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ABSTRACT 

 

 This inquiry analyzed the relationships between individual differences and gains 

made in oral proficiency of adult, second language learners of Spanish during one 

semester studying abroad. Oral proficiency was measured using a pre/post-SA 

Computerized Oral Proficiency Instrument (COPI, CAL, 2009). Gain scores were 

correlated with two cognitive aptitude measures: 1) the Modern Language Aptitude Test 

(MLAT); 2) a phonological working memory test (WM); and 3) a series of motivational 

and affective aptitude measures including Willingness-to-communicate (WTC, McIntyre, 

1992), motivation and other affective variables (Gardner, 1985; Yashima, T., Zenuk-

Nishide, L., & Shimizu, K., 2004).  

The researcher concludes that the students made significant gains in oral 

proficiency during the experience abroad, both in terms of COPI scores and fluency 

(words/minute). Using the Language Contact Profile (LCP, Collentine & Freed, 2004) 

students reported speaking, listening and reading significantly more in Spanish than in 

English during the study abroad; however, they reported writing almost as much in 

English as in Spanish. There was a significant negative correlation between the MLAT 

and COPI gains; indicating that students who had higher language learning aptitude made 

fewer gains in oral proficiency while abroad. WM, WTC and other affective aptitudes 

were not correlated with COPI gains in this study; WM and L2 anxiety were significantly 
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correlated with the pre-SA COPI. Finally, WM and the MLAT were significantly 

correlated, but no other aptitude measures collected were found to correlate. 

In the discussion the researcher reviews the inverse pyramid schema of the 

ACTFL guidelines (1999) and demonstrates the impact of the imprecise delineation 

between the levels. The contraction of the scale at the upper reaches leads to a ceiling 

effect for second language learners and does not allow an accurate depiction of growth in 

language skill and development. As the ACTFL scale is the standard in oral proficiency 

measurement in the United States, data collection instruments based on this scale do not 

meet the needs of researchers in SLA or educational settings that wish to investigate 

achievement in oral proficiency in varying context of language leaning.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Since the late 1980s there has been an increased interest in the field of second 

language acquisition (SLA) to understand better the context in which language learning 

takes place; specifically exploring the impact of location, duration, type of instruction, 

and other intervening variables such as attitude, motivation and socio-cultural factors that 

may impact the second language learning experience. Some of this research focuses on 

study abroad (SA). There is also a popular belief that traveling to a location where the 

second language (L2) is natively spoken is the most efficient way to learn to speak a 

second language. For generations it was an accepted belief of many language learners, 

language teachers, and administrators that study abroad is the definitive language 

learning experience. Barbara Lafford (2006) summed up this conviction,  saying, 

“indeed, for many years American language instructors and university administrators 

believed that participating in a ‘junior year abroad’ experience and living with host 

families from the target culture would not only broaden students’ cultural horizons, but 

would also help them to become ‘fluent’ speakers of the language, with more 

improvement in their target language (L2) pronunciation, grammar (morpho-syntactic) 

usage, vocabulary knowledge and discursive abilities than those learners who stayed at 

home and acquired the target language in the classroom” (p. 1). 

It is often assumed that the study abroad experience should offer greater benefits 

for second language learners because students have greater access to native speakers in 

the SA context, learners encounter more, and more varied, opportunities to use the target 

language outside of the classroom, and they are more regularly exposed to the second 
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language intensively through the local media and cultural venues, such as the TV, radio, 

movies, festivals, art, etc. than they are at the home institution or in their home country. 

Yet while study abroad is believed to be an effective tool to improve L2 learning, the 

research shows that there are varying affects on students’ SLA. Specifically, researchers 

have discussed the multi-dimensional nature of the language learning experience abroad 

and the multitude of variables that may impact the second language learning. Inconsistent 

findings are reported from researchers regarding the overall linguistic benefits of study 

abroad, based on empirical studies. Freed, Segalowitz and Dewey (2004) note that 

“interesting literature has emerged that explores various aspects of language learning 

abroad that offers a series of contradictory, sometimes surprising, and occasionally 

provocative findings about language gain for students who study abroad, as well as about 

the nature of the immersion experience itself” (p. 276).  

For instance, some studies show that SA can aid in the development of 

grammatical structures (Ryan & Lafford, 1992; Guntermann, 1995; Regan, 1995; Isabelli, 

2003, 2004); another group of reports confirm improved sociolinguistic competence 

through SA (Hoffman-Hicks, 1999; Regan, 1995, 1998; Rodríguez, 2001; Siegal, 1995); 

Barbara Freed demonstrated evidence for increased fluency through study abroad as 

compared to students who stay at home (AH) (Freed, 1995, 2004); and gains made by 

students in their oral proficiency have been shown to be sensitive to contextual variables 

(see for example: Brecht et al., 1995; Freed 1995; Freed, Segalowitz, & Dewey, 2004; 

Lafford, 1995; Magnan, 1986; Segalowitz & Freed, 2004). Conversely, other 

investigations reveal no significant differences in the SA context versus AH in the 

development of accuracy in the production of grammatical structures (DeKeyser, 1991; 
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Collentine 2004) or differences in gains of native-like phonological realization in SA and 

classroom environments (Díaz Campos, 2004; Lord, 2002; Simōes, 1996). As a result of 

so much variation and differential response to the study abroad context of study, 

researchers have begun to look more at the individual learners and the differences they 

themselves bring to the SA experience. Rather than asking what students as a group gain 

from the SA experience and how it compares to other contexts of study; we might better 

ask how individual characteristics of the students interacts with the context to affect the 

language acquisition during experience abroad.   

Limitations in study abroad research 

Many SA investigations attempt to compare the experience of study abroad 

students to that of those who stay at their home institutions, taking traditional language 

courses. However, it has been said that comparing students who study abroad to those 

who do not, is like mixing “apples and oranges”; primarily because students who go 

abroad are inherently different from those who do not (whether it be for socio-economic 

reasons or internal motivational factors they are simply different groups of learners). This 

may be considered a flaw in many research designs and should be addressed since it 

weakens the conclusions of such studies; different statistical methodologies might be 

used such as an Aptitude Treatment Interactions (ATI) study, or factor analysis to 

mitigate the limitations of a comparison research design. 

On the other hand, research only study abroad students in a single-cell design can 

also be limiting, depending on how the data is collected and analyzed. Hadis (2005) 

proposes the use of retrospective questions in lieu of a pretest-posttest design; he says 

“criterion and construct validation analysis support the use of retrospective questions in 



4 
 

lieu of a pretest and a methodological innovation to compensate for the absence of a 

control group in a program evaluation that calls for an unavailable experimental design. 

(2005: 3)” These methodological and research design issues often lead to lack of 

reliability and replicability of these studies. 

The foremost problem with the current SA research is the lack of validity and 

generalizability of studies themselves. Most SA research suffers from a small sample size 

and low statistical power; investigations often report on a group of only 5-15 students 

studying abroad. Lower sample sizes increase the chances of a Type I error in the data 

analysis, where the researcher finds a significant relationship in the data that does not 

exist in the general population. Low sample size can also lead to low power, which 

increases the risks for a Type II error in the research results, and the researcher does not 

find relationships that do exist in actuality in the general population. In either case, the 

low sample sizes of SA research are not as reliable due to these risks and it is difficult to 

move forward in the field or in research when we are not certain of the outcome. Much of 

the SA research could benefit from either replication studies or adding additional subjects 

to the researched population.    

A further limitation in SA research is a lack of adequate language proficiency 

measures in both comprehension and production, and some measures show ceiling effects 

for the more advanced L2 learners that distort the reliability of the measures (Brecht & 

Walton, 1994; Meara, 1994). As new research instruments are generated and validated in 

the field, we will see an increase in the reliability of research studies as well as be able to 

compare across diverse contexts of language study. 
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In the past decade we have seen an increase of short-term study abroad programs 

due to many economic and socio-cultural trends of American university students today. 

The empirical results of study abroad research that investigates students who go abroad 

for shorter periods of time, for example during 3-7 weeks in the summer, often do not 

reflect great development in the SLA of students (Day, 1987; Pickert, 1992; Riedel, 1989; 

Talburt & Stewart, 1999; Wilkinson, 1998). These short-term language learning 

opportunities often do not allow sufficient time, both cognitively and emotionally, for 

students to make many quantifiable gains in their language acquisition (Dwyer, 2002; 

Guerrero, 2010; Kehl and Morris, 2007-08). Researching students who are abroad for 

such short periods of time does not often lead to data that can be generalized to other 

contexts of language study and needs to be considered independently under the ‘study 

abroad’ umbrella and not produced as evidence for what can take place in all study 

abroad contexts.  

Another critique is that SA investigations begin to observe L2 learners after they 

arrive on-site to the study abroad location and do not take the entire language acquisition 

process into account. SA research often claims to show improvements in language 

learning due to, or as a result of, the study abroad experience; however, in fact the “pre-

treatment” data collection often takes place after the treatment of study abroad has 

already begun, for example one or two weeks after students have begun their study 

abroad experience (Poole, 1992, Schecter & Bayley, 1997; Willett, 1995 etc.). This 

problem is caused, in part, due to lack of access to the L2 learners before they begin the 

study abroad experience. If possible, researchers should try to collect the pre-study 

abroad data before students ever leave the home country, but it is not always possible due 
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to scheduling or gaining permission from students and the institutions for participation in 

a research study. If data must be collected on-site in the host country, and cannot be 

collected prior to departure to the host country, pre-treatment data should be collected 

before language instruction take place or significant time has been spent with host 

families.  

All research designs and methodologies have limitations inherent to the data 

collection instruments, research context or due to the research subjects themselves. 

Research on second language acquisition in the study abroad context is particularly 

difficult because the researcher and the subjects are participating in the research study in 

unfamiliar conditions in an international setting. Researchers often do not have access to 

the same technology or resources they might have in a language lab or at their home 

institution. Likewise, researchers and subjects must deal with issues of travel, time 

change, adjustments in weather, food, water, clothing, and other physical and cultural 

nuances that are not present in many SLA research contexts. Hence, while there are 

limitations and drawbacks in SA research that should be stated explicitly and addressed 

whenever possible, we must also take the context into account as we continue with a 

research agenda for L2 learning in the study abroad setting. 

Aptitude & Context of Language Study 

There is good evidence that overall language aptitude is relevant to learning 

success under a variety of classroom and formal learning contexts. For example, Wesche 

(1981) researched second language adult learners taking language courses required for 

positions that require bilingual speakers in the Canadian public service department. The 

study found that individuals differ not just in overall aptitude scores, but also in their 
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aptitude profiles of strengths and weaknesses on the sub-components of the Modern 

Language Aptitude Test (MLAT). She also concluded that students performed better on 

second language (L2) outcome measures and were more satisfied with their language 

learning experience when matched with instructional approaches that make the most of 

their aptitudinal strengths. Later, Ehrman & Oxford (1995) investigated the language 

learning success of adults in intensive language programs for the U.S. Department of 

Defense as correlated with their aptitude; they found overall scores on the MLAT to be 

equally predictive for students learning in communicatively-oriented classes as more 

traditional audiolingual training classes. These results support Carroll & Sapon (1959) 

who suggested that “learning abilities are independent of [teaching] methodology” 

(Ehrman & Oxford, 1995, p. 77) and demonstrate the importance of language learning 

aptitude in a formal learning context. 

Others have argued that language aptitude is relevant for learning success not only 

in formal classroom contexts, but also non-classroom L2 learning contexts as well. 

Gardner’s socio-education model (Gardner, 1985; Gardner & McIntyre, 1992) suggests 

that language aptitude has a direct influence on second language learning in formal 

classroom contexts and an indirect influence in informal contexts since “the voluntary 

nature of these contexts is such that individuals may avoid them if they wish” (Garner & 

McIntyre, 1992). More strongly, Skehan (1998a) says that language aptitude is even more 

important in informal contexts than in formal ones, because “in informal context it is up 

to the learner, without the assistance of linguistically organized input, to bring structure 

to unstructured material” (p. 197). Finally, other authors (DeKeyser, 2000; Harley & 

Hart, 1997, 2002; Ross, Yoshinaga & Sasaki, 2002; Reves, 1982; Robinson, 2002) 
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provide empirical support for the view that language aptitude (specifically measured 

using the MLAT) is relevant for second language learning by adolescents and adults in 

naturalistic contexts. For example, DeKeyser studied Hungarian immigrants in the United 

States who began to learn English at varying ages (child, teen, adults) and found a strong 

correlation between high analytical ability and near-native scores on grammaticality 

judgment tests for adult (after age 16) learners. He used these findings to support the 

critical-period hypothesis as well as current language aptitude theory. 

Fewer studies have focused on the impact of language aptitude for learners in the 

study abroad context. To date, only four studies have employed aptitude measures 

(specifically the MLAT) in their research design to investigate the predicative nature of 

language learning aptitude for gains made during a study abroad experience. The earliest 

was Carroll’s (1967) study of the language proficiency of more than 2700 seniors 

majoring in French, German, Italian, Russian and Spanish. Carroll found that language 

aptitude was significantly associated with the level of language attained, but cautioned 

that many low-aptitude students were able to compensate by diligent study and practice 

or because of their experiences during study abroad. As Freed comments “for many years 

this frequently cited study provided the major data which supported the belief that 

students who spend time in study abroad situations tend to acquire greater ‘proficiency’ 

in the target language than those who do not” (2004: 33).  

Much later, Brecht & Davidson (1991, 1995) used the Modern Language Aptitude 

Test as a measure of aptitude in one of the largest and most comprehensive research 

studies about the study abroad context conducted by American scholars, in a multi-year, 

multi-institution study of Russian students who studied abroad. They analyzed relations 
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among various language outcome measures with a number of aptitude and attitudinal 

tests (including the MLAT, the oral proficiency interview (OPI), pre/post reading and 

grammar tests, and several language attitude surveys). In regards to language aptitude, 

they found a very strong and positive correlation to gains made in reading; but not with 

speaking or listening skills. Freed’s (1995) study, on a much smaller scale (30 students of 

French), supports Brecht & Davidson’s results by reporting no relationship between 

language aptitude (as measured by the MLAT) and oral gains for students who studied 

abroad. However, it should be noted that this study did not publish any statistics related 

to the MLAT and other measures of fluency and only mentions in passing the lack of 

correlation. In a synopsis article about study abroad and cognition Freed reports that 

“…Brecht et al, 1995 & Freed, 1995 reported no relationship between Modern Language 

Aptitude Test aptitude and oral gains in a SA context” (p. 176). 

Most recently, Harley & Hart (2002) built upon their early study (1997) of second 

language learners of French by examining the importance of memory ability as well as 

analytical language ability (as measured by the MLAT) for students living with French-

speaking families for three months. The primary purpose of the study was to investigate 

language aptitude, memory and the critical-period hypothesis, not the study abroad 

context; however, the authors conclude that “there are several findings in this study that 

provide some support for the argument that analytical language ability is more closely 

associated with second language outcomes when intensive exposure to the language is 

first experienced in adolescence. This relationship appears to hold, though not as 

strongly, even when exposure takes place in an environment outside the second language 

classroom…more research is now needed to determine whether these findings can be 
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replicated among other adolescent learners under different, more prolonged learning 

conditions” (p. 329).  

The sub-construct of language aptitude that has received the most attention in 

SLA research most recently is working memory (WM) and its sub-components. 

However, in the research related to context of study (specifically study abroad) only a 

few previous studies have explored the interaction between cognitive abilities and 

different learning contexts. For example, Segalowitz and Freed (2004) compared the oral 

performance of L2 learners with varying cognitive processing abilities who were either in 

a study abroad context or a traditional classroom. Their study considered a variety of 

cognitive measures in the L2, including speed and automaticity of lexical access and 

speed and efficiency of attention control that were measured using a set of computer-

based cognitive tests. While they did not employ a specific measure of working memory, 

these are related cognitive constructs, and attention control is reviewed here because it 

has encouraged the exploration of WM and other cognitive constructs in study abroad 

research. The results suggest that overall gains in oral proficiency as measured by the 

OPI were significantly related to L2 cognitive skills, hence promoting further 

investigation of cognitive skills in the study abroad context. 

As a result of the Segalowitz and Freed (2004) study, several other studies have 

emerged. Tokowicz et al. (2004) argued that learners with increased WM resources were 

better able to take advantage of communicative strategies when immersed in the study-

abroad context. O’Brien, Segalowitz, Collentine, and Freed (2006) found that 

phonological memory plays a more important role in narrative development at early 

stages of L2 learning as compared to later stages. Similarly, O’Brien, Segalowitz, Freed, 
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and Collentine (2007) investigated the role of phonological memory in L2 fluency while 

studying in the traditional classroom setting. They extend the conclusions from these 

previous studies to include an important role for phonological memory and L2 oral 

fluency development; however, they found that the role of phonological memory in 

language learning is independent of the learning context (AH vs. SA). Their results 

suggest that those individuals with better phonological memory skills will outperform 

those with more limited skills in terms of L2 fluency development, regardless of the L2 

environment.  

And most recently, Sunderman & Kroll (2009) investigated whether a certain 

level of internal cognitive resources is necessary in order for individuals to take full 

advantage of the study abroad context. They examined the role of WM resources in 

lexical comprehension and production for learners who studied abroad as compared to 

those who did not. They found that individuals who lack a certain amount of working 

memory resources are unable to benefit from the study abroad context in terms of being 

able to produce accurately in the L2. They conclude that:  

Although the present study investigated the notion of a threshold of cognitive 

resources necessary to take advantage of an immersion experience, future 

research will want to model SAE [study abroad experiences] continuously and, 

using the methods outlined here, determine whether there is a threshold of 

immersion experience needed to see gains in L2 comprehension and production. 

Overall, the results of this study provide support for what Collentine and Freed’s 

(2004) call theories of bilingual language processing that must take into account 

the roles of the context of learning and individual differences in cognitive abilities 

during the L2 acquisition process. Future work examining immersion experiences 

will enable us to better understand the complex interaction between internal and 

external variables in second language acquisition. 

 

Within the language aptitude research tradition there is much interest in 

investigating how language learning aptitude impacts learners in varying contexts of 
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study, including formal and naturalistic settings as well as in the study abroad context. 

Specifically, the MLAT is a good tool for those investigating overall language aptitude as 

well as the sub-components of language aptitude since it is relatively easy to administer, 

is a highly valid and reliable instrument, and can be used for comparison with prior 

research. In addition, the memory subcomponent of language aptitude, specifically 

working memory, needs to be further explored in both the study abroad and formal 

contexts. Overall more empirical data is needed, particularly in the study abroad context, 

to better evaluate the importance of language aptitude on SLA for learners in all contexts. 

Original Research Design of this Study 

In order to address some of the weaknesses of current research, a new 

methodology and framework is needed to obtain more robust findings in SA research and 

to ensure greater internal reliability of future studies. Originally I proposed a research 

project designed using the aptitude treatment interaction (ATI) framework, developed by 

Snow and Cronbach (1977), which could be employed to increase reliability in study 

abroad research, address some of the key weaknesses in SA investigations and examine 

the variable nature of the learning experience. Cronbach’s original theory stated, 

“ultimately we should design treatments [or educational experiences], not to fit the 

average person, but to fit groups of students with particular aptitude patterns. Conversely, 

we should seek out the aptitudes which correspond to (interact with) modifiable aspects 

of the treatment” (1957).  

Study abroad research has been criticized for comparing students who go abroad 

to those who study in the university context because they are potentially inherently 

different sets of learners. However, by employing the ATI research model, the contexts of 
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study are not directly compared to each other, but rather are analyzed indirectly through 

the lens of aptitude, comparing the development of students at similar aptitude levels of 

both contexts on their gains in oral proficiency. In this case, the independent variable is 

not context of study (as in many traditional SA research reports), but rather aptitude level 

(regardless of context); and insight can be gained regarding the context of study based on 

the interaction of the aptitude level and the outcome measures. The ATI model does not 

simply control for aptitude; rather aptitude is used to group students and interpret the 

effectiveness of the treatments via statistical regression analysis. 

As noted in numerous studies, it is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to take 

into account all the variables in the investigation of language learning in the study abroad 

experience, because variation exists within the context as well as the individuals that are 

present in the dynamic and unpredictable learning situation of study abroad. The ATI 

framework, however, offers better internal validity by using a within subject design, that 

tracks individuals over a period of time, and compares the treatment’s results not only on 

the basis of outcome measures, but also in terms of aptitude levels of the subjects. While 

most SA research asks the question, ‘Which context is the best for learning to speak a 

language?’ we should be asking ‘Who is most likely to benefit from different language 

learning contexts and how can the study abroad experience be restructured to 

accommodate students with lower aptitudes?’ 

In general, an ATI study includes: 1) (a) measure(s) of aptitude, 2) two or more 

treatment groups, 3) outcome measure(s), and 4) a hypothesized interaction. In the ATI 

research design I proposed, the aptitude measures collected would have been the Modern 

Language Aptitude Test (MLAT), a Willingness-to-Communicate (WTC) questionnaire, 
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and a working memory (WM) test; the treatment conditions would be the study abroad 

(SA) context versus an at-home university classroom (AH) context; and the outcome 

measures collected would be Pre- and Post-Study Abroad Computerized Oral Proficiency 

Instrument (COPI) scores. This project aimed to investigate the interaction of students of 

differing levels of modern language aptitude, willingness-to-communicate, and working 

memory and their gains in oral proficiency in the two different contexts of study (SA vs. 

AH) in order to ascertain the differential effects of context of study for students of 

varying aptitude levels. 

Given some prior ATI research on context of language learning (Dance & 

Neufield, 1988; Maes & Van Veldhoven, 1990), it may be hypothesized  that students 

with lower aptitudes perform better and gain more language skills in highly structured 

environments (i.e. an at-home context), whereas students with higher language learning 

aptitude do better in more informal and unstructured environments (i.e. study abroad). 

However, in the study abroad literature there are many reports that most students who 

study abroad make significant gains in their language skills (Freed, 1995, 2004; 

Hoffman-Hicks, 1999, Rodríguez, 2001; Siegal, 1995) as compared to learners who do 

not study abroad, despite individual differences. Is this because only students with higher 

language learning aptitude go abroad? Or because the study abroad context offers 

something unavailable to students in the at-home context that benefits learners of all 

aptitude levels? Using the ATI research method this study could have shed light on the 

individual characteristics of students who study abroad and how those characteristics may 

impact their language learning experience and the gains made during language study. In 

addition, this investigation endeavored to add to the growing body of literature in SLA on 
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the language learning context (SA and AH), language learning aptitudes, and oral 

proficiency gains made by second language learners. The original research questions for 

this project were: 

 

1. How does modern language aptitude, as measured by the MLAT, predict gains in 

oral proficiency for students who go abroad as compared to those who remain at a 

US institution during one semester of Spanish language study? 

 

2. How does willingness to communicate, as measured by the WTC pre-post 

questionnaires, predict gains in oral proficiency for students who go abroad as 

compared to those who remain at a US institution during one semester of Spanish 

language study? 

 

3. How well does working memory capacity, as measured by the WM test, predict 

gains in oral proficiency for students who go abroad as compared to those who 

remain at a US institution during one semester of Spanish language study? 

 

4. Interaction Hypothesis: An interaction between context of study (SA vs. AH) is 

hypothesized for students who have lower modern language aptitude, willingness 

to communicate and working memory; specifically it is anticipated that those with 

high aptitudes will achieve oral proficiency gains in both contexts, while those 

with low aptitude will benefit most from the study abroad experience. 

 

While this methodological design and theoretically approach to SA research 

seems viable and a step in the right direction for context of study research, unfortunately 

the present study was not able to test this line of investigation due to very unforeseen 

technical difficulties during the data collection procedures. The at-home oral proficiency 

outcome measure data, which is vital in an ATI study in order to demonstrate an 

interaction between the treatment groups, were not recorded properly. The digital 

recordings of the at-home learners recorded blank and were not recoverable. While the 

other aptitude measures (MLAT, WTC & WM) and demographic data were collected for 

the AH group, without an outcome measure it is not possible to use the ATI model or 

properly compare, contrast or evaluate the subjects who participated in this research. 
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Over 100 subjects in the AH context were tested and did complete both the Pre and Post 

COPI oral proficiency tests, yet none of these data recorded properly or could be used for 

the present research project. On the other hand, all of the data collected in the SA context 

(including all the aptitude measures and the pre and post-study abroad COPI tests) were 

properly collected and used for analysis in this study.  

Hence, below is explained the motivation and research questions for the present 

investigation and how the data collected from the study abroad learners were used and 

considered by the researcher to add to our knowledge about the SA context and how 

individual aptitudes impact second language learners of Spanish while studying abroad.  

It is hoped that future studies could be conducted using the potent ATI model and that 

other researchers could employ this methodology to help SLA researchers and Study 

Abroad practitioners understand the context of learning as well as the individual learners 

better. In Appendix I is a brief review of the literature and explanation of the strengths 

and weakness of the ATI framework that should be considered when designing future 

studies. Although the present project was unable to incorporate the ATI methodology due 

to the unexpected events during data collection, the researcher would like to encourage 

other applied linguists, especially in SLA, to consider using this model in future study 

abroad investigations.  

Current Investigation 

 Despite the loss of data that precluded an ATI analysis for the present study, the 

researcher did have the data collected during a one semester study abroad program to 

Alcalá de Henares, Spain. In this research project she was able to collect study abroad 

program participants’   pre- and post-SA COPI proficiency scores and fluency measures, 
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the MLAT, WTC and WM aptitude data as well as demographic and language contact 

data collected using the Language Contact Profile (LCP). In order to evaluate these data, 

I decided to use a pre-post research design with only subjects who participated in the 

study abroad experience in order to increase internal validity and focus on the individual 

differences of students in the specific context of study.  As Dörnyei describes: 

 

Learner characteristics in applied linguistics have traditionally been 

investigated within the context of individual differences (IDs), which are 

conceived to be attributes that mark a person as a distinct and unique 

human being…. four ID factors have received special attention in past 

second language (L2) research (see, e.g., Dörnyei, 2005; Dornyei & 

Skehan, 2003; Robinson, 2002a; Skehan, 1989): motivation, language 

aptitude, learning styles, and learning strategies. Broadly speaking, 

motivation was seen to concern the affective characteristics of the learner, 

referring to the direction and magnitude of learning behavior in terms of 

the learner’s choice, intensity, and duration of learning. Language aptitude 

determines the cognitive dimension, referring to the capacity and quality 

of learning. Learning styles refer to the manner of learning, and learning 

strategies are somewhere in between motivation and learning styles by 

referring to the learner’s pro-activeness in selecting specific made-to-

measure learning routes. (Dornyei, 2009: 231) 

 

The present study investigates two of these four key IDs, specifically in the study abroad 

context: motivation and language aptitude. Few SLA studies have looked at both 

cognitive and affective language learning aptitudes in the study abroad context and this 

investigation will add to the literature by addressing both motivational and cognitive 

aptitude variables. The affective aptitude motivation was specifically evaluated using a 

series of validated instruments, including the Aptitude Motivation Test Battery (AMTB , 

Gardner, 2004), the Willingness-to-Communicate Scale (McCroskey & Richmond, 1985) 

and other affective aptitude scales based on research conducted by Yashima, Zenuk-

Nishide & Shimizu (2004). Language aptitude, specifically cognitive aptitude, was 
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measured using the MLAT and a phonological working memory test. In addition to ID 

data, the researcher collected experiential and context data using questionnaires 

developed from the Language Contact Profile (Freed, Dewey, Segalowitz & Halter, 

2004). 

Thus, the purpose of this investigation was re-envisioned to collect quantitative 

and qualitative data on adult second language learners of Spanish in a study abroad 

context during one semester of study, specifically examining the individual differences of 

cognitive and affective aptitudes and their relationships to gains made in oral proficiency 

during the study abroad experience, addressing the research questions outlined below. 

This investigation addresses the gaps in the literature by incorporating a number of 

aptitude measures, assessing both cognitive and affective aptitudes, and correlating these 

data with the outcome measure oral proficiency. To date, this researcher can find no 

investigations that attempt to evaluate these specific constructs and use these instruments 

together in order to consider the impact of language learners’ motivation and aptitudes on 

L2 oral proficiency development in the study abroad context of learning. Furthermore, 

while each of these validated instruments has been used in isolation to measure different 

aspects of language learner IDs (both in the study abroad context as well as in the 

traditional language classroom) they have not been tied to research on gains made in oral 

language proficiency, specifically in the SA context of study.  

Research Questions   

The research questions for this investigation look at the relationships and 

correlations between the cognitive and affective aptitudes measures. The first research 

question asks about the study abroad experience the gains made by students while abroad 
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in their oral proficiency. Questions 2 – 5 inquire about the relationship between aptitude, 

both cognitive and affective, and oral proficiency score gains and fluency gains during 

the study abroad. Finally, the last research question addresses the relationships between 

the aptitude measures, both cognitive and affective, to determine any relationships 

between the measures that could reveal underlying constructs measured by various 

instruments. 

 

Table 1.1 

 

Data Collection Instruments & Abbreviations 

Construct Measured Instrument Abbreviation 

Oral proficiency Computerized Oral Proficiency Instrument COPI 

Global language learning aptitude Modern Language Aptitude Test MLAT 

Phonological working memory Phonological working memory test WM 

Personal willingness to 

communicate with others 

Willingness-to-Communicate Scale WTC 

 

Research Question 1 

1.1: Do Spanish second language students who study abroad for one semester make gains 

in their oral proficiency, as measured by the COPI and fluency measures? 

 

1.2: Do students who begin at different levels of proficiency make different gains in oral 

proficiency and fluency during the study abroad experience? 

 

Research Question 2 

How does global language learning aptitude, as measured by the MLAT, correlate with 

and predict gains made in oral proficiency and fluency during a one semester study 

abroad experience for second language learners of Spanish?  

 

Research Question 3 

How does working memory, as measured by this WM span test, correlate with and 

predict gains made in oral proficiency and fluency during a one semester study abroad 

experience for second language learners of Spanish?  

 

Research Question 4 

How does Willingness-to-Communicate, as measured by the WTC inventory, correlate 

with and predict gains made in oral proficiency and fluency during a one semester study 

abroad experience for second language learners of Spanish? 
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Research Question 5 

How do affective aptitude variables, as measured by the scales used here, correlate and 

predict gains made in oral proficiency and fluency during a one semester study abroad 

experience for second language learners of Spanish? 

 

Research Question 6 

Do the aptitude measures, cognitive and affective, correlate with each other, including: 

the MLAT, WM, WTC, motivation and other affective variables? 

 

Conclusion 

 Given what we know about the differential effects study abroad (SA) has on 

second language learners it is important to continue to investigate this context of 

language study, and specifically the individuals who study abroad and the uniqueness 

they bring to the learning experience. The purpose of this research study was to 

investigate the relationship between individual differences and gains made in oral 

proficiency during the study abroad experience for adult second language learners of 

Spanish. This introductory chapter outlines the need for individual difference (ID) 

research in the study abroad context of study, as little has been done and varying results 

are reported. In Chapter 2 a review of previous literature is presented on the key areas 

related to this investigation. First, prior research on study abroad as a context of second 

language learning is reviewed and specifically, research on individual differences in the 

SA context are presented. Next, the outcome measure oral proficiency is analyzed with 

particular emphasis on oral proficiency data collection measures in SLA research. The 

data collection instrument employed to collect the oral data pre and post-study abroad 

was the Computerized Oral Proficiency Instrument (COPI); in Chapter 2 the history of 

this instrument is detailed and prior research on oral proficiency is reviewed. Finally, 

language aptitude is defined and discussed through a review of literature of the aptitude 

constructs, cognitive and affective, measured in this investigation. Prior research, results 
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and data collection instruments are examined including: the Modern Language Aptitude 

Test (MLAT), the willingness-to-communicate survey (WTC), and phonological working 

memory (WM). 

 Following the review of literature, Chapter 3 outlines the methodology of 

the present investigation including: the research design, participants, the setting, 

procedures, instruments, and data analysis. In the review of each data collection 

instrument, a detailed description of the test items, implementation, scoring and analysis 

are included. When possible, reliability measures are reported for the instruments as 

published by their proprietors or via validation studies that establish the reliability of the 

instruments. After detailing the research design and instruments, Chapters 4 reports the 

descriptive and inferential statistics and the key findings by answering the research 

questions. Lastly, Chapter 5 offers an analysis of the data, including implications of the 

findings, suggestions for future research and limitations of the present investigation. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter includes a review of the key areas of prior research related to the 

present investigation, as well as operationalizes and defines many of the terms used 

throughout the study. This research project adds to our knowledge in the field of second 

language acquisition by bringing together prior research from three distinct, but related, 

research agendas. Following is a review of prior literature on: 1) study abroad as a 

context of language study; 2) language proficiency in the field of SLA; 3) and language 

learning aptitude. While much has been written and researched in these areas, few studies 

have addressed questions about the gains made in oral proficiency in the study abroad 

context of learning as it relates to individual aptitudes of the language learners. Hence, 

this study adds to the body of research not only in SLA, but also educational-psychology 

and linguistic theory by incorporating instruments and methodologies from these fields.  

 First, a review of literature related to study abroad as a context of study is 

presented, specifically detailing the topics of inquiry and the results of previous studies 

conducted with students who studied abroad. The summary further discusses research on 

individual differences in the study abroad context. Next, language proficiency in second 

language acquisition is reviewed, discussing in particular the history of the ACTFL Oral 

Proficiency Interview (OPI) and other data collection instruments. The present research 

study employs a new tool, the Computerized Oral Proficiency Instrument (COPI), which 

is described below. The OPI is compared to the SOPI and COPI and issues of reliability 

and validity of these instruments are reviewed. 
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 Thirdly, the construct of language learning aptitude is explored and 

operationalized. The history of language learning aptitude in the fields of SLA and 

psychology is presented as well as the theoretical issues surrounding the concept of 

language aptitude. After laying out the theoretical basis for language aptitude including 

both cognitive and affective aptitude measurement instruments: 1) The Modern Language 

Aptitude Test (MLAT); 2) a phonological working memory test (WM); 3) the 

Willingness-to communicate inventory and finally 4) other motivational and affective 

scales are presented. Each instrument is designed to measure a different type of aptitude; 

the chapter concludes by discussing the theoretical assumptions of each instrument and 

prior research that employed these measures.  

 The primary purpose of this investigation is to examine the L2 learning context of 

study abroad for adult learners of Spanish, expressly investigating the relationship 

between gains made in oral proficiency and individual aptitudes of the learners. This 

study evaluates oral proficiency at the beginning and end of the study abroad experience 

using the Computerized Oral Proficiency Instrument and correlates this data with three 

aptitude measures. Following here is a review of the theoretical and methodological 

issues associated we each construct and operationalizes important terms used throughout 

the study. 

Study Abroad 

Study abroad (SA) is a broad term that encompasses numerous learning situations 

and has many realizations for different second language learners, including, but not 

limited to, a period of time spent in the host country, unique methods of instruction, 

varying purposes for language study, and different living situations while in a host 
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country. In this research project, SA refers to formal language study by adult L2 learners 

in a native speaking country (of Spanish) for a semester academic term, while living with 

a native speaking family. The traditional context of L2 language learning is a classroom 

setting whereby students gain access to a second language through various methodologies 

and practice, while living in their home country, and do not interact in or with the target 

language in everyday life. This is often referred to as the “at home” setting or AH.  

In designing this investigation, a wide body of qualitative and quantitative studies 

were reviewed that explore the processes and the outcomes of the study abroad 

experience for L2 learners. Freed (1998) gives a complete overview of prior research 

related to study abroad and context of study investigations from the 20
th
 century. 

Following Freed and using a similar categorization of this literature, some of the most 

relevant research on SLA in the study abroad context in the past 20 years includes: 

predicting and measuring language gains (Brecht, Davidson, & Ginsberg, 1995; Geeslin 

& Gudmestad, 2010; Golonka, 2000; Huebner, 1998; Lapkin, Hart, & Swain, 1995; 

Llanes, 2011), sociolinguistic competence in SA environments (Hoffman-Hicks, 1999; 

Marriot, 1995; Regan, 1995, 1998; Rodríguez, 2001; Siegal, 1995; Trentman, 2010), the 

quality and extent of social contact and language use while abroad (Dewey, 2002; Freed, 

Segalowitz, & Dewey, 2001), interlanguage pragmatic development (Bataller, 2010; 

Kinginger, 2011; Rodriguez Sabater, 2011), student perspectives on SLA in the SA 

context (Brecht & Robinson, 1995; Miller & Ginsberg, 1995; Pellegrino, 1998; Polanyi, 

1995; Wilkinson, 1998) and gender studies of students in the SA context (Anderson, 

2002; Churchill, 2009; Halpern, 1992; IIE, 1996 ERIC document; Kluger, 1996; Opper, 

1991; Siegal, 1995; Twombly, 1995). While the literature does find general value in SA, 
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there appears to be contradictions and inconclusive results regarding the understanding of 

how students improve during a study abroad experience, what is gained why these 

changes occur, and how individuals perform differently over time?  

Studies in SA research that concentrate on the differences between the SA context 

and the traditional L2 classroom context in the students’ home country include: overall 

L2 acquisition (Perez-Vidal, 2011), the acquisition of listening skills (Carroll, 1967), 

grammatical morphemes and lexical distinctions (DeKeyser, 1986, 1991; Isabelli-Garcia, 

2010; Guntermann, 1995), grammatical competence and writing skills (Perez-Vidal & 

Juan-Garau, 2011; Sasaki, 2007; Veguez, 1984), syntactic issues (Huebner, 1995), 

measures of fluency (Freed, 1995; Lord, 2009; Taguchi, 2011), length of study 

(Castaneda & Zirger, 2011; Davidson, 2010; Martinsen, 2010; Milleret, Stansfield & 

Mann-Kenyon, 1991; Munoz, 2011; Serrano, Llanes & Tragant, 2011), choices in major 

and career after returning from study abroad (Baker, 1985), previous language experience 

(Marques-Pascual, 2011), cultural sensitivity during and after SA (Martinsen, 2011), and 

the use of communication strategies (DeKeyser, 1986, 1990, 1991; Lafford, 1995). 

Questions are raised by SLA researchers regarding the nature of study abroad itself and 

how the supposed immersion of the SA context compares to other intensive language 

learning programs such as intensive domestic immersion programs (IM) (Breiner-

Sanders, Richter & Chi, 1999; DeKeyser, 1991; Freed, Segalowitz & Dewey, 2004; 

Huebner, 1995; Lafford, 1995; Lapkin, Hart & Swain, 1995; Liskin-Gasparro, 1998; 

McKee, 1983). Finally, other studies look at students’ experience upon return from the 

SA experience, focusing on individual identity development and sociocultural 

perspectives (Kinginger, 2011; Yang, 2010; Marx & Pray, 2011). 
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A number of SLA scholars focus their research on gains made during study 

abroad with specific syntactic and structural measures, for example vocabulary 

development or tense and aspect marking, both for long term as well as short term stays 

abroad (Allen & Herron, 2003; Bacon, 2002; Collentine, 2004; Howard, 2001; Martinez-

Arbelaiz & Pereira-Rodriguez, 2008; Towell et al., 1996). Lennon (1990) found that 

German students of English in an SA context increased their syntactic complexity during 

the treatment period. Ryan and Lafford (1992) investigated the effect of context of 

learning on morpheme acquisition order in Spanish, attempting to establish stages of 

development of the copulas ser and estar ‘to be’. They concluded that SA participants do 

indeed acquire the differences between the copulas and furthermore, pass through the 

same five stages of development in learning the copulas as students who stay at home. 

Similarly, Guntermann (1995) studies the development of grammatical contrast in 

Spanish looking at three distinct form – function pairs. The study shows that the SA 

subjects significantly improve their use of copulas in the past tense as compared to 

control subjects who did not study abroad. Regan (1995) analyzes acquisition of negation 

in French by advanced SA students from Ireland. The results reveal significant increase 

in the rate of deletion of the pro-clitic negative particle ne after the study abroad 

experience. Regan thus concludes that SA increases the rate of acquisition of negation in 

French.  

Isabelli (2002) reports that students of Spanish in a SA context become sensitive 

to subject-pronoun omission and subject-verb inversion in subordinate clauses. Collentine 

(2004) however found that students who do not study abroad show greater development 

on discrete grammatical and lexical features than students in the SA context; despite his 
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conclusions, he reports that the SA group “demonstrated that it could produce more 

instances of “narrative behaviors” and more semantically dense lexical types in a given 

time frame that the AH group” (2004: 245). In 2004, Isabelli further studied three 

syntactic properties proposed to be related to the null subject parameter (under the 

universal grammar (UG) framework) by learners of Spanish in the SA context. The 

results show significant improvement on all the properties, specifically that the subjects 

perform native-like on subject pronoun omission and subject-verb inversion, however 

they do not perform native-like on that-trace-effect. Lastly, Isabelli & Nishida (2005) 

examined longitudinal data (9 month SA experience) on the development of the Spanish 

subjunctive by SA participants as compared to a control group. They find that the SA 

group performed better than the control group and showed great improvement in 

production of subjunctive-related structure as well as general use of the subjunctive 

overall. 

A few research studies look at phonological development and improved 

pronunciation as a result of study abroad (Díaz-Campos, 2004; Lord, 2002, 2006; 

Simões, 1996) as well as intonation patters during SA (Henriksen, Geeslin & Willis, 

2010). The studies are not conclusive, given that, for example, Simões (1996) finds 

improved vowel production in his participants, while Díaz-Campos (2004) did not find 

evidence of improved phonological skills by students who participated in study abroad. 

Within the research on second language acquisition in the study abroad context, it 

appears that the foremost benefit of language study abroad is increased oral language 

skills in the target language, as measured by fluency, accuracy or pronunciation. Hence 

the present research project will focus on gains in oral proficiency and production (as 
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opposed to written or listening skills) in order to add to the literature in this area and add 

to the reliability of findings on oral proficiency gains made by second language learners 

using a newer testing instrument the Computerized Oral Proficiency Instrument (COPI) 

which is based on the ACTFL Guidelines is employed to collect the oral proficiency data.  

Individual Differences 

In addition to examining proficiency gains, study abroad investigations include 

research on individual differences that may affect learners within the same context in a 

variety of unpredictable ways. For instance, in one of the largest studies on oral 

proficiency Ginsberg (1992) evaluates 658 students of Russian in the Predictors Study 

(using the American Council of Teachers of Russian (ACTR) database) and correlates 

variables such as prior language study, age when language study began, home language, 

university major/minor, gender, Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) scores, and 

previous immersion experience with proficiency gains (as measured by the OPI and ETS 

battery exams). The study finds that pre-OPI, pre-ETS scores, pre-ACTR qualifying 

exams, high school Russian, gender (= male), and university major were significant 

predictors for gains on the OPI exam.  

Moyer (1999) looks at the effects of age, motivation and instruction on L2 

phonology for English speakers learning German. This study concludes that better 

performance in pronunciation is related to professional motivation; however, Moyer also 

notes that subjects exposed to the target language between ages 11-15 were more likely to 

achieve more native-like pronunciation. Piske, MacKay & Flege (2001) examines accent 

and pronunciation in the L2 and correlated these factors with individual differences such 

as: age of learning, length of residence in L2 country, gender, formal instruction, 
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motivation, aptitude, and amount of L1 use with native speakers. Bongaerts et al. (1997) 

also investigates the age factor in relationship to English L2 pronunciation. They observe 

that beginning to study a language later in life does not necessarily preclude higher 

achievement on native-like pronunciation; in addition, they found that highly successful 

students are more likely to have better performance on pronunciation measures and 

conclude that individual differences may give us clues to students’ aptitudes for ultimate 

L2 attainment.  

Specific individual differences of cognitive and affective aptitudes are examined 

in the study abroad context in a only a few studies; for example, Sunderman & Kroll 

(2008) looks at whether a certain level of internal cognitive resources, specifically the 

role of working memory, is necessary in order for individuals to take full advantage of 

the SA language learning context. They conclude that both cognitive resources of 

working memory and the L2 learning experience abroad affect L2 processing, but their 

results show that it is the interaction of the two that are strongest in L2 accuracy. They 

say “…individuals who lack a certain threshold of resources are unable to benefit from 

the study abroad context in terms of being able to produce accurately in the L2” (2008: 

98). More recently Dekeyser (2010) discusses processing in terms of monitoring 

processes that take place in the study abroad context. Based on his study of 16 students 

abroad he finds that “…students who monitored the most gained the 

most…[Additionally], Students cannot benefit very much from a stay abroad if they have 

not acquired adequate knowledge in the classroom on which to base their practice” 

(2010: 89).  These and other studies show that individual differences of learners can have 
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a large impact on their ability to take advantage of the study abroad context and make 

significant gains in their language skills.  

While this research provides significant findings and helps us better understand 

what motivators and context of language learning improve SLA for L2 learners, there is a 

need to identify which individual variables affect certain learners, and in which contexts 

these variables may either hinder or aid L2 learners the most. The present study aims to 

address these issues by collecting data on individual differences, specifically language 

learning aptitudes, of the students in the study abroad context and adding to the research 

in this area. 

Language Proficiency in SLA 

Second language proficiency is made up of a variety of skills and abilities; most 

basically it is one’s capacity to speak or perform a linguistic task (reading, writing or 

speaking) in an acquired language. Fluency and language competence are often 

recognized by applied linguists as being related but separate constructs from general 

language proficiency. The present project focuses on gains in oral proficiency; 

proficiency in this study refers to a learner’s abilities in the oral mode unless otherwise 

specified.  Fluency measures are also calculated using transcripts from the oral 

proficiency tests and is operationalized as words per minute (following Collentine & 

Freed, 2004). In the predominant frameworks in the United States, proficient speakers of 

a second language demonstrate both accuracy and fluency, and use a variety of discourse 

strategies.  

In the 1970s John Oller was instrumental in investigating the construct of 

language proficiency using factor analysis and “his empirical results were interpreted 
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within a coherent framework of relatively sophisticated theoretical constructs (e.g. the 

pragmatic expectancy grammar) derived from applied linguistics. Oller’s (1981) 

provocative claim on the basis of his research and theory that language proficiency was 

largely indistinguishable from intelligence spurred considerable theoretical 

controversy…” (Harley et. al, 1990, p. 9). As a result of Oller’s work, other important 

studies emerged in the field of language proficiency research and two key frameworks 

were generally accepted during the 1980s, including the communicative competence 

framework (Canale & Swain, 1980) and the distinction between language in context-

embedded vs. context-reduced situations (Cummings, 1984).  Later, in their review of 

second language proficiency, Harley, Cummins, Swain & Allen (1990) explore the 

definition of language proficiency by taking into consideration the applied, theoretical 

and methodological issues that arise when teaching and learning a second language.  In 

their operationalization of traits in their large-scale proficiency study, Harley et. al. 

distinguish between grammatical (accuracy within sentences), discourse (textual cohesion 

and coherence) and sociolinguistic (social appropriateness of language use) traits that 

make up both written and spoken second language proficiency (1990: 12). This is the 

view that is largely maintained today in language proficiency research in all modes of 

communication and specifically informs the ACTFL guidelines (1999) which is the basis 

for the oral proficiency test used in the present investigation. 

As a result of these theoretical discussions and the increased awareness in 

educational institutions of the importance of language proficiency, a more standardized 

methodology for evaluation and testing of language proficiency, specifically oral 

language proficiency was required. In the United States, the best-known measure is the 
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ACTFL OPI, which is described as "a standardized procedure for the global assessment 

of functional speaking ability" (Swender, 1999, p. 1). In the late 1970s – 1980s, the 

procedure known as the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) was introduced to the academic 

world through the work of the Educational Testing Service (ETS) and the American 

Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL). Although OPI assessment 

procedures had been used since the 1950s by the Foreign Service Institute to assess the 

speaking proficiency of people serving in the United States Diplomatic Corps, the 

procedure became more widely used in various U.S. government agencies and was 

brought to the civil sector during this time. Through the research and publications 

generated by ACTFL, thousands of educators have been trained in the OPI elicitation and 

rating procedures and they are now considered the standard in the United States for oral 

proficiency testing (Clark & Clifford, 1988).  

In the ACTFL OPI, a trained and certified interviewer elicits speech performances 

from the second language learner through a standardized procedure; the interviewer 

adapts the difficulty of the prompts to the learner’s proficiency level, as defined by the 

Speaking Proficiency Guidelines (ACTFL, 1986, 1999). The interviewer also takes into 

account the learner's experience and interests, while trying to create an authentic and 

interactive experience during the examination. Each test has four phases: 1) a warm-up 

phase, where the interviewer establishes rapport with the student and makes an initial 

evaluation of the student’s  proficiency level; level checks, where the interviewer 

continues to ascertain that the student can function at a given ACTFL proficiency level; 

3) probes to determine whether the student demonstrates sustained performance of the 

requirements for the next higher level, during this phase the interviewer may use role-
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plays to elicit a performance more appropriate to language use outside the interview 

situation; 4) and finally, when confident enough to determine the student's proficiency 

level, the interviewer concludes the procedure with a wind-down phase that eases the 

candidate out of the testing situation. Often, an OPI interview is taped for later 

verification, although this depends on the situation and the purpose for testing.  

A number of studies have investigated the reliability of the ACTFL OPI and 

found interrater reliability for the ACTFL OPI to be reliable in most cases, and rater 

disparity to be within one sublevel.  For the present study the COPI test was used to 

collect oral proficiency samples and ratings. The COPI is based on the ACTFL guidelines 

and uses a similar format to the OPI, although administered electronically. Hence the 

reliability of the OPI instrument is important to establish for the discussion of the COPI 

below. There are different types of reliability measures which can be used to ascertain the 

level of consistency for raters on a particular instrument; for example interrater reliability 

measures (such as Cohen’s Kappa) are correlational and parametric in nature, as 

compared to measures of agreement (such as percentages) which are nonparametric in 

nature. In the social sciences there is a range of acceptable Kappa scores used to establish 

reliability for a data collection instrument; generally a Kappa coefficient between .7 and 

.9 is considered to be valid.  

For example, Magnan (1986) reported interrater agreement for OPIs of 40 French 

students as .72 (Cohen’s Kappa). Dandonoli and Henning (1990) conducted a construct 

validity study, and found interrater reliability for oral proficiency ratings to be Kappa 

=.98 in English, and Kappa = .97 in French. Thompson (1995) reported coefficients 

(Pearson’s correlations) for five languages: .87 for French, .85 for Spanish, .90 for 
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Russian, .84 for English, and .86 for German. After the 1999 revisions of the ACTFL 

guidelines, Surface and Dierdorff (2003) completed a comprehensive analysis reporting 

interrater consistency and agreement data obtained from 5,881 samples for 19 different 

languages and found the overall interrater consistency across all rater pairs in all included 

languages to be significant with Kappa = .92 overall. 

In order to be successful, a good OPI test requires a well-trained interviewer to 

adequately evaluate the proficiency level of the second language learner; hence, an OPI 

interview is labor-intensive since it must be one-on-one (either in a face-to-face interview 

or on the phone) between a trained interviewer and the second language student at a 

specific time. As a result of the time and training required to conduct reliable OPIs, the 

Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL) developed a self-administering, tape-mediated 

Simulated Oral Proficiency Interview (SOPI). The original motivation for the 

development of the SOPI was the need to assess oral proficiency in less commonly taught 

languages in the United States (for example, Mandarin and Portuguese). Due to the small 

number of language teachers and learners and lack of funding for these programs, it is 

impractical to train on-site ACTFL OPI raters in those languages.  

To address this need, CAL developed the SOPI as an oral proficiency test that 

could be administered by anyone, even in small language programs that lack access to an 

OPI certified interviewer at any location. The recorded test tapes are then mailed to 

ACTFL-certified raters at a central location for evaluation and rating. The first SOPIs 

developed were for Mandarin Chinese (Clark, 1988), Portuguese (Stansfield, et al., 

1990), Hebrew (Shohamy, Gordon, Kenyon, & Stansfield, 1989), Hausa (Stansfield & 

Kenyon, 1993), and Indonesian (Stansfield & Kenyon, 1992a). In addition, CAL has 
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developed SOPIs in Japanese, Arabic, Spanish, French, German, and Russian, with 

accompanying self-instructional rater training kits (Kenyon, 1997; Norris, 1997). 

The SOPI reproduces the OPI procedure as closely as possible, given the tape-

recorded format (Kuo & Jiang, 1997; Stansfield, 1990). Instead of a one-on-one 

interview, the SOPI elicits the student's speech performance by means of carefully 

constructed tasks. These tasks are constructed by professional language evaluators using 

the ACTFL guidelines and are specifically designed to elicit speech performances ratable 

according to the criteria of the ACTFL guidelines. Some aspects of the OPI are more 

flexible than the SOPI—for example, in an OPI the interviewer (and less frequently, the 

examinee) raise and develop topics—but the SOPI topics are fixed. In a SOPI, the content 

covered is the same for all students, and they do not have a choice as to which broad 

topics they are going to discuss; each SOPI task covers a different content area, however, 

in such a way that specialized knowledge in any area, or lack of it, generally should not 

influence the student's overall performance (Kenyon & Malabonga, 2001). In addition, in 

the SOPI students have a fixed amount of time to think about their response (15 – 45 

seconds), depending on the complexity of the task, as well as a fixed amount of time to 

respond (45 seconds - 1 minute and 45 seconds) which differs from the more open-ended 

format of the OPI. Similarly, the COPI used for the present research investigation elicits 

and records a speech performance in the second language, but uses a computer-mediated 

format instead of tapes; this test is explained in more detail below but it is important to 

note here that the COPI was designed in a similar fashion to the SOPI and is also based 

on the ACTFL guidelines. Despite the differences between the OPI and the SOPI, 

correlations between the proficiency level ratings on the two tests are very high, 
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averaging .92 (Stansfield & Kenyon, 1992b). For instance, in their study of German 

students, 90% received the same rating on the SOPI and the OPI (Kenyon & Tschirner, 

2000). Since 1982, the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (ACTFL, 1982, 1986; Breiner-

Sanders et al. 2000) and ACFTL OPI have been widely used by foreign language 

teachers, administrators and language teaching institutions. Yet, the guidelines, the OPI 

and the SOPI also received considerable criticism by SLA researchers and language 

testing critics. Malone (2003b) notes, “Many critics have focused their concern on the 

‘experiential’ process used to develop the hierarchy of the Guidelines and their 

descriptors or have questioned the validity of the ACTFL OPI. Other critics, such as 

Thompson, have questioned the inter-rater reliability of the ACTFI OPI” (1999, p. 491). 

One principal downfall of the ACTFL OPI test that has been identified is that proficiency 

itself is not defined; instead, levels of real-life or actual language use are acknowledged 

and therefore considered to be characteristic of the performance of competent language 

users to varying degrees (Bachman, 1990). Messick (1994) notes that components of 

performance assessments sometimes confound performance itself with performance used 

as a means for assessment; for example he cites “an arts contest or an Olympic figure 

skating competition or a science fair [as similar instances where] inferences are not to be 

made about the competencies or other attributes of the performers, that is, inferences 

from observed behavior to constructs such as knowledge and skill underlying that 

behavior” (1994, p. 14). Similarly Hagen says, “proficiency is . . . like judging a 

gymnast’s routine on the parallel bars, where a score is based on the impressions of an 

observer and is in keeping with a set of conventions and standards” (1990, p. 50). Even 
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the ACTFL training manual points out that “some shortcomings may reflect performance 

errors rather than flaws in the underlying competence of the speaker” (1986, p. 2).  

In his review of the 1999 revised version of the OPI training manual, Salaberry 

(2000) identifies three key downfalls of the OPI testing procedure, stating that it: 1) lacks 

features of conversational interaction, 2) offers a limited range of interactional contexts 

and 3) lacks specification of the content areas addressed (2000: 298-300). He also 

comments that “since the 1980s proponents of proficiency examinations such as the 

ACTFL have been criticized for the low validity and reliability of tests such as the OPI. 

Despite these strong concerns, the most recent edition of the ACTFL Tester Training 

Manual (Swender et al., 1999) does not reveal substantial changes from the previous 

manual published in (Buck et al., 1986). While a complete elimination of proficiency 

tests such as the ACTFL-OPI may be neither feasible nor necessary, some practical 

changes may be appropriate” (Salaberry, 2000: 289). Liskin-Gasparro maintains that, 

despite the arguments against the OPI, proficiency “seems to have found its legitimacy in 

the arenas of policy, program development, and classroom instruction” (2003: 489). 

Thus, while criticism exists of the current tradition of using the OPI procedures to 

evaluate second language students’ oral proficiency, and improvements can be made in 

the future, it continues to be extensively used and is considered the standard for oral 

proficiency testing in the United States today and was therefore employed in the present 

investigation. A number of SLA investigations have employed the OPI or SOPI tests as 

measures of second language oral proficiency to demonstrate either gains made by 

students during their tenure abroad or as an oral data source to be evaluated for other 

linguistic features (i.e. syntactic accuracy, fluency, phonetic realization) One of the first 
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studies was Brecht, Davidson, and Ginsberg (1995) who examined predictors of success 

abroad, revealing that study abroad SA learners are more likely to attain higher levels of 

oral proficiency and that pre-program reading and grammar skills might be the primary 

indicators of success in making gains in verbal skills in a SA setting. Other researchers 

who used the ACTFL OPI as a measure of success abroad (Brecht et al; Milleret, 1990; 

O’Connor, 1988; Veguez, 1984) demonstrate significant gains for SA students using a 

pre-post methodology; and Freed (1995b) found that SA learners seem to attain an 

overall enhanced fluency (which she defines as ‘more fluid speech with fewer gaps and 

pauses’) by comparing pre-post OPI scores. Additionally, Lafford (1995) found that SA 

students exhibited greatly enhanced communicative skills, Milton and Meara (1995) used 

the OPI to provide evidence for the increased acquisition of vocabulary, and Guntermann 

(1995) and DeKeyser (1986) drew upon data from OPI tests to investigate sociocognitive 

factors that effect SLA for study abroad learners, specifically improvement in 

grammatical accuracy and the acquisition of new grammatical structures.  

In the 2004 edition of Studies in Second Language Acquisition (v. 26) four of the 

studies (Segalowitz & Freed; Lafford; Collentine; Diaz-Compos) rely on pre-post OPIs 

administered to second language learners of Spanish as a primary data source for their 

studies. For instance, Segalowitz & Freed (2004) focus on fluency measures, using the 

OPI data to explore the construct of fluency and report significant effects for the SA 

context on learners’ oral fluency and overall proficiency. Lafford (2004) examines the 

differential effects of SA and AH contexts on learners’ use of communication strategies 

and find that the SA learners attained more in the area of dialogic interaction with native 

speakers over time with fewer communication gaps, but while the AH group decreased 
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their overall strategy use over time they still used more than the SA group. She speculates 

this to be attributable to elements of a classroom environment. Collentine (2004) studies 

gains in grammatical and lexical abilities in AH and SA groups, also using the OPI data. 

His results indicate that the AH context facilitates more lexical-grammatical growth; 

however, he reports that the SA context allows learners to make greater improvements in 

narrative abilities and the semantic density of the words with which they convey their 

ideas than their AH counterparts. Finally, Díaz-Campos (2004) study uses the OPI data to 

show that a SA context may not have as much influence on certain phonological abilities 

of learners as does the number of years that a learner studies the L2. From his results he 

concludes that the treatment period was not sufficiently long for meaningful gains to be 

made by either group on the phonological features he examined; since both groups 

improve during the treatment period, and the SA group demonstrates an overall trend 

toward improved pronunciation. Other oral proficiency SLA studies in the study abroad 

context include: Hernandez, 2010; Lindseth, 2010; Juan-Garau & Perez-Vidal (2007); 

Rubio, 2003; Trenchs-Parera, 2009. 

Oral Proficiency Data Collection 

Following the wave of OPI-focused data collection for educational, professional 

and research purposes, the SOPI has been employed in an increasing number of situations 

to collect oral proficiency data. The simulated oral proficiency interview (SOPI) is a 

performance-based, tape-mediated speaking test. It follows the general structure of the 

oral proficiency interview (OPI) used by government agencies and the American Council 

on Teaching Foreign Languages (ACTFL) to measure speaking proficiency. Whereas the 

OPI is a face-to-face interview, the SOPI relies on audio taped instructions and a test 
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booklet to elicit oral language samples from the examinee. Unlike many semi-direct tests, 

the SOPI contextualizes all tasks to ensure that they appear as authentic as possible 

(Malone, 2000). The SOPI is highly correlated to the OPI and considered by many 

researchers to be equally valid and reliable for measuring oral proficiency as the OPI.  

The SOPI may in fact exceed the OPI in benefits for test administrators and 

examinees given the ease of administration (Malone, 2000, 2003). For instance, in order 

to administer the SOPI test, no specialized training is needed, which is particularly 

crucial in locations where a trained interviewer is not available. The SOPI can be 

administered to a group of examinees at the same time by only one test proctor, whereas 

an OPI must be administered individually by a highly trained rater; hence the SOPI is 

much more time and cost effective for all stake holders, particularly in the study abroad 

context. Malone (2000) comments, “In addition to these practical advantages, the SOPI 

may offer psychometric advantages in terms of validity and reliability. Although the OPI 

varies in length, it typically takes 20 to 25 minutes to administer and produces 12-15 

minutes of examinee speech. The SOPI takes 45 minutes to administer and produces a 

longer sample, usually 20-23 minutes of examinee speech. The more extensive sample 

may contribute to a more valid assessment.” 

Each task that the language student must complete is defined by the proficiency 

level it seeks to elicit in terms of speech functions (such as ‘asking questions’ or ‘giving a 

simple description’), discourse types, content, and contexts appropriate for the target 

level of the task. (See Table 2 below for a description of each level.) A typical full-length 

SOPI consists of 15 tasks (the Spanish SOPI has 16), and lasts about 45 minutes, with 

candidates speaking for up to 25 minutes. A SOPI may be administered to a group in a 
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language lab or individually using two tape/CD recorders. A master tape plays the test 

directions, and the student listens while following along in their test booklets and the 

students’ responses are recorded for later evaluation. Like the OPI, performance on the 

SOPI is rated using the ACTFL guidelines. While the SOPI can be administered by 

anyone, including persons who do not speak the language of the test, it must be scored by 

trained raters. CAL conducts rater-training workshops and also has self-instructional 

rater-training kits available for SOPIs in seven languages. 

Other technologically mediated modifications to the OPI have also been 

developed which are similar to the SOPI. The Language Acquisition Research Center at 

San Diego State University has developed a video-based interview, the Video Oral 

Communication Instrument (VOCI), which is similar to the SOPI. The main difference is 

that the test tasks are presented via videotape rather than audiotape. Likewise, CAL has 

just released a computerized version of the SOPI called the Computerized Oral 

Proficiency Instrument or COPI (2008). According to the CAL website 

(http://www.cal.org/topics/ta/copi.html, ONLINE 5/30/11): 

The COPI is a computer-based, semi-adaptive test of Modern Standard Arabic or 

Spanish oral proficiency intended for use with native-English-speaking students 

in later years of high school, college students, and professionals. It provides 

language educators with a computerized, time-efficient assessment of their 

students’ oral language proficiency in Arabic or Spanish. 

 

The COPI's computerized delivery uses up-to-date technology, and its semi-

adaptive design allows for efficient testing. Performance on the COPI is rated 

according to the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines – Speaking (Revised 1999). The  

 

ACTFL Guidelines characterize a language learner’s stage of proficiency and have 

been widely used by professionals from elementary through graduate education, 

as well as by government and industry language specialists. 

 

The COPI includes the following components: 

http://www.cal.org/topics/ta/copi.html
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1. The COPI Test Administration Program, which is used to administer the 

test. 

2. The COPI Rater Training Module, which teaches users how to use the 

Test Administration Program and to rate examinees’ performance on the 

COPI 

3. The COPI Rating Module, which is used to rate examinees’ responses on 

the COPI 

4. The COPI Test Administration Manual, which provides details on 

administering and rating the COPI. 

 

The COPI has been designed for use with the Spanish Multimedia Rater Training 

Program (MRTP) and the Arabic Rater Training Kit (RTK). The COPI Rater 

Training Module, combined with the appropriate MRTP or RTK, will provide 

training for language professionals to learn to rate the COPI. 

 

In the present study the participants take the COPI exam in order to facilitate ease 

of access and data collection (see a more detailed description of the test in Chapter 3 and 

a description of challenges related to administering a computer mediated instrument). For 

example Norris says, “The COPI features several technical and procedural innovations 

which may offer improvements over other types of technology-mediated oral proficiency 

assessment (e.g., the tape-based SOPI), especially in terms of examinees' affective 

responses and efficiency in administration and scoring” (2001, p. 99). In their review of 

examinee attitudes toward computerized proficiency exams, Kenyon and Malabonga 

(2001) report that the COPI address affective concerns of the examinees with a hands-on 

tutorial, increasing examinee control over topic selection and planning/response time, and 

by introducing an adaptive algorithm in order to present examinees with speaking tasks 

that are not overly easy or difficult. Additionally, CAL's initial investigations indicate 

that these technological innovations achieve the desired effects since when asked to select 

between the SOPI and the COPI, examinees reported on average that they preferred the 

COPI because it: 1) seemed less difficult overall; 2) featured a fairer set of questions and 

situations; 3) made them feel less nervous; 4) had clearer directions; 5) and enabled a 
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more accurate depiction of their strengths, weaknesses, and current abilities to speak in 

the target language (Norris, 2001).  

Language Learning Aptitude 

In a general sense, an ‘aptitude’ is a natural or acquired disposition for a particular 

purpose, or tendency to an action or effect; it can also be a general fitness or suitableness 

to a specific situation or activity. Snow expressly defines aptitudes as  

“any measureable person characteristic hypothesized to be propaedeutic to 

successful goal achievement in the treatment(s) studied; propaedeutic means 

needed as preparation for response to treatment. In other words, individuals differ 

in their readiness to profit from a particular treatment at a particular time; aptitude 

constructs are theoretical concepts fashioned to interpret these observed 

differences in person-situation interaction terms. An aptitude, then, is a complex 

of personal characteristic identified before and during treatment that accounts for 

a person’s end state after a particular treatment” (1991: 205).  

In this way, studies in educational settings are designed to investigate precisely the 

‘person-situation interaction’ for a specific group of learners, with particular aptitudes, in 

particular learning situations. 

In the field of second language acquisition, Robinson defines second language 

learning aptitude as “the ability to succeed in learning a foreign language given adequate 

instruction and/or experience” (2002c: 268). He iterates four hypotheses currently 

supported by aptitude research in SLA  stating that: 1) aptitude is typically stable, and 

unaffected by short-term training, 2) aptitude consists of several mutually distinct 

cognitive abilities, 3) aptitude is at least partially independent of other cognitive abilities 
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such as general intelligence, and 4) aptitude generally has higher and more consistent 

correlations with second language proficiency, whether it is acquired formally or 

informally, than have other individual difference variables such as cognitive styles and 

personality (2002c: 268-9). In this vein, Robinson, DeKeyser, Skehan and others are 

investigating cognitive and affective aptitudes relevant for second language learners 

under particular learning conditions, 

Once the existence of a particular aptitude, such as second language aptitude, is 

hypothesized then we must ask; how do we measure this aptitude? In SLA there is a long 

tradition of second language aptitude testing that began in the 1950s with the 

development of the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT). A number of validation 

studies were conducted to establish the relationship between second language proficiency 

and language learning aptitude using psychometric test batteries (see Carroll, 1967, 1981; 

Carroll & Sapon, 1959; Pimsleur, 1966). Overall, a moderate to high correlation was 

established between the two constructs (between r = .2 and r = .7 for homogeneous 

sample populations) giving credibility to the concept of language learning aptitude.  

Unfortunately, after the initial research program of the 1950s, little research was 

conducted until the late 1970s; as Skehan says, “The study of aptitude, and the impact of 

aptitude research, diminished considerably by the 1970s…foreign language aptitude was 

perceived as anti-egalitarian….the consequence of aptitude was taken to be that the value 

of individual effort was diminished…Equally damaging, aptitude came to be associated 

with particular, and outmoded methodologies. The bulk of aptitude research had been 

done with learners instructed through audiolingual methodologies. As a result, aptitude 
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itself was…thought to be uniquely adapted to prediction in such circumstances” (2002, 

p.72).  

In addition to general language learning aptitude, other types of aptitudes have 

been studied in SLA; for instance, memory and working memory (Mackey, Adams, 

Stafford & Winke (2010); Goo, 2010; Harrington & Sawyer, 1992; Harley & Hart, 1997; 

Hummel, 2008; O’Brien, Segalowitz, Freed & Collentine, 2007; Robinson, 2001a; 

Skehan, 1986, 1989; Wesche, 1981), analytical ability (Harley & Hart, 1997), phonemic 

coding ability (Sparks & Ganschow, 1991; Sparks et. al, 1992; Ganschaw et al, 1998), 

and general intelligence (Sasaki, 1996).  

As a result, a number of different testing measures were developed to determine 

the aptitudes of language learners in these areas—for instance, memory and reading span 

tests, analytic and phonemic coding test batteries, and general intelligence tests. As 

Robinson (2005) points out, “The last three decades have each seen the appearance of an 

edited collection evaluating, and reconceptualizing the theory, measurement, and use of 

L2 learning aptitude tests” (see Diller, 1981; Parry & Stansfield, 1990; Robinson, 2002a). 

With each new aptitude measure we are seeing more robust studies, and researchers are 

able to draw stronger conclusions regarding second language learning and the ideal 

conditions for SLA. Skehan, in his article Theorizing and updating aptitude, calls for 

more SLA aptitude tests to be developed in the areas of noticing, patterning, controlling 

and lexicalizing (2002: 90-91) and concludes that “…we now have the beginnings of a 

foreign language aptitude theory which provides a basis for a more comprehensive 

understanding for aptitude, as well as a research program to develop new aptitude sub-

test components” (2002: 93). As aptitude research continues in SLA, it is expected that 
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new measures of aptitudes will emerge and this program of research will continue to give 

us insights into the importance of aptitude in language learning. This dissertation project 

aims to add to the growing body of literature on second language aptitude research by 

looking at second language learners in specific contexts and using a variety of measures 

in combination in order to have a more precise picture of L2 learners in the study abroad 

context and what exactly they gain while abroad. 

The Modern Language Aptitude Test 

 Aptitude testing in SLA is not new; since the 1950s with J.B. Carroll’s research in 

psychology and the development of the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT), the 

concept of language aptitude has proliferated in the literature (Carroll & Sapon, 1959). 

The key premise of the MLAT is that language aptitude is comprised of sub-components, 

including auditory aspects of language learning, linguistic processing, and memory 

(Skehan in Robinson, 2002, p.7). When undertaking the development of a measure of 

language learning aptitude, J.B. Carroll “devised a large number of tests which were 

hypothesized to implicate fundamental capacities involved in foreign language 

learning.…The different potential aptitude tests were correlated with one another, and 

also with tests of end-of-course performance [by language learners]. In this way Carroll 

was able to eliminate candidate aptitude tests which did not correlate with end-of-course 

performance, as well as candidate aptitude tests which merely duplicated one another, i.e. 

intercorrelated highly. He retained those candidate tests which successfully predicted 

foreign language learning. As a result of this work, he published (with Stanley Sapon) 

The Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT)” (Skehan, 2002: 70).  
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Since the development of the MLAT, most aptitude research focused on specific 

aptitude components, with particular attention paid to both long term and working 

memory. Other research has explored the role aptitude plays in formal and informal 

learning contexts, and in the fit of students with particular learner characteristics with 

appropriate methodologies. Most recently, there are more theories about the connection 

between aptitude and second language acquisition (Skehan, 2002). Despite the fact that 

the MLAT is older and considered by some to be out-dated; it has a very high correlation 

to general intelligence and is cited as a reliable measure across studies, in various 

languages, and in different contexts. For this reason, the MLAT provides a strong 

measure of language aptitude and will be used in the research design for this project for 

comparability to previous research and comparison to other measures of cognitive and 

affective language learning aptitude. 

Besides the MLAT, other language aptitude tests that have been developed 

include: the Pimsleur Language Aptitude Battery (PLAB) (Pimsleur, 1966a), the Army 

Language Aptitude Test (ALAT) (Horne, 1971), the Defense Language Aptitude Battery 

(DLAB) (Petersen & Al-Haik, 1976), the VORD (Parry & Child, 1990), the Language 

Aptitude Battery for Japanese (LABJ) (Sasaki, 1996), the Cognitive Ability for Novelty 

in Acquisition of Language as Applied to Foreign Language Test (CANAL-FT) 

(Grigorenko, Sternberg, & Ehrman, 2000), the Language Aptitude Tests (LAT) (Meara, 

Milton, & Lorenzo-Dus, 2001). See Table 1 below for a summary and comparison of 

these instruments. The DLAB is not publically available and has moderate to high 

correlation with the MLAT, for the remainder of this section ‘language aptitude’ will 

refer to aptitude scores as reported by the MLAT. Further, because no studies are found 
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that correlate DLAB scores with working memory (WM) the remainder of this section 

will discuss only the MLAT and measures of WM. 

Most criticisms surrounding the MLAT and other language aptitude measures 

have focused on undermining the construct of language aptitude itself, hence invalidating 

any measure that attempts to quantify language aptitude in specific individuals. Skehan 

(1998) summarized the key aptitude testing critiques as follows: 1) everyone has 

language learning ability (cf. first language learning); therefore it is invalid to search for 

differences in aptitude for foreign languages (Neufeld, 1978). 2) We do not understand 

whether language aptitude tests are cognitively or linguistically based (Neufeld, 1978). 3) 

The notion of foreign language aptitude is relevant only to formal learning contexts and is 

not applicable to acquisition (Krashen, 1981). These primary critiques and the subsequent 

research are reviewed here. 

Language aptitude versus intelligence 

One of the earliest criticisms was that language learning aptitude is in fact the 

same as natural intelligence, not a separate cognitive aptitude; hence, theoretically 

undermining any attempt to measure language learning aptitude. Neufeld (1978) claimed 

that one’s ability to learn a second language is not innate, but dependent upon previous 

learning experiences. Neufeld suggested that we are all equipped to master basic 

language skills, but the extent of mastery of the high level skills depends on 

intelligence—not innate language learning aptitude. Oller & Perkins (1978) furthered 

these views and did not accept the existence of specific aptitude for language acquisition. 

They argued that intelligence is responsible for most of the variance in a wide variety of 

language measures.  
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As a result of these claims, Gardner and Lambert (1972) researched the 

correlations of language learning aptitude (as measured by the MLAT) and reported a 

median correlation of .43 between IQ and aptitude in a randomized population of 

secondary school students. Their results have been used to support both the independence 

of language aptitude and the MLAT as a valid measure of this construct. Similarly, 

Skehan (1982) found a correlation of .44 between aptitude and IQ in a heterogeneous 

population of adult learners. In both cases, however, the aptitude measures correlated 

more highly with the language proficiency measures than did the IQ measures. Skehan 

interpreted the above findings to mean that ‘‘while aptitude and intelligence are related, 

and indeed have a significant degree of overlap, they are not the same as one another and 

each makes separate contributions to the prediction of successful language learning’’ 

(1998, p. 208). Later, Sasaki (1993a, 1993b) investigated the relationships between 

measures of L2 proficiency, foreign language aptitude, and two types of intelligence 

(verbal intelligence and reasoning). She found that a L2 proficiency factor was clearly 

distinguishable from a general cognitive ability factor and it is assumed to influence 

foreign language learning aptitude, verbal intelligence, and reasoning. However, more 

than half (58%) of the variance in general L2 proficiency could not be explained by 

general cognitive abilities (cited in Kiss & Nikolov, 2005). These studies support the 

claim that language learning aptitude is not the same as general intelligence, but an 

independent cognitive construct, which is reliably measured by MLAT. 
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Table 2.1.  

 

Comparison of language aptitude tests 
Test Subsets Intended Audience Reliability & Validity 

The Modern Language 
Aptitude Test (MLAT)  

 

Carrol & Sapon (1959a) 

1. number learning (k = 15)  
2. phonetic script (k = 15)  

3. spelling clues (k = 50)  

4. words in sentences (k = 45)  

5. paired associates (k = 24) 

Literate native-speakers 
of English, primarily 

university language 

students, FSI language 

students, and military 

personnel,  

 Long version = .90+ Short version ranges 
from .83 to .93(n = 5000) 

 Predictive validity ranges from .13-.75 

with course grades 

 Intensive  military courses show  higher 

correlations ranging from .35 to .73 

Pimsleur Language Aptitude 

Battery (PLAB)  

 

Pimsleur (1966a) 

1. Grade point average in areas other than 

foreign language study (16 points) 

2. Interest in learning a foreign language  

(8 points) 

3. Vocabulary (word knowledge in English) 

(24 points) 

4. Language analysis (15 points) 
5. Sound discrimination (30 points) 

6. Sound-symbol association (24 points) 

Grades 7-12; to predict 

learner success in 

speaking and reading 

Western Indo-European 

languages 

 By academic year reliability =   

.85, .89, & .89 

 Study included: 7 schools, French (n = 

1507), Spanish (n = 1679) 

 Predictive validity of final course grades 

using range from .44 to .79  

 Concurrent validity between the PLAB and 
a reading comp. test ranged from .25 to .72 

 Correlations between the PLAB and a 

listening comp. test ranged from .39 to .78 

Army Language Aptitude Test 

(ALAT)  

 

Horne (1971) 

1. Relatively short (57 items)  

2. Speeded  (7 minutes for study,  

20 minutes to solve problems) 

Military and government 

personnel; to predict 

learner success in 

speaking and reading 

Western Indo-European 

languages 

 Not available 

Defense Language Aptitude 

Battery (DLAB)  

 

Petersen & Al-Haik (1976) 

1. Form language concepts from pictures  

2. Learn foreign language sounds 

a. utterance identification 

b. recognition of vowel patterns 
c. recognition of stress patterns 

3. Sound-symbol relationships 

4. Learn grammar 

Military and government 

personnel; to predict 

learner success in 

speaking and reading 
Western Indo-European 

languages 

 Overall reliability = .89 (experimental 

version), = .90 (final version) 

 Correlations with course grades ranged 

from .315 to .384 ( three sets of factors)  
.431 (total) 

 Concurrent validity with the MLAT = .420 

and .436 

 Concurrent validity with the PLAB = .415 

and .347 

VORD  

 

Parry & Child (1990) 

1. Nominal morphology (k = 10)  

2. Verbal morphology (k = 10)  

3. Phrase and sentence syntax (k = 12) 

Tests abilities to deal with 

the syntactic systems of 

Turkic languages 

 No descriptive statistics or reliability 

information available 

 Concurrent validity with “cloze” test range 
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from .06 to .5 

 Concurrent validity with the MLAT range 

from .07 to .69 

 Concurrent validity with oral and reading 

proficiency range from  

.19 to .49 

 Correlations between VORD scores and 
students self perceived attitude toward 

learning languages = .73 

Language Aptitude Battery for 

Japanese (LABJ) 

 

Sasaki (1996) 

1. Paired associates (k = 24)  

2. Language analysis (k = 15)  

3. Sound symbol association (k = 17) 

Japanese university 

student learners of 

English; o predict learner 

success in speaking and 

reading of English 

 Reliability scores were.84, .80, & .63, for 

the three subtests (n = 195) 

 Language aptitude found to be part of the 

general cognitive ability (G-COG) latent 

variable 

 Which correlated at .76 with the generally 

second language proficiency (G-SLP) 

latent variable 

Cognitive Ability for Novelty 

in Acquisition of Language as 

Applied to Foreign Language 
Test (CANAL-FT) 

 

Grigorenko, Sternberg, & 

Ehrman (2000) 

A. Intermediate recall  

1. Learning neologisms from context  

2. Understanding the meaning of 
passages  

3. Continuous paired-associate learning  

4. Sentential inference  

5. Learning language rules  

B. Delayed recall (at least 30 min. delay)  

6. Delayed learning neologisms from 

context  

7. Delayed understanding the meaning 

of passages  

8. Delayed continuous paired-associate 

learning  
9. Delayed sentential inference  

University students and 

adults; to predict learner 

success in speaking and 
reading other languages 

 Descriptive statistics and reliability 

estimates are not available (n = 158) 

 Low to moderate concurrent validity 
ranging from .34 to .75 with three 

measures: The MLAT,  The Concept 

Mastery Test (CMT), and The Culture Fair 

Test (CFT) 

The Language Aptitude Tests 

(LAT)  

 

Meara, Milton, & Lorenzo-

Dus (2001) 

1. Aural memory for sound strings  

2. Visual memory of paired associates  

3. Ability to infer rules of a language  

4. Ability to recognize unfamiliar words  

5. Ability to make connections between 

unfamiliar sounds and symbols 

Computer mediated; to 

predict learner success in 

speaking and reading 

other languages 

 No descriptive statistics, norms, reliability 

or validity estimates available 
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Language aptitude versus. training  

A second related criticism expressed by Neufeld (1978) and others was that language 

aptitude can be developed or taught over time, thereby not being a true state ‘aptitude’ but rather 

an individual characteristic based on prior language learning experience. Contrarily, Carroll 

(1981) found that language learning experience, intelligence, and aptitude are not identical and 

pointed out that foreign language aptitude measures correlate differently with foreign language 

achievement than does intelligence. He argued that learners’ aptitude is difficult to alter through 

training and said that aptitude is “relatively fixed over long periods of an individual’s life span, 

and relatively hard to modify in any significant way.” Skehan (1989) shared Carroll’s view and 

explained that aptitude provides a more accurate assessment of language processing ability and 

the ability to handle decontextualized language as compared to intelligence; thus, aptitude is a 

more powerful predictor of language learning success than intelligence. Skehan (1989) cites 

Politzer and Weiss’s (1969) unsuccessful attempt to train learners to perform better on the 

component sub-tests of the MLAT. Evidence reported in the follow-up research to the Bristol 

language project (1988) is consistent with this conclusion and supports aptitude stability, 

upholding the idea that language learning aptitude is not trainable. Likewise, this research further 

validates the MLAT as a measure of language aptitude since the results are not influenced by 

training or teaching. 

Formal versus informal language contexts 

A third historical criticism of the MLAT and language learning aptitude concerned which 

aspect of SLA is affected or influenced by language learning aptitude. According to Krashen 

(1981), SLA can be classified into two aspects; acquisition and learning. ‘Acquisition’ was seen 

as the subconscious internalization of second language knowledge that occurs through using the 
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L2 naturally and spontaneously. ‘Learning’ on the other hand, was seen as the conscious study of 

a L2 that results in knowledge about the rules of the language. For Krashen (1981) aptitude 

relates only to learning, not acquisition. A closely related argument was that language aptitude 

tests succeed in predicting language learning success only because there is a concordance of 

tasks on the test and in formal classroom study, not because the test is measuring some innate 

linguistic ability. Oxford and Ehrman (1993) maintained that the MLAT taps exclusively into 

analytic, classroom-type abilities; therefore it may not be equally valid for spontaneous language 

learning abilities. For these critics language aptitude was only an important factor for formal 

language study associated with classrooms and they claimed that the MLAT only tests the kind 

of skills which are associated with formal study.  

Howsever, empirical evidence suggests that this is not the case; Reves (1983(as cited in 

Othman, 2002) studied the role of aptitude, motivation, cognitive style, and learning strategies as 

potential predictors of language learning success, in formal and informal situations. Her subjects 

were L2 Arabic speakers in Israel acquiring Hebrew in informal settings and learning English 

under classroom conditions. She found that prediction was less effective in the formal learning 

environment. In informal situations, aptitude was the most effective predictor of language 

learning success. This suggests that the set of skills measured by aptitude tests are relevant to 

both formal and informal settings. Also arguing in favor of the role of aptitude in both formal 

and naturalistic contexts, Skehan (1998) points out that since instruction structures the input to 

be internalized by learners in order to make it more accessible, then logically, aptitude should 

play a more important part in informal situations, in which input is unstructured and it is up to 

the learner to make sense of the material. On balance, the research supports the MLAT as a 

relevant aptitude measure for language learners in both formal and informal contexts.  
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Aptitude theory versus convenience 

Most recently in his review of language aptitude and SLA, Peter Robinson highlights that 

“an important design constraint on traditional language aptitude tests has been convenience (of 

both length and format) of test administration, to groups of test-takers at one sitting” (2005: 48). 

The MLAT was developed during the era of paper-and-pencil test administration, common 

during the 1950s-1970s, and has not been revised despite many advances in technology and 

aptitude theory
1
. The primary goal in the development of the MLAT was the prediction of rate of 

language acquisition in order to place test takers into appropriate language learning programs 

(specifically in the U.S. government language learning institute). Yet, the MLAT and other 

aptitude measures have “served both SLA research and second language pedagogy well: scores 

on them have often correlated quite highly with instructed language learning success in a variety 

of institutional contexts, and have been useful in predicting some areas of learning difficulty in 

the early stages of SLA. Additionally versions of MLAT and PLAB have been used to show that 

learners with postcritical period age of L2 learning onset are much more dependent on the 

analytic abilities measured by these tests than pre-critical period child L2 learners” (Robinson, 

2005, p. 48).  

Robinson proposes four areas that need to be explored in future research using the MLAT 

and in developing other traditional aptitude tests: 1) How cognitive abilities measured by 

aptitude tests facilitate learning under different conditions of instructional exposure; 2) Which 

aptitude components predict the ability to perform successfully on different pedagogic tasks; 3) 

How aptitudes differ for early and advanced language learners; and 4) Which aptitude 

                                                             
1 Notably, a computerized version of the original MLAT has recently been released by the Second Language Testing 

Foundation (SLTF). The computerized Modern Language Aptitude Test (CB-MLAT) was developed using the 

original MLAT test items and programmed with the help of CAPP Associates in Santa Barbara, California. For 

further information see: http://www.2lti.com/htm/news.htm#1.  

http://www.2lti.com/htm/news.htm#1
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components predict the acquisition of pragmatic abilities (2005: 49-50). Thus, in order to build 

upon past research in language aptitude, it is vital to continue using the same measures, such as 

the MLAT, for comparability and generalizability of studies and the advancement of both SLA 

and language aptitude research. 

Testing experience versus validity 

The MLAT is now 50 years old, and some claim that because it was developed during the 

era of psychometric battery testing of the 1950s, it is not a valid or reliable measure of aptitude 

today—because it does not take into account new insights, revealed by the research of cognitive, 

social and educational psychologists or applied linguistics on the human learning process in 

general and on the language learning process in particular. Specifically, it has been argued that 

the test does not take into account the research related to language learners’ attitudes, motivation, 

and personality, predispositions to second language learning, individual cognitive styles, 

personal learning strategies, and brain hemisphericity (Stansfield 1989).  

On the other hand, extensive norming and validity data for the test are presented in the 

MLAT Manual based on administrations of the test to roughly 5000 students in U.S. high 

schools, colleges, and universities (Carroll & Sapon, 2002). The long version has shown 

consistent reliability at .90 or above, while the short version produced reliabilities ranging from 

.83 to .93. Predictive validity was shown to be low to moderate, finding Pearson product-moment 

correlation coefficients ranging from .13-.75 with course grades. Further study, done with 

learners in intensive language courses in the military, found consistently higher correlation 

coefficients ranging from .35 to .73. In the manual, MLAT scores were not regressed against any 

other achievement variables. Thus the MLAT defined the construct in predictive validity terms 
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as the ability to predict achievement in language courses, as measured by university and military 

language course grades.  

Carroll summarizes the validity data as follows, “The predictive validity coefficients for 

foreign language aptitude batteries in representative samples are typically in the range .4 to .6 

against suitable criterion measures of success in foreign language attainment, such as final course 

grades, objective foreign language attainment tests, or instructors’ estimates of language learning 

ability…It can be said, in fact, that foreign language success is more easily and better predicted, 

on the basis of aptitude test scores [such as the MLAT], than most other types of achievement” 

(1981, p. 96). 

Other considerations 

Other criticisms of the MLAT that have not been addressed by empirical studies include 

the following: 1) The MLAT does not measure innate aptitude for language proficiency. Ellis 

(1985:153) wrote that neither the MLAT nor the Language Aptitude Battery (LAB) explicitly 

assess the oral ability which is part of language proficiency. He said that “SLA involves not only 

the ability to learn sound and grammar systems, but also the ability to use these systems to 

communicate meanings.” 2) Skehan (1989) observed that although the MLAT is successful in 

identifying the most and the least successful learners, it does not discriminate well at the middle 

levels. 3) He said also that the MLAT fails to take into account the different and equally 

successful acquisition-based approaches that different kinds of learners might apply when 

learning an L2. 4) Finally, because of its heavy reliance on the knowledge of English, it has been 

assumed that the MLAT it is not suitable for nonnative speakers of English (Othman, 2002). 

These criticisms have not been explicitly refuted by empirical studies and should be addressed in 

future research that employs the MLAT as a measure of language learning aptitude. 
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Many of the criticisms of the MLAT focus on theoretical issues of language learning 

aptitude, specifically aptitude as compared to general intelligence, the trainability of language 

aptitude, and the language learning contexts relevant in language aptitude research. Additionally, 

there are pragmatic criticisms due to the antiquated testing practices associated with the MLAT 

that may be addressed as new aptitude tests are developed. At the same time, most of these 

criticisms have been refuted through empirical studies and the high correlations found between 

MLAT scores and language learning success. As Kiss and Nikolov commented, “some common 

criticism of the measures of language aptitude developed before the communicative era focused 

on the linguistic as opposed to the communicative aspects of aptitude. The limitations of aptitude 

tests developed in the 1960s and 1970s stemmed from their strong links with prevailing 

structuralist views of language, behaviorist learning theories, and the audio-lingual language 

teaching method. In spite of this fact, both the MLAT and the PLAB have proved to be strong 

predictors of language learning success” (2005: 107). Also, according to Sparks and Ganschow 

(2001), the MLAT is still the best overall instrument for predicting language learning success. 

We can summarize the strengths of the MLAT as a test of language aptitude as the 

following: 1) the MLAT does in fact measure a different construct than general intelligence; 2) 

language aptitude, as measured by the MLAT, is not trainable; 3) the MLAT successfully 

measures the language aptitude of learners in both formal and informal contexts; 4) for 50 years 

the MLAT has proven to be a valid and reliable measure with 0.4 – 0.6 validity and .83 to .93 

reliability scores reported (Carroll & Sapon, 2002). Overall, the MLAT continues to be one of 

the best predictors for success in language learning available today and as such, is an important 

tool for researchers in SLA and the fields of language education and educational psychology.  
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Working memory 

Working memory capacity (WM) refers to the cognitive ability to store and process 

information simultaneously in real time (see Harrington and Sawyer, 1992) and is most 

frequently measured using reading span or digit span tests (e.g. Harrington & Sawyer, 1992; 

Robinson 2002c; Skehan, 1982). WM has also been used to refer to the total mental resources 

that are available to a person for simultaneous processing and storage of information (Just & 

Carpenter, 1992). The construct of WM is particularly relevant when investigating oral 

proficiency as this skill requires the simultaneous processing of L2 input and output; 

furthermore, WM is a vital component for adult language learners as opposed to children 

learning a first language due to the language learning processes present in adult SLA (see 

Robinson 2001). Within the construct of WM, other sub-components have been explored such as 

‘phonological short term memory’ (PSTM) which is part of what Baddeley (1990) refers to as 

the ‘working memory system.’ One downfall in the use of WM as a cognitive aptitude measure 

in the research of oral proficiency is the fact that most WM measurements are administered in 

the written mode rather than orally, implying theoretical constraints in evaluating the benefits of 

WM for oral production. Future research about the context of language study might try to 

incorporate WM and other cognitive measures into the research designs in order to advance our 

knowledge of the role WM plays in language acquisition and to add to the research on language 

aptitude theory in general. 

An increasing body of research has emerged in SLA on working memory, some studies 

focusing on the relationship between individual differences in WM and L2 performance, others 

investigating the role of subcomponents of WM in second language learning. As reviewed by 

Mackey, Philp, Egi, Fujii & Tatsumi (2002) there has been a divergence of research in the 
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literature on phonological short-term memory (STM) as opposed to verbal working memory 

(VWM). They say: 

A number of studies have focused on the role of phonological short-term memory (STM), 

operationalizing the construct as the ability to repeat phonological input correctly (Daneman & 

Case, 1981; N. Ellis & Schmidt, 1997; N. Ellis & Sinclair, 1996; Papagno, Valentine, & 

Baddeley, 1991; Papagno & Vallar, 1992; Service, 1992; Service & Kohonen, 1995; Williams, 

1999). Findings generally support an important role for phonological STM in second language 

learning….Ellis and Sinclair (1996) for example…concluded that "individual differences in STM 

and working memory can have profound effects on language acquisition" (p.247). Other studies 

(e.g., Ando, Fukunaga, Kurahashi, Suto, Nakano, & Kage, 1992; Harrington & Sawyer, 1992; 

Miyake & Friedman, 1998) have addressed a more active, simultaneous storage/processing 

function of WM, referred to as verbal working memory, typically assessed by methods such as 

Daneman and Carpenter's (1980) sentence span task' [boldface added]. 

The present study will rely on the second operalization of WM as simultaneous storage 

and processing since the WM measure used for this investigation is designed to measure both 

storage and processing, not only the repetition of phonological input. Some of the literature on 

the simultaneous storage and processing function of WM is reviewed here. 

Daneman and Green (1986) examined the role of WM in vocabulary acquisition. In one 

of the earliest WM studies, participants read a passage containing an unknown word and were 

asked to infer the meaning. The learners with higher memory span were better able to infer 

meaning from context. In a second study, they found that WM was correlated with the ability to 

produce sentences and synonyms from given words. The results of these two studies suggested 
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that WM span is highly correlated with a learner’s ability to acquire vocabulary and with verbal 

fluency (the ability to produce L2 words).  

Harrington and Sawyer (1992) compared ESL learners' L2 WM capacity and their L2 reading 

proficiency as measured by the reading/grammar subsections of TOEFL. The learners' 

performance on an L2 reading span task correlated significantly with their scores on the TOEFL 

subsections. Later, Miyake and Friedman (1998) found a similar relationship between ESL 

learners' performance on an L2 sentence span task and their L2 listening comprehension abilities. 

Using path analysis, Miyake and Friedman showed that their learners' WM in L1 strongly 

predicted the learners' WM in L2, which in turn predicted learners' native-like cue assignment 

during sentence comprehension. In both studies, measures of passive STM (i.e. digital word span 

tasks) showed no correlation with the learners' L2 comprehension ability or with measures of 

verbal working memory (i.e., sentence span tasks). Notably, both studies reported that learners' 

L1 WM correlated with their L2 WM, moderately in Harrington and Sawyer and more strongly 

in Miyake and Friedman, suggesting the possibility that performance on WM measures may be 

language independent, provided that measures are at an appropriate level of difficulty (see Osaka 

& Osaka, 1992 for supportive evidence).  

Ando et al. (1992) studied the interaction between instructional approaches and learners' 

cognitive differences, and found that Japanese 5th graders' verbal working memory capacity, as 

tested by L1 reading and listening span tests, predicted their success in the L2 after 20 hours of 

explicit form-focused instruction. However, under a more communicatively-oriented condition 

that included meaning-focused production activities, results were reversed. Learners with low 

WM span in the L1 benefited more from the implicit communicative approach. Ando et al.'s 

findings suggest that WM, measured by tasks that require simultaneous input retention and 
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processing, may be a reliable predictor of successful L2 learning for some learning conditions, 

but not others. The results of these studies suggest that WM is a likely component of language 

aptitude (see Miyake & Friedman, 1998).  

Mackey et. al. (2002) explored the relationship between WM and second language 

development level for 30 adult ESL students whose L1 was Japanese by testing communicative 

tasks, STM nonword recall tests, and WM listening span tests, and a noticing survey. Learners 

who reported more noticing tended to have high WM capacity, and learners at the lower level of 

development tended to have more noticing than higher levels. Finally, learners with low WM 

scores showed the most initial interlanguage change over time. While the sample size was small 

and no statistically significant findings could be reported, they conclude that, “the data suggest a 

relationship between WM composite scores and reports of noticing. When learners with high and 

low WM capacities were compared, most of the learners whose reports indicated they noticed 

more also had higher WM scores. This result is in line with theoretical literature linking WM 

capacity, processing of input and effective retrieval of existing schematic knowledge” (2002: 

202). 

Kroll et al. (2002) compared performance on a word-naming task and translation task for 

a group of beginning language learners studying French or Spanish. All participants completed a 

memory-span test and were divided into groups according to their relative span score. They 

found that higher span participants were faster than the lower span participants to translate in 

both directions. However, this was only true for words that were noncognates. When translating 

cognates, the higher span learners were slower to translate cognates than the lower span learners. 

The authors argued that the higher span learners were able to use their additional memory 

resources to avoid being fooled by false cognates, but as a consequence, they suffered a 
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processing cost in this task. Their result parallel Segalowitz and Freed’s (2004) findings with 

respect to oral fluency, such that having higher cognitive resources resulted in less fluent speech. 

Kroll et al. (2002) found a trend toward faster performance for the higher span participants in 

naming words in L2, but not in L1. Overall, the results of this study suggest that at the level of 

the lexicon, WM resources affect translation performance and, in particular, the strategies that L2 

learners adopt to map new L2 words to their respective meanings.  

The results of the reviewed studies demonstrate that learners with more available WM 

resources may be better equipped to process different information simultaneously. At times, this 

may be helpful for higher memory-span individuals (in terms of increased speed of processing), 

and at other times it may be a hindrance (when aspects of form might otherwise facilitate 

processing). Overall, WM resources represent, at a minimum, an internal cognitive factor that 

affects language processing in both the L1 and L2 and merit further investigation in a variety of 

language learning contexts. 

 O’Brien et al. (2007) investigates the relationship between phonological memory and L2 

fluency gains in Spanish L2 learners in two contexts – at home and abroad in an immersion 

context. This study is fundamental in bridging the gap in the literature by studying L2 adult oral 

development in an open, non-laboratory based, learning situation for the first time. Phonological 

memory for the purposes of this study “was understood as the ability to retain phonological 

elements and their serial order in the short term…[specifically] as performance on a SNWR task 

that involves recognizing whether two otherwise identical meaningless phonological sequences 

have their constituent elements in the same order” 2007: 563). The study included 43 students 

who studied Spanish as a second language for 2 or more semesters in a formal, university setting 

and who then traveled abroad to continue language acquisition in a more naturalistic setting. The 
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authors found that phonological memory was indeed related to the oral fluency gains and 

predicted the participants’ level of oral fluency at the end of the semester. Interestingly, these 

findings held regardless of context of study and the students who traveled abroad performed 

similarly as those who did not study abroad. The authors conclude that “it might be that the 

processes involved in early states of L2 fluency are similar to those used by young children to 

acquire fluency in their L1. If this is so, then phonological memory would also be expected to 

mediate early adult L2 fluency acquisition. For young children, as for novice L2 adult learners, 

the planning and production of multiword utterances is a controlled, effortful process rather than 

an automated one” 2007, p. 578).  

As detailed above, one of the criticisms of the MLAT is that it focuses on the linguistic as 

opposed to the communicative aspects of aptitude. As Carroll noted, “The most likely way in 

which the predictive power of the MLAT could be improved is by adding additional memory 

measures to the paired associate measure of rote memory” (cited in Robinson, 2005, p. 64). In 

his study Carroll (1990) attempted to incorporate verbal fluency factors into the MLAT, but he 

claimed that this did not make any significant contributions to the predictive power of the test, 

and he expressed skepticism as to whether it was possible to improve foreign language aptitude 

predictions beyond their present levels. He suggested that the MLAT would continue to be a 

good predictor of aptitude for learning a second language without an added fluency or oral 

production aptitude subcomponent of the test. Robinson further comments that “there is now an 

extensive literature on working memory and implicit memory not available [to Carroll back] 

then. Experimental studies of the extent to which measures of memory predict successful 

learning of L2 stimuli are important to deciding which candidate memory measures to choose to 

include in aptitude batteries” (2005: 64). Hence, the MLAT is a strong predictive tool for overall 
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language learning, including oral proficiency; but does not specifically add to our understanding 

of oral proficiency skills or one’s aptitude to produce the L2 orally. 

Following Carroll’s four-factor model of aptitude, Skehan (1998) created an adaptation 

which included three factors of language learning aptitude: 1) auditory ability, similar to 

Carroll’s phonemic coding ability; 2) language analytic ability, which combined Carroll’s 

grammatical sensitivity and inductive learning ability, based on a claim that there was no 

conclusive evidence that these factors were indeed distinct; and 3) memory ability, which was 

similar to rote memory; however, Skehan did distinguish three aspects of memory: coding, 

storage, and retrieval of material.  

According to Skehan’s (1998) model, auditory ability is particularly important at the 

beginning stages of language learning, since failure to convert acoustic input into processable 

input might seriously impair progress at this stage. Acoustic ability may be a threshold to 

language learning success, and in later stages of language learning it plateaus. Thus, given 

Skehan’s definitions, this aptitude may be key in the development of oral proficiency, especially 

in the early stages of SLA and can be measured with the MLAT using the first sub-section of the 

test. On the other hand, Skehan proposed that language analytic ability has a linear relationship 

with success throughout the process of language learning until an advanced level is reached. 

Finally, memory ability is equally important at all stages of SLA, “but as research evidence with 

exceptional language learners has suggested (Humes-Bartlo, 1989; Ioup, Boustagni, El Tigi, & 

Moselle, 1994; Novoa, Fein, & Obler, 1988; Obler, 1989; Schniederman & Desmarais, 1988), 

once an advanced level is reached, memory ability surpasses language analytic ability in 

importance and becomes the determining factor in the ability to achieve native-like proficiency” 

(Kiss & Nikolov, 2005). Again, the MLAT can be a good tool to aid researchers in predicting 
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overall language proficiency and the rote memory sub-section can be used to inform 

performance in the earlier stages of SLA; but additional measurements are needed to investigate 

proficiency at higher levels and to explore oral proficiency specifically. 

Current language aptitude theory (see Robinson, 2005 and Skehan, 2002) now proposes 

the incorporation of multiple aptitude tests into research designs in order to account for the 

influence of other individual difference variables not measured directly by the MLAT, such as 

phonological working memory capacity (WM) (see Baddeley, 2000; Chee et al., 2004; Ellis, 

2001; McLaughlin, 1995; Miyake & Friedman, 1998; William & Lovatt, 2003). 

There have also been proposals to integrate WM measures into a much broader battery of 

aptitude subtests than operationalized in MLAT and other traditional tests. One argument in 

support of this has been that abilities are not dissociated in their effects on SLA, but have their 

effects in combination or ‘complexes’ (Robinson, 2001c, 2002b; cf. Snow, 1987) which jointly 

facilitate processing and learning in a specific instructional context. 

Similar arguments for a broader battery of SLA process-sensitive aptitude subtests come 

from Skehan (1992; Dornyei & Skehan, 2003) who argues that aptitude batteries should capture 

the abilities drawn on at different stages of L2 processing—broadly defined as the input, central 

processing, and output stages. These include the phonetic sensitivity, grammatical sensitivity and 

paired associates, rote memory abilities measure by MLAT, but also include abilities drawn on in 

effectively lexicalizing learned L2 grammatical patterns, and automatically accessing these 

during fluent L2 production (see also Segalowitz, 2003; Segalowitz & Freed, 2004). Innovations 

in online, computerized delivery and scoring of mental tests (e.g. Sands, Waters & McBride, 

1997) have made the administration of larger test batteries a very feasible prospect, with many 

advantages over traditional paper-and-pencil aptitude test administration procedures. Whether 
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such larger batteries add any incremental validity to the predictive power of earlier, more 

parsimonious tests is an empirical issue. (Robinson, 2005, p. 51-53) 

For these reasons, a phonological working memory test will be incorporated into the 

present study to triangulate the data with the MLAT and WTC measures of aptitude. It is 

expected that these three measures in fact measure independent constructs of aptitude that are 

linked to second language acquisition. This project will add to the literature not only on SLA in 

the study abroad context, but also to the area of language learning aptitudes and demonstrate how 

different aptitudes impact the second language acquisition of individual learners. 

Affective aptitude measures 

Besides cognitive language learning aptitudes, other individual differences (IDs) which 

receive attention in SLA research relating to study abroad are affective aptitudes including 

motivation, anxiety, willingness to communicate (WTC) and others. With the affective variable 

measures, nine distinct constructs of affective aptitude are collected in this research 

investigation. The most well known is the WTC survey (McIntyre, 1992) that measures one’s 

natural inclination to communicate in particular situations. Following WTC, eight other affective 

aptitudes are measured using the following instruments: 1) motivation, as measured by the short 

version of the Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB, Gardner, 1985); 2) an anxiety scale 

(Hashimoto, 2002); and 6 affect scales (based on Yashima, T., Zenuk-Nishide, L., & Shimizu, 

K., 2004), 3) frequency of communication in Spanish; 4) motivational intensity; 5) desire to 

learn Spanish; 6) intergroup approach-avoidance tendency; 7) interest in international 

vocation/activities; and 8) interest in international news. Each measure was adapted to the 

population investigated in this research study for adult native speakers of English learning 

Spanish as a second language.   
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MacIntyre, Clément, Dornyei and Noels (1998) originated the WTC construct in order to 

emphasize the communicative goals of L2 learning and proficiency, specifically as a means to 

attain interpersonal and intercultural goals. The original construct included several affective 

variables—self-confidence, intergroup motivation, intergroup attitudes, and personality—which 

the authors found positively correlated with improvements in L2 learning. For the present study 

the WTC survey instrument published by MacIntyre (1992) is used in its entirety. Yashima 

(2002a) and Yashima, Zenuk-Nishide, and Shimizu (2004) apply the WTC construct to research 

on study abroad and context of learning for Japanese L1 students learning English in the United 

States. In their model they incorporate the theoretical paradigms from research on motivation, 

language learning attitudes, international posture, and confidence to develop what they call a 

WTC questionnaire; constructs and specific items are taken from the following sources in their 

survey: Clément & Kruidenier, 1985; Gardner & Lambert, 1972; Gudykunst, 1991; Gouran & 

Nishida, 1996; Kim, 1991; Kitagawa & Minoura, 1991; McCroskey, 1992; MacIntyre & Charos, 

1996. In their study Yashima, Zenuk-Nishide, and Shimizu (2004) conclude that “…those who 

had a higher score in WTC prior to departure tended to engage in communication with host 

nationals more frequently and for longer periods of time once they were into the sojourn….the 

results of this study provide further evidence to confirm that WTC is a useful construct for 

accounting for L2 communication…” (2004, p.140, 144). The construct of willingness to 

communicate has not been explored in other language contexts, and therefore the current study 

analyzes the WTC construct in the study abroad context for second language learners of Spanish.  

Willingness to communicate (WTC) was originally conceptualized in reference to first or 

native language (L1) communication (Burgoon, 1976; McCroskey & Baer, 1985) and was 

defined as the probability of engaging in communication when free to choose; WTC reflects the 
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stable predisposition to talk in various situations and is seen essentially as a personality trait. 

Like other aptitude measures, this construct is considered stable and unchangeable over time, 

irrespective of situation or external variables. WTC has been assessed using a variety of 

attitudinal/motivational questionnaires that employ a variety of scales; for example, Likert-type 

scales that measure motivational intensity, desire to communicate, personality traits, and 

perceptions of self-esteem. McCroskey & Baer (1985) showed that WTC is related to such 

attributes as communication apprehension, perceived communication competence, introversion-

extraversion, and self-esteem; and although the speaking situation could influence a person's 

level of WTC, the construct is defined explicitly as a personality trait rather than as a situation-

based variable. Later, MacIntyre (1994) proposed a model describing the interrelations between 

several individual difference variables as predictors of WTC in the L1. He proposed a model in 

which WTC is most directly influenced by communication apprehension and perceived 

communication competence, which were also related to introversion, self-esteem, and anomie. 

According to MacIntyre, there are many variables that have the potential to change an 

individual's WTC, for example, the degree of acquaintance between communicators, the number 

of people present, the formality of the situation, the degree of evaluation of the speaker, the topic 

of discussion, and other linguistics factors can influence an individual’s WTC. However, 

changing the language of communication (i.e., speaking in a second language) introduces a 

major change in the communication setting because it has the potential to affect many of the 

variables that contribute to WTC. MacIntyre et. al. say “it is highly unlikely that WTC in the 

second language (L2) is a simple manifestation of WTC in the L1. In fact, a recent study of 

beginning language students has found a negative correlation between WTC in L1 and L2 

(Charos, 1994).…The differences between L1 and L2 WTC may be due to the uncertainty 
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inherent in L2 use that interacts in a more complex manner with those variables that influence L1 

WTC” (1998, p. 546). In their article, MacIntyre et.al. propose a heuristic model of variables 

influencing WTC (see Figure 2 below) and extended the trait-like conceptualization of WTC to 

explain situational variation and to focus on L2 communication; they define WTC “as a 

readiness to enter into discourse at a particular time with a specific person or persons, using a L2. 

This definition provides that although the opportunity to communicate will likely present itself, it 

is not absolutely necessary in order to possess the WTC” (1998, p. 547). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1 Reproduced from MacIntyre, Dörnyei, Clément & Noels, 1998, p. 547  

 

Willingness-to-communicate has obvious relevance to research about language learners 

in the study abroad context, since one of the primary goals of the study abroad experience is to 

increase authentic interaction experiences with native speakers of the L2 and to improve all 

language skills in the L2 via this contact. WTC is vital to create opportunities to practice both 

listening and speaking skills in the second language and to take advantage of opportunities to use 
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the second language when they arise. Yet only one study to date (Yashima et. al., 2004) has 

investigated WTC and context of language study. The majority of research on WTC has been 

theoretical or focused on second language learners in a formal/classroom context.  

As a result of the theoretical model of WTC proposed by MacIntyre et. al., a number of 

studies were conducted in Canada which combined the WTC model with Gardner's 

socioeducational model to examine the relations among variables underlying WTC in a L2, 

specifically WTC and motivation. WTC was found to be a predictor of frequency of 

communication in the L2, whereas motivation was found to be a predictor of WTC, frequency of 

communication in the L2, or both (MacIntyre & Charos, 1996; MacIntyre & Clement, 1996). 

MacIntyre concluded that "L2 use carries a number of intergroup issues, with social and political 

implications, that are usually irrelevant to L1 use" (MacIntyre et. al., 1998, p. 546). Yashima 

(2002) attempted to operationally define a number of affective constructs in a Japanese EFL 

context including: WTC, international posture, L2 learning motivation, and confidence. The 

study found that international posture predicted motivation, which significantly predicted 

English proficiency. Further, motivation appeared to affect self confidence in L2 communication, 

which led to L2 WTC.  

Finally, Yashima et. al. (2004) furthered this research by investigating WTC in the L2 

(English) in respect to international posture and satisfaction with interpersonal relationships. 

Two studies are discussed by the authors, one of which was conducted with students in the study 

abroad context. The authors concluded that WTC scores did indeed predict frequency and 

amount of communication in both the at-home and study contexts. In addition, they report that 

perceived communication competence most strongly relates to WTC than other affective 

variables. They say, “…the results of this study provide further evidence to confirm that WTC is 
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a useful construct for accounting for L2 communication. They also demonstrate that 

motivational/attitudinal as well as affective variables relate to the WTC and the communication 

behavior of Japanese EFL learners. Further research might focus on the interactive/reciprocal 

aspects of L2 communication” (2004, p.144). Thus, there is much research to be done in the area 

of WTC, especially as it applies in varying context of language learning. 

MLAT & affective aptitudes 

It has been argued here that the aptitudinal constructs measured by the MLAT (including 

phonemic coding, grammatical sensitivity, inductive language learning and associate rote-

memory) and affective aptitudes (i.e. WTC questionnaires, motivational intensity, desire to learn 

the L2, intergroup approach-avoidance tendency etc.) are important factors in SLA. Both 

theoretical and empirical research has shown that all these cognitive and affective processes are 

important for language learners in a variety of language learning contexts. However, the 

cognitive aptitudinal constructs measured by the MLAT and the affective aptitudinal constructs 

are not related, rely on different mental/emotional skills, and potentially affect second language 

learners and learning in diverse ways. Hence, this research design incorporates a battery of these 

aptitudinal measures in order to complement one another and to add to the literature on 

traditional aptitude measures, specifically using the MLAT, and the motivational/attitudinal 

literature, adding to research on WTC.  

Conclusion 

 The primary purpose of this investigation is to examine the second language learning 

context of study abroad for L2 adult learners of Spanish, specifically exploring the relationship 

between gains made in oral proficiency during the sojourn abroad and individual aptitudes of the 

learners. Particularly, this research will measure the oral proficiency at the beginning and end of 
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the study abroad experience using Computerized Oral Proficiency Instrument tests (pre/post) and 

correlate this data with aptitude tests. The individual aptitudes to be measured are: global 

language learning aptitude as measured by the MLAT, phonological working memory as 

measured by a WM test, willingness to communicate and other motivational and affective 

aptitudes. Below is a more detailed explanation of each instrument, the research methodology 

and the data collection procedures.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

The methods used to collect and analyze the data for this study are outlined here. The 

topics included in this discussion are: a restatement of the purpose of the study, the research 

design, a description of the participants, setting and procedures, including the instrumentation 

and data analysis methodology. 

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to collect quantitative and qualitative data on adult second 

language learners of Spanish in a study abroad context during one semester of study, specifically 

examining the individual differences of cognitive and affective aptitudes. This investigation 

aimed to analyze the correlations between individual aptitudes and gains made in oral 

proficiency, both scores and fluency, during the study abroad experience addressing the research 

questions outlined in Chapter 1. 

Research Design 

The research design for this project is a mixed methods study using correlations and a 

quasi-experimental design. Mackey & Gass say that “correlation can be used in different ways: 

for example, to test a relationship between or among variables, and to make predictions. 

Predictions are dependent on the outcome of a strong relationship between or among variables. 

That is, if variables are strongly related, we can often predict the likelihood of the presence of 

one from the presence of the other(s)” (2005, p. 145).  The independent variables for this study 

are the pre and post-SA oral proficiency scores and fluency measures of the Computerized Oral 

Proficiency Instrument (COPI); which were then correlated to the aptitude variables. This study 

is quasi-experimental in design given that the subjects were self selecting and chose to 
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participate in the study abroad experience during the investigation, rather than being assigned to 

research groups.  

The data for this research project areprimarily quantitative, using established testing 

measures, psychological surveys and subject self-reported data. Researcher observations and 

interviews were also recorded but were not a main source of data for this investigation. The 

testing battery included a pre-post test design for the outcome variables oral proficiency and 

fluency as well as pre and post experience questionnaires where subjects provided demographic 

information and self reported observations. Given that aptitude is assumed to be a stable 

construct for this study, (see Skehan, 1980 for a discussion of state versus trait aptitudes), the 

aptitude data was collected only once.  

Setting 

 The investigation took place at a large national university in central Spain, with specific 

collaboration though their center for American studies that hosts North American students 

studying abroad for a semester, year or summer term. Students may enroll in a variety of courses 

and programs, including Spanish language study, international studies, business or economics or 

graduate programs in teaching, language, literature and culture. The center also offers programs 

in English for native Spanish speakers, awards certificates in Teaching English as a Second 

Language (TESL) and preparation courses for the TOEFL exam. This program is an academic 

department that hosts international professors, holds annual conferences and publishes a bi-

annual periodical CAMINO REAL: Estudios de las hispanidades norteamericanas. The students 

for this project were all undergraduate American students enrolled in Spanish language courses 

and at maximum one elective course in their major field, also taught in Spanish. 
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The American university students who study at the institute each term enroll through a 

variety of programs in the United States, including public and private universities of all sizes. 

Students are strongly encouraged to have taken at least one year of language study before 

enrollment in the Spanish program abroad, and all students must take a placement exam upon 

arrival and are placed into beginning, intermediate or advanced language courses accordingly. 

The placement test is a self-designed test developed by the university and the professors in the 

American institute in Spain. The scores and assigned levels of the subjects in the present research 

study were not taken into consideration for this investigation. Students may take courses at the 

American institute as well as enroll directly in courses at the national university; while some 

students do take advantage of direct matriculation to the university, most students opt to take 

only language and culture courses offered by the institute. On average, between 100-150 students 

enroll each term at the institute; during the summer term, which is the most popular term, often 

more than 200 students enroll. Most students at the institute are accompanied by a supervisor or 

study abroad director from their home university, although any American university students are 

allowed to enroll and participate in the program. The American students have the option to be 

housed in group dormitories with other international students or with native Spanish host 

families. The host families are screened and carefully chosen for this program and are monitored 

throughout the term. Students have the option to live individually with the host family or with an 

American roommate. By being enrolled in the national university students have access to all the 

amenities of the institution, including a gym, bus services, extra-curricular clubs and sports and 

the libraries. In addition, the American institute organizes cultural excursions, an inter-cambio 

language partner program, and volunteer opportunities in the community. All these experiences 

are optional, but highly recommended by the institute.  
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Students have great freedom to have the experience that they choose during their tenure 

at the institute. Through the intensive language study, home-stay experience, and extra-curricular 

activities that are all offered in the target language students should be exposed to a considerably 

greater amount of native Spanish language than in their home institutions in the United States. 

This study abroad setting is designed to give students flexibility to enjoy and explore Spain as 

they desire; however students are strongly encouraged, by the institute directors, their professors, 

study abroad directors, host families, etc., to engage in as many activities as possible with native 

Spanish speakers in order to maximize their L2 exposure. While not all students choose to 

participate or take advantage of these opportunities, for the purposes of this investigation this 

situation is considered an immersion language learning setting where students are exposed to 

more opportunities to interact with native Spanish speakers and to use the target language more 

than in their home institution.  

Participants 

The participants for this project were adult, second language learners of Spanish at the 

university level who participated in a study abroad program to central Spain during the spring 

semester of 2010 (N = 39). Prior to the study all subjects took a minimum (or the equivalent) of 

four semesters of university Spanish. English is their first language, and Spanish their second 

language. Their average years of Spanish study was 6.6 years, including elementary through 

university study (see Table 3.1 below for a more detailed description of years of Spanish study). 

All participants were between the ages of 18-25 (average = 20.1 years); there were 11 male 

subjects and 33 female subjects; although after attrition the total number of participants was 39 

with 10 males and 29 females. This ratio is representative of the general study abroad population 

worldwide as reported by the Institute of International Education Open Doors report (2010), 
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35.8% of all U.S. students who study abroad are male and 64.2 % are female (U.S. Study 

Abroad: Student Profile online 2008/09 Data at www.iie.org/en/Research-and-

Publications/Open-Doors/Data/US-Study-Abroad/Student-Profile/2000-10 ). Likewise, the 

distribution of academic majors and minors of this sample population is also representative of 

students who study abroad for the purpose of studying language, based on the Open Doors 

report. In this group, over 50% of the students declared Spanish as their major and 25% declared 

Spanish as their minor (see Table 3.1 below). 

Students were recruited by the researcher from the American institute for study abroad at 

a large national university in central Spain (described above). During the spring 2010 semester 

over 110 students were enrolled in the program and all the students were personally invited by 

the researcher to participate and were offered their oral proficiency scores in return for their 

participation in the study. Out of the 110 students, 85 attended the initial data collection session 

and completed the demographic information survey and took the pre-SA COPI oral proficiency 

exam. The COPI test is a computer mediated test, published on a CD-rom and is designed to be 

downloaded onto an individual computer where the recorded tests will be saved and listed to 

later by a trained rater for scoring.  

The researcher did not consider that the CD-rom was designed to be administered on 

computers in the United States, which use English as the default language. In addition, the 

software is designed to be installed on each individual computer and is not conducive to 

networked computers. However, since the data was collected in a computer lab in central Spain 

several difficulties were encounter; specifically, it was very difficult to install the software in a 

computer lab in a different country where all the computers were networked together and linked 

to a common server, and in addition that had Spanish as the default language instead of English. 

http://www.iie.org/en/Research-and-Publications/Open-Doors/Data/US-Study-Abroad/Student-Profile/2000-10
http://www.iie.org/en/Research-and-Publications/Open-Doors/Data/US-Study-Abroad/Student-Profile/2000-10
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Due to these technical difficulties during the first scheduled data collection session, the software 

did not record the tests and shutdown after one or two tasks taken by the students. Hence, during 

this first attempt the tests did not record and the data was lost students were asked to return the 

next day to retake the pre-SA oral proficiency test; 60 students responded and re-took the pre-SA 

test.  

This false start due to technical difficulties could be considered a threat to the validity of 

the pre-SA COPI data due to a practice effect or if the students performed significantly better the 

second day due to exposure to the test on day one. However, it is very unlikely that there was 

much test effect since the students did not complete the first test and at most took three of ten 

tasks. The COPI test is an adaptive test and no two tests should be alike; even if a student 

received the same option to choose the same tasks as presented on the first day he or she still has 

the option to chose a different task. During the first testing session students were primarily 

exposed to the directions of how to take the COPI test, which also includes a practice task. The 

few tasks that were completed were not recorded; neither the students, the researcher, nor other 

raters ever listened to those tasks because they were not recorded. After many hours of assistance 

from the tech team at the Univeridad de Alcala, the researcher was able to correct the technical 

problems and on the second day successfully collected, what is considered in this investigation to 

be, the pre-SA COPI data.  

Of the 60 initial subjects who took the COPI during the second data collection day, only 

48 completed all the aptitude measures and took the post-SA COPI test at the end of the semester 

abroad. Of the 48 students who completed all the research instruments, some attrition and 

elimination of subjects was required due to the demographic information provided. Four subjects 

were eliminated from the sample in order to create the most homogeneous sample possible; one 
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subject was a heritage language learner of Spanish, one subject had studied abroad for a year in 

Japan before coming to Spain, and two students had studied abroad for one or more semesters 

abroad in another Spanish speaking country prior to this investigation. Finally, after all the data 

was collected and data analysis began, an additional five subjects were eliminated from the data 

set due to corrupt data or incomplete COPI samples, again because of technical difficulties with 

the data recording equipment. After attrition, the final number of participants examined for this 

study was 39 and all the data presented in Chapter 4 includes these 39 subjects.  

Table 3.1 

 

Participants 

Demographic n % 

Total subjects 44  

Gender 

Male 

Female 

 

11 

33 

 

25 

75 

Age 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

 

12 

20 

9 

1 

2 

 

27 

46 

20 

2 

5 

Academic Year 

Freshman 

Sophomore 

Junior 

Senior 

Graduate 

 

0 

14 

27 

3 

0 

 

 

32 

61 

7 

Academic Major 

Undeclared 

Spanish 

Natural Science 

Social Science 

 

13 

23 

1 

7 

 

30 

52 

2 

16 

Academic Minor 

Undeclared 

Spanish 

Natural Science 

Social Science  

 

1 

11 

4 

28 

 

2 

25 

9 

64 

Attrition 5 11 
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Table 3.2 

 

Years of Spanish Study by Participants  

 No study > 1 year 1-2 years < 2 years 

 n % n % n % n % 

Elementary School 33 75 4 9 5 11 2 5 

Middle School 18 41 4 9 16 36 6 14 

High School 2 5 0 0 7 16 35 79 

University 3 7 3 7 18 41 20 45 

(Average years of study = 6.6) 

 

Procedure 

Before proceeding with the investigation, the researcher applied for approval from the 

International Review Board (IRB) of Georgetown University. After receiving approval (IRB# 

2009-249) permission was also solicited from the participating institution and the study abroad 

directors responsible for the students during their tenure in Spain. During the first data collection 

session, students were asked to sign the IRB approved consent form, agreed to participate in the 

investigation and gave the researcher permission to use the data for the purpose of this project 

(see Appendix II). 

The subjects participated in three data collections sessions (see Table 3.3 below). All the 

sessions took place in a reserved computer lab associated with the American institute in Spain. 

Standard PC computers and headsets with microphones and headphones were used to record the 

data. As discussed above, Session 1 took place during the program orientation during the first 

two days in the host-country. Due to technical difficulties, students attempted to take the pre-SA 

COPI on the first day of the orientation, but were unable to complete the test. During the session 

on the first day students signed the IRB forms, and completed the online pre-SA questionnaire 

with demographic information and the WTC survey. On day 2 they returned and completed the 

COPI after the technical difficulties were resolved. Students were placed with their host families 
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during this time but only spent 2 meals and spent one night in the homes; they were not yet 

taking classes or completely immersed in the language and culture to the same extent as during 

the rest of the experience. During the pre-session the students completed a demographic 

questionnaire, the willingness-to-communicate scale, and the pre-SA COPI test. The session 

lasted approximately 90 minutes.  

Table 3.3  

 

Data Collection Sessions 

Session Schedule Instruments Time  

1 January Study explanation & Consent form  

Demographic questionnaire (from LCP)  

Willingness-to-Communicate questionnaire 

Pre Oral Proficiency test (COPI) 

Day 1 - 10 min 

Day 1 - 10 min 

Day 1 - 10 min 

Day 2 - 60 min 

2 

 

February Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) 

Phonological working memory test 

60 min 

15 min 

3 May Post Oral Proficiency test (COPI) 

Language Contact Profile (LCP) 

Affective Aptitude survey 

60 min 

20 min 

10 min 

  Exit questionnaire 10 min 

 

One month later students participated in Session 2 where they took two of the aptitude 

tests, the MLAT and the phonological working memory test. This session lasted approximately 

75 minutes. Finally, Session 3 was scheduled as close to the end of the study abroad experience 

as possible; however, due to the final exam schedule of the institution, students took the final 

instruments during the last two weeks of the academic term as they were able. During the post-

session students took the post-SA COPI, completed the Language Contact Profile and affective 

aptitude surveys, and completed an exit questionnaire about their experience abroad. The last 

session lasted approximately 90 minutes. The researcher was present during all the data 

collection sessions; in addition the researcher conducted informal interviews outside of the 

sessions and observed the students’ progress by speaking to their professors, study abroad 
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directors, host families and inter-cambio language partners to collect qualitative observations of 

the experience and changes in language use and socio-cultural adaptation.  

After collecting the data, the researcher, as a certified COPI rater, rated the COPI tests as 

well as coded all the aptitude tests and scored the WM tests. In addition, second and third raters 

were used to establish reliability of the COPI and WM tests. For the COPI test a trained graduate 

student from Colorado State University was employed to complete the MTRP COPI training and 

achieve an acceptable score on the final trainer evaluation. This second trained rater double rated 

50% of the COPI data to be included in the inter-rater reliability protocol described below. The 

researcher does note that this trained rater was a non-native speaker of Spanish, who learned 

Spanish through formal study and living abroad in Latin America for extended periods of time; 

he was not a language teacher nor in any way related to the study abroad students or the study 

abroad program. This rater never met any of the students nor learned the names or personal 

details of individuals involved in this project. The data was randomized and best practices were 

followed as closely as possible for the rating of the data.  

Moreover, detailed linguistic transcripts were made of the pre- and post-SA COPI tests in 

order to measure the fluency (words/minute) of the oral samples. The transcripts were made by 

undergraduate upper-division Spanish language majors from the Language Department at 

Colorado State University. The students were paid for their work, and the researcher listened to 

the COPI test and read through the transcripts to verify their work making changes where 

necessary. While the students are not trained linguists or transcribers, they all had Spanish 

language skills sufficient to listen, understand and transcribe the COPI tasks and can be 

estimated to be at the Advanced high ACTFL level of oral proficiency themselves. The COPI 

files were randomized and the students were unaware of the identity of the speakers, or if the 
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tests were pre- or post-SA COPI tests. Every effort was made to create a reliable and sound data 

set for analysis and evaluation in this project. Finally, the data was entered into a SPSS 

spreadsheet and a statistical analysis was conducted using the data collected from each 

instrument to examine the correlations between the independent variables and the aptitude 

variables and answer the research questions as presented in Chapter 4. 

Instrumentation 

The outcome variable oral proficiency was assessed using a pre- and post- Computerized 

Oral Proficiency Instrument (COPI) (Kenyon & Malabonga, 2001; Malone, 2003). The 

instruments used to collect cognitive and affective aptitude data for this project included: the 

MLAT (Carroll & Sapon, 1959), a phonological working memory test (WM), and a Willingness 

to Communicate (WTC) questionnaire in combination with other affective aptitude scales using 

Likert-type measures (Yashima, Zenuk-Nishide & Shimizu, 2004). Other data collection 

methods included: the Language Contact Profile (LCP, Freed, Dewey, Segalowitz & Halter, 

2004) and personal interviews with the students, language instructors, peers and host families, 

and researcher field notes and observation throughout the language learning experience. A 

detailed description of each data collection instrument follows here.  

Computerized Oral Proficiency Instrument (COPI) 

The Computerized Oral Proficiency Instrument (COPI, 2009) was used pre- and post-SA 

to measure change in participants’ Spanish speaking abilities during the study abroad experience. 

The Computerized Oral Proficiency Instrument (COPI) is a computer-based, semi-adaptive test 

of Modern Standard Spanish oral proficiency intended for use with native-English-speaking 

students in later years of high school, college students, and professionals. The COPI's 

computerized delivery uses up-to-date technology, and its semi-adaptive design allows for 
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efficient testing. Historically there have been a number of means used to elicit oral data for 

evaluation and determine the oral proficiency of a language student; face-to-face or telephone 

interviews have been common and the American Council of Teaching Foreign Languages 

(ACTFL) has been the forerunner in establishing the norms for assessing oral proficiency in the 

United States. However, rater training and administration of these oral proficiency tests has 

proven to be expensive and time intensive. Another form of elicitation of oral data for evaluation 

is semi-direct, for example, using tape or digital recordings or computer mediated 

methodologies. “Semi-direct approaches refer to testing methods that rely on something other 

than a live interviewer—such as a tape recorder, computer program, test booklet, or some 

combination of these—to elicit language from the test taker” (Malone, 2007, p. 1). The COPI is a 

semi-direct instrument that offers a reliable data collection method that can be evaluated at a 

later time by a trained rater. 

This instrument provided the researcher with a computerized, time-efficient assessment 

of the students’ oral language proficiency in Spanish which was replicable and easier to 

administer, especially in an international setting. Performance on the COPI is rated according to 

the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines – Speaking (Revised 1999). The ACTFL Guidelines 

characterize a language learner’s stage of proficiency and have been widely used by 

professionals from elementary grades through graduate education, as well as by government and 

industry language specialists. (see Table 3.6 below for a more detailed description of the ACTFL 

COPI levels). While it is not within the scope of this research project to validate or discuss the 

reliability of this measure, a description of the issues related to evaluating oral proficiency is 

included in Chapter 2 review of literature on oral proficiency. 
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The COPI program has a pool of about 100 assessment tasks, which were adapted from 

tasks successfully used in Simulated Oral Proficiency Interview (SOPIs) administered by CAL. 

(For more information on developing SOPIs, see Stansfield, 1996; Kenyon & Stansfield, 1993.) 

The test is administered on a standard PC computer and requires a compatible headset with a 

microphone and earphones. The test can be administered individually on a single computer, or 

with multiple test takers simultaneously in a computer laboratory. For the COPI each task was 

designed to elicit speech at one of the four main levels of the ACTFL proficiency scale: Novice, 

Intermediate, Advanced, and Superior (see Table 3.5 below). Each task is coded for its speaking 

function and content/topic area. For the COPI test administration program, each task is 

comprised of several parts, including written files and audio directions in English, as well as 

written and audio directions in Spanish, a graphic file of a picture that accompanies the task (for 

picture based tasks), and an audio prompt produced by a native speaker of Spanish. Depending 

on the choices that the test taker makes, the test can last anywhere from 45-60 minutes. A 

photograph of a friendly virtual female instructor accompanies the audio, and written directions 

presented on the computer screen guide the test taker through the program. When taking the 

COPI, the test taker goes through nine phases: 1) welcome; 2) information on the purpose and 

structure of the COPI; 3) input and correction of personal information; 4) self-assessment of 

proficiency level; 5) listening to an adequate response to a sample task(s); 6) practice with the 

same sample task(s); 7) responding to performance tasks (the actual test); 8) feedback about the 

levels of the tasks that the examinee took; and 9) closing (Malabonga & Kenyon, 1999: 65). 

 In addition to the actual COPI test being computer assisted, the rater training program is 

also a multimedia computer assisted program that the rater must complete to become a qualified 

rater. The multimedia COPI rating program allows raters to hear the responses for each task and 
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to listen to the tasks in any order. As raters assess each task, elements of the task—such as its 

ACTFL level, the picture accompanying the task, the directions, and the target language 

prompt— appear on the screen, giving raters background information about each task and 

facilitating the assessment of the performances. Raters can also listen to any portion of each test 

takers’ response to a particular task as many times as desired and go back to previously rated 

tasks. Finally, the assessment program allows raters to write notes to the test taker so that, aside 

from providing a global rating, raters are also able to provide comments and task-specific 

feedback to each test taker, if desired. The rater gives an individual score to each task and the 

rating program calculates the final global rating based on an algorithm (see Malabonga & 

Kenyon, 1999). The researcher and a second rater completed this rater training program in order 

to assess the COPI tests completed by the students who participated in this project 

Table 3.4 

 

Numeric Scoring of ACTFL Proficiency Levels 

ACTFL Level Numeric Score 

Novice Low .5 

Novice  1 

Novice High 1.5 

Intermediate Low 1.8 

Intermediate 2 

Intermediate High 2.5 

Advanced Low 2.8 

Advanced 3 

Advanced High 3.5 

Superior 4 

 

 

.



 

 
 

8
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Table 3.5 

 

COPI Level Descriptions based on the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 

 Communicative Task Context Content Areas Accuracy 

Novice 

Low 

Produces isolated words and a few 

high-frequency phrases 

Talks about only very specific subjects Has no awareness of grammar or syntax 

and may not even be intelligible within this 

limited vocabulary 

Novice 

 

Produces isolated words and some 

phrases 

Speaks in certain, specific learned 

contexts 

Sometimes produces intelligible speech but 

may have a very limited awareness of 

grammar 

Novice 

High 

Shows the beginning of ability to 

create with language, but is unable to 

sustain it 

Begins to interact in spontaneous 

situations 

Usually produces speech comprehensible to 

native speakers accustomed to dealing with 

nonnative speakers 

Intermediate 

Low 

Can participate in a simple 

conversation, although primarily in a 

reactive way. 

Occasionally initiates conversation and 

can describe in a simple way 

Functions minimally in informal 

situations 

With repetition, is generally understood by 

sympathetic listeners 

Intermediate 

 

Maintains simple face-to-face 

conversations 

Asks and responds to simple questions 

Initiates and carries out 

straightforward transactions that 

involve giving and getting information 

Can give a simple description 

Operates in informal settings 

Talks about topics related to self, family 

members, leisure activities and immediate 

surroundings 

Is understood by native speakers 

accustomed to dealing with nonnative 

speakers 

Intermediate 

High 

Uses the present tense well, but the 

past tense inconsistently 

Talks in generalities, but not details 

Often breaks down connected 

discourse into a series of simple 

sentences 

Talks with ease about personal activities 

and immediate surroundings 

Talks with limited ability about some 

areas of general interest 

Operates in informal settings and 

performs in limited ways in formal 

settings 

Is usually understood by native speakers 

unaccustomed to dealing with nonnative 

speakers 



 

 
 

8
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Advanced 

Low 

Gives explanations, instructions and 

descriptions 

Narrates in past, present and future time, 

though haltingly at times 

Participates actively in social 

conversations 

Handles situations involving requests, 

explanations and narrations well, though 

speech may be strained when those 

situations involve complications 

Performs adequately in most informal and  

a limited number of formal settings 

Can talk about concrete or factual topics 

of personal and general interest 

Is understood by native speakers not used 

to dealing with non-natives, although 

repetition may be necessary 

Uses paragraph level discourse with 

connectors, though structure of the 

dominant language is evident in false 

cognates and literal translations 

Demonstrates ability to narrate and 

describe in past, present and future, though 

with noticeable self correction  

Advanced 

 

Gives explanations, instructions and 

detailed descriptions 

Narrates in the past, present and future 

time with ease and confidence 

Participates fully in social conversations 

Handles situations involving requests, 

explanations, and narrations well, even 

when those situations involve 

complications 

Performs well in most formal and some 

formal settings 

Can talk about concrete or factual topics 

of personal and general interest 

Adapts flexibly to the demands of the 

conversation 

Is understood with difficulty by native 

speakers not used to dealing with non-

natives 

Uses paragraph level discourse and 

connectors 

Demonstrates ability to narrate and 

describe in the past, present and future 

May show awareness of superior level 

features 

Advanced 

High 

Presents a point of view in an argument, 

buy may lose track of the thread of the 

argument 

May have to revert to concrete examples, 

often in present tense 

Shows knowledge of the hypothetical 

mode by using the conditional or 

imperfect subjunctive, but cannot sustain 

it in longer discourse 

Uses most tenses (except the imperfect 

subjunctive and conditional perfect) with 

few problems, bus some patterned speech 

errors remain 

Superior Discuss extensively, linking paragraphs 

into longer discourse 

Supports opinions by abstracting, 

hypothesizing and offering examples 

Copes with linguistically unfamiliar 

situations that require us of precise 

vocabulary, shift of register etc. 

Uses circumlocution easily and naturally 

Participates in discussions in most formal 

and informal settings 

Discusses a wide range of concrete topics, 

abstract general-interest topics, and topics 

related to specific fields of interest and 

expertise 

Speaks without patterns of error, although 

occasional errors are present in hard-to-

control areas. Controls the language such 

that errors never interfere with 

communication or disturb the native 

speaker Communicates completely in the 

language without recourse to English 
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The COPI rater program only allows the rater to give a label or proficiency rating to the 

student based on the ACTFL proficiency guidelines. However, in order to conduct a statistical 

analysis of this data the researcher required a numerical representation of each level. Neither the 

COPI rater training program nor the ACTFL proficiency guidelines suggest the use of a specific 

number or score for each level; therefore, the researcher established a differential scale, with 

uneven points between sub-levels, for the purposes of this investigation (see Table 3.6 above). 

This scale was used in order to maintain a whole number increase between major ACTFL levels 

(Novice, Intermediate, and Advanced). It is challenging to create a numeric scale on this type of 

rubric; however by using a differential scale rather than a linear scale the physiological reality of 

the difference between each major level is preserved as well as indicating the differences 

between sublevels.  

In addition to the numerical coding of the COPI ratings, detailed linguistic transcriptions 

were made of the pre- and post-SA COPI tests in order to measure the fluency of the oral 

samples by calculating words per minute of each task and the whole test (this methodology was 

used following Segalowitz & Freed, 2004). The transcribers were proficient undergraduate 

Spanish students from Colorado State University, who had a high level of Spanish language 

skills. The transcribers were paid $10 per transcribed COPI, and took approximately 60-90 

minutes to transcribe each COPI test. In order to maintain anonymity, each COPI was 

randomized and numbered and the students did not know the identity of the speaker. In order to 

transcribe and record the time for each task, the transcribers used the free audio editing program 

Audacity (see http://audacity.sourceforge.net/). The transcribers recorded the amount of time the 

test taker spoke during each task (for example 48 seconds, 1 minute 23 seconds etc.). They also 

counted the number of words produced per task; filler words such as ‘umm’ or ‘uhh’ were not 

http://audacity.sourceforge.net/
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counted as words. However, if a student produced a partial word or stuttered while trying to 

produce an authentic Spanish word, this was counted as a word; for example, ‘educ-’ counted as 

a word if the student was trying to say ‘educacción’ education.  

A global fluency or rate of speech was calculated for each pre- and post-SA COPI by 

adding together the total number of words produced during the COPI test and divided by the total 

amount of talk time. For example, student 152 completed 8 tasks on the pre-SA COPI; he spoke 

for a total of 8 minutes and produced 590 words giving a fluency of 73 words/minute. On the 

post-SA COPI test the same student completed 9 tasks, spoke for a total of 13 minutes and 

produced 1162 words giving him a fluency score of 89 words/minute. In this way students’ 

scores could be compared from pre- to post-SA and between students. Hence, the fluency 

measure is related to the global oral proficiency COPI score in that the source of the data is the 

same, pre- and post-SA COPI tests, however it measures the production of the L2 in a different 

light.  

Fluency is a challenging construct to define or measure, Freed, Segalowitz & Dewey say, 

“The general picture that emerges from the literature is that fluency is a complex phenomenon 

that encompasses a multitude of linguistic, psycholinguistic, and sociolinguistic features. Despite 

a cluster of agreed-on components of fluent language use, there appear to be considerable 

individual differences in both the expression and perception of fluency” (2004, p. 279). Fluency 

is a more specific measure of oral proficiency, that may be a factor in determining the global oral 

proficiency COPI score, but is more concretely measured. While fluency can be measured in a 

number of ways (see Freed, Segalowitz & Dewey, 2004) and could further be explored, for the 

purposes of this investigation the operationalization of fluency was simply words/minute and is 

used as a second outcome measure to be correlated with the aptitude measures. 



 

91 
 

Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) 

The Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) is a commercially-available assessment 

instrument that measures a person’s probable ability, or aptitude, to learn a second language. The 

MLAT was chosen for this project as a measure of global language proficiency since it has been 

the standard in the field for over 70 years and has proven to be a highly stable and reliable 

measure of language learning aptitude. Furthermore, the newest computerized version of the 

MLAT was used for this project in order to facilitate ease of administration and scoring while 

collecting data abroad.  

The MLAT was developed in the 1950s by John Carroll and Stanley Sapon based on a 

five-year research project at Harvard, and was initially normed on approximately 5000 students 

in U.S. high school, college, and government language programs. The test was developed during 

the height of the psychometric testing era and has set a precedent for the use of psychometric 

batteries in the field of language aptitude testing. The primary purpose and use of the MLAT has 

been to select students for foreign language study and to predict their probable success in 

learning a second language. “The potential diagnostic value of the test was also recognized early 

on, because different parts of the test deal with different aspects of language ability such as 

phonetics, phonology, grammar, and rote memory” (Reed & Stansfield, 2002: 2). 

According to the test writers (Carrol & Sapon, 1959a), the full version of the MLAT (k = 146) is 

made up of five subtests:  1) number learning (k = 15), 2) phonetic script (k = 15), 3) spelling 

clues (k = 50), 4) words in sentences (k = 45), 5) paired associates (k = 24). (see Table 3.5 for a 

detailed account of each section.) Additionally, a short version (k = 119) of the MLAT exists, 

which includes the last three subsets of the original test. The long version has shown consistent 
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reliability at .90 or above, while the short version produced reliabilities ranging from .83 to .93 

(Brown, 1988, Appendix I, p. 1). 

Table 3.6 

 

The MLAT 

 Section Aptitude measured Questions 

1 Number learning Memory 43 

2 Phonetic script Sound-symbol mapping 30 

3 Spelling cues Lexical processing 50 

4 Words in sentences Grammatical structure sensitivity 45 

5 Paired associates Rote memory 24 

 

Traditionally, the MLAT was administered to individuals or groups in a paper/pencil 

format and either a proctor or a tape/CD were used to deliver the instructions and keep time for 

each section of the test. The test takes approximately one hour and afterwards the scores are 

calculated by hand using a hand scoring stencil. The score for the MLAT is a combination of all 

points tallied according to the number right per section and no points are deducted for errors or 

omissions. As the MLAT testing manual says “Scores will be interpreted differently from 

institution to institution; that is, each institution will set cut-off scores to determine, for example, 

which government agency personnel are eligible for language training” (ONLINE 5/1/2011 at 

www.2lti.com/htm/test_mlat.pdf ). 

More recently a computer-based version of the MLAT (CB-MLAT) was developed in 

2006 by the Second Language Testing Foundation (SLTF). The CB-MLAT preserves the same 

items from the original MLAT and similarly measures aptitude for learning a second language. 

The Second Language Testing Institute (SLTI) says of the new version that “The development of 

the CB-MLAT marks an important step in the advancement of the Modern Language Aptitude 

Test.  The CB-MLAT will provide a unique opportunity to develop and immediately field-test 

new items for the MLAT….and it will add to the security of that version while SLTF SLTI can 
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distribute the alternate version for uses that are not high-stakes” (ONLINE 5/26/2011 at 

www.2lti.com/htm/Test_cb_mlat.htm ). Furthermore they cite the following benefits for the use 

of the CB-MLAT (ONLINE 5/26/2011 at www.2lti.com/htm/Test_cb_mlat.htm#2): 

There are many benefits to choosing the computer-based MLAT over the paper-based 

MLAT, especially for high volume users. 

• Immediate feedback of scores to examinees. 

• More secure management of test materials and results. 

• Eliminates concern about examinee marking answers out of sequence.   

• Eliminates hand scoring; no more errors in scoring. 

• More rapid correction of mistaken answers than with pencil, paper and eraser.  

• Provides an identical test administration for all examinees. 

• Automatic access to an item-level database on examinee performance. 

• Provides statistical reports on examinee score distributions and groupings including 

the creation of local norms. 

• Allows for the customization of demographic questionnaire including the ability to 

ask additional questions of examinees. 

• Periodic refreshing with new items ensures continued validity. 

• Reduction in administration costs for proctoring, setup, scoring, reporting, and filing. 

 

Use of the CB-MLAT significantly simplified test administration since all the 

instructions and audio files are contained in the program software, which eliminates the need for 

a test proctor or sound equipment for the audio recordings, which is why it was chosen for this 

project. In general, the CB-MLAT software is downloaded onto a computer which will serve as 

the testing station and, depending on the resources available, multiple testing stations can be set 

up simultaneously in a computer laboratory.  As with the COPI test, there were some technical 

difficulties in downloading the CB-MLAT onto the computers in the computer lab in a country 

other than the United States, due to the default language set on the computers. Fortunately, with 

more time and assistance from the SLTI technicians we were able to successfully download the 

CB-MLAT onto the computers and there were not difficulties during the second data collection 

session. The test takes approximately one hour and the results are displayed immediately for the 

test taker and for the interested tester, in this case the researcher. For all the aforementioned 
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reasons, the present research design includes the use of the CB-MLAT in order to facilitate easier 

test taking procedures as well as data collection and, ultimately, analysis. When referring to the 

MLAT through this document, the researcher refers to the CB-MLAT as administered for this 

project. 

Phonological Working Memory Test 

 The phonological working memory test (WM) for this project was developed by 

Jaemyung Goo in collaboration with Dr. Alison Mackey at Georgetown University. This WM 

test is a nonword repetition task comprised of 16 pairs of non-words of varying lengths. In order 

to take the test, the students listened to a narrator and immediately repeated the answer back, 

which was recorded for later scoring. The students took this test on a standard PC and the 

instructions were given to them electronically by listening to a digital audio file. They recorded 

their answers using Audacity, a free publicly available recording program (this program can be 

downloaded at http://audacity.sourceforge.net). Using standard headsets with headphones and 

microphone students simply pushed record before each answer and then paused while listening 

to the next set. 

The instructions for this test stated:  

This test assesses your ability to remember words that you have never heard. Listen 

carefully to all the instructions so you become familiar with what to do. You are going to 

listen to pairs of nonsense words followed by a pause and a sound signal (beep). Try to 

remember the pair of words that you just heard, and repeat them out-loud after you hear 

the tone (beep) so we can record them. Immediately after that, you will hear a new pair of 

words, therefore, after you repeat the words you have to be ready to listen to the next pair 

of words. You can use any techniques to help you remember the sounds of the words, but 

you can’t write down any of the words while you listen to them.  
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Practice: 

Delneyta - neputa 

Gantimu – pekuture 

Bikorge – mentipet 

 

When you are ready to begin the test, click on the REC. button on the recording program. 

If you have any questions, please ask the researcher now. 

 

Table 3.7 

 

Phonological Working Memory Nonword Repetition Test 

Item Nonword 

1 melistok- nutolon 

2 bluxidong-calintrop 

3 weanverage-waltorine 

4 Pondomicious- najistery 

5 cantolition-torictional 

6 hominerish- antropendent 

7 blifermicuous-plessubrendizer 

8 expinflotory-symperductiment 

9 Torebifacion-neakerhoofiness  

10 throfectualism--bexterpanacomy 

11 wenderinomious--sornyrabolity 

12 portheemetagogy—sydropovicular 

13 manti-trimorictional—griman-trictorafoty 

14 guestero-blendurishing--gleppy-justerinflishment 

15 Towary-manitacorous—finter-profensibolities 

16 Heela-corkymestidiness—thropy-rounsabifolation 

 

In order to score the test the learner received one point for each word pronounced 

correctly; however, for the pairs from 1-9, if there is only one phoneme difference, one point was 

given to the learner (zero if there were two or more different phonemes in the learner’s 

repetition); for the remaining pairs (10-16), one point was also given to a repeated word with two 

different phonemes (zero if three or more different phonemes are involved). The maximum score 

was 32 for the 16 pairs (see Table 3.10 below for the specific sets). 

In order to acquire a reliable score for this test, since it has not been normed, an inter-

rater reliability protocol was used. First two native English speaking raters scored the tests and a 
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Kappa score was calculated (K = .73, p < .001). Additionally, a third rater scored 66% of the data 

particularly the subjects where raters 1 and 2 disagreed. Following Fleiss (1981) a single 

measure intraclass correlation (also called ICC) analysis to measure the reliability of the three 

ratings. The ICC correlation coefficient was ρ = .99, p < .001 indicating a high level of reliability 

between the three raters and strong evidence of the validity of the WM data for this study . This 

process is described further in Chapter 4 under the inter-rater reliability section. 

Willingness to communicate (WTC) Scale 

The original Willingness to communicate (WTC) scale is a 20-item, probability-estimate 

scale published by McCroskey & Richmond in 1985. McCrosky (1992: 16-17) says: 

The study of various general orientations toward communication has held an important 

place in communication research for over a half-century. This research has been 

conducted under a wide variety of conceptualizations. These have included stage fright, 

speech anxiety, communication apprehension, shyness, reticence, unwillingness to 

communicate, willingness to communicate, talkativeness, verbal activity, vocal activity, 

and a number of others. Although these are all related constructs, there are important 

distinctions among them…. The Burgoon (1976) conceptualization of "unwillingness to 

communicate," however, was a much more fully developed conceptualization of an 

overall orientation toward communication. Unfortunately, the measure developed for the 

construct turned out to have two dimensions, neither of which were isomorphic with the 

conceptualization and one of which clearly was a measure of communication 

apprehension. The most recent conceptualization in this area, named "willingness to 

communicate" (McCroskey & Richmond, 1985), is essentially the same as the earlier 

"unwillingness" construct but is worded in the positive rather than the negative direction. 

More importantly, the measure for the newer conceptualization appears to be a valid 

measure of the construct. It is the "Willingness-To-Communicate" scale (WTC: 

McCroskey & Richmond, 1985; 1987).  

 

The 20-questions survey is made up of 12 scored questions and eight fillers and when 

scored (see Table 3.7 below) the subject is given a total score, three subscores based on types of 

receivers (strangers, acquaintances, friends), and four other subscores based on types of 

communication contexts (public, meeting, group, dyad). The scale was designed as a direct 
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measure of the subject’s predisposition toward approaching or avoiding the initiation of 

communication. McCrosky says, “This is in contrast to methods which might seek to tap into 

feelings of introversion, apprehension, alienation, self-concept or other such orientations which 

are believed to be associated with approaching or avoiding communication. The indirect 

approach was not successful in generating an appropriate scale in earlier research efforts. Use of 

the direct approach assumes the respondent is generally aware of her/his own 

approach/avoidance tendencies” (1992, p. 17). The instructions for the WTC Scale state the 

following (McCrosky, 1992, p.18): 

Below are twenty situations in which a person might choose to communicate or not to 

communicate. Presume you have completely free choice. Indicate the percentage of times 

you would choose to communicate in each type of situation. Indicate in the space at the 

left what percent of the time you would choose to communicate. 0 = never, 100 = always 
 

Table 3.8 

 

Original Willingness to Communicate Scale (McCrosky, 1992, p. 18,  * Filler item) 

Item Question Communication Context Audience 

1 *Talk with a service station attendant.   

2 *Talk with a physician.   

3 Present a talk to a group of strangers. Public speaking Stranger 

4 Talk with an acquaintance while standing in line. Interpersonal conversations Acquaintance 

5 *Talk with a salesperson in a store.   

6 Talk in a large meeting of friends. Meetings Friend 

7 *Talk in a large meeting of friends.   

8 Talk in a small group of strangers. Group discussion Stranger 

9 Talk with a friend while standing in line. Interpersonal conversations Friend 

10 *Talk with a waiter/waitress in a restaurant.   

11 Talk in a large meeting of acquaintances. Meetings Acquaintance 

12 Talk with a stranger while standing in line Interpersonal conversations Stranger 

13 *Talk with a secretary.   

14 Present a talk to a group of friends. Public speaking Friend 

15 Talk in a small group of acquaintances. Group discussion Acquaintance 

16 *Talk with a garbage collector.   

17 Talk in a large meeting of strangers. Meetings Stranger 

18 *Talk with a spouse (or girl/boy friend)   

19 Talk in a small group of friends Group discussion Friend 

20 Present a talk to a group of acquaintances. Public speaking Acquaintance 
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The survey for the present study was slightly modified (based on Hashimoto, 2002) in 

order to modernize the terminology and give more explicit instruction to the students taking the 

survey regarding the size of the group indicated in the question. The WTC scale was 

administered electronically via on online service SurveyMonkey.com, along with the affective 

aptitude questionnaires (See Appendix II for the complete questionnaires). See Table 3.9 below 

for a list of the actual questions used for the WTC scale in this study. The directions and the 

scoring were the same as outlined above. 

Table 3.9 

Willingness to Communicate Scale (Hashimoto, 2002, p. 66) 

Item  

1 *Talk with an acquaintance in an elevator. 

2 *Talk with a stranger on the bus. 

3 Speak in public to a group (about 30 people) of strangers. 

4 Talk with an acquaintance while standing in line. 

5 *Talk with a salesperson in a store. 

6 Talk in a large meeting (about 10 people) of friends. 

7 *Talk with a janitor/resident manager. 

8 Talk in a small group (about 5 people) of strangers. 

9 Talk with a friend while standing in line. 

10 *Talk with a waiter/waitress in a restaurant. 

11 Talk in a large meeting (about 10 people) of acquaintances. 

12 Talk with a stranger while standing in line. 

13 *Talk with a shop clerk. 

14 Speak in public to a group (about 30 people) of friends. 

15 Talk in a small group (about 5 people) of acquaintances. 

16 *Talk with a garbage collector. 

17 Talk in a large meeting (about 10 people) of strangers. 

18 *Talk with a librarian. 

19 Talk in a small group (about 5 people) of friends. 

20 Speak in public to a group (about 30 people) of acquaintances. 

 

Affective Aptitude Surveys 

The construct of willingness to communicate, as explained in the review of literature, is a 

composite of a variety of affective variables, including motivation, anxiety and natural desire to 
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initiate communicative activities with an interlocutor. In order to have additional measures of 

attitudinal and motivational affective aptitudes in this study, a variety of self-report measures 

were used to elicit self-evaluation of the students’ own individual characteristics. These 

questionnaires were administered via the online survey program SurveyMonkey.com, along with 

the Language Contact Profile and the Willingness-to-Communicate scale. Two questionnaires 

(pre and post) were developed which incorporate questions from two sources: Yashima, T., 

Zenuk-Nishide, L., & Shimizu, K. (2004) and Hashimoto (2002). The Cronbach α scores 

reported below are all taken from these sources. The questions adapted from Yashima, T., 

Zenuk-Nishide, L., & Shimizu, K. (2004) were designed for native speakers of Japanese learning 

English as a second language; here the items were translated only to reflect the currently studied 

population of native speakers of English studying Spanish as a second language. Therefore, the 

words ‘Japanese’ and ‘English’ were replaced with ‘English’ and ‘Spanish’ respectively. Below 

each construct is detailed and Table 3.9 gives a summary of each item and the specific 

subcomponent of aptitude that is measured by each scale. 

Motivation intensity 

As a measure of motivation, six items on motivational intensity (Cronbach’s α = .81) 

were taken from research by Gardner and Lambert (1972). Students are asked to rate the degree 

to which each statement matches their state of mind. In contrast to the original format of three 

multiple choice answers, a 7-point scale is used, per Yashima, T., Zenuk-Nishide, L., & Shimizu, 

K. (2004).  
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Desire to learn Spanish 

In addition, a second measure of motivation consists of six items asking about students’ 

desire to learn Spanish (α = .68) which is taken from Gardner and Lambert (1972). The original 

format was again changed to a 7-point scale per Yashima, T., Zenuk-Nishide, L., & Shimizu, K. 

(2004).  

Approach-avoidance tendency 

Seven items assess students’ tendency to approach or avoid non-English speakers in their 

home context of the United States (α = .73). Examples are: ‘‘I want to participate in a volunteer 

activity to help foreigners living in the surrounding community’’ and ‘‘I want to make friends 

with international students studying in the U.S.’’ Again, this construct is measured on a 7-point 

Likert-type scale for each of the seven items. This scale was developed on the basis of work by 

Gudykunst (1991), Kim (1991), and Gouran and Nishida (1996).  

Interest in international vocation/activities 

Six items (α = .62) index how interested an individual is in an international career and 

living overseas (e.g., ‘‘I want to work in an international organization such as the United 

Nations,’’ ‘‘I’d rather avoid the kind of work that sends me overseas frequently’’), again 

measured on a 7-point scales. The items were developed based on Tanaka, Kohyama, and 

Fujiwara (1991) and Yashima (2000).  

Interest in international affairs 

Two items (α = .63) reflect students’ interest in international issues, for example, ‘‘I often 

read and watch news about foreign countries’’ and ‘‘I often talk about situations and events in 

foreign countries with my family and/or friends’’, also recorded on 7-point scales. These two 

items were taken from Kitagawa and Minoura (1991). 



 

101 
 

Frequency and amount of communication in Spanish class 

Five self-report items (α = .70) were constructed to assess, on a 10-point scale from 

always to never, how often students volunteered communication in and outside the class (e.g., ‘‘I 

volunteered answers or asked questions in the classroom,’’ ‘‘I asked teachers questions outside 

the classroom in English’’). Studies using scales that assess frequency of communication with L2 

groups were consulted to create the scales (e.g., in Clément & Kruidenier, 1985, participants 

estimated the number of interactions; in MacIntyre & Charos, 1996, items from the perceived 

competence scale were adapted to measure the frequency of communication). 

Communication anxiety in Spanish 

The 11 items for communication apprehension or anxiety (α = .48 in Macintyre & 

Charos, 1996) are taken from Hashimoto (2002), and originally adapted from Gardner’s (2001) 

Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) the short version. A similar measure is also used by 

MacIntyre and Charos (1996) and Yashima, T., Zenuk-Nishide, L., & Shimizu, K. (2004) which 

served as the measure of communication anxiety in English and Japanese respectively. Here the 

questions have been altered only to reflect the second language of study: Spanish. The students 

indicate how nervous they feel in each situation/with each receiver by indicating if the statement 

relates to them strongly or weakly, similar to a Likert-type scale. 
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Table 3.10 

 

Affective Aptitude Questionnaire 

Construct Evaluated Items Scale Cronbach’s α Source 

Motivational Intensity 6 7-point .81 Gardner and Lambert (1972) 

Desire to learn the L2 6 7-point .68 Gardner and Lambert (1972) 

Intergroup approach – 

avoidance tendency 

7 7-point .73 Gudykunst (1991); Kim (1991);  

Gouran & Nishida (1996) 

Interest in international 

vocation 

6 7-point .62 Tanaka, Kohyama, & Fujiwara 

(1991); Yashima (2000) 

Interest in international 

affairs 

2 7-point .63 Kitagawa and Minoura (1991) 

Frequency & amount of 

communication in 

Spanish class 

5 10-point .70 Clément & Kruidenier (1985);  

MacIntyre & Charos (1996) 

Communication anxiety 

in L2 

11 7-point .48 Hashimoto (2002); MacIntyre and 

Charos (1996) 

 

Language contact profile (LCP)  

In the 2004 edition of Studies in Second Language Acquisition Freed, Dewey, Segalowitz 

and Halter published their version of the Language Contact Profile in order to help standardize 

the data collection process for research in the study abroad context. They say: 

Scholars frequently develop questionnaires of their own, which are rarely shared widely 

in the profession. Consequently, much time and effort is invested in reinventing the 

process of gathering the types of data that are commonly needed. The document we 

present here—a questionnaire to assess second language contact for students entering and 

completing language study programs in various contexts of learning (academic 

classrooms, intensive domestic immersion , and study abroad)—has proven useful to us, 

our colleagues, and students in a variety of projects. …In 2001 we explored the best 

possible ways to elicit information that we deemed useful for students studying in a 

variety of contexts. This version has since been used by colleagues and students in a 

number of projects (Paige, Cohen, Kappler, Chi, & Lassegard, 2002; Dewey, 2002; 

Kohro, 2001; Mendelson, in preparation). Because we are asked with great frequency to 

share copies of the LCP and because it was an integral research instrument in the studies 

reported in this issue (Freed, Segalowitz, & Dewey; Segalowitz & Freed)…. 

 

For the present study the LCP was incorporated into both the pre and post questionnaires 

and was employed to collect valuable demographic and language learning data from the 
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participants (see Appendix III below for all questionnaires). The LCP, Willingness to 

Communicate scale and affective aptitude questionnaires were all administered electronically via 

the online service SurveyMonkey.com. Students were given the appropriate URL and logged in 

online to take the questionnaires. The questions were divided into two sections, background 

information (e.g. age, home language spoken, and educational status) and second language 

contact (e.g. contact with native speakers, exposure to media in the target language such as TV 

and internet). Demographic information was elicited using the LCP on the pre-questionnaire, and 

language contact information was collected on the post-questionnaire. Due to the intense battery 

of tests included in this project, the researcher decided to ask students to complete the self-

reporting language contact portion of the instrument only once, at the end of the study abroad 

experience, rather than twice as was suggested by Freed. This decision was made in order to save 

time and to limit memory retention of the instrument, thereby reducing inflated self-reported data 

on the post-SA test and increasing reliability.  

The data collected on the pre-questionnaire using the LCP enabled the researcher to 

determine the demographic variables of the subjects who participated in the study and assisted 

her in eliminating candidates who did not meet the requirements for participation. For instance, if 

a participant grew up bilingual or is a speaker of a language besides English, she was eliminated 

since she can be considered to be learning her third language by studying Spanish. Similarly, if a 

subject was older than 25, had participated in a previous study abroad experience or ha had 

significant contact with native speakers of Spanish prior to the semester of study, he was 

eliminated as well. In this way the researcher aimed to evaluate the most homogeneous group of 

language learners possible so that the study can be replicated in the future and the findings can 

be generalizable to the general population studied. In the end four subjects were eliminated from 
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the study, as described above in the participants section, based on the information provided on 

the LCP. 

Data Analysis 

In this section, a detailed explanation of how the data were analyzed for this investigation 

is presented. As mentioned above, this investigation is quasi-experimental in design, given that 

the subjects self-selected to participate in the study abroad experience and were not assigned to 

an experimental group. The outcome variables oral proficiency and fluency, the cognitive 

aptitude variables MLAT and WM, as well as the affective aptitude measures WTC and other 

affect scales are used in the statistical analysis to answer the research questions. In addition 

descriptive statistics regarding the data collected from the self-report affective aptitude 

questionnaires and the language contact profile are reported in Chapter 4.  

Inter-rater Reliability 

 Prior to conducting a full statistical analysis, inter-rater reliability measures were 

calculated to establish the reliability of the data set, specifically the oral proficiency COPI scores 

and the working memory (WM) test scores. The best practices for establishing the reliability of 

the data were used and any researcher bias was intended to be mitigated through these 

procedures. After the researcher completed scoring all the pre and post-SA COPI tests, a second 

rater was trained and scored a third of the data (13 subjects pre and post); as mentioned above the 

second rater was a graduate student from Colorado State University and was paid to be trained 

and rate the COPI tests. A Cohen’s Kappa score and correlations were calculated for the scores 

using SPSS statistical software. A marginal Kappa score was established (K = .24, p < .01), so 

the second rater then scored an additional subset of the data (7 subjects pre and post); a total of 

50% of the data was double scored. Cohen’s Kappa was again calculated and marginal reliability 



 

105 
 

was established (K = .63, p < .001). As is explained in more detail in Chapter 4, the researcher 

took a closer look at the two raters’ scores to ascertain where discrepancies occurred. The two 

raters differed on 12 out of 40 cases (30%), and in all instances there was a difference in only 

one sublevel on the ACTFL scale – for example, between Novice Mid and Novice High. The 

researcher conducted another inter-rater reliability analysis comparing rater 1 and rater 2 based 

on the major levels of the ACTFL scale and found the Cohen’s Kappa was: K = .79 (p < .001) 

nearing the .80 norm of data reliability. These findings are discussed further in Chapter 4. 

A similar procedure was established for the phonological working memory (WM) data. 

First, two native English speaking raters scored the WM tests and a Kappa score was calculated 

reaching a marginal reliability (K = .73, p < .001). Therefore, a third rater scored 66% of the data 

(26 subjects) particularly the subjects where raters 1 and 2 disagreed; Following Fleiss (1981)  

the researcher conducted a single measure intraclass correlation (also called ICC) analysis to 

measure the reliability of the three ratings. The ICC correlation coefficient was ρ = .99, p < .001 

indicating a high level of reliability between the three raters and evidence of the validity of the 

WM data for this study. The reliability and validity of the other aptitude measures is well 

established in the reviewed literature; therefore the researcher assumed reliability of the MLAT, 

WTC and affective questionnaires without conducting additional reliability measures and used 

the data directly for analysis. The specific correlations and inter-rater reliability measure results 

are reported and discussed in greater detail below in Chapter 4.  

Research questions answered 

First detailed descriptive statistics are reported in Chapter 4 for each of the data collection 

instruments. When possible, the results are compared to other published data using the same 

instrument and the descriptive statistics are analyzed in Chapters 4 and 5 below. The descriptive 
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statistics include the pre- and post-SA COPI tests, the Language Contact Profile, the MLAT, 

WTC and WM tests as well as all seven affective aptitude self-report questionnaires.  

In order to address the research questions and establish the relationship and predictability 

of the aptitude measures in relation to the outcome variables, two statistical tests were primarily 

used in the quantitative analysis in Chapter 4: correlations (both Pearson’s and Spearman’s) and 

linear regression analysis. In addition, a post hoc G*Power analysis was conducted for the COPI 

data. The statistical program IBM SPSS Statistics 20 was used to calculate all the statistics for 

this analysis and the significance level was set at .05. First, to determine the gains made by 

students in their oral proficiency during the study abroad experience, a GAIN score was 

calculated by subtracting the pre-SA COPI score from the post-SA COPI score. Then, to assess 

the predictability of each cognitive aptitude measure (MLAT, WM) for gains made in oral 

proficiency during the study abroad experience, correlations and a linear regression were 

conducted. Finally, correlations were conducted between the various aptitude measures to assess 

any relationship between the different instruments. A similar analysis was done using the 

cognitive aptitude measures in correlation with the fluency measure (words/minute) of the pre- 

and post-SA COPI tests as an additional outcome measure. The statistical results from this 

analysis are reported in the next chapter with corresponding histogram and P-P plot charts as 

necessary.  

The self-report aptitude questionnaires, which examined seven sub-constructs, were not 

found to be statistically correlated to the oral proficiency data or the other cognitive aptitude 

measures as anticipated at the outset of this project. This is the first investigation to examine the 

relationship of this measure to a standardized oral proficiency test such as the COPI and adds to 

the body of literature on affective aptitudes, specifically as they relate to context of study and 
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study abroad literature. This is one area for further research, and additional research could be 

conducted with the present data in order to answer different research questions, for example 

focusing on several case studies or conducting follow-up interviews with the subjects after the 

study abroad experience. 

 In addition to the affective questionnaires, the Language Contact Profile (LCP) provided 

information regarding the contact that students reported in the second language in the study 

abroad context. In contrast to Freed, Dewey & Segalowitz (2004) studies that employed an 

experimental design comparing a study abroad group to an at-home (non-immersion) group, the 

present study did not compare groups but rather explored individual variables of students 

specifically in the abroad context. Below the frequencies of self-reported contact with Spanish 

are discussed and compared to prior literature.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter the research methodology used to collect and analyze the data for this 

study are explained in detail. The researcher gave a restatement of the purpose of the study, 

described the research design and motivation for the data collection, described the participations 

and the setting for the present study and outlined the procedures and the measures used to collect 

data and described the data analysis methodology. Tables 3.11 – 3.14 give a summary of the 

instruments used, the types of data collected, the individual scales and the data analysis 

employed.  
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Table 3.11 

 

Outcome Variable Summary 

Instrument  Type of Data  Type of Scale  

Pre COPI (Given Jan 2010) 

Post COPI (Given May 2010)  

Digital (.wav) files 

6-10 tasks per test 

Full linguistic transcriptions of 

each task 

Based on the ACTFL Scale of 

Oral Proficiency: 

 

Novice Low = .5 

Novice Mid = 1 

Novice High = 1.5 

Intermediate Low = 1.8 

Intermediate Mid = 2 

Intermediate High = 2.5 

Advanced Low = 2.8 

Advanced Mid = 3 

Advanced High = 3.5 

Superior = 4  

COPI Gain Score Pre COPI (–) Post COPI  

Fluency scores  

(both Pre & Post COPI) 

 

Based on Segalowitz & Freed 

(2004) review of fluency 

literature and operalization of 

fluency 

Using the COPI transcriptions, 

the following fluency 

information was calculated for 

each individual task and a 

total score for the whole test: 

 Speaking time 

 # Words used 

 Fluency score = 

words/minute 

Fluency = words/minute 

 (pre & post) 

 

Table 3.12 

 

Cognitive Aptitude Variable Summary 

Instrument  Type of Data  Type of Scale  

MLAT (Carroll & Sapon 

1959, computerized version 

released 2009) 

Global aptitude measure of 

general ability to learn 

languages 

5 sub constructs: 

 Number learning 

 Phonetic script 

 Spelling cues 

 Words in sentences 

 Paired associates  

Percentile Score 

Total MLAT Score 

WM Test 

 

WM inter-rater reliability 

scores (x3 raters) 

Measures the phonological 

working memory using a 

nonsense word span test 

32 point scale 

Total WM Score 
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Table 3.13 

 

Affective Aptitude Variable Summary 

Instrument  Type of Data  Type of Scale  

WTC Scale  

(McCroskey, 1992)  

Psychological scale which 

measures one’s willingness to 

communicate in different 

situations; self reported 

percentages out of 100% 

7 sub constructs: 

 Group discussion 

 Meetings 

 Interpersonal 

communication  

 Public speaking 

 Speaking to strangers 

 Speaking to 

acquaintance 

 Speaking to friend  

Total WTC Score 

Affective Aptitude 

questionnaire (Adapted from 

Yashima, T., Zenuk-Nishide, 

L., & Shimizu, K., 2004)  

Investigates the following: 

 Motivation 

 Language use & 

Participation 

 Attitudes towards 

Spanish & Spanish 

speaking people 

 Anxiety when 

speaking Spanish 

 Self rated proficiency 

levels (pre-post) 

5-point or 7-point Likert 

scales 

Averages of each sub category 

calculated for a Total Score 

(Attitudes, Anxiety, 

Participation & Motivation; 

Based on Gardner’s 

Socioeducational model 

(2001)) 

Self reported use of the target 

language (Language Contact 

Profile, Freed, 2004)  

Post Study Abroad 

questionnaire that asks the 

subject to estimate how much 

time was spent speaking, 

reading, listening and writing 

in Spanish vs. English during 

the study abroad experience 

Reported:  

Days/week & hours/day for 39 

different language use 

situations 

 
  



 

110 
 

CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 

This chapter presents the results of this research investigation that aimed to evaluate the 

relationships between increases in second language oral proficiency and individual language 

learning variables, including cognitive aptitudes and affective variables. To begin, the normality 

of the distribution of the data is discussed, followed by the descriptive statistics for each data 

collection measure, and finally the inferential statistics are presented that address each research 

question. 

Normality of Distribution 

 First, the researcher assessed the normality of distribution for each measure and 

motivated the use of specific statistical tests (parametric versus non-parametric) for analysis of 

each research question. The means, standard deviations, Skewness, Kurtosis and Z-scores of 

Skewness and Kurtosis are reported here in order to assess the normality of distribution of the 

measures in this study, and thereby determine the inferential statistics valid for each measure. In 

addition, histogram charts and P-P plots are presented for each measure to demonstrate visually 

the distribution of each measure.  

Overall, the COPI and WTC data are the most normally distributed and fulfill the 

assumption of normally distributed data assumed in parametric statistical tests such as t-tests,  

Pearson’s correlations and linear regression analysis. However, the MLAT data deviates slightly 

from a normal distribution. This deviation is not unexpected due to the self-selection of the 

population researched. Freed says “…we suggest the possibility that this self-selected group of 

students, who chose to study abroad, might fall into the upper range of a motivation continuum” 

(in Alatis Ed., 1990: 472). In fact, study abroad students may not only tend to be more highly 

motivated to learn languages but might also demonstrate higher language learning aptitudes than 
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the general population. Finally, we see that the working memory (WM) measure is not normally 

distributed; therefore non-parametric statistics such as Spearman’s correlations are used below to 

measure the relationship between WM and other variables. 

 

Table 4.1 

 

Normality of distribution for COPI & aptitude measures 

  

Mean 

SE 

Mean 

 

SD 

 

Skewness 

SE 

Skewness 

z-Score 

Skewness 

 

Kurtoisis 

SE 

Kurtosis 

z-Score 

Kurtosis 

Pre-SA 

COPI 

2.0 .1 .5 .1 .4 -5.0 -.6 .7 -3.5 

Post-SA  

COPI 

3.0 .1 .3 .3 .4 -6.8 2.3 .7 -3.5 

COPI  

Gain 

.9 .1 .4 -.3 .4 -2.9 .2 .7 -8.0 

MLAT 

 

125.1 3.1 19.6 -.28 .4 328.5 .1 .7 -.9 

WTC 

 

68.6 2.4 15.1 -.32 .4 179.7 .5 .7 -169.0 

WM 

 

22.7 1.2 7.3 -.86 .4 57.5 -.01 .7 -92.4 

 

Figure 4.1 

 

Pre-SA COPI Histogram & P-P Plot 
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Figure 4.2 

 

Post-SA COPI Histogram & P-P Plot 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.3 

 

COPI Gains Histogram & P-P Plot 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.4 

 

MLAT Histogram & P-P Plot 
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Figure 4.5 

 

WTC Histogram & P-P Plot 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.6 

 

WM Histogram & P-P Plot 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

Computerized Oral Proficiency Instrument (COPI): Descriptive Statistics 

The participants in this study took the Computerized Oral Proficiency Instrument (COPI) 

as a pre-study abroad (SA) and post-SA test, in order to measure their oral proficiency in Spanish 

at the beginning and end of the study abroad experience and to gauge the increases made in their 

oral production skills during their time abroad. From the descriptive statistics (see Table 4.2 
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below) we can see a general trend that students did indeed increase their oral proficiency during 

the experience abroad; the pre-SA mean was 2.0 (SD = .5) while the post-SA COPI mean was 

3.0 (SD = .3), on a scale of .5 (Novice Low) to 4 (Superior).  

Table 4.2 

 

COPI: Descriptive Statistics (N = 39) 

 Mean SD 

Pre-SA COPI 2.0 .5 

Post-SA COPI 3.0 .3 

COPI Gain .9 .4 

 

The pre-SA COPI scores ranged from 1.0 (Novice) to 3.0 (Advanced) and the post-SA 

COPI scores ranged from 2.5 (Intermediate High) to 3.5 (Advanced High). The mean COPI gain, 

calculated by subtracting the pre-SA COPI score from the post-SA score, was .9 (SD = .4), 

representing an overall average increase of almost one level on the ACTFL scale within the 

group. Table 4.3 indicates that on the pre-SA test the majority of students (90%) began at the 

Novice to Intermediate levels and only a few (10%) began at the Advanced level. However on 

the post-test no student remained at the Novice level, a few students (16%) reached the 

Intermediate level, and the majority of the students (84%) placed at the Advanced level on the 

COPI post-SA test. See also Figure 4.7 below for a visual representation of the gains made in 

oral proficiency during the study abroad experience. Additionally, the researcher conducted a 

post-hoc G*Power analysis of the effect size and power for the pre-SA COPI data. Using the 

mean difference and standard deviation, I calculated Cohen’s d and found the effect size to be .6; 

indicating a medium to large effect size. Then using this data and the G*Power tool, the Power 

(1-β err prob) was calculated as .99, a relatively high statistical power for the pre-SA COPI data 

which is used in the analysis below.  
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Table 4.3 

 

COPI Sub Level Frequencies Pre- to Post-Study Abroad (N = 39) 

  Pre-SA COPI Post-SA COPI 

Level Sub level N % N % 

 low 0 0 0 0 

NOVICE mid 2 5 0 0 

 high 10 26 0 0 

 Total 12 31 0 0 

 

 low 3 7 0 0 

INTERMEDIATE mid 12 31 1 3 

 high 8 21 5 13 

 Total 23 59 6 16 

 

 low 3 7 21 53 

ADVANCED Mid 1 3 8 21 

 high 0 0 4 10 

 Total 4 10 33 84 

 

SUPERIOR  0 0 0 0 

 

Figure 4.7 

 

COPI Sub Level Frequencies Pre- to Post-Study Abroad (N = 39) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 In addition to calculating the COPI scores for the pre-SA and post-SA tests, the 

researcher had the tests transcribed and created a detailed linguistic transcript for each subject, 

including the amount of time spoken and number of words produced per task. Using the 

transcriptions she then calculated each student’s fluency, defined as words per minute (following 
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Pre COPI 

Post COPI 



 

116 
 

Freed & Collentine, 2004), for each test. On the pre-SA COPI, the average word count was 862 

words and the average time was 11 minutes; resulting in an average fluency of 78 words per 

minute. On the post-SA COPI the average word count was greater, at 1309, and the average time 

was 14 minutes, resulting in an average fluency of 94 words per minute.  

Table 4.4 

 

COPI Fluency: Descriptive Statistics (N = 39) 

 Pre-SA COPI Post-SA COPI 

 Mean SD Mean SD 

Total words 862 409.8 1309 502.2 

Total time 11 4.4 14 5.0 

Fluency (words/min) 78 16.1 94 14.1 

 

Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT): Descriptive Statistics 

 The participants took the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) to measure their 

global language learning aptitude. This test is comprised of five sections: 1) number learning;  

2) phonetic script; 3) spelling cues; 4) words in sentences; and 5) paired associates. The final 

score is calculated by the sum of the five sections. The overall mean for the MLAT was 125.1 

(SD = 19.6) out of 149 total possible points. Table 4.5 below shows the means for each 

individual section.  

Table 4.5 

 

MLAT: Descriptive Statistics (N = 39) 

Section Items Mean SD 

1 Number learning 15 28.8 8.6 

2 Phonetic script 15 24.0 4.5 

3 Spelling cues 50 29.0 7.3 

4 Words in sentences 45 25.6 7.0 

5 Paired associates 24 17.7 5.0 

MLAT Total 149 125.1 19.6 
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Phonological Working Memory Test (WM): Descriptive Statistics 

 The Phonological Working Memory Test (WM) evaluated the participants’ cognitive 

working memory capacity using a repeat non-word methodology. The participant repeated 16 

pairs of non-words with increasing numbers of syllables. For each word pair, points were given 

as follows: 2 for perfect pair response, 1 point for 1 error in the pair response or 0 points for 2 or 

more errors. This results in a maximum possible score of 32 points for the test. The mean WM 

score for the 39 participants was 22.7 (SD = 7.3).  

Willingness-To-Communicate (WTC): Descriptive Statistics 

 The Willingness to communicate (WTC) survey is a 20-item probability estimate scale 

(McCrosky, 1992) designed to measure a person’s predisposition to communicate in a variety of 

contexts. The participants rated themselves out of 100% on each item indicating how likely they 

are to speak in a given situation. The scale is made up of two key sub components, the context 

and the audience. There are four common communication contexts investigated: 1) group 

discussion; 2) meetings; 3) interpersonal conversations; and 4) public speaking. Additionally, 

there are three types of audiences: 1) stranger; 2) acquaintance; 3) and friend. The total score is 

computed by taking the sum of the sub components divided by 3. The overall WTC mean for the 

participants was 68.6 (SD = 14.1). This mean is slightly higher, but similar, to the WTC mean 

score of 65.2 published by McCrosky (1992: 20) for university students in the United States. 

This group seems to be, on average, most willing to speak in groups or interpersonal exchanges 

with acquaintances or friends, which also concurs with the published norm data reported by 

McCrosky (1992: 19).  
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Table 4.6 

 

WTC: Descriptive Statistics (N = 39) 

Sub components Mean SD 

Context   

Group discussion 75.6 15.1 

Meetings 66.0 19.3 

Interpersonal 73.9 15.0 

Public speaking 59.0 23.5 

Audience   

Stranger 42.6 21.9 

Acquaintance 75.9 18.3 

Friend 87.5 15.1 

Total WTC 68.6 15.1 

 

Affective Variable Measures Descriptive Statistics 

 With the affective variable measures, 8 distinct constructs of affective aptitude were 

quantified (see Table 3.9 in Chapter 3) using self-report Likert type scales. The assessment tools 

included: the short version of the Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB, Gardner, 1985); an 

anxiety scale (Hashimoto, 2002); and 6 affect scales (based on Yashima, T., Zenuk-Nishide, L., 

& Shimizu, K., 2004). The affect scales incorporate: 1) frequency of communication in Spanish; 

2) motivational intensity; 3) desire to learn Spanish; 4) intergroup approach-avoidance tendency; 

5) interest in international vocation/activities; and 6) interest in international news. Each measure 

was adapted to the population investigated in this research study for adult native speakers of 

English learning Spanish as a second language.  

Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB): Descriptive Statistics 

 The Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) was developed by Gardner (1985) to 

assess individual difference variables based on the socio-educational model. The original version 

of the AMTB consisted of 130 items and measured five constructs, including eleven different 

sub-constructs. The short version of the AMTB, used here, employs only one item per sub-

construct and has been validated in a number of studies (Gardner & Macintyre, 1993) as a 
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reliable measure of second language learning motivation, both integrative and instrumental. 

Gardner’s original instrument was designed for francophone speakers in Canada learning 

English; the instrument used here was modified to reflect the studied population of native 

English speakers learning Spanish as a second language. Each item was self-reported on a 6-

point Likert scale (0 – 5), eliminating the ‘neutral’ option traditionally used in Gardner’s study. 

Items 10 and 11, which assess language anxiety, employ an inverse scale with 0 indicating very 

calm and 5 very anxious; hence a lower score means a student has less anxiety. This is the same 

scale that Gardner (1993) used and incorporates these inverse items into the scale. The 

participants in this study had an average total score of 3.9 (SD = .3) on the AMTB instrument. 

See Table 4.7 below for the means and standard deviations of each item. 

Table 4.7 

 

AMTB: Descriptive Statistics (N = 39) 
Item Construct Scale (0 – 5) Mean SD 

1 Integrative orientation unfavorable – very favorable 4.9 .4 

2 Interest in foreign languages unfavorable – very favorable 4.9 .3 

3 Attitudes toward L2 language group unfavorable – very favorable 4.2 .8 
4 Evaluation of the language instructor unfavorable – very favorable 4.2 1.0 

5 Evaluation of the language course unfavorable – very favorable 3.8 1.1 

6 Attitudes toward learning the language unfavorable – very favorable 4.7 .9 
7 Motivation intensity very low – very high 3.5 1.0 

8 Desire to learn the language very low – very high 4.6 .9 

9 Instrumental orientation very low – very high 4.2 1.4 

10 Language class anxiety very calm – very nervous 1.6 1.0 
11 Language use anxiety very calm – very nervous 2.6 1.2 

  Overall Average  3.9 .3 

 

Language Anxiety Scale: Descriptive Statistics 

 The language anxiety scale measures the participants’ self-reported nervousness or 

apprehension about using the target language in a variety of situations and in different mediums 

(speaking, writing or listening). The scale includes seven items and the participants rated 

themselves on a 6-point Likert scale, with 0 being very calm or less anxious and 5 being very 
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nervous or very anxious. The average anxiety of the students was 1.9 (SD = 0.7) and it appears 

that they were most anxious when speaking Spanish (M = 2.6, SD = 1.2), especially to native 

Spanish speakers (M = 3.4, SD = 1.1). They were least anxious in a controlled environment such 

as doing their homework (M = 0.8, SD = 0.8) and seem equally anxious when listening or 

writing in Spanish (items 3, 4, and 7). See Table 4.8 below for the means and standard deviations 

for each item. 

 

Table 4.8 

 

Anxiety Scale: Descriptive Statistics (N = 39) 

Item Context Mean SD 

1 In Spanish class 1.6 1.0 

2 Speaking Spanish 2.6 1.2 

3 Writing Spanish 1.5 1.1 

4 Listening to Spanish 1.6 1.0 

5 Doing Spanish homework 0.8 0.8 

6 Speaking to a native speaker 3.4 1.1 

7 Listening to a movie in Spanish 2.0 1.1 

 Overall Average 1.9 0.7 

(0 = very calm to 5 = very anxious) 

 

Frequency of Communication in Spanish: Descriptive Statistics 

 Participants completed the frequency of communication scale on both the pre- and post-

study abroad questionnaires in order to assess any change in their motivation to use Spanish in 

different situations. The frequency of communication scale consists of 5 items, taken from 

Yashima, T., Zenuk-Nishide, L., & Shimizu, K. (2004). Each item is measured on a 10-point 

self-report Likert scale with 0 meaning ‘Never participate’ and 9 meaning ‘Always participate’ 

in the given L2 speaking situation. We observe an increase in frequency of communication from 

the pre-SA questionnaire at the beginning of the study abroad experience to the post-SA 

questionnaire near the end of the experience. The average increased from 6.6 (SD = 1.2) on the 

pre-SA to 7.4 (SD = 1.5) on the post-SA questionnaire in reported frequency of communication. 
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There is an increase of one point for volunteering to speak in class (M = 6.0 pre-SA to 7.3 post) 

and two points for talking with friends or acquaintances outside of school in Spanish (M = 4.1 

pre-SA and 7.0 post-SA). There is only a slight increase for items 2-4, which all assess use of the 

L2 in the Spanish classroom. However, this may be expected since the classroom context did not 

change greatly from the beginning to the end of the study abroad experience, only the local of the 

classroom (U.S. based vs. study abroad).  

Table 4.9 

Frequency of Communication in Spanish: Descriptive Statistics (N = 39) 

Item Question Pre Post 

  M SD M SD 

1 I volunteered to answer or ask questions in class 6.0 1.9 7.2 1.2 

2 I answered when I was called upon by the teacher 8.7 0.7 8.7 0.6 

3 I participated in classroom activities such as pair work 8.1 1.2 8.3 1.2 

4 I asked the teacher(s) questions or talk to him/her outside of class 6.2 1.9 6.6 1.8 

5 I talked with friends or acquaintances outside of school in 

Spanish 

4.1 2.5 7.0 1.5 

 Overall Average 6.6 1.2 7.4 1.5 

(0 = never to 9 = always participate) 

 

Desire to Learn Spanish Scale: Descriptive Statistics 

 The desire to learn Spanish scale measures the participants’ self-reported aspiration to 

actively continue to learn Spanish as a second language at the end of the study abroad 

experience. The scale includes six items and the participants rated themselves on a 7-point Likert 

scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). The average of the total desire to learn 

Spanish was 5.7 (SD = 0.8). The strongest indicators of desire to learn Spanish were items 4 and 

5, finding Spanish more interesting than other subjects (M = 6.0) and believing strongly that 

Spanish should be taught at school (M = 6.5). The lowest item was the desire to read in Spanish 

outside of assigned coursework (M = 4.7). See Table 4.10 below for a comparison of the means 

and standard deviations for each item. 
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Table 4.10 

 

Desire to Learn Spanish Scale: Descriptive Statistics (N = 39) 

Item Question Mean SD 

1 When I had assignments to do in Spanish, I tried to do them immediately 5.1 1.3 

2 I read newspapers, magazines or websites in Spanish outside of my 

coursework 

4.7 1.7 

3 I would like the number of Spanish classes at the University increased 5.8 1.4 

4 I find studying Spanish more interesting than other subjects 6.0 1.1 

5 I believe absolutely that Spanish should be taught at school 6.5 0.7 

6 During my Spanish class I was absorbed in what was taught and concentrated 

on my studies this semester 

5.7 1.0 

 Overall Average 5.7 0.8 

(1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) 

 

Motivational Intensity Scale: Descriptive Statistics 

 The motivational intensity scale (adapted from Gardner and Lambert, 1972) is a measure 

of the participants’ self-reported motivation to continue to learn Spanish as a second language. 

Following Yashima, T., Zenuk-Nishide, L., & Shimizu, K. (2004) the scale includes six items on 

the post- study abroad questionnaire and the participants rated themselves on a 7-point Likert 

scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). The overall average motivational intensity 

was 5.8 (SD = 0.8). The strongest indicators were item 1, making an effort to learn (M = 6.3); 

item 4, thinking about words and ideas outside of class (M = 6.1); and item 6, after graduating 

intending to continue studying Spanish (M = 6.5). The lowest item was 5, I think I spent fairly 

long hours studying Spanish this semester (M = 5.0). See Table 4.11 below for the means and 

standard deviations for each item. 
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Table 4.11 

 

Motivational Intensity Scale: Descriptive Statistics (N = 39) 

Item Question Mean SD 

1 I really made an effort to learn Spanish this semester 6.3 0.7 

2 If Spanish were not taught at the university, I would study it on my own 5.3 1.5 

3 Compared to my classmates, I think I studied Spanish relatively hard 5.4 0.9 

4 I often thought about the words and ideas I learned about in my Spanish 

class 

6.1 1.3 

5 I think I spent fairly long hours studying Spanish this semester 5.0 1.4 

6 After I graduate from college, I intend to continue studying Spanish  6.5 1.0 

 Overall Average 5.8 0.8 

(1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) 

 

Intergroup Approach-Avoidance Tendency Scale: Descriptive Statistics 

 The Intergroup Approach-Avoidance Tendency scale (adapted from Gudykunst, 1991; 

Kim,1991; and Gouran & Nishida, 1996) evaluates the participants’ self-reported inclinations to 

use or not use the target language in new situations. Following Yashima, T., Zenuk-Nishide, L., 

& Shimizu, K. (2004) the scale includes seven items on the post- questionnaire wherein the 

participants rated themselves on a 7-point Likert scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly 

agree (7). Note that items 2 and 7 are negatively worded; hence, the polarity of the scales was 

reversed when calculating the averages in order to maintain continuity and accuracy of the 

scales. The overall average tendency for intergroup approach-avoidance was 5.8 (SD = 0.7), 

indicating more tendency to approach and use the second language than avoid using Spanish in 

new situations. The strongest indicators of the intergroup approach tendencies were items 1, I 

wouldn’t mind sharing a room with an international student (M = 6.4); and item 6, helping a 

foreigner who has trouble communicating in a public setting (M = 6.7). The lowest scoring item 

was number 7, I avoid talking to foreigners in my home community (M = 2.4). See Table 4.12 

below for a comparison of the means and standard deviations for each item. 
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Table 4.12 

 

Intergroup Approach-Avoidance Tendency Scale: Descriptive Statistics (N = 39) 

Item Question Mean SD 

1 I wouldn't mind sharing an apartment or room with an international student 6.4 1.1 

2 I would feel somewhat uncomfortable if a foreigner moved in next door 6.4 1.2 

3 I want to volunteer to help foreigners living in my community 5.8 1.2 

4 I made friends with international students this semester 5.1 1.9 

5 I talked to international students at every opportunity this semester 4.5 1.4 

6 I would help a foreigner having trouble in a restaurant or a metro station 6.7 0.6 

7 I avoid talking to foreigners in my home community 2.4 1.4 

 Overall Average 5.8 0.7 

(1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) 

 

Interest in Foreign Affairs Scale: Descriptive Statistics 

 The interest in foreign affairs scale (taken from Kitagawa and Minoura, 1991) has only 2 

items on the post- questionnaire and the participants again rated themselves on a 7-point Likert 

scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). The first item, “I often talked about news 

events with my family and friends this semester”, had a mean of 5.7 (SD = 1.4). The second 

item, “I often read or watched international news this semester”, had a mean of 5.7 (SD = 1.8) 

with an overall mean for interest in foreign affairs of 5.7 (SD = 1.3). 

Table 4.13 

 

Interest in Foreign Affairs Scale: Descriptive Statistics (N = 39) 

Item Question Mean SD 

1 I often talked about news events in foreign countries with my 

family this semester 

5.7 1.4 

2 I often read or watched international news this semester 5.6 1.8 

 Overall Average 5.7 1.3 

(1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) 

 

Interest in International Vocation/Activities Scale: Descriptive Statistics 

 The interest in international vocation/activities scale (based on Tanaka, Kohyama, & 

Fujiwara, 1991; and Yashima, 2000) is a measure of the participants’ self-reported interest in a 
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career or volunteer activities located in a place outside of the their home country. Following 

Yashima, T., Zenuk-Nishide, L., & Shimizu, K. (2004), the scale includes six items on the post- 

questionnaire. The participants rated themselves on a 7-point Likert scale from strongly disagree 

(1) to strongly agree (7), on the post- questionnaire at the end of the study abroad experience. 

Note that items 1 and 6 are negatively worded; hence, the polarity of the scales was reversed 

when calculating the averages in order to maintain continuity and accuracy of the scales. The 

overall interest in international vocation/activities was 5.2 (SD = 0.7). The strongest indicators of 

interest in international vocation/activities were items 2, I am interested in volunteering in a 

developing country (M = 5.9); item 3, I want to live in a foreign country after graduation (M = 

5.3); and item 4, After graduating I want to work for an international organization (M = 5.5). The 

lowest item was the first item, I would rather avoid the kind of work that sends me overseas after 

I graduate. This item is worded negatively; however the polarity of the scale was changed to 

reflect this difference. This low score indicates the tendency of the group that demonstrates 

relatively high interest in international vocation/activities after their study abroad experience. See 

Table 4.14 below for a comparison of the means and standard deviations for each item. 

Table 4.14 

Interest in International Vocation/Activities Scale: Descriptive Statistics (N = 39) 

Item Question Mean SD 

1 I would rather avoid the kind of work that sends me overseas after I 

graduate 

1.9 1.3 

2 I'm interested in volunteering in developing countries after I graduate 5.9 1.6 

3 I want to live in a foreign country after graduation 5.3 1.8 

4 I want to work for an international organization after I graduate 5.5 1.7 

5 I would rather stay in my hometown than live abroad after graduation 2.8 1.7 

6 I don't think that what is happening overseas has much to do with my 

daily life 

5.8 1.3 

 Overall Average 5.2 0.7 

(1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) 
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Language Contact Profile (LCP): Descriptive Statistics 

The Language Contact Profile (LCP) is a questionnaire instrument designed to assess 

second language contact for students in various contexts, study abroad or immersion contexts. 

The LCP was developed over a number of years by numerous scholars and most recently was 

published by Freed, Dewey & Segalowitz (2004). The original version of the LCP included a 

pre- and post-SA questionnaire designed to collect four types of data: 1) demographics and 

background information; 2) exposure to and use of the target language prior to the research 

study, specifically before a study abroad experience; 3) self-evaluation of language ability;  

4) and self-reported exposure to and use of the target language during the study abroad 

experience in a variety of situations (recorded as the number of days and hours per week). The 

demographic data collected from the pre-SA LCP is reported in the Participants section of 

Chapter 3: Methodology (see Tables 3.1 and 3.2). This data details the demographic variables 

for: gender, age, birth country, native language and home languages, prior experience abroad, 

academic standing, declared majors and minors, and previous study in Spanish prior to the study 

abroad experience including elementary through university programs.  

On the pre-SA LCP, the participants were asked to self-report the following: 1) their own 

language abilities in English and Spanish in the four skill areas; 2) how they expected to perform 

on the pre-SA LCP exam; 3) and their prior frequency of interaction with native Spanish 

speakers. For the self-reported language abilities participants ranked their skills on a 4 point 

scale, with 3 as native/near-native, 2 as very good, 1 as good and 0 as poor. All 39 participants 

identified themselves as native in listening, speaking, reading and writing in English. In Spanish, 

they primarily identified themselves as poor or good in the four skill areas. This self-reported 

data is similar to that reported by Collentine & Freed (2004) in the introduction to the special 
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edition SSLA which detailed a similar investigation of 20 study abroad students learning Spanish 

as a second language in Spain for one semester. Collentine & Freed report the mean self-rated 

listening skills as 1.0 (SD = 0.8), speaking skills as 0.6 (SD = 0.6), reading skills as 1.2  

(SD = 0.5) and writing skills as 1.0 (SD = 0.6) (2004: 169). 

The students in the present study proved to be quite accurate in their estimation of their 

own oral proficiency skills prior to the study abroad experience. The mean self-reported expected 

pre-SA COPI score was 2.13 (SD = .5), while the actual pre-SA COPI score mean was only 

slightly lower 2.0 (SD = .5). For the purpose of this study and using the ACTFL scale as a 

guideline, a score of 1.8 represents an Intermediate low and a score of 2 represents Intermediate. 

In fact, the majority of students (90%) placed between Novice low and Intermediate levels as 

shown above in Table 4.2 and Figure 4.7 above. In addition, there is statistically significant 

correlation of r =.49 (p < .001) between the estimated scores and the actual pre-SA COPI scores, 

see Table 4.15 below, indicating a strong relationship between the students’ self-reported pre-SA 

oral proficiency levels and their actual proficiency as measured by the pre-SA COPI that 

explains about 24% of the total variance of the two measures. According to Cohen (1992) 24% 

of explained variance is approaching a large effect size and as discussed later, pre-SA oral 

proficiency level is indeed a key factor in predicting which students were able to make the most 

gains in oral proficiency during the study abroad experience.  

The final item on the pre-SA LCP asks students to self-report interaction with native 

speakers prior to the study abroad experience. The LCP revealed that 53% of the participants 

interacted with native Spanish speakers in the year prior to the present study. However, this 

percentage was mainly due to interaction with native-speaker instructors who taught the 

participants’ language courses, not in informal or personal settings (see Table 4.17 below). 
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Table 4.15 

 

Pre-SA LCP Self-reported Language Ability (N = 39) 

Language Skill Spanish English 

 M SD M SD 

Listening 1.3 0.5 3.0 0.0 

Speaking 1.0 0.7 3.0 0.0 

Reading 1.4 0.6 3.0 0.0 

Writing 1.1 0.6 3.0 0.0 

(3 = native to 0 = poor) 

 

Table 4.16 

 

Expected Compared to Actual Pre-SA COPI Score (N = 39) 

 Mean SD 

Self-reported Expected Pre-SA COPI Score 2.1 0.5 

Actual Pre-SA COPI Score 2.0 0.5 

(Pearson’s Correlation = .49, p < .001)  

 

Table 4.17 

 

Reported Prior Interaction with Native Spanish Speakers (N = 39) 

Frequency N % 

Never 5 13 

A few times a year 8 21 

Monthly 2 5 

Weekly 21 53 

Daily 3 8 

 

 On the post-LCP questionnaire, the participants recorded how many days per week and 

hours per day they used either Spanish or English in a variety of possible language use contexts. 

The questions included information about listening, speaking, reading and writing in Spanish and 

English throughout the study abroad experience, both in and out of the classroom. In all there 

were 39 items; item scores were aggregated based on the skill type reported (see Table 4.20 

below for the means and standard deviation of each item). This data is fairly normally distributed 

as evidenced by the Skewness and Kurtosis of each skill area (see Table 4.18) and all except the 

Kurtosis of the Spanish writing measure are positively skewed.  
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Table 4.18 

 

Distribution of LCP data (N = 39) 

 Skewness  SE of Skewness Kurtosis SE of Kurtosis 

Spanish Speaking .7 .4 .3 .7 

Spanish Use 1.4 .4 3.9 .7 

Spanish Reading 2.5 .4 9.1 .7 

Spanish Listening 1.0 .4 .8 .7 

Spanish Writing .7 .4 -.3 .7 

English Speaking 1.2 .4 1.5 .7 

English Reading 2.3 .4 4.6 .7 

English Listening 1.1 .4 .6 .7 

English Writing 1.4 .4 2.0 .7 

 

The mean for speaking in Spanish (9 items) was 100 hours per week (SD = 45.8) as 

compared to speaking in English (2 items) for 27.5 hours per week (SD = 18.6). The mean for 

overall use of Spanish (7 items) was 43.1 hours per week (SD = 23.4). Likewise, the mean for 

listening in Spanish was higher than in English; Spanish listening (5 items) mean is 65.1 hours 

per week and 5.3 hours per week in English (1 item). Students also report reading and listening 

much more in Spanish than English during the experience. From this self-reported data it appears 

that students in the study abroad context did indeed have significantly more contact with Spanish 

than with English and that as a group they used Spanish more than English in all the skill areas. 

The LCP instrument was used in order to collect demographic and language contact data 

from the students during the study abroad experience, and was primarily used for compatibility 

with other context of language studies and because the LCP has become one of the standard 

instruments in the field. In the 2004 SSLA volume following Collentine & Freed report results of 

the LCP data collected for both Spanish and French study abroad students, as well the at-home 

non-study abroad control group and the at-home immersion context of study. The researcher 

intended to make comparisons with this data and other studies, however from reading the results 

published in that volume it is not clear how exactly they calculated the means for each skill and 
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for total Spanish language use as compared to English language use. They report for example, 

that the students used 80% Spanish and 20% English during the study abroad experience (SSLA 

2004, p. 170); however it is not clear which items from the LCP are included or counted to report 

these findings. In order to be more transparent and not leading with the results reported here the 

researcher chose to report the means and standard deviations for each of the items from the LCP 

as reported by the students (see Table 4. 19 above). Yet, since it is unclear how one might 

combine these averages to create a sound representation of how much time students actually 

spent participating in activities in Spanish as compared to English the data is only represented 

descriptively and not used as part of the inferential statistic analysis below. It is hoped that 

publishing these data will add to our current understanding of what takes places during a study 

abroad experience and can be used as comparative data in future studies.
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Table 4.19 

 

Language Contact Profile (LCP): Descriptive Statistics (N = 39) 
Item # Skill Assessed Question Hours/Week 

Mean 
 

SD 

1 Span Speaking How much time did you spend outside of class speaking in Spanish with a native or fluent speaker of 

Spanish?  

20.5 9.6 

2 Span Speaking How much time did you spend speaking in Spanish to your instructor?  10.8 6.5 

3 Span Speaking How much time did you spend speaking in Spanish with friends who are native or fluent speakers?  6.7 5.9 

4 Span Speaking How much time did you spend speaking in Spanish with classmates?  9.5 6.9 

5 Span Speaking How much time did you spend speaking in Spanish with strangers who you thought could speak 
Spanish?  

3.8 3.0 

6 Span Speaking How much time did you spend speaking in Spanish with a roommate/native or fluent speaker?  14.7 12.5 

7 Span Speaking How much time did you spend speaking in Spanish with service personnel (i.e. Bank teller)?  2.9 2.6 
15 Span Speaking Overall, the amount of time you spent  Speaking Spanish to a native or fluent speaker of Spanish  19.6 11.4 

17 Span Speaking Overall, the amount of time you spent  speaking Spanish to a non-native speaker of Spanish  

(i.e. Classmates)  

11.6 8.8 

  Spanish Speaking TOTAL 100.0 45.8 

8 Span Use How often did you use Spanish outside the classroom to clarify class related work?  4.1 4.4 

9 Span Use How often did you use Spanish outside the classroom to obtain directions or information (i.e. Where is 

the post office)?  

5.2 3.4 

10 Span Use How often did you use Spanish outside the classroom for superficial or brief exchanges (i.e. Nice to 

meet you)?  

6.7 4.3 

11 Span Use How often did you use Spanish outside the classroom in extended conversation with a family, friends 

or other native Spanish speakers?  

12.0 7.6 

12 Span Use How often did you deliberately to use the things you were taught in your Spanish class with native or 

fluent speakers of Spanish outside the classroom?  

9.9 9.6 

13 Span Use How often did you take something you learned outside of class (i.e. Vocabulary, expressions, and 
grammar) back to your class for questions or discussion?  

5.2 5.1 

  Spanish Use TOTAL 43.1 23.4 

14 Other Language 

Speaking 

How often did you speak a language other than Spanish or English to a native speaker of that 

language. (i.e. Chinese)?  

0.1 0.4 
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Table 4.22 (continued) 
Item 

# 
Skill Assessed Question Hours/Week 

Mean 
SD 

18 Span Reading Overall, the amount of time you spent reading in Spanish outside of class  7.0 7.2 

19 Span Reading Overall, the amount of time you spent reading Spanish newspapers 2.5 4.0 
20 Span Reading Overall, the amount of time you spent reading Spanish novels  2.6 2.6 

21 Span Reading Overall, the amount of time you spent reading Spanish magazines  1.4 2.4 

22 Span Reading Overall, the amount of time you spent  reading schedules, announcements, menus and the like  6.5 7.0 

23 Span Reading Overall, the amount of time you spent reading email, web pages, or text messages in Spanish  6.4 7.2 
24 Span Reading Overall, the amount of time you spent reading chat messages on line in Spanish  3.2 5.5 

  Spanish Reading TOTAL 29.6 22.4 

25 Span Listening Overall, the amount of time you spend listening to Spanish outside the classroom  23.3 13.7 

26 Span Listening Overall, the amount of time you spent listening to Spanish TV or radio  13.5 10.1 
27 Span Listening Overall, the amount of time you spent listening to Spanish movies or videos  6.7 7.0 

28 Span Listening Overall, the amount of time you spent listening to Spanish music  7.9 8.5 

29 Span Listening Overall, the amount of time you spent trying to catch other people's conversations in Spanish  13.7 11.8 

  Spanish Listening TOTAL 65.1 33.7 

30 Span Writing Overall, the amount of time spent writing in Spanish outside the classroom  5.6 4.5 

31 Span Writing Overall, the amount of time you spent writing homework assignments in Spanish  9.4 8.1 

32 Span Writing Overall, the amount of time you spent writing personal notes, letters or journals in Spanish  1.9 2.0 
33 Span Writing Overall, the amount of time you spent writing emails or text messages in Spanish  3.9 5.1 

34 Span Writing Overall, the amount of time you spent filling out forms or questionnaires in Spanish  0.9 1.3 

  Spanish Writing TOTAL 21.7 12.1 

16 Engl Speaking Overall, the amount of time you spent speaking English to a native or fluent speaker of English  6.3 10.0 
35 Engl Speaking Overall how much time do you spend speaking in English outside of the classroom  21.2 13.1 

  English Speaking TOTAL 27.5 18.6 

36 Engl Reading How often did you read a newspaper in English this semester?  1.0 2.1 

  English Reading TOTAL 1.0 2.1 

37 Engl Listening How often did you watch TV, movies or videos in English this semester?  5.3 5.5 

  English Listening TOTAL 5.3 5.5 

38 Engl Writing How often did you read and write emails, web pages and text messages in English this semester?  14.2 8.7 

39 Engl Writing How often did you write personal notes, letters or journals in English this semester?  6.5 5.2 

  English Writing TOTAL 20.7 11.7 
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Inferential Statistics 

The research questions for this investigation are primarily correlational in nature and 

aim to assess the relationships between the variables and to draw conclusions about how 

individual learner aptitudes may affect second language learning in the study abroad context. 

These statistical analysis helped to examine the relationships between the independent 

aptitude variables (MLAT, WM, WTC and affective variables) and the dependent variables 

of oral proficiency COPI gains  and fluency gains (pre-SA to post-SA). The inferential 

statistics tests presented in this section are: Pearson’s and Spearman’s correlations and linear 

regression analysis. As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, the distribution of the 

data varied between measures and the use of parametric tests were primarily motivated for 

analysis of the COPI scores, the MLAT and the WTC survey data. Pearson’s correlations are 

used for parametric testing (such as the linear relationship between the COPI and WTC) 

while Spearman’s correlations are used for non-parametric analysis of the motivation and 

working memory variables. For this section all the inferential statistics were calculated using 

the IBM SPSS Statistics 20 program.  

Inter-rater Reliability 

Before conducting the descriptive and inferential statistics and in order to assess the 

validity of the data for this research project inter-rater reliability tests were conducted for all 

the researcher-rated data; specifically the pre- and post-SA COPI scores and the WM test 

scores. As explained in Chapter 3, the best practices for establishing the reliability of the data 

were used and any researcher bias was intended to be mitigated through these procedures. 

Presented here are the Cohen’s Kappa scores and correlations to measure inter-rater 

reliability and validity of the data. Kappa is specifically provided here as a key measure of 

inter-rater reliability because “Kappa provides a measure of the degree to which two judges 

concur in their respective sorting of N items into k mutually exclusive categories (ONLINE 
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6/21/2011, http://faculty.vassar.edu/lowry/kappa.html, Lowry, 2001- 2011, p.1). Following 

Landis & Koch (1977) the standards for Kappa are the following: 

K < .00 poor agreement 

.00 ≤  K ≤ .20 slight agreement 

.21≤ K ≤ .40 fair agreement 

.41≤ K ≤ .60 moderate agreement 

.61≤ K ≤ .80 substantial agreement 

.81≤ K ≤ 1.00 almost perfect agreement 

 

The pre- and post-SA COPI scores of 50% of the subjects (20) were rated by two 

trained raters, for a dataset of 40 tests. For the two sets of scores when evaluated using 

Cohen’s Kappa K = .63 (p < .001), the Pearson’s correlation was: r(38) = .92 (p < .001) and 

the Pearson’s Chi Square was: x
2
(30, N = 40) = 141.3, p < .001. This initial analysis included 

all the sublevels (Novice Low to Superior) on the ACTFL scale for the COPI tests. According 

to Landis & Koch (1977) this demonstrates substantial agreement between the raters. 

However, in much of the SLA and other social science literature the expected standard for 

Kappa agreement is K ≤ .80 to be certain of a high level of agreement. The researcher 

therefore took a closer look at the two raters’ scores to ascertain where discrepancies 

occurred. The two raters differed on 12 out of 40 cases (30%), and in all instances there was a 

difference in only one sublevel on the ACTFL scale – for example, between Novice Mid and 

Novice High or Intermediate Low and Intermediate Mid. The researcher then conducted a 

second inter-rater reliability analysis comparing rater 1 and rater 2 based on the major levels 

of the ACTFL scale (Novice, Intermediate, Advanced, Superior). For this second evaluation 

the Cohen’s Kappa was: K = .79 (p < .001), the Pearson’s correlation was: r(38) = .89 (p < 

.001) and the Pearson’s Chi Square was: x
2
(4, N = 40) = 49.2, p < .001. This analysis came 

much closer to the K = .80 norm generally sought in SLA literature; hence the researcher 

deemed the data reliable and subject to further investigation. 
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Table 4.20 

COPI Inter-rater reliability (N = 39) 

Test Kappa Pearson’s Correlation Pearson’s Chi Square 

All Sub levels .63 (p < .001) r(38) = .92 (p < .001) x
2
(30, N = 40) = 141.2, p < .001 

Major levels .79 (p < .001) r(38) = .89 (p < .001) x
2
(4, N = 40) = 49.2, p < .001 

 

Surface & Dierdorff’s (2003) review of the 1999 ACTFL Oral Proficiency Guidelines 

and implementation in OPI inter-rater reliability reports that “eighty percent of the ratings 

across all 19 languages showed perfect agreement, whereas about 18% of the ratings 

disagreed by one proficiency category That is, four-fifths of all rater pairs gave identical 

proficiency ratings and nearly all rater pairs (99%) were within one proficiency category 

(e.g., Novice-Low versus Novice-Mid)” (2003, p. 512). In a similar fashion with the present 

data the discrepancy in ratings occurs between sublevels and there is high consistency 

between the raters on the major proficiency levels for the participants. Following Surface & 

Dierdorff (2003), additional rater consistency measures also show an acceptable level of 

reliability between the two raters, (see Table 4.21 below). Of the 40 double-rated COPIs there 

is a 70% exact agreement between the raters, including the ACTFL sub-levels, for each test. 

There was disagreement on 12 of the tests and each of these only differed by one sublevel 

between the rater (for example Intermediate Mid to Intermediate High), similar to Surface & 

Dierdorff (2003). The two raters differed at the major ACTFL levels (Intermediate-High vs. 

Advanced-Low) for only one subject, giving a 98% agreement for the major levels between 

the two raters. 

Table 4.21 

Additional COPI Inter-rater reliability (N = 39) 

Test Spearman’s  

correlation (R) 

Kendall’s  

tau (τ) 

Goodman-Kruskal’s  

gamma (Γ) 

All Sub levels .96 (p <  .001) .92 (p <  .001) .99  (p <  .001) 

Major levels .93 (p <  .001) .99  (p <  .001) 1.0  (p <  .001) 
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As mentioned above, researchers differ on what is considered acceptable inter-rater 

reliability. For preliminary research Nunnally (1978) recommended K = .70. Kaplan and 

Saccuzzo (1997) and Nunnally and Bemstein (1994) suggested K = .80 for purposes of basic 

research and K = .90 to .95 for applied research. Surface and Dierdorff’s (2003) report all 

their findings as above K = .90. Considering that the present study’s Kappa scores fall within 

this range of .70 - .90 found acceptable by others, the researcher finds the data to be reliable 

for further investigation and evaluation.  

For the working memory data, two raters rated all of the data (100%) for a total of 39 

tests. The Cohen’s Kappa was: K = .73 (p < .001), the Pearson’s correlation was: r(37) = .99  

(p < .001) and the Pearson’s Chi Square was: x
2
(36, N = 39) = 575.7, p < .001. Since the 

reliability measure for this test is lower than the .80 standard, a third rater was asked to rate 

66 % (26 of the 39 participants) of the data, specifically the tests where rater1 and rater2 

disagreed. Following Fleiss (1981) the researcher conducted a single measure intraclass 

correlation (also called ICC) analysis to measure the reliability of the three ratings. The ICC 

correlation coefficient was ρ = .99, p < .001 indicating a high level of reliability between the 

three raters and strong evidence of the validity of the WM data for this study.  

Table 4.22 

Working Memory Inter-rater reliability (N = 39) 

Test Kappa ICC* Pearson’s Correlation Pearson’s Chi Square 

WM .73 (p < .001) .99 (p < .001)  r(37) = .99 (p < .001) x
2
(36, N = 39) = 575.7, p < .001 

*ICC reports consistency between 3 raters, while other statistics report only 2 raters 

 

Research Question Results 

RQ1.1: Do Spanish second language students who study abroad for one semester make gains 

in their oral proficiency, as measured by the COPI and fluency measures?  

In order to assess gains made in oral proficiency during the study abroad program, 

students took a pre-SA COPI test during the first week in country of the study abroad 
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experience and then took a post-SA COPI test 15 weeks later during the last week of their 

stay. In order to assess the validity of the gains made by students during the study abroad 

experience, a Paired Samples t-test was conducted to determine if the difference between the 

pre-SA and post- scores was significant. The mean scores from pre- to post-SA COPI were 

descriptively different: pre-SA COPI M = 2.0 (SD = .5); post-SA COPI M = 3.0 (SD = .3). 

There was a strong correlation between the pre-SA and post-SA tests r(38) = .61, p < .001 

indicating that those who scored high on the first test also scored high on the second test.  In 

order to assess the effect size of this correlation we see that the r
2
 = .37 and explains 37% of 

the total variance, indicating a relatively large effect size for the relationship between the pre- 

and post-SA COPI tests. Finally a paired samples t-test reveals that there is a statistically 

significant difference between the tests t(38) = -13.5, p < .001. These results suggest that real 

learning occurred during the study abroad experience, and students did indeed improve their 

abilities to orally express themselves in Spanish in a variety of contexts and registers as 

measured by the COPI test. 

The post-SA COPI group mean was at the Advanced Mid level (3.0) and subtracting 

the pre-SA COPI mean of Intermediate mid) (2.0) we see that the students gained on average 

a level on the ACTFL scale during the experience. In one semester of study abroad the 

participants as a group moved from an Intermediate level of oral proficiency to an Advanced 

level. According to the ACTFL guidelines (1999) “Speakers at the Advanced-Mid level 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 to events of current, 

public, and personal interest or individual relevance” (1999: 15). For example, at the 

Intermediate-Mid level students are specifically required to perform the following 

communicate tasks: 1) maintain simple face-to-face conversations; 2) ask and responds to 
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simple questions; 3) initiate and carry out straightforward transactions that involve giving and 

getting information; 4) and give a simple description. At the Advanced-Mid level students 

must perform much more demanding communicative tasks such as : 1) give explanations, 

instructions and detailed descriptions; 2) narrate in the past, present and future time with ease 

and confidence; 3) participate fully in social conversations; 4) and handle situations involving 

requests, explanations, and narrations well, even when those situations involve complications. 

(COPI Training Handbook, 2009) This investigation shows that during the study abroad 

experience these students gained real world language abilities that enable them to 

communicate at a more advanced level on a variety of topics and in diverse situations.  

 To further assess gains made in oral proficiency while abroad the second outcome 

measure, fluency was evaluated from the pre- to post-SA COPI. Fluency here is 

operationalized as words per minute (following Collentine & Freed, 2004) based on the total 

number of words produced on the pre- and post-SA COPI tests. There was a strong 

correlation between the pre-SA and post-SA fluency r(38) = .7, p < .001.  In order to assess 

the effect size of this correlation we see that the r
2
 = .38 and explains 38% of the total 

variance, indicating a relatively large effect size for the relationship between the pre- and 

post-SA fluency. On the pre-SA COPI students produced an average of 862 words and spoke 

for an average of 11 minutes, giving a fluency of 78 words per minute. In contrast, on the 

post-SA COPI students significantly increased their overall output and the length of time they 

spoke by producing an average of 1309 words and spoke for 14 minutes. Overall this is an 

increase of 16% in fluency from the pre- to post-COPI testing times. A paired samples t-test 

reveals that there is a statistically significant difference between the pre-SA and post-SA 

fluency t(38) = -7.7, p < .001.  Similar to the global scores on the COPI, the statistically 

significant difference between the testing times suggests that a real increase in fluency 
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occurred during the study abroad experience, and students did indeed improve their abilities 

to speak more fluently in Spanish during their time abroad.  

RQ1.2 Do students who begin at different levels of proficiency make different gains in oral 

proficiency and fluency during the study abroad experience?  

 In the study abroad literature one area of inquiry has been the readiness hypothesis or 

an internal resource threshold effect (Sunderman & Kroll, 2009), asking if there is a 

particular moment in the L2 development process where students are more ready or more 

able to take advantage of the study abroad experience. It is not in the scope of the present 

study to directly address this question; however, we can look at the differential gains made by 

students who began at the different ACTFL levels of oral proficiency on the pre-SA COPI 

exam. Indeed, we see that students who began at the Novice level made a mean gain of 1.2 

(SD = .2) from pre- to post-SA COPI. This is more than a whole level on the ACTFL scale. 

On the other hand the Intermediate group gained a mean of .8 (SD = .3) and the Advanced 

group gained a mean of .4 (SD = .4). The intermediate group gained one sublevel on average, 

while the Advanced group gained less than one ACTFL sublevel. This finding will be 

discussed further in the discussion section in Chapter 5 below. Similarly, students who began 

at the Novice level made more gains in fluency from pre- to post-SA testing times as well. 

The Novice group gained 19.8 words per minute, as compared to the Intermediate group that 

gained 14.3 and the Advanced group that gained only 12.3 words per minute from pre- to 

post-SA COPI testing times.  

Table 4.23 

COPI & Fluency Gains by Pre-SA COPI groups 

Pre-SA COPI level N COPI Gains Fluency Gains 

  M        SD   M      SD 

NOVICE 12 1.2       .2 19.8     9.9 

INTERMEDIATE 23 0.8       .3 14.3     14.4 

ADVANCED 4 0.4       .4 12.3     9.0 
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 To confirm the descriptive gains made by students from pre- to post-SA COPI testing 

times, a Paired-sample t-test for each group was also calculated to show which groups made 

statistically significant gains from pre- to post-SA COPI (see Table 4.24 below). Both the 

Novice and Intermediate groups’ gains prove to be statistically significant at the p < .001 

level; however, the Advanced group does not show a statistically significant difference from 

pre- to post-SA  on either the COPI or in fluency. While as a group (N = 39) the students 

made significant gains, it does not appear that students who began at the advanced level on 

the pre-SA COPI made significant gains in oral proficiency or fluency during the study 

abroad experience.  

Table 4.24 

 

Paired-Sample t-test pre- to post-SA COPI by pre-SA group 

Pre-SA COPI level N t-test 

NOVICE 12 t(11) = -6.9, p < .001 

INTERMEDIATE 23 t(22) = -4.8, p < .001 

ADVANCED 4 t(3) = -2.7, p > .05 

 

Table 4.25 

 

Paired-Sample t-test pre- to post-SA Fluency by pre-SA group 

Pre-SA COPI level N t-test 

NOVICE 12 t(11) = -6.9, p < .001 

INTERMEDIATE 23 t(22) = -4.8, p < .001 

ADVANCED 4 t(3) = -2.7, p > .05 

 

 RQ2: How does global language learning aptitude, as measured by the MLAT, correlate 

with and predict gains made in oral proficiency and fluency during a one semester study 

abroad experience for second language learners of Spanish?  

Since the distribution of the MLAT scores for this study were slightly non-normal, the 

results of both parametric and non-parametric tests are reported here to ensure the validity of 

the findings. To start, Pearson and Spearman’s correlations were conducted between the 

MLAT total score and COPI gain scores for each participant to ascertain a relationship 
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between global language learning aptitude and gains made in Spanish during the study abroad 

experience.  

A significant positive correlation was found between the MLAT total score and the 

pre-SA COPI using both correlation tests; the Pearson’s correlation with the pre-SA COPI is 

r(38) = .57, p < .01 and the Spearman’s correlation is r(38) = .57, p < .01. This positive 

correlation indicates a relationship between global language learning aptitude and a static 

measure of oral proficiency measures in a particular moment in time, such as on the pre-SA 

COPI test; however, to answer the research questions we are interested in the gains students 

made in oral proficiency during the study abroad experience and how the language learning 

aptitude relates to a students’ predisposition to make gains during study abroad. Interestingly, 

a significant negative correlation was found between the MLAT and the COPI gain scores; 

Pearson’s r(38) = -.44, p < .01 and Spearman’s r(38) = -.48, p < .01; indicating an inverse 

relationship between language learning aptitude and oral proficiency gains. Students who 

scored higher on the MLAT made fewer gains in oral proficiency. 

Table 4.26 

MLAT & COPI Pearson’s Correlations (N=39) 

Test M SD r p 

MLAT & pre-SA COPI 2.0 .5 .57 .000* 

MLAT & COPI gain .9 .4 -.44 .005* 

* Statistically significant 

 

Table 4.27 

MLAT & COPI Spearman’s rho Correlations (N=39) 

Test M SD r p- 

MLAT & pre-SA COPI 2.0 .5 .58 .000* 

MLAT & COPI gain .9 .4 -.48 .002* 

* Statistically significant 

 

This analysis indicates that the MLAT total has a moderate effect size and 

significantly explains 19% of the total variance in the COPI Gain scores. Students who had 

higher scores on the MLAT, gained less from pre-SA to post-SA COPI. The scatter plot 
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below (Figure 4.8) gives a visual indication of the negative relationship between the MLAT 

scores and COPI gains made during the study abroad experience. 

Figure 4.8 

 

MLAT & COPI Gains Scatter Plot (N = 39) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In order to further understand this analysis and evaluate if indeed COPI gains or 

learning can be significantly predicted by the MLAT scores, the researcher parsed out the 

pre-SA COPI scores using a multiple linear regression, assuming that the pre-SA COPI 

scores are equal for all students. By using post-SA COPI as the dependent variable (instead of 

COPI gain), with both the MLAT and pre-SA COPI scores as independent variables; in this 

way the pre-SA COPI is maintained equal for all subjects and we can better establish how 

much the MLAT predicts change over time in oral proficiency. The results show that when 

the pre-SA COPI is also an independent variable, the MLAT is not related to gains made in 

oral proficiency: b = .01, t(38) = .06, p > .05. Hence, we conclude that the strongest 

relationship between MLAT and oral proficiency is on the pre-SA COPI, which is to be 

expected since global language learning should predict which students have higher language 

skills. Since the correlation with MLAT and gains is negative, this relationship is more 

indicative of the strong relationship between pre-SA oral proficiency levels than the nature of 
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gains in skill over time. In addition, the strong relationship to pre-SA COPI and the negative 

correlation to COPI gains is also indicative of the problematic conversion scale used to 

quantify the COPI levels and reveals the compression of the scale at the upper levels of 

proficiency. This finding and the difficulties is raises for researchers using the ACTFL scale 

is discussed further in Chapter 5 in the discussion section.  

While the total MLAT score was used for the analysis above, additional analysis of 

the individual MLAT sections reveals significant positive Pearson’s correlations with the pre-

SA COPI for two subcategories, Phonetic Script and Words in Sentences (see Table 4.29 

below). However, there are no significant relationships found between the MLAT 

subcategories and COPI gain. The total MLAT score has a significant negative correlation to 

COPI gains for the group and we see this finding reflected in the subcategories as well; 

although they are not significant all the correlations between the MLAT subcategories and 

COPI gain are negative.  

Table 4.28 

 

Pearson’s Correlations: MLAT subcategories & the COPI (N = 39) 

Section Pre-SA COPI COPI Gain 

1 Number learning r(38) = .3 , p = .051 r(37) = -.3 , p = .068 

2 Phonetic script r(38) = .6 , p = .005* r(37) = -.2 , p = .271 

3 Spelling cues r(38) = .3 , p = .077 r(37) = -.3 , p = .114 

4 Words in sentences r(38) = .5 , p = .003* r(37) = -.3 , p = .100 

5 Paired associates r(38) = .2 , p = .157 r(37) = -.3 , p = .071 

*Significant correlation 

 

RQ3: How does the aptitude working memory, as measured by this WM span test, correlate 

and predict gains made in oral proficiency and fluency during a one semester study abroad 

experience for second language learners of Spanish?  

The data for this instrument was found to be non-normally distributed requiring the 

use of non-parametric tests to analyze this data. A significant positive correlation was found 

between WM and the pre-SA COPI scores: Spearman’s rho r(38) = .36, p <.05. However, the 
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COPI gain score did not correlate with WM r(38) = -.19, p = .25. Since no relationship 

between WM and oral proficiency gains can be established for this data, we can conclude that 

WM, as measured by this span test, is related to oral proficiency as a static measure but it not 

related to gains made in oral proficiency during the study abroad experience. Additionally, no 

relationship are found between working memory and fluency gains made while abroad: 

Spearman’s rho r(38) = -.1, p >.05 (see Table 4.29).  

 

Table 4.29 

WM  & COPI Spearman’s Correlations (N=39) 

Test M SD r p 

WM & pre-SA COPI 2.0 .5 .34 .03* 

WM & COPI gain .9 .4 -.19 .25 

WM & Fluency gain 15.8 12.7 -.13 .43 

*Significant finding 

 

RQ4: How does Willingness-to-Communicate, as measured by the WTC inventory, correlate 

with and predict gains made in oral proficiency and fluency during a one semester study 

abroad experience for second language learners of Spanish? 

The WTC score is comprised of 7 subset scores: group discussion, meetings, 

interpersonal communication, public speaking, speaking to strangers, speaking to 

acquaintances, and speaking to friend. No significant correlations were found between the 

total WTC score and the pre-SA COPI, the COPI gain score or the fluency gains.  

Table 4.30 

WTC & COPI Pearson’s Correlations (N=39) 

Test M SD r P 

WTC & pre-SA COPI 2.0 .5 -.07 .67 

WTC & COPI gain .9 .4 .10 .56 

WTC & Fluency gain 15.8 12.7 -.03 .83 

Public speaking & COPI gain 59.0 23.5 .37 .01* 

* Significant finding 
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A significant correlation was found between the COPI gain score and the subcategory 

Public Speaking: Pearson’s r(38) = .37, p <.05, Spearman’s r(38) = .38, p < .05 which 

explains 14% of the total variance.  

RQ5: How do affective aptitudes variables, as measured by the scales used here, correlate 

and predict gains made in oral proficiency and fluency during a one semester study abroad 

experience for second language learners of Spanish?  

 There were eight scales used to evaluate students’ internal and personal aptitudes: the 

short version of the Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB, Gardner, 1985), an anxiety 

scale (Hashimoto, 2002), and six affect scales: frequency of communication in Spanish, 

motivational intensity, desire to learn Spanish, intergroup approach-avoidance tendency, 

interest in international vocation/activities, and interest in international news (based on 

Yashima, T., Zenuk-Nishide, L., & Shimizu, K., 2004). For this analysis Spearman’s Rho 

correlations are used, since these are non-parametric measures of aptitude based on Likert-

type self-report scales. Neither the AMTB nor the other affect scales correlate with the COPI 

gains or the fluency gains made during the study abroad experience (see Table 3.31 below).  

The Anxiety scale, which evaluates the participants’ nervousness or apprehension to 

use the target language in a variety of situations and in different mediums (speaking, writing 

or listening), has a significant negative correlation with the pre-SA COPI: r(38) = -.4, p <.01 

and significantly explains 20% of the total variance. A negative correlation can be expected 

since the more the language learning anxiety, the poorer students tend to perform in oral 

proficiency or conversely, the less language anxiety the better a student will perform on the 

pre-SA COPI.  
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Table 4.31 

 

Affect Scales & COPI Spearman’s Rho Correlations (N=39) 

 Pre-SA COPI Post-SA COPI COPI-gain 

     r     p       r     p   r     p 

AMTB -.2     .30 -.1     .57 .2      .32 

Anxiety scale -.4     .01* -.5     .01* .3      .11 

Freq of Comm .1      .48 -.0     .99 -.2     .33 

Desire to learn -.1     .82 -.0     .99 .2      .69 

Motivation -.1     .75 -.1     .54 .1      .84 

Approach/Avoidance -.2     .25 -.2     .31 .1      .56 

International news -.1     .46 -.2     .72 .1      .55 

International vocation .2      .25 -.2     .61 .3      .07 

*Significant finding 

 

RQ6: Do the aptitude measures, cognitive and affective, correlate with each other, including: 

the MLAT, WM, WTC, motivation and other affective variables? 

A significant positive correlation was found between the MLAT total score and 

working memory: Pearson’s r(38) = .44, p < .01, Spearman’s r(38) = .37, p < .05 and  

significantly explains 19% of the total variance between the two tests. However, no 

relationship can be established between the MLAT and WTC: Pearson’s r(38) = -.1, p = .54, 

Spearman’s r(38) = -.02, p = .88. The only significant finding for a relationship between 

global language learning aptitude as measured by the MLAT and the affective variables was 

with the Pre-SA frequency of communication variable self-reported on the pre-SA 

questionnaire: Spearman’s r(38) = .44, p < .01. No other correlations were found between 

WM, WTC, motivation or the other affective aptitude variables. 

Conclusions 

Given the statistical analysis and the overall findings of this investigation presented in 

Chapter 4, the researcher concludes the following: 1) the students made significant gains in 

oral proficiency during the study abroad experience in terms of both oral proficiency scores 

and fluency; 2) using the LCP students report speaking, listening and reading significantly 
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more in Spanish than in English during the study abroad experience; 3) however, they report 

writing almost as much in English as in Spanish, particularly using electronic media; 4) the 

MLAT was found to be negatively correlated to oral proficiency gains in this investigation, 

meaning that students with higher global language learning aptitude tend to make less gains 

in oral proficiency during the study abroad experience; 5) the phonological working memory 

test correlates to oral proficiency on the pre-SA test, but does not predict gains made in oral 

proficiency; 6) the Anxiety scale also correlated with oral proficiency on the pre-SA COPI, 

but does not correlate with gains made in oral proficiency; 7) finally, the MLAT and WM 

were significantly correlated as can be expected based on previous literature discussing an 

underlying memory component of the MLAT; while the WTC inventory and other 

motivational affect scales can provide researchers and practitioners with interesting insights 

into students’ behaviors in second language production, in this study they were not significant 

predictors of gains made in oral proficiency in the study abroad context, nor correlated with 

any other aptitude measures. 

  



 

148 
 

CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS & DISCUSSION 

 

 This chapter relates the results from the study to the research questions and makes 

inferences about the study abroad experience and language acquisition. Limitation of the 

present research study are discussed, specifically detailing theoretical weaknesses in the 

COPI levels and the ACTFL scale and difficulties in converting scores on an intervallic scale 

for research purposes. Next suggestions for improvements in the methodology and the data 

collection instruments are recommended. Implications are discussed for future investigations 

that could further our understanding of the phenomena of oral proficiency gains that take 

place during a study abroad experience and inform further study of language learning 

aptitudes in the study abroad context of study.  

Findings 

Here is a brief review of the finding outlined in Chapter 4: 1) the students made 

significant gains in oral proficiency during the study abroad experience in terms of both oral 

proficiency scores and fluency; 2) using the Language Contact Profile (LCP), students 

reported speaking, listening and reading significantly more in Spanish than in English during 

the study abroad experience; 3) however, they reported writing almost as much in English as 

in Spanish, particularly using electronic media; 4) the MLAT was negatively correlated to 

oral proficiency gains in this investigation, meaning that students with higher global language 

learning aptitude tended to make less gain in oral proficiency during the study abroad 

experience, the researcher believes this is directly related to the ceiling effects of the ACTFL 

scale for oral proficiency and are discussed in detail in the discussion section below; 5) 

phonological working memory correlated with oral proficiency on the pre-SA test, but did not 

predict gains made in oral proficiency during the study abroad; 6) the Anxiety scale also 

correlated with oral proficiency on the pre-SA COPI, but did not correlate with gains made in 

oral proficiency during study abroad; 7) the WTC inventory and other motivational affect 
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scales may provide researchers and practitioners with interesting insights into students’ 

behaviors in second language production, however, in this study they were not significant 

predictors of gains made in oral proficiency in the study abroad context, nor were they 

correlated with other cognitive aptitude measures nor correlated with each other.  

Discussion 

Gains in oral proficiency 

Similar to much of the research conducted on study abroad (Brecht & Davidson, 

1992; Brecht, Frank, Rivers, 1998a; Collentine & Freed, 2004; Davidson 1995; Freed Ed., 

1995; Ife, 2000; Isabelli, 2004, Liskin-Gasparro, Wunnava, & Henry, 1991; Magnan & Back, 

2007), the present investigation supports the notion that students do significantly increase 

their oral proficiency skills in the second language while studying abroad during one 

semester. Only 2 (5%) of the 39 students did not make any gains from pre- to post-SA COPI 

test and the 37  students (95%) made gains ranging between .2 and 1.8 on the COPI 

conversion scale. On the pre-SA COPI test 12 students began at the Novice level, 23 began at 

the Intermediate level and 4 started at the Advanced level; hence, 90% of the group began at 

the Novice or Intermediate levels while only 10% scored at the Advanced level. 

Nevertheless, on the post-SA COPI test 0 students scored at the Novice level, 6 were at the 

Intermediate level and 33 scored at the Advanced level; for a total of only 16% who ended 

the study abroad experience at the Intermediate level and 84% who finished the semester at 

the Advanced level. This gain is statistically significant (p < .001) and indicates that students’ 

improvement is not due to chance, but due rather to actual learning and improvement in their 

Spanish speaking skills. In addition, when looking at fluency of the speech produced, 

(operationalized as words per minute on the pre- and post-SA COPI tests), students’ rates 

improved from 78 average words per minute on the pre-SA COPI test to 94 words per minute 

on the post-SA COPI test. Students spoke an average of 11 minutes on the pre-SA COPI 
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tests, but increased their total speaking time to 14 minutes on the post-SA COPI. Overall 

students demonstrated a 16% increase in fluency from pre- to post-SA COPI. The increased 

fluency of the students is another strong indicator of enhanced oral proficiency made by the 

students during their sojourn abroad. When comparing the pre- and post-SA COPI tests, 

students ended their study abroad experience with an increased output of words and ability to 

speak for longer periods of time.  

As has been suggested in previous literature (Brecht, Davidson & Ginsberg in Freed 

1995), this study supports the finding that pre-departure language level is a strong predictor 

of language gain. In this study students at a higher level make fewer gains compared to 

students who begin at the lower levels. Brecht et. al. said “on all modalities the higher the 

initial level, the less likely a gain; this is a function of the learning curve and the nature of the 

scale” (1995: 54). As discussed in more detail below, the ACTFL-based scale may not be an 

accurate measure of the changes that take place at the upper levels of oral proficiency. 

Further instruments and ways to measure oral skills need to be developed, especially for 

students who begin at the advanced level of proficiency before going abroad. 

COPI levels & ACTFL guidelines critique 

The research questions posed in this investigation primarily addressed the issue of the 

relationships between language learning aptitudes and gains made in oral proficiency. Oral 

proficiency was determined using the Computerized Oral Proficiency Instrument (COPI), one 

of the most recent tools designed to measure second language learners’ oral proficiency in the 

target language. As shown above, using this instrument students were found to make gains in 

their oral proficiency from pre- to post-SA COPI testing times. Gains in oral proficiency was 

specifically operationalized as the post-SA score minus the pre-SA score, using an intervallic 

conversion scale that converted the COPI levels to numeric representations. The measures of 

oral proficiency integrated into the COPI, adapted from the ACTFL guidelines (1999), with 
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four main levels of proficiency, and divided into sublevels (low, mid and high), which reflect 

the progressive stages of skill development for second language learners. For this 

investigation, the COPI levels were each assigned a numeric score of one integer per level: 

Novice = 1, Intermediate = 2, Advanced = 3 and Superior = 4. Similarly, each sublevel was 

assigned a partial score; the low sublevels (Novice low, Intermediate low etc.) were each 

assigned a .3 increase and the high sublevels (Novice high, Intermediate high etc.) were 

assigned a .5 increase to reflect the successive progress made by students as they approached 

the next higher level. This is similar to previous literature (Stansfield & Kenyon, 1991; 

Surface & Dierdorff, 2003) that attempted to quantify the ACTFL scale using an intervallic 

scale and assigning “scores” to each student’s performance. Hence, in order to reliably 

answer the research questions posited in this investigation the researcher relied implicitly on 

the numeric COPI gain scores calculated for each student and then correlated them with other 

aptitude measures.  

For the cognitive aptitude tests significant correlations were found only between the 

COPI gain scores and the MLAT; the MLAT was found to be negatively correlated (r = -.4, p 

< 001) with COPI gains. This looks like students who scored higher on the MLAT and 

demonstrated higher global language learning aptitudes did not make as much gain from pre- 

to post-SA COPI as students who had lower scores on the MLAT.  

The correlation between the MLAT and COPI gains is statistically significant, but 

negative and so the researcher asked, why? It might be the case that all these language 

aptitudes are indeed unrelated to gains in oral proficiency in the study abroad context. 

However, previous research would suggest otherwise. When looking at the relationship 

between the pre-SA COPI scores and the MLAT (see Figure 5.1 below) the relationship is 

positive, as we might expect, and students with higher global language learning aptitudes 

demonstrate higher pre-SA COPI scores. This validates the MLAT as an accurate measure of 
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aptitude on static measures of proficiency or skill, such as the pre-SA COPI. Yet again, why 

was the correlation negative for gains made during study abroad as demonstrated in Figure 

5.1 below? This suggests that students who began the study abroad experience with higher 

MLAT scores and also higher pre-SA COPI scores, were not able to progress very much in 

their oral proficiency during the experience. This is contrary to the nature and 

operationalization of global language aptitude, and we expect that students with higher 

aptitudes would make greater gains. This negative correlation and the fact that students who 

begin higher do not make as many gains in oral proficiency, I believe, is in fact more 

indicative of the inverse pyramid ACTFL proficiency levels and demonstrates the imprecise 

delineation between each level.  
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Figure 5.1 

 

MLAT Pre-SA COPI & COPI Gains Scatter plots 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2  

 

ACTFL Guidelines Proficiency Level Inverted Pyramid 
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The ACTFL guidelines represent each level as equidistant one from the other (see 

Figure 5.2 above), and while each level does subsume the skills and achievements of the level 

below, does not perfectly describe the reality that it is easier for a student to move from a 

Novice level speaker to an Intermediate than it is for an Advanced low speaker to achieve an 

Advanced high level. Bachman (1990) expressed a similar reservation at the efficacy of the 

ACTFL OPI to adequately evaluate the speaker’s true ability contending that “proficiency 

levels may not represent equal intervals with reference to the amount of training required to 

move from one level to the next” (p. 45). Salaberry (2000) also points out two related 

critiques of the ACTFL scale, specifically in the OPI methodology and implementation, 

saying  

“Firstly, the monolithic developmental path represented in the ACTFL-TTM may not 

necessarily correspond to any one learner…. Second, the ACTFL-TTM specifies that 

‘each of the four major levels encompasses a range of performances’….(1986: 2–5; 

1999: 11). It is not clear, however, how these constellations of factors are assessed as 

relevant for each level. For instance, regarding the gradation of functional abilities, 

one wonders how ACTFL has determined that explanation can only occur at the 

Superior and Advanced level, that narration appears at the Advanced level, that 

comparison emerges at the Intermediate level, and that description occurs at the 

Novice/Intermediate level. This is not a trivial issue, because the above mentioned 

gradation has important consequences for the rating of speech samples.” (2000, p. 

301-302) 

 

This problem is revealed more clearly when one tries to quantify the ACTFL scale 

with a numeric representation; for example a student who began with a rating of Novice (1 

point) and moved up three sublevels to an Intermediate speaker (2 points) had a gain score of 

1 point. However, a student who began at an Advanced low level (2.8 points) who  moved up 

to Advanced high (3.5 points), which is much more difficult, only made an increase of .7 

points using the conversion scale. When looking at the ACTFL guideline descriptions and the 

expectations of speakers at each level it is clear that the higher levels of proficiency require 

greater skills and performance by the speaker, but what is not made explicit is the level of 

difficulty or effort required to move from one level to the next and that there is a greater 
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distance between levels at the upper levels end of the spectrum. The contraction of the scale 

at the upper reaches of the ACTFL scale leads to a ceiling effect for second language learners 

and does not allow the researcher to accurately depict growth in language skill and 

development.  

While in fact the majority of speakers in the presently studied sample (N = 39) did 

reach an Advanced level by the end of the study abroad experience, students who began at 

higher levels (Intermediate high to Advanced mid) did not actually have as much chance to 

exhibit their growth due to the nature of the scale and the difficulty in reaching a higher 

level/score. The tightening of the scale at the upper end is problematic for research purposes 

and does not allow for reliable correlation or comparisons with other measures, of aptitude or 

other individual differences. Specifically the difference in scale from level to level increases 

the risk of a Type II error when using statistical analysis of this type of data; the researcher 

may not report meaningful relationships or findings that actually exist in the greater 

population due to the inconsistent nature of the scale from level to level.  

In the present research study it may be the case that the negative correlation found 

between the MLAT and COPI gains is due to the imprecise nature of the ACTFL scale; 

likewise the lack of correlations found with WM, WTC and other affective aptitude measures 

may also be related to this issue. This limitation in the ACTFL scale needs to be addressed by 

researchers and practitioners in language teaching fields; potentially the scale could be 

revised or a numeric scale that reflects the disparity between levels should be developed. It is 

not in the scope of this paper to outline a theory of oral proficiency that would reflect the 

theoretical and practical differences between an Intermediate and Advanced speaker of the 

second language. Yet, such a theory needs to be developed, tested and validated in future 

research studies and this dilemma must be addressed in order for future research to more 
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appropriately employ instruments based on the ACTFL guidelines when evaluating oral 

proficiency of L2 learners. 

Working memory findings 

Neither working memory nor the other motivational or affective aptitudes of WTC, 

motivation, anxiety etc. were significantly correlated with COPI gains. The WM test was 

positively correlated with oral proficiency on the pre-SA COPI tests (p < .05), but WM was 

not a predictor for the gain scores. Again, we might expect that students with higher working 

memory demonstrate higher oral proficiency as indeed they did on the pre-SA COPI; but we 

would also expect to see students with more aptitude show more gains. This was not the case 

with this data. The WM data from this investigation can only show trends that WM is related 

to oral proficiency as a static measure, but is not related to gains made over time in the study 

abroad context of study. 

Motivation & affective variable findings 

The only affective variable that correlated to oral proficiency was language anxiety. 

The language anxiety scale measures the participants’ nervousness or apprehension to use the 

target language in a variety of situations, as well as in different mediums (speaking, writing 

or listening). There were 7 items on the anxiety scale and when the answers were averaged a 

negative correlation was found with the pre- SA COPI scores (p < .01). The negative 

correlation is expected since students with a higher score had more anxiety, while those with 

a lower score had less anxiety. This indicates that there is a significant relationship between 

students’ anxiety level and their production of the second language on static measures of 

proficiency such as the COPI taken in a specific moment in time. Using a linear regression 

analysis, the Anxiety scale significantly predicts the pre- SA COPI test results (p < .01) and 

predicts 20% of the total variance. However, the Anxiety scale does not predict gains made 

from the pre- to post-SA COPI and cannot be related here to gains made in oral proficiency 
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during the study abroad experience. While this study cannot claim that the Anxiety scale is a 

predictor for those who make gains specifically in oral proficiency during study abroad, it 

does support previous research claiming that anxiety has a negative impact on L2 production 

(Horwitz, 1986; Oxford, 1999; MacIntyre & Gardner, 2006).  

The second part of the research questions asked if the individual aptitude variables 

(MLAT, WTC, WM and affective variables) were correlated with each other; the only 

correlation found was between the MLAT and WM. A significant positive correlation was 

found between the MLAT total score and working memory scores (p < .001).  Previous 

literature discusses the memory component of the MLAT and how memory is an underlying 

construct measured by the MLAT (Carroll, 1981; Skehan, 1998; Kiss & Nikolov, 2005). The 

MLAT does not correlate significantly with WTC or any of the other affective aptitudes (the 

AMTB, anxiety or the motivational factors). Neither do WM and the WTC scores correlate. 

Below follows a more detailed description of the limitations of this research project and 

suggestions for future research that might be motivated from these findings.   

Limitations 

 As with all research projects there were some limitations to the present study. Three 

identified limitations are 1) data collection and methodological limitations; 2) the fact that 

study abroad students are in general a self-selected group and may inherently have higher 

language learning aptitudes; and 3) a risk for Type II error due to the imprecise nature of the 

COPI conversion scores and more generally the ACTFL guidelines. While these limitations 

did not prevent the researcher from obtaining some viable results and adding to the literature 

in the fields of SLA and specifically context of study research, steps could be taken in future 

research to overcome these limitations and develop stronger research designs. 

 First, it is important to note the data collection challenges presented during this project 

in order to inform future researchers and to help others avoid similar situations when using 
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the same data collection instruments. The greatest challenge to data collection in this project 

occurred during the pre-SA COPI test taking session in January 2010. Since the COPI is a 

computer mediated test, the researcher required the use of a computer lab where multiple 

students could take the test simultaneously and record the oral data onto the computers. The 

COPI software is designed to be downloaded onto a specific machine, and then a drive is 

created where the test data is stored for retrieval. This type of software proved to be difficult 

on two fronts; first, by collecting data on sight in the foreign country (Spain) the researcher 

did not take into account the different language settings programmed into computers in other 

countries. Of course the computers lab in Spain at the University were set up and 

programmed to be used in Spanish, with Spanish keyboards and Spanish settings for all 

programs to be installed; yet, this proved to be quite a challenge for the tech assistants as they 

tried to install the software designed for English ‘speaking’ computers and English settings. 

A second challenge was the fact that the computers were networked together and designed to 

dump all saved data onto a common server. Since the COPI software is designed to save data 

directly to the computer in use, the networked computers did not know where to send the data 

and needed to be mapped differently while the students took the COPI test. During the first 

data collection session, scheduled on the second day in country, students were not able to 

complete the COPI test because the computers kept shutting down the program as it did not 

know where to save the data. After many hours of work by the assistants, they were able to 

‘trick’ the computers and remap the software to save on each individual computer. In the end, 

students took the pre-SA COPI test on the third day in country.  

 It might be argued that the pre-SA COPI tests were not truly ‘prior’ to the experience, 

or that they are less valid due to testing effects of seeing the COPI format during first data 

collection session. However, no students fully completed the test on the first day and 

primarily were exposed to the instruction, which includes a practice task. The most tasks 



 

159 
 

completed by any student were 3 tasks, and these were not saved nor listened to by either the 

students or the researcher. In order to be true to best practices in pre-post data collection it is 

important to collect data either prior to departure to the host country or as close to the 

beginning of the experience as possible. Students successfully took the pre-COPI test on day 

3 in country during the orientation period and prior to taking classes or being exposed to 

extended L2 exposure. While this is not ideal, given the technical difficulties it was the best 

that could be done in the given circumstances and was deemed to count for the pre-SA testing 

data. Fortunately, no technical difficulties were encountered during the post-SA COPI test 

taking sessions during the last week in country.  

Another methodological limitation to this research that may be considered the use of 

self-reported data specifically on the WTC survey, the LCP and the affective aptitude due to 

the nature of Likert-type scales. The willingness-to-communicate survey is a more reliable 

self-report instrument and has been validated with a number of populations (McCrosky, 

1992), and indeed has a larger range of reliability due to a wider range scale of 100. On the 

other hand, the self-report data on the affective aptitude scales were all Likert-type 6, 9 or 10 

point scales following Yashima, T., Zenuk-Nishide, L., & Shimizu, K. (2004). One important 

limitation to a Likert-type scale is that one can only observe if a subject is more or less 

favorable towards a particular item, but does not know how much more or less. The interval 

between ‘strongly agree’ and ‘strongly disagree’ may not be equal for all participants; hence, 

these scales do not give much more information than an ordinal scale that asks only ‘yes’ or 

‘no’ to a particular question. Furthermore, when several scales are added together, as with the 

affective variables, the cumulative or aggregate score can lose its meaning or generalizabitlity 

by being added together. A researcher might be able to observe if a student is in general more 

likely or not to be nervous in various situations; but it is difficult to really say how much 

more or less, and how the culmination of anxiety of all the situations is more accurate than in 
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just one situation. In this way, using data taken from Likert-type scales for a quantitative 

statistical analysis increases the chances of a Type I error, meaning that the researcher may 

assume a relationship between two variables when not actually exists. These scales have 

proven to be valid and reliable in a number of researcher studies and should not be dismissed 

simply because they did not reveal any significant findings during this study; however, we do 

need to continue developing new and better ways to evaluate, measure and record language 

learning aptitudes and tease apart what takes place for students during the study abroad 

experience.  

It can never really be known if students who study abroad are inherently different than 

those who do not. A second key limitation to research on context of study research is that 

students who go abroad may be different as a group due to their motivation to learn the 

second language, or because they potentially have higher language learning aptitude, or 

perhaps are a different group of students due to socio-economic factors and they are simply 

the ones who can afford to go abroad for a whole semester. As a social scientist and a second 

language acquisition researcher, one must often collect data where access is available. 

Further, in non-experimental research it is impossible to account for or moderate all the 

variables present in the learning situation. While the researcher did not chose the participants 

in designing this research study, she did attempt to account for as many variables as possible 

by using a detailed demographics pre-survey and by incorporating a variety of instruments 

into the design. Since the students are a self-selected group, without a control or comparison 

group, this study is limited by the participants and the unknown individual and group 

characteristics that they brought to the project. Additional participants and more information 

about the participants would always be welcomed in a project of this nature. It is 

recommended in future research designs that much care is taken to describe the population 

and include as many variables as possible for comparability and replicability of the studies. 
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Finally, as described in more detail above, a major limitation to the present research is 

the problematic nature of the COPI conversion scores, which are based on the ACTFL 

guidelines (1999) for oral proficiency. The inverted pyramid scale does not take fully into 

account the difficulty of moving from one major level to another and the fact that there is 

much less room for improvement or gains to be made at the Advanced levels. The COPI and 

other instruments designed from the ACTFL guidelines is explicitly a criterion-referenced 

proficiency test that bases the ratings on an established set of criteria, versus a norm-

referenced test that compares test takers to one another, and is not really designed as an 

outcome or achievement test. However, Lantolf & Frawley refute the idea that the OPI (and 

similarly based tests using the ACTFL scale) are criterion-referenced because “the educated 

native speaker is taken as the norm against which all L2 speaker performance is judged” (p. 

343). The criteria for ACTFL Superior level does not include "educated native speaker"; this 

is the standard for this kind of oral proficiency scale, but not for the highest level. One way to 

address this issue in the inferential statistics methodology is to use a multiple regression 

analysis to parse out the different variables and better determine which aptitude measures are 

indeed related to learning and gains made in oral proficiency while abroad. At present the 

ACTLE scale and tests based on this scale such as the COPI is the best methodology we have 

available in measuring oral proficiency, but the limitations of the instrument must be taken 

into account. Specifically, the limitations of the scale at the upper levels of achievement and 

the critiques of validity and reliability of the measure itself as a valid measure of proficiency. 

It is hoped that researchers will continue to develop better ways to describe, evaluate and 

measure oral proficiency and expand our repertoire of data collection instruments in this area.  

Future Research 

 Beyond the limitations of this research project there are three areas of future research 

that could be explored as a result of the findings: 1) examination of the type and amount of 



 

162 
 

contact students have with the L1 and L2 while abroad; 2) development of additional 

phonological working memory tests and research on the implications of WM on second 

language acquisition while abroad; and 3) an evaluation of methods and strategies used to 

increase oral proficiency gains and account for students’ inherent language learning aptitudes.  

 This research study provides evidence that the amount and type of contact students 

have with Spanish (L2) and English (L1) during the study abroad experience has an impact 

on the gains made in oral proficiency. Differences in individuals’ contact with both languages 

may help explain the range of improvements made by students. Specifically, technology has 

made it easier for students abroad to maintain contact with their friends, family, professors 

and other institutions while abroad. Innovations such as email, international cell phones, 

social networking sites like Facebook and Twitter, chat sites such as Yahoo, MSN, Google 

and others, and internet conferencing services such as Skype all provide cost effective and 

easy access for students to keep in touch with their home-based networks. As students in this 

study recorded, much of this electronic interaction takes place in the L1. Students spent an 

average of 28 hours speaking, 21 hours writing, 1 hour reading and 5 hours listening in 

English per week resulting in an average of 55 hours total spent in the L1 per week. The 

majority of this reported English language interaction (55%) took place electronically. Hence, 

further research needs to be conducted to more accurately measure, report and analyze the 

types of contact students have in the second language as compared to their first language 

while abroad, as well as in what mediums they use each language. More questions need to 

explored, such as: “How does technology impact students’ experience while abroad and their 

access to L2 speakers?” and  “How can study abroad directors and the institutions play a role 

in increasing the access to native speakers while abroad?”  

 Secondly, this investigation points out that phonological working memory is a 

component in L2 production, particularly on the pre-SA COPI test, and is a valuable aptitude 
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that helps individuals perform better on oral proficiency measures. Further research in 

required to determine if WM does indeed play a role in improvement of oral proficiency. In 

order to better measure WM (specifically phonological WM) better tests and validated 

measures are needed to be applied in second language acquisition (SLA) research, as well as 

in research on the context of study. Since strong correlations were observed in this study 

between two valid and reliable measures (the COPI and the MLAT), the test used for this 

study may be a good place to begin future investigation. However, more validation studies 

and other contexts should be evaluated for this construct. The questions: “What type of 

working memory impacts students’ learning and how can this be best measured?” and “Does 

WM play a different role depending on the context of study?” need to be investigated. 

Additionally, for students who appear to have less working memory, the question “What 

strategies or methods can be used to assist them to make greater gains, especially in oral 

proficiency?” is in need of investigation.  

 Finally, while looking at both cognitive and affective aptitude profiles and the 

divergent results students made while abroad, it is apparent that future research can continue 

to elucidate what takes place in the study abroad context and how this impacts the SLA of 

second language learners. This research needs to focus on how to help students capitalize on 

their L2 aptitude strengths, as well as on how to moderate the effects for students with lower 

aptitude profiles. One specific area of inquiry should be how to lessen the negative effects of 

language anxiety and how to help students overcome their anxiety when performing in the 

second language. Other areas of research may be to examine student personality types, 

sociolinguistic competence, and motivation for second language learning. Many 

measurements are available in the fields of SLA, education and psychology to evaluate and 

assess these personal and affective individual differences. While we must be careful to use 
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valid and reliable measures, what is most needed are ways to address students’ areas of 

weakness and develop systems of support based on their individual aptitude profiles.  

 This investigation has added to the literature in SLA and education by expanding the 

review known measures of oral proficiency and language learning aptitudes. Specifically this 

project provides evidence that the COPI levels, based on the ACTFL guidelines, need to be 

examined more closely, particularly at the upper levels of proficiency, in order to better 

understand and represent the gains made by students as they advance in their oral language 

skills. The compounding nature of the Advanced level on the inverted pyramid ACTFL scale 

does not allow room for researchers or practitioners to accurately and adequately evaluate 

growth or improvements made by advanced speakers; furthermore, the inverted pyramid 

schema inaccurately represents the reality that it is more difficult to move between the sub-

levels at the upper levels than at the lower levels.  

This research study also adds to the literature on other cognitive aptitudes by 

incorporating a phonological working memory test into the research design. This construct is 

just more recently being explored in SLA, particularly in the study abroad literature and 

needs to be more established and standardized in the field. Validation studies of WM 

measures need to be conducted and more easily administered and coded tests need to be 

created. The WM test used here in this project was found to be significantly correlated to the 

MLAT, and it is apparent that memory is a factor in the SLA for students while abroad.  

Finally, this investigation added to the research by expanding the contexts of research 

for the WTC survey (McCrosky, 1992) and the affective aptitude surveys (Hashimoto, 2002; 

Yashima, T., Zenuk-Nishide, L., & Shimizu, K., 2004) by adapting them for second language 

learners of Spanish who are native English speakers. Prior research has primarily used these 

measures for Japanese native speakers learning English as a second language, or native, 

monolingual English speakers. While these affective measures were not found to be 
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correlated either with the outcome measure of COPI gain, or with other cognitive measures of 

aptitude, it is important to continue to develop instruments and test them in different contexts 

and with different populations. The fact that they were not correlated with other measures is 

important and adds to the literature in this area. It is hoped that future scholars will continue 

to use the measures adapted here and evaluate their validity, reliability and replicability in 

similar contexts as well as other contexts. 

Conclusion 

This inquiry analyzed the relationships between individual differences and gains made 

in oral proficiency of adult, second language learners of Spanish during one semester 

studying abroad. Oral proficiency was measured using a pre/post-SA Computerized Oral 

Proficiency Instrument (COPI, CAL, 2009). Gain scores were correlated with two cognitive 

aptitude measures: 1) the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT); 2) a phonological 

working memory test (WM); and 3) a series of motivational and affective aptitude measures 

including Willingness-to-communicate (WTC, McIntyre, 1992), motivation and other 

affective variables (Gardner, 1985; Yashima, T., Zenuk-Nishide, L., & Shimizu, K., 2004).  

The researcher concludes that the students made significant gains in oral proficiency 

during the experience abroad, both in terms of COPI scores and fluency (words/minute). 

Using the Language Contact Profile (LCP, Collentine & Freed, 2004) students reported 

speaking, listening and reading significantly more in Spanish than in English during the study 

abroad; however, they reported writing almost as much in English as in Spanish. There was a 

significant negative correlation between the MLAT and COPI gains; indicating that students 

who had higher language learning aptitude made fewer gains in oral proficiency while 

abroad. WM, WTC and other affective aptitudes were not correlated with COPI gains in this 

study; WM and L2 anxiety were significantly correlated with the pre-SA COPI. Finally, WM 
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and the MLAT were significantly correlated, but no other aptitude measures collected were 

found to correlate. 

In the discussion the researcher reviews the inverse pyramid schema of the ACTFL 

guidelines (1999) and demonstrates the impact of the imprecise delineation between the 

levels. The contraction of the scale at the upper reaches leads to a ceiling effect for second 

language learners and does not allow an accurate depiction of growth in language skill and 

development. As the ACTFL scale is the standard in oral proficiency measurement in the 

United States, data collection instruments based on this scale do not meet the needs of 

researchers in SLA or educational settings that wish to investigate achievement in oral 

proficiency in varying context of language leaning. 
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APPENDIX I 

ATI STRENGTHS & LIMITATIONS 

 

Strength: statistical robustness 

It has been shown that the ATI approach is an appropriate way to evaluate the 

differential effectiveness of a treatment, both in psychology and educational settings. In ATI 

the differences within subjects are not treated as ‘error variance’ (as in analysis of variance) 

but as an important source of possible differences in the effects of treatments. Thus, ATI is 

said to be present when for some group members an aptitude variable (i.e. a person 

characteristic or individual difference) shows a different relation to the outcome measure in 

one treatment group than it does in other treatment group(s). This implies that the statistical 

and practical importance of the treatment effect differs between the various categories of the 

aptitude variable and the differential effectiveness of the ATI can be further investigated or 

modified to offer the greatest benefit for the subject (or learner). In addition, when no overall 

effect or a small interaction effect of a treatment is found using an ANCOVA analysis, an 

ATI analysis can be applied to further investigate differential effects of the treatments. 

Strength: aptitude complexes 

In much of the ATI research in educational and instructional psychology it was 

traditionally assumed that subjects or learners can be portrayed via a list of separate aptitudes 

or individual characteristics. After an initial list was developed, then a priority list was 

established of variables thought to be most centrally important to the treatment of interest, 

and other secondary variables were brought in to moderate or balance out the ATI effects in 

the analysis. This research produced varying results and important ATIs have been 

discovered using this methodology. However, Snow reviews saying “as multiple A[ptitude] 

variables and higher order ATI have been studied, the  notion of aptitude complexes has 

emerged from the recognition that different aptitude combinations sometimes interact with 

the same treatment contrasts” (1991, p. 213).  
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In a subsequent article Snow also said, “There is ample evidence that some ability and 

personality aptitudes enter higher order ATI. Ability x Anxiety x Treatment structure is one 

oft-used example (see Snow, 1997b, 1987, 1989a). But there are many other cognitive and 

cognitive interactions in need of joint study” (1992, p. 14). Hence, we see how groupings 

aptitudes or characteristics can also be investigated using the ATI research method, enabling 

the researcher to have greater insight into the phenomena investigated, as well as opening up 

room for unexpected interactions.  More recent ATI studies in education and SLA rely more 

on the concept of aptitude complexes and are being more fully explored; Skehan aptly 

outlines many of the aptitude components of second language learning that need to be better 

defined, measured and investigated (see Skehan, 2002, p. 89-91 for the full discussion) in 

SLA research today.  

Strength: real-world application 

The results of an ATI analysis can lead to the development of measures for placing 

students in the right type of learning condition. With more and more emphasis on the 

individual in education, but less and less funding to provide optimal learning conditions for 

all students it seems increasingly important to develop methods to identify the ideal learning 

conditions for specific students. Many educational programs focus on students who are 

especially in need of services (e.g. learning disabled, emotionally disturbed, accelerated 

learners) in order to increase efficiency, hence if we had more measures in place students 

may be able to make greater achievements by being placed in their ideal learning conditions. 

Dance & Neufield (1988) said that ATI research “attempts to dispel the ‘patient uniformity 

myth’” referring to the assumption in medical circles that patients with a given disorder 

constitute a homogeneous group. In an educational setting, we could reposit the myth to state 

the assumption that students in a given learning situation constitute a homogenous group; 

hence ATI investigations can be used to dispel this myth and bring to light the important 
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differences among learners and how differing treatments can benefit specific learners. 

According to Maes & VanVeldhoven (1990) “the right question is most probably not ‘Do 

people profit from an intervention? but ‘Which people profit from which type of 

intervention? Thus the conclusion of effects studies should perhaps not be whether all 

patients [or students] profit in the same way from a  specific intervention, but which patients 

[or students] profit (most) in which respect from which intervention” (p. 43-44).  

Limitation: simplification 

In educational psychology some of the limitations of the classical ATI-analysis due to 

simplification are the following: 1) the use of mainly univariate analysis, specifically one 

outcome variable, one treatment variable, and one aptitude variable; 2) the use of only 

continuous variables; 3) the assumption of a numerical level of measurement (i.e. unreliable 

quantification techniques of affective variables); and 4) the assumption of a linear 

relationship between aptitude and outcome variables (Dusseldorp, p. 36, see also Cronbach & 

Snow, 1977, Snow, 1991).  

One general warning offered to ATI researchers is to avoid over simplification of the 

ATI method and the interactions potentially found though investigations of this type. Snow 

said, “For both research and expository purposes, all science must simplify. Especially in a 

new field, however, investigators must frequently step outside of their simple models and 

methods to identify complications and guard against distortions that might mislead or 

foreclose a promising line of inquiry. Much ATI research in education has certainly been 

limited by too simple a view of the phenomenon….The overarching point is that each 

experiment is a case study, limited to its time, place, and human constituents. The best way to 

understand its results is to link them to the results of other studies to obtain the richest 

possible description of its context and process and to limit simple generalizations there from” 

(1991, p. 206-7).  
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As within many fields of research, a further limitation in ATI research is the tendency 

to not report or publish non-significant results (p >.05), and to not incorporate power analysis 

into the research design before or after the data collecting stages. Snow admonishes 

researchers saying, “Every ATI report should provide descriptive statistics within treatments 

both for results judged significant and for those judged non-significant….[Furthermore,] a 

huge amount of ATI research in education has been wasted through failure to recognize the 

primacy of statistical power considerations in significance testing” (1991, p. 207). ATI 

research can be greatly enhanced by the publication of statistically significant and non-

significant results and particularly the publication of power analysis to ensure reliability and 

generlizability of the findings. 

Limitation: consistency 

A second common critique of the ATI research agenda is that there are fewer 

consistent findings of ATIs across studies, especially in the psychology training and 

education literature. In critiquing ATI studies the most common approach is to attach one of 

the three areas of ATI: the A(ptitude) measures, the T(reatment) design or definition, or the 

I(teraction) analysis and discussion. Hence, the results of ATI studies may appear 

inconsistent if different testing materials are used, diverse aptitude constructs or contrasting 

treatments are employed.  

One reason for the lack of consistency and/or low significance in results may 

especially be due to the small number of subjects employed in many ATI studies in 

educational settings. For example, of 37 studies reviewed in her paper Maldegen, (1996) 

reports the overall N ranged from 35 (e.g., DeKeyser, 1993) to 297 (e.g., Canino & Cicchelli, 

1988) and the sample size within treatment ranged from 16 (e.g., DeKeyser, 1993) to 94 (e.g., 

Canino & Cicchelli, 1988). Furthermore, many of the studies reviewed had compounded 

problems due to the large number of variables included in the studies. For instance, 11 
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different cognitive abilities were investigated for a sample of 147 (Mills, Dale, Cole, & 

Jenkins, 1995). Too many variables and indiscriminant analyses increase the probability of 

making a Type I error and reduce the likelihood of finding significant results (Cohen, 1990).  

Earlier in the ATI research history there was a great debate between the concepts of 

‘aptitude’ vs. ‘personal characteristics’. Thus, some critiques focus on the differences 

between ‘state’ and ‘trait’ aptitudes, claiming that a particular construct is changeable or 

stable in nature as compared to other constructs. A ‘trait’ of a subject or student is seen to be 

relatively constant over time, such as cognitive tests; a ‘state’ on the other hand, is a 

characteristic that tends to vary during a treatment or over time, such as the level of content-

specific knowledge. This debate was primarily settled with Dance & Neufeld’s publication 

(1988) where they maintain the standard ATI framework to assume a trait model whereby the 

aptitudes measured in an ATI study are assumed to be constant and stable and unaffected by 

learning. Snow (1991) says, “…the domain of aptitude is not limited to intelligence or some 

fixed list of differential abilities but includes personality and motivational differences along 

with styles, attitudes, and beliefs as well….an ATI approach assumes a trait model in which 

aptitudes are presumed both stable and continuous” (p. 205).  

Later, Shute, Lajoie, and Gluck (1997) discussed three main categories of person 

characteristics that may interact with the treatment: cognitive, conative, and affective. They 

say that “cognitive factors refer to the mental processes that make knowledge and skill 

acquisition possible. Conative factors refer to the stable traits unique to a person, such as 

motivation. And affective factors refer to the less stable personality traits and mood, such as 

neuroticism and fatigue” (sited in Maldegen, 1996). Today this debate does not enter into 

many critiques, but historically inconsistencies were reported due to the divergence in 

thought between ‘state’ and ‘trait’ variables. 
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A lack of consistency for the type of treatment employed in ATI studies has also been 

observed. For example, in educational settings “although the majority of data points from 

studies were associated with either the structure of the course or the elaboration of the text, 

there were also 13 other types of treatments examined in the studies. Nine of these treatments 

only contributed one data point. The diversity of the treatments used coupled with the relative 

lack of data points for many of the treatments made it difficult to draw conclusions about 

possible interactions with person characteristics” (Maldegen, 1996).  

While critiques of the ATI methodology continue to be brought to light, specifically 

by undermining the aptitude measures, the treatment conditions or the statistical evaluation of 

reported interactions, the potency of the ATI framework for research in the areas of 

psychology and education still hold true. Due to the statistical robustness of the model, the 

facility to investigate multiple aptitudes, outcome measure and treatments simultaneously, 

and the potentiality for institutional and pedagogical improvements as a result of ATI 

investigations it seems clear that ATI is a strong research method that should be employed 

whenever possible in educational and SLA research. 
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APPENDIX II 
GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY - CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 

PROJECT TITLE: Oral proficiency gains in Spanish: An aptitude treatment interaction 

study 

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: Sheri Anderson 

CONTACT INFORMATION: sheri.anderson@colostate.edu /970.692.3614 (U.S. 

phone)/396.511.310 (Spain phone) 

SPONSOR: Colorado State University, Department of Foreign Languages & Literatures 

 The Georgetown University Institutional Review Board (IRB) has approved this research 

project. For information on your rights as a research subject, call the Institutional Review 

Board office at 202-687-1506. 

 Call the Georgetown University IRB Office at 202-687-1506 with any questions about your 

rights as a research participant. 

 

INTRODUCTION: You are invited to consider participating in a research study to 

investigate how individual differences in second language learning are correlated to better 

speaking skills in Spanish. This form will describe the purpose and nature of the research, its 

possible risks and benefits, other options available to you, and your rights as a participant in 

the study. Please take whatever time you need to discuss the study with your family and 

friends, or anyone else you wish to. The decision to participate, or not to participate, is yours. 

If you decide to participate, please be sure to sign and date the last page of this form. 

BACKGROUND & PURPOSE: The purpose of this research is to examine and compare 

Spanish second language learners’ gains in oral proficiency comparing traditional classroom 

instruction to summer study abroad.  

PARTICIPANTS: About 200 intermediate level Spanish students will participate in this 

study, which are currently enrolled in a study abroad program through Colorado State 

University. Your suitability for this study will be determined by your enrollment in one of 

these programs. The investigator or sponsors may stop the study or take you out of the study 

at any time they judge it is in your best interest. They may also remove you from the study 

for various other reasons, (e.g. you do not return the questionnaire). They can do this without 

your consent. 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF PARTICIPATING: This study affords you opportunities to 

practice your Spanish oral skills and to reflect upon your motivation and attitudes towards 

learning Spanish as a second language. 

COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATING: By participating in this study you will be 

compensated by receiving the nationally certified scores for your Computerized Oral 

Proficiency Interview (COPI), which is based on the ACTFL scale, as well as your scores for 
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the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT). These scores value at over $200 and will be 

provided for free to participants for your participation. 

 

RIGHTS OF THE PARTICIPANTS: Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You 

have the right to cancel your participation at any time. Leaving the study will not result in 

any penalty of any kind nor negatively affect your grade in your Spanish course.  

Should you decide to leave the study, you are requested to notify the investigator about the 

cancellation. You can contact the investigator by telephone, via email or in person. There will 

be no consequences for you or anyone in your university who decides to cancel participation.  

 

RISKS OF PARTICIPATING: There are no risks to you by participating in this study. 

GENERAL PLAN & DURATION OF THE STUDY: 

1) SESSION 1 – Complete the Linguistic Questionnaire, which will provide the researcher 

with information about your language learning background and experience, as well as 

insight into your language learning style and willingness to communicate in English and 

Spanish. The questionnaire should take you no more than 15 minutes (and may take less 

time for some). Complete the pre-Computerized Oral Proficiency Interview (COPI) 

which will evaluate your level of oral production in Spanish at the beginning of your 

experience in Alcala. The test should take no longer than 60 minutes (and may take less 

time for some). 
 

2) SESSION 2 –You will take two aptitude tests which will enable the researcher to evaluate 

your strengths in language learning and memory skills. Specifically you will take the 

MLAT test and a reading span memory test. The MLAT will take 60 minutes to 

complete, and memory test will take no more than 15 minutes. 

 

3) SESSION 3 – For the last session you will retake the Computerized Oral Proficiency 

Interview (COPI) in order to establish how much you have improved in your oral 

production of Spanish during your study abroad experience. The test will be taken in the 

language lab and will last no longer 60 minutes. Finally, you will take a post-Linguistic 

Questionnaire which will help you reflect on your time abroad and give the researcher 

valuable insight into your experience. 

 

SUMMARY OF ACTIVITIES: 

Session Activity Maximum Time Location & Dates 

1 Sign consent form 

Pre- Linguistic questionnaire 

Pre-SA COPI 

5 minutes 

15 minutes 

60 minutes 

Computer Lab in Colegio Malaga 

19 – 21 de enero, 2010  

2 MLAT test 

Reading Span test 

60 minutes 

15 minutes 

Computer Lab in Colegio Malaga 

26 – 28 de enero, 2010  

3 Post-SA COPI 

Post-Linguistic questionnaire 

60 minutes 

20 minutes 

Computer Lab in Colegio Malaga 

26 – 29 de abril, 2010  

TOTAL 6 collection instruments 4.5 hours total  
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CONFIDENTIALITY: A pseudonym or a randomized number will be used when data from 

this study are published or presented. Only the researcher and her advisors will have access to 

the original data, including the exams and the tapes. Individuals from the Georgetown 

University IRB, other Georgetown University offices, Federal regulatory agencies, and the 

Departments of Spanish & Portuguese and Linguistics at Georgetown University may look at 

records related to this study, both to assure quality control and to analyze data. Anonymous 

data may be shared with other researchers. Your name and any material that could identify 

you will remain confidential except as may be required by law. 

STATEMENT OF PRIMARY RESEARCHER: 

I have fully explained this study to the subject. I have discussed the study’s purpose, its 

experimental and non-experimental procedures and interventions, the possible risks and 

benefits, the standard and research aspects of the study, the alternatives to participation, and 

the voluntary nature of participation.  I have invited the subject to ask questions and have 

answered any questions that the subject has asked. 

_______________________________________  ____________________________ 

Sheri L. Anderson      Date 

CONSENT OF SUBJECT: 

Please sign if you agree to the following: 

I have read the information provided in this Informed Consent Document (or it was read to 

me by  

_____________________________________). 

My questions were answered to my satisfaction. I voluntarily agree to participate in this 

study. 

________________________________________  ________________________ 

Signature of Subject      Date 

University:      

 SIGNED CONSENT FORM 

 

 PRE-LINGUISTIC QUESTIONNAIRE (https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/KTJ2G9J 

) 

 

 PRE-COMPUTERIZED ORAL PROFICIENCY INTERVIEW (COPI) 

 

 MODERN LANGUAGE APTITUDE TEST (MLAT) 

 

 MEMORY SPAN TEST 

 

 POST- COMPUTERIZED ORAL PROFICIENCY INTERVIEW (COPI) 

 

 POST-LINGUISTIC QUESTIONNAIRE 

(https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/KRSLVVQ ) 

 

 

Assigned ID#   
  

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/KTJ2G9J
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/KRSLVVQ
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