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This is one of ten volumes of the Encyclopedia of Language and Education
published by Springer. The Encyclopedia — now in this, its third edition — is
undoubtedly the benchmark reference text in its field. It was first published in
1997 under the general editorship of the late David Corson and comprised eight
volumes, each focused on a single, substantive topic in language and education.
These included: language policy and political issues in education; literacy; oral
discourse and education; second language education; bilingual education; knowl-
edge about language; language testing and assessment; and research methods in
language and education.

In his introductory remarks, David made the case for the timeliness of an
overarching, state-of-the-art review of the language and education field. He argued
that the publication of the Encyclopedia reflected both the internationalism and
interdisciplinarity of those engaged in the academic analysis of language and
education, confirmed the maturity and cohesion of the field, and highlighted the
significance of the questions addressed within its remit. Contributors across the first
edition’s eight volumes came from every continent and from over 40 countries. This
perhaps explains the subsequent impact and reach of that first edition — although no
one (except, perhaps, the publisher!) quite predicted its extent. The Encyclopedia
was awarded a Choice Outstanding Academic Title Award by the American Library
Association and was read widely by scholars and students alike around the globe.

In 2008, the second edition of the Encyclopedia was published under the general
editorship of Nancy Hornberger. It grew to ten volumes as Nancy continued to build
upon the reach and influence of the Encyclopedia. A particular priority in the second
edition was the continued expansion of contributing scholars from contexts outside
of English-speaking and/or developed contexts, as well as the more effective the-
matic integration of their regional concerns across the Encyclopedia as a whole. The
second edition also foregrounded key developments in the language and education
field over the previous decade, introducing two new volumes on language sociali-
zation and language ecology.

This third edition continues both the legacy and significance of the previous
editions of the Encyclopedia. A further decade on, it consolidates, reflects, and
expands (upon) the key issues in the field of language education. As with its
predecessors, it overviews in substantive contributions of approximately 5000
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words each, the historical development, current developments and challenges, and
future directions, of a wide range of topics in language and education. The geo-
graphical focus and location of its authors, all chosen as experts in their respective
topic areas, also continues to expand, as the Encyclopedia aims to provide the most
representative international overview of the field to date.

To this end, some additional changes have been made. The emergence over the
last decade of “superdiversity” as a topic of major concern in sociolinguistics,
applied linguistics, and language education is now a major thread across all
volumes — exploring the implications for language and education of rapidly chang-
ing processes of migration and transmigration in this late capitalist, globalized
world. This interest in superdiversity foregrounds the burgeoning and rapidly
complexifying uses of language(s), along with their concomitant deconstruction
and (re)modification, across the globe, particularly (but not exclusively) in large
urban environments. The allied emergence of multilingualism as an essential area of
study — challenging the long-held normative ascendancy of monolingualism in
relation to language acquisition, use, teaching, and learning — is similarly highlighted
throughout all ten volumes, as are their pedagogical consequences (most notably,
perhaps, in relation to translanguaging). This “multilingual turn” is reflected, in
particular, in changes in title to two existing volumes: Bilingual and Multilingual
Education and Language Awareness, Bilingualism and Multilingualism (previously,
Bilingual Education and Language Awareness, respectively).

As for the composition of the volumes, while ten volumes remain overall, the
Language Ecology volume in the 2nd edition was not included in the current edition,
although many of its chapter contributions have been reincorporated and/or
reworked across other volumes, particularly in light of the more recent developments
in superdiversity and multilingualism, as just outlined. (And, of course, the impor-
tant contribution of the Language Ecology volume, with Angela Creese and the late
Peter Martin as principal editors, remains available as part of the second edition.)
Instead, this current edition has included a new volume on Language, Education and
Technology, with Steven Thorne as principal editor. While widely discussed across
the various volumes in the second edition, the prominence and rapidity of develop-
ments over the last decade in academic discussions that address technology, new
media, virtual environments, and multimodality, along with their wider social and
educational implications, simply demanded a dedicated volume.

And speaking of multimodality, a new, essential feature of the current edition of
the Encyclopedia is its multiplatform format. You can access individual chapters
from any volume electronically, you can read individual volumes electronically
and/or in print, and, of course, for libraries, the ten volumes of the Encyclopedia
still constitute an indispensible overarching electronic and/or print resource.

As you might expect, bringing together ten volumes and over 325 individual
chapter contributions has been a monumental task, which began for me at least in
2013 when, at Nancy Hornberger’s invitation, Springer first approached me about
the Editor-in-Chief role. All that has been accomplished since would simply not have
occurred, however, without support from a range of key sources. First, to Nancy
Hornberger, who, having somehow convinced me to take on the role, graciously
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agreed to be Consulting Editor for the third edition of the Encyclopedia, providing
advice, guidance, and review support throughout.

The international and interdisciplinary strengths of the Encyclopedia continue to
be foregrounded in the wider topic and review expertise of its editorial advisory
board, with several members having had direct associations with previous editions of
the Encyclopedia in various capacities. My thanks to Suresh Canagarajah, William
Cope, Viv Edwards, Rainer Enrique Hamel, Eli Hinkel, Francis Hult, Nkonko
Kamwangamalu, Gregory Kamwendo, Claire Kramsch, Constant Leung, Li Wei,
Luis Enrique Lopez, Marilyn Martin-Jones, Bonny Norton, Tope Omoniyi, Alastair
Pennycook, Bernard Spolsky, Lionel Wee, and Jane Zuengler for their academic and
collegial support here.

The role of volume editor is, of course, a central one in shaping, updating,
revising, and, in some cases, resituating specific topic areas. The third edition of
the Encyclopedia is a mix of existing volume editors from the previous edition
(Cenoz, Duff, King, Shohamy, Street, Van Deusen-Scholl), new principal volume
editors (Garcia, Kim, Lin, McCarty, Thorne, Wortham), and new coeditors (Lai, Or).
As principal editor of Language Policy and Political Issues in Education, Teresa
McCarty brings to the volume her longstanding interests in language policy,
language education, and linguistic anthropology, arising from her work in Native
American language education and Indigenous education internationally. For Liter-
acies and Language Education, Brian Street brings a background in social and
cultural anthropology, and critical literacy, drawing on his work in Britain, Iran,
and around the globe. As principal editors of Discourse and Education, Stanton
Wortham has research expertise in discourse analysis, linguistic anthropology,
identity and learning, narrative self-construction, and the new Latino diaspora,
while Deoksoon Kim’s research has focused on language learning and literacy
education, and instructional technology in second language learning and teacher
education. For Second and Foreign Language Education, Nelleke Van Deusen-
Scholl has academic interests in linguistics and sociolinguistics and has worked
primarily in the Netherlands and the United States. As principal editors of Bilingual
and Multilingual Education, Ofelia Garcia and Angel Lin bring to the volume their
internationally recognized expertise in bilingual and multilingual education, includ-
ing their pioneering contributions to translanguaging, along with their own work in
North America and Southeast Asia. Jasone Cenoz and Durk Gorter, principal editors
of Language Awareness, Bilingualism and Multilingualism, bring to their volume
their international expertise in language awareness, bilingual and multilingual edu-
cation, linguistic landscape, and translanguaging, along with their work in the
Basque Country and the Netherlands. Principal editor of Language Testing and
Assessment, Elana Shohamy, is an applied linguist with interests in critical language
policy, language testing and measurement, and linguistic landscape research, with
her own work focused primarily on Israel and the United States. For Language
Socialization, Patricia Duff has interests in applied linguistics and sociolinguistics
and has worked primarily in North America, East Asia, and Central Europe. For
Language, Education and Technology, Steven Thorne’s research interests include
second language acquisition, new media and online gaming environments, and
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theoretical and empirical investigations of language, interactivity, and development,
with his work focused primarily in the United States and Europe. And for Research
Methods in Language and Education, principal editor, Kendall King, has research
interests in sociolinguistics and educational linguistics, particularly with respect to
Indigenous language education, with work in Ecuador, Sweden, and the United
States. Finally, as Editor-in-Chief, I bring my interdisciplinary background in the
sociology of language, sociolinguistics, applied linguistics, and educational linguis-
tics, with particular interests in language policy, Indigenous language education, and
bilingual education, along with my own work in New Zealand, North America, and
the UK/Europe.

In addition to the above, my thanks go to Yi-Ju Lai, coeditor with Kendall King,
and Iair G. Or, coeditor with Elana Shohamy. Also to Lincoln Dam, who as Editorial
Assistant was an essential support to me as Editor-in-Chief and who worked closely
with volume editors and Springer staff throughout the process to ensure both its
timeliness and its smooth functioning (at least, to the degree possible, given the
complexities involved in this multiyear project). And, of course, my thanks too to the
approximately 400 chapter contributors, who have provided the substantive content
across the ten volumes of the Encyclopedia and who hail from every continent in the
world and from over 50 countries.

What this all indicates is that the Encyclopedia is, without doubt, not only a major
academic endeavor, dependent on the academic expertise and goodwill of all its
contributors, but also still demonstrably at the cutting edge of developments in the
field of language and education. It is an essential reference for every university and
college library around the world that serves a faculty or school of education and is an
important allied reference for those working in applied linguistics and sociolinguis-
tics. The Encyclopedia also continues to aim to speak to a prospective readership that
is avowedly multinational and to do so as unambiguously as possible. Its ten
volumes highlight its comprehensiveness, while the individual volumes provide
the discrete, in-depth analysis necessary for exploring specific topic areas. These
state-of-the-art volumes also thus offer highly authoritative course textbooks in the
areas suggested by their titles.

This third edition of the Encyclopedia of Language and Education continues to
showcase the central role of language as both vehicle and mediator of educational
processes, along with the pedagogical implications therein. This is all the more
important, given the rapid demographic and technological changes we face in this
increasingly globalized world and, inevitably, by extension, in education. But the
cutting-edge contributions within this Encyclopedia also, crucially, always situate
these developments within their historical context, providing a necessary diachronic
analytical framework with which to examine critically the language and education
field. Maintaining this sense of historicity and critical reflexivity, while embracing the
latest developments in our field, is indeed precisely what sets this Encyclopedia apart.

The University of Auckland Stephen May
Auckland, New Zealand



This volume addresses the broad theme and specific topics associated with current
thinking in the field of language testing and assessment. Interdisciplinary in their
nature, language testing and assessment build on theories and definitions provided
by linguistics, applied linguistics, language acquisition, and language teaching, as
well as on the disciplines of testing, measurement, and evaluation. Language testing
uses these disciplines as foundations for researching, theorizing, and constructing
valid language tools for assessing and judging the quality of language. Language
testing and assessment are always historically situated and conditioned, embedded in
knowledge, beliefs, and ideologies about their goals and best practices. They also
play an important role in education, policy, and society, and their educational and
societal consequences cannot be ignored. The present volume therefore responds to
the high demand for clear, reliable, and up-to-date information about language
testing and assessment theories and practices, while keeping in sight the rich social
contexts in which they function.

The main focus of this volume, which sets it apart from similar volumes and
handbooks, is innovation. We wanted the volume to present state-of-the-art tech-
niques, principles, insights, and methodologies for a new generation of practitioners,
researchers, and experts in language testing and assessment. For this purpose, we
selected a range of topics which, while providing a broad overview of the field,
focuses on advances and breakthroughs of the past decade or so. As a consequence,
many of the topics in this volume — such as multilingual assessment, the assessment
of meaning, English as a lingua franca (ELF), the Common European Framework of
Reference (CEFR), the Common Core policy in the USA, or critical testing — are
covered for the first time in a volume of this sort by experts dedicated to them. Of the
volume’s 29 chapters, 15 are completely new, many of them covering aspects of
language assessment that were not included in the second edition of this encyclope-
dia, published in 2008. In addition to that, we uniformly asked all the authors — both
those contributing to the volume for the first time and those updating their contri-
butions from the previous edition — to report about innovations, new research, or
novel techniques in their area of expertise. Consequently, this third edition volume
can be seen as groundbreaking, strongly emphasizing recent developments, as well
as providing an outlook of the future of this dynamic field.
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The field of language testing is traditionally viewed as consisting of two major
components: one focusing on the “what,” referring to the constructs that need to be
assessed (also known as “the trait”), and the other component pertaining to the
“how” (also known as “the method”), which addresses the specific procedures and
strategies used for assessing the “what.” Traditionally, “the trait” has been defined by
the language testing field; these definitions have provided the essential elements for
creating language tests. The “how,” on the other hand, is derived mostly from the
field of testing and assessment which has, over the years, developed a broad body of
theories, research, techniques, and practices. Today, a crucial third component is
added to the field, focusing on language assessment practices and the social conse-
quences and implications of language testing and assessment. Language testers
incorporate these three areas to create the discipline of language testing and assess-
ment, a field which includes theories, research, and applications; it has its own
research publications, conferences, and two major journals, Language Testing and
Language Assessment Quarterly, where many of these studies appear.

An examination of the developments in the language testing and assessment field
since the 1960s reveals that its theories and practices have always been closely
related to definitions of language proficiency. Matching the “how” of testing with the
“what” of language uncovers several periods in the development of the field, with
each one instantiating different notions of language knowledge along with specific
measurement procedures that go with them. Thus, discrete-point testing viewed
language as consisting of lexical and structural items so that the language test of
that era presented isolated items in objective testing procedures. In the integrative
era, language tests tapped integrated and discoursal language; in the communicative
era, tests aimed to replicate interactions among language users utilizing authentic
oral and written texts; and in the performance testing era, language users were
expected to perform tasks taken from “real life” contexts. Alternative assessment
was a way of responding to the realization that language knowledge is a complex
phenomenon, which no single procedure can be expected to capture. Assessing
language knowledge therefore requires multiple and varied procedures that comple-
ment one another. While we have come to accept the centrality of the “what” to the
“how” trajectory for the development of tests and assessment instruments, extensive
work in the past two decades has pointed to a less overt but highly influential
dynamic in another direction. This dynamic has to do with the pivotal roles that
tests play in societies in shaping the definitions of language, in affecting learning and
teaching, and in maintaining and creating social classes. This means that contempo-
rary assessment research perceives as part of its obligations the need to examine the
close relationship between methods and traits in broader contexts and to focus on
how language tests interact with societal factors, given their enormous power. In
other words, as language testers seek to develop and design methods and procedures
for assessment (the “how”) they become mindful not only of the emerging insights
regarding the trait (the “what”), and its multiple facets and dimensions, but also of
the societal role that language tests play, the power that they hold, and their central
functions in education, politics, and society.
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In terms of the interaction of society and language, it is evident that changes are
currently occurring in the broader contexts and spaces in which language assessment
takes place. It is increasingly realized nowadays that language assessment does not
occur in homogeneous, uniform, and isolated contexts but, rather, in diverse, mul-
tilingual, and multicultural societies. This in turn poses new challenges and ques-
tions with regards to what it means to know language(s) in education and society. For
example, different meanings of language knowledge may be associated with learn-
ing foreign languages, second languages, language by immersion, heritage lan-
guages, languages of immigrants arriving to new places with no knowledge of the
new languages, multilingualism and translanguaging practices by those defined as
“transnationals,” and English as a lingua franca, for which language knowledge is
different from the knowledge of other languages. As a consequence, the current
focus on multilingualism, translanguaging, lingua franca, immigrants/refugees/asy-
lum seekers, etc. has been incorporated in many of the chapters of this volume.

Similarly, the language of classrooms and schools may be different from that of
the workplaces or communities where bi- or multilingual patterns are the norm. Each
of these contexts may require different and varied theories of language knowledge
and hence different definitions, applications, and methods of measuring these pro-
ficiencies. In other words, the languages currently used in different societies and in
different contexts no longer represent uniform constructs, as these vary from one
place to another, from one context to another, creating different language patterns,
expectations, and goals, and often resulting in linguistic hybrids and fusions. Such
dynamic linguistic phenomena pose challenges for language testers. What is the
language (or languages) that needs to be assessed? Where can it be observed in the
best ways? Is it different at home, in schools, in classrooms, and in the workplace?
Should hybrids and fusions be assessed and how? Should multilingual proficiencies
be assessed and how? Can levels of languages even be defined? How should
language proficiency be reported and to whom? What is “good language”? Does
such a term even apply? Who should decide how tests should be used? Do testers
have an obligation to express their views about language and testing policy? What is
the responsibility of testers to language learning and language use in classrooms and
communities? How can ethical and professional attitudes in the field be maintained?
These are some of the questions with which language testers are currently preoccu-
pied. Language testers are not technicians that just invent better and more sophisti-
cated testing tools. Rather, they are constantly in search for and concerned with the
“what” and its complex meanings. Going beyond general testing, the unique aspect
of language testing is that it is an integral part of a defined discipline, that of
“Language.” In this respect, language testers and the field of language testing and
assessment are different from the field of general testing in that language testers are
confined to a specific discipline and are therefore in constant need of asking such
language-related questions as listed above in order to develop valid language
assessment tools. Yet, even this list of questions is changing and context-dependent,
since language today cannot be detached from multiple social, cultural, linguistic,
and political dynamics.
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The concern of language testers in the past two decades about the use of tests and
their political, social, educational, and ethical dimensions has made the field even
more complex and uncertain and in need of new discussions and debates. Elana
Shohamy, the editor of this volume in the 2008 edition, stated that the era we are in
could be described as the era of uncertainty, where questions are being raised about
the meaning of language, along with the possibilities for measuring this complex and
dynamic variable. While this statement still holds true, we may be experiencing
times where some (complex, initial) answers and solutions for some of these
questions are beginning to emerge. We are in an era where there is an ever more
compelling need to ensure that these tests are reliable and valid, where validity
includes the protection of the personal rights of others, as well as positive washback
on learning by addressing the diverse communities in which the tests are used. Thus,
the current era is not only concerned with a broader and more complex view of what
it means to know a language, or with innovative methods of testing and assessment
of complex constructs, but also with how these tests can be more inclusive, demo-
cratic, just, open, fair and equal, and less biased. Even within the use of traditional
large-scale testing, the field is asking questions about test use: Why test? Who
benefits, who loses? What is the impact on and consequences for definitions of
language in relation to people, education, language policy, and society? Tests are no
longer viewed as innocent tools, but rather as instruments that play central roles for
people, education, and societies. Language testers, therefore, are asked to deal with
and find solutions to broader issues: to examine the uses of tests in the complex
multilingual and multicultural societies where they are used, not only as naive
measurement tools but also as powerful educational, societal, and political devices.
This is the conceptual premise of this third edition volume of the Encyclopedia of
Language and Education on Language and Assessment. It aims to cover (and
uncover) the multiple versions and perspectives of the “what” of languages along
with the multiple approaches developed for assessment of the “what,” especially
given the multiplicity of languages used by many diverse groups of learners in many
different contexts. It aims to focus on the societal roles of language testers and their
responsibility to be socially accountable and to ensure ethicality and professional-
ism. It also strives to show some of the emerging solutions and new directions that
try to address these issues. A special focus is given in this volume to the multilingual
and diverse contexts in which language testing and assessment are currently
anchored and the difficult task of language testing and assessment in this complex
day and age.

Accordingly, the first part of the volume addresses the “what” of language testing
and assessment, looking into the constructs and domains of language assessment.
Rather than dividing language into neat and clear-cut skills of reading, writing,
speaking, and listening, it examines the “what” of language in the diverse contexts in
which it is used. Instead of proposing one uniform way of defining the language
construct, the chapters in Part 1 present language from multiple perspectives, which
represent a variety of language activities. It begins with Lorena Llosa’s chapter on
the assessment of students’ content knowledge and language proficiency, showing
the complex, dynamic relations between content knowledge and language, critiquing
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the traditional separation between the two and discussing recent attempts to integrate
them in assessment. In the next chapter, Angela Scarino explores the position and
role of culture in language assessment in times of increased globalization, multi-
linguality, and multiculturality. She argues that the construct of culture is and should
be reconsidered to reflect complex realities, challenging established language assess-
ment paradigms and raising ethical issues. James Purpura, in a novel contribution for
such a volume, explores the construct of meaning and remaps the history of language
testing through the lens of meaning-making. He shows that the focus since the 1980s
on functional proficiency has been at the cost of meaning-making and propositional
content and suggests various paths for assessing meaning. Rachel Brooks examines
the changing language assessment practices and norms in the US government, as a
large-scale example of language assessment at the workplace. Consisting of a wide
range of departments, organizations, and aims, government activity greatly relies on
high-stakes language testing, and some of its agencies are also involved in language
testing development and research. Megan Smith and Charles Stansfield’s chapter
focuses on the language aptitude construct and the role of language aptitude tests in
second language learning. The authors track the developments in the theory and
practice of language aptitude measurement, as well as recent attempts to validate or
find alternatives to the ways in which language aptitude is measured.

The concluding two chapters of the first part focus on recent challenges and
innovations that represent two growing fields of language assessment. In their
chapter on the assessment of multilingual competence, Alexis Augusto Lopez,
Sultan Turkan, and Danielle Guzman-Orth discuss the growing recognition, even
by large testing authorities, that multilingual assessment tools are necessary for
validly measuring the language knowledge of multilinguals in contexts of immigra-
tion or complex, globalized language realities. Although the field of multilingual
assessment is still nascent, the authors present some of the early attempts that have
already been made and discuss their importance and characteristics. Similarly, the
chapter by Jennifer Jenkins on the assessment of English as a lingua franca (ELF)
presents a field that seeks to answer the needs of globalized, transnational, “super-
diverse” societies, in which English plays a major role as the shared language of
non-native English speakers. Although no implementations of ELF tests and assess-
ments have been developed so far, Jenkins outlines the goals, constructs, and
limitations of such prospective tests, thereby proposing a novel outlook on how
language testing can become more closely linked to the ways in which English is
actually used as a second or foreign language. Together, these seven chapters provide
multiple perspectives of the language constructs and assessment practices associated
with them. As these chapters show, definitions of language cannot be detached from
the diverse contexts in which they are used.

The second part of the volume addresses the methodological issues that language
testers face when assessing the complex construct of language: that is, the “how.”
The chapters explore a wide variety of approaches and procedures for assessing
language, each with its theoretical underpinnings and motivations and the issues it
addresses. In the first chapter, Gillian Wigglesworth and Kellie Frost survey task and
performance-based assessment, among the most popular alternative assessment tools
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today, designed to measure learners’ productive and receptive language skills
through performances related to real world contexts. They discuss the value of
certain performance tests, the extent to which they indeed represent “real life,” and
the recent trend of moving away from individual components of language profi-
ciency to integrated tasks incorporating more than one skill. Staying within the
context of alternative assessment, Janna Fox provides an overview of the various
techniques, focusing on portfolio assessment, which has become the most pervasive
approach. She discusses the usefulness of portfolios for both formative and summa-
tive assessment, as well as their claim for authenticity. Finally, she reviews the
impact of newer technologies in the development of e-portfolios and other forms
of digital learner records.

The implications of technology for language assessment are the topic of the next
chapter, written by Carol Chapelle and Erik Voss, who begin their chapter with a
historical overview of computer-assisted language testing, showing how technolog-
ical advancements led to the development of computer-adaptive testing and natural
language processing techniques. The authors discuss the potential influence of
technology on test performance as part of the current and future challenges in the
field. The chapter by Eunice Jang traces the cognitive processes involved in lan-
guage assessment, looking into learner cognition and the way assessment tools
should be devised to address various processes and their dynamic interplay with
learners’ multiple traits. Jang concludes the chapter by pointing to some future
possibilities of harnessing technology to make assessment processes less intrusive.
Glenn Fulcher provides a comprehensive description of the methods used for
examining the quality of language via rating scales, standards, benchmarks, band
levels, frameworks, and guidelines. He shows the advantages and disadvantages of
these tools in terms of validity of progression, equivalence across languages, hier-
archies, and misconceptions serving as criteria for language assessment. He stresses
the fact that psychometrics has gone through major changes and has been replaced
with a more pluralistic philosophical environment, in which consensus about lan-
guage quality criteria no longer exists.

The chapter by Xiaoming Xi and Yasuyo Sawaki explores quantitative and
qualitative methods of test validation, examining the evolution of validity theory
and validation frameworks in general and argument-based validation in particular,
and the issues associated with it. The authors also discuss the emergence of alterna-
tive validation approaches, constantly challenged by new concepts and constructs
such as English as a lingua franca, new technologies, and new language learning
frameworks. In continuation with the discussion of validation, Anne Lazaraton
describes in her chapter the tensions between various approaches for validation
and describes the increasingly popular qualitative approaches and techniques used
for designing and evaluating performance tests. She surveys some of the key studies
in this field, showing the merits of a mixed-methods approach, and discusses the
main challenges faced by qualitative validation today. Concluding this section, Meg
Malone’s contribution focuses on training designed to increase language assessment
literacy among teachers, principals, policy makers, and other agents. She reviews the
major approaches in training, affected by changes in the educational, societal, and
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philosophical contexts of testing. By analyzing textbooks for language assessment,
she tracks the main developments in training and outlines some of the main issues,
such as the scarcity of resources and lack of agreement between language testers and
teachers regarding the main building blocks of language assessment literacy.

While the chapters of the second part highlight the practices and innovations in
language assessment methods, from design to validation and training, the third part
of this volume looks into language assessment as it is embedded in educational
systems and contexts, where language assessment and especially tests are so widely
used. It is in the educational system that tests and various assessment methods serve
as major tools for: assessing language for learning and teaching, making decisions
about programs, teachers and learners, and finally creating changes that lead to
school reforms and bring intended and unintended washback in classrooms and
schools. Matthew Poehner, Kristin Davin, and James Lantolf open this part with a
chapter on dynamic assessment (DA), which is one of the most promising
approaches to assessment in education. DA undertakes language assessment by
applying Vygotsky’s sociocultural theories, closely linking assessment and learning.
The authors discuss the growing body of research in the field and emphasize the
effectiveness of this approach with multiple populations, including immigrants,
young learners, gifted learners, and learners with special needs. They conclude by
discussing current studies on computerized administration of DA. Ofra Inbar-Lourie
unravels the new concept of language assessment literacy (LAL) as an umbrella term
for the knowledge, skills, and background that various participants in language
assessment are expected to master. She explores the history of this concept and the
challenges of arriving at an agreed upon set of skills or principles shared by the entire
educational community. Looking into the future of this domain, she concludes that
one of the most promising areas involves the creation of situated, differential LAL
rather than a unified one.

The next five chapters are devoted to specific contexts of language assessment in
education. Catherine Elder analyzes language assessment in the context of higher
education, which is becoming a major site of Englishization and internationalization
as well as language assessment expertise. Used for a wide variety of purposes,
language assessment in higher education is often driven by powerful testing agen-
cies, which in some cases limit the ability to develop local assessment policies for
diverse student populations and for the introduction of new technologies. Beverly
Baker and Gillian Wigglesworth delve into the Indigenous contexts of Australia and
Canada — a research focus which is gaining recognition among researchers and
policy makers. Against the backdrop of the historical mistreatment of Indigenous
populations, both countries pay increased attention to language assessment as part of
language revitalization and bilingual education efforts. The authors present some
recent evidence showing that there is a growing acknowledgment of the importance
of community participation in language assessment policies. Jamal Abedi looks into
another intricate context of language assessment — that of using accommodations for
learners with various disabilities or impairments, as well as for language learners in
immigration contexts. Reviewing the extensive research conducted in the past two
decades in the topic, he examines the effectivity and validity of accommodations for
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language learners, mostly in the context of English language learners in the USA.
He concludes with a set of principles regarding the need to limit the use of
accommodations to the elimination of construct-irrelevant influences. Focusing on
yet another language assessment context of expanding interest, Alison Bailey’s
chapter discusses young language learners (aged 3—11), who require a unique set
of methods and techniques for assessing their language. Pointing to the different
strategies of these kinds of tests compared with those used for adults, she explores
the potential and limitations of the field, which is gaining major attention nowadays
as it becomes ever more widely implemented. Constant Leung and Jo Lewkowicz
complete this tour of language assessment contexts by surveying second or addi-
tional language assessment of linguistic minority students and in contexts where bi-
or multilingualism is strongly encouraged, as in the European Union. They elucidate
some of the constructs and recent developments, pointing at future directions which
recognize the multiple linguistic repertoires and proficiencies of diverse populations
and avoid the imposition of one language assessment standard on all.

Concluding the third part of the volume, Dina Tsagari and Liying Cheng delve
into the study of the unavoidable washback, impact, and consequences assessment
has on learning, teaching, and curriculum development. Tracking the long history of
research into the impact and consequences of testing and distinguishing between two
major strands of studies, they focus on recent studies, claiming that the complexity of
these educational phenomena and the controversies surrounding them pose a serious
challenge for any future study of these domains as well as for their interaction with
notions of validity, fairness, and ethics in language assessment. Taken together, the
chapters in Part 3 cover a wide range of topics related to broad issues of language
assessment in education, especially amidst the changing realities of school demo-
graphics with regards to diverse populations and the role assessment can play in
bringing about educational reform.

The fourth and final part of this volume puts language testing and assessment in a
broader context, addressing the societal, political, professional, and ethical dimen-
sions of assessments and tests. This topic has been a major concern in the language
assessment field since the 1990s, and its importance is gaining broader recognition.
Each of the six chapters in this section explores a different aspect of these dimen-
sions. The section begins with a historical survey by Bernard Spolsky, in which the
past, present, and future of the field are discussed, providing guidance and direction
for the future. Spolsky surveys the advances in the field as well as the ample
questions, contradictions, and uncertainties that need to be addressed in the future.
He ends the chapter by stating that he remains skeptical about language testing,
given the role of industrial test-makers in computerizing tests and in reducing
multidimensional language profiles into uniform scales, and also given that educa-
tional systems continue to interpret test scores as if they are meaningful. At the same
time, he expects the quality research that has been conducted in the field of language
testing to continue, especially that which has been conducted in relation to the
“nature” of language proficiency and the diverse approaches to assessing it in
various social contexts. The chapter by Kate Menken illustrates how high-stakes
language tests represent de facto language policies that affect schools and societies
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and deliver direct messages about the significance and insignificance of certain
languages and language instruction policies. Menken reviews the history of stan-
dardized testing and the detrimental impact of monolingual testing on education. She
underlines the consequences of monolingual testing and proposes the adoption of
multilingual assessment and translanguaging theory as a way to counter those
problems, addressing immigrant and ELL populations.

The following chapter, on ethics, professionalism, rights, and codes, by the late
Alan Davies, is included posthumously; we had the great honor of having him revise
and update his contribution not long before his passing. Davies, who has written
extensively on the ethical dimensions of tests and the professional aspects related to
ethicality, addresses these issues by covering the developments in the language
testing field, showing how the code of ethics and code of practice, developed by
the language testing profession via the International Language Testing Association
(ILTA), can lead to the more ethical use of tests, and questioning the effectiveness of
this and similar courses of action. Davies warns against the use of ethical codes as
face-saving devices, which, he argues, overlooks the real commitment to ethics that
is instrumental for the profession itself, for its stakeholders, and for the rights of test-
takers. He also proposes a model for the ethicality of tests for asylum seekers and the
inappropriate use of tests by state authorities. This chapter is followed by two
chapters that may illustrate some of the ethical complexities of language assessment,
focusing on two major educational and societal contexts. First, Monica Barni and
Luisa Salvati reflect on the uses and misuses of the Common European Framework
(CEFR) for languages, originally designed to promote multilingualism and cultural
diversity but eventually used by policy makers as a tool for the selection of migrant
populations. Using the Italian situation as an example, the authors discuss the lack of
reflection and consideration of the way the CEFR is used and the extent of its
dangerous attraction for politicians and lawmakers, who tend to adopt it without
considering the theory, know-how, and limitations of this tool from a professional
point of view. Second, the chapter by Luis E. Poza and Guadalupe Valdés explores
the recent history of English language assessment in the USA from the No Child Left
Behind Act to the Common Core. The authors outline the tremendous impact of
these two policies, which force schools and states to be constantly evaluated and
particularly to develop or adopt new standards for English as a second language. The
result has been the imposition of a standardizing testing-driven regime on English
language learners (ELLs) who greatly vary in their levels of bilingