantity of their speech will generally decline.  

Advanced 
Low 

Speakers at the Advanced Low sublevel are able to handle a variety of communicative tasks. They 
are able to participate in most informal and some formal conversations on topics related to school, 
home, and leisure activities. They can also speak about some topics related to employment, current 
events, and matters of public and community interest. Advanced Low speakers demonstrate the 
ability to narrate and describe in the major time frames of past, present, and future in paragraph-
length discourse with some control of aspect. In these narrations and descriptions, Advanced Low 
speakers combine and link sentences into connected discourse of paragraph length, although these 
narrations and descriptions tend to be handled separately rather than interwoven. They can handle 
appropriately the essential linguistic challenges presented by a complication or an unexpected turn 
of events.  
Responses produced by Advanced Low speakers are typically not longer than a single paragraph. 
The speaker’s dominant language may be evident in the use of false cognates, literal translations, or 
the oral paragraph structure of that language. At times their discourse may be minimal for the level, 
marked by an irregular flow, and containing noticeable self-correction. More generally, the 
performance of Advanced Low speakers tends to be uneven. Advanced Low speech is typically 
marked by a certain grammatical roughness (e.g., inconsistent control of verb endings), but the 
overall performance of the Advanced-level tasks is sustained, albeit minimally. The vocabulary of 
Advanced Low speakers often lacks specificity. Nevertheless, Advanced Low speakers are able to 
use communicative strategies such as rephrasing and circumlocution. Advanced Low speakers 
contribute to the conversation with sufficient accuracy, clarity, and precision to convey their 
intended message without misrepresentation or confusion. Their speech can be understood by native 
speakers unaccustomed to dealing with non-natives, even though this may require some repetition 
or restatement. When attempting to perform functions or handle topics associated with the Superior 
level, the linguistic quality and quantity of their speech will deteriorate significantly.  

  
Intermediate Speakers at the Intermediate level are distinguished primarily by their ability to create with the 

language when talking about familiar topics related to their daily life. They are able to recombine 
learned material in order to express personal meaning. Intermediate-level speakers can ask simple 
questions and can handle a straightforward survival situation. They produce sentence-level 
language, ranging from discrete sentences to strings of sentences, typically in present time. 
Intermediate-level speakers are understood by interlocutors who are accustomed to dealing with 
non-native learners of the language. 
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Intermediate 
High 

Intermediate High speakers are able to converse with ease and confidence when dealing with the 
routine tasks and social situations of the Intermediate level. They are able to handle successfully 
uncomplicated tasks and social situations requiring an exchange of basic information related to their 
work, school, recreation, particular interests, and areas of competence. Intermediate High speakers 
can handle a substantial number of tasks associated with the Advanced level, but they are unable to 
sustain performance of all of these tasks all of the time. Intermediate High speakers can narrate and 
describe in all major time frames using connected discourse of paragraph length, but not all the 
time. Typically, when Intermediate High speakers attempt to perform Advanced-level tasks, their 
speech exhibits one or more features of breakdown, such as the failure to carry out fully the 
narration or description in the appropriate major time frame, an inability to maintain paragraph-
length discourse, or a reduction in breadth and appropriateness of vocabulary. Intermediate High 
speakers can generally be understood by native speakers unaccustomed to dealing with non-natives, 
although interference from another language may be evident (e.g., use of code-switching, false 
cognates, literal translations), and a pattern of gaps in communication may occur.  

Intermediate 
Mid 

Speakers at the Intermediate Mid sublevel are able to handle successfully a variety of 
uncomplicated communicative tasks in straightforward social situations. Conversation is generally 
limited to those predictable and concrete exchanges necessary for survival in the target culture. 
These include personal information related to self, family, home, daily activities, interests and 
personal preferences, as well as physical and social needs, such as food, shopping, travel, and 
lodging. Intermediate Mid speakers tend to function reactively, for example, by responding to direct 
questions or requests for information. However, they are capable of asking a variety of questions 
when necessary to obtain simple information to satisfy basic needs, such as directions, prices, and 
services. When called on to perform functions or handle topics at the Advanced level, they provide 
some information but have difficulty linking ideas, manipulating time and aspect, and using 
communicative strategies, such as circumlocution. Intermediate Mid speakers are able to express 
personal meaning by creating with the language, in part by combining and recombining known 
elements and conversational input to produce responses typically consisting of sentences and strings 
of sentences. Their speech may contain pauses, reformulations, and self-corrections as they search 
for adequate vocabulary and appropriate language forms to express themselves. In spite of the 
limitations in their vocabulary and/or pronunciation and/or grammar and/or syntax, Intermediate 
Mid speakers are generally understood by sympathetic interlocutors accustomed to dealing with 
non-natives. Overall, Intermediate Mid speakers are at ease when performing Intermediate-level 
tasks and do so with significant quantity and quality of Intermediate-level language.  
 

Intermediate 
Low 

Speakers at the Intermediate Low sublevel are able to handle successfully a limited number of 
uncomplicated communicative tasks by creating with the language in straightforward social 
situations. Conversation is restricted to some of the concrete exchanges and predictable topics 
necessary for survival in the target-language culture. These topics relate to basic personal 
information; for example, self and family, some daily activities and personal preferences, and some 
immediate needs, such as ordering food and making simple purchases. At the Intermediate Low 
sublevel, speakers are primarily reactive and struggle to answer direct questions or requests for 
information. They are also able to ask a few appropriate questions. Intermediate Low speakers 
manage to sustain the functions of the Intermediate level, although just barely. Intermediate Low 
speakers express personal meaning by combining and recombining what they know and what they 
hear from their interlocutors into short statements and discrete sentences. Their responses are often 
filled with hesitancy and inaccuracies as they search for appropriate linguistic forms and vocabulary 
while attempting to give form to the message. Their speech is characterized by frequent pauses, 
ineffective reformulations and self-corrections. Their pronunciation, vocabulary, and syntax are 
strongly influenced by their first language. In spite of frequent misunderstandings that may require 
repetition or rephrasing, Intermediate Low speakers can generally be understood by sympathetic 
interlocutors, particularly by those accustomed to dealing with non-natives.  

  
Novice Novice-level speakers can communicate short messages on highly predictable, everyday topics that 

affect them directly. They do so primarily through the use of isolated words and phrases that have 
been encountered, memorized, and recalled. Novice-level speakers may be difficult to understand 
even by the most sympathetic interlocutors accustomed to non-native speech. 
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Novice High Speakers at the Novice High sublevel are able to handle a variety of tasks pertaining to the 

Intermediate level, but are unable to sustain performance at that level. They are able to manage 
successfully a number of uncomplicated communicative tasks in straightforward social situations. 
Conversation is restricted to a few of the predictable topics necessary for survival in the target 
language culture, such as basic personal information, basic objects, and a limited number of 
activities, preferences, and immediate needs. Novice High speakers respond to simple, direct 
questions or requests for information. They are also able to ask a few formulaic questions. Novice 
High speakers are able to express personal meaning by relying heavily on learned phrases or 
recombinations of these and what they hear from their interlocutor. Their language consists 
primarily of short and some times incomplete sentences in the present, and may be hesitant or 
inaccurate. On the other hand, since their language often consists of expansions of learned material 
and stock phrases, they may sometimes sound surprisingly fluent and accurate. Pronunciation, 
vocabulary, and syntax may be strongly influenced by the first language. Frequent 
misunderstandings may arise but, with repetition or rephrasing, Novice High speakers can generally 
be understood by sympathetic interlocutors used to non-natives. When called on to handle a variety 
of topics and perform functions pertaining to the Intermediate level, a Novice High speaker can 
sometimes respond in intelligible sentences, but will not be able to sustain sentence-level discourse.  
 

Novice Mid Speakers at the Novice Mid sublevel communicate minimally by using a number of isolated words 
and memorized phrases limited by the particular context in which the language has been learned. 
When responding to direct questions, they may say only two or three words at a time or give an 
occasional stock answer. They pause frequently as they search for simple vocabulary or attempt to 
recycle their own and their interlocutor’s words. Novice Mid speakers may be understood with 
difficulty even by sympathetic interlocutors accustomed to dealing with non-natives. When called 
on to handle topics and perform functions associated with the Intermediate level, they frequently 
resort to repetition, words from their native language, or silence.  

Novice Low Speakers at the Novice Low sublevel have no real functional ability and, because of their 
pronunciation, may be unintelligible. Given adequate time and familiar cues, they may be able to 
exchange greetings, give their identity, and name a number of familiar objects from their immediate 
environment. They are unable to perform functions or handle topics pertaining to the Intermediate 
level, and cannot therefore participate in a true conversational exchange.  


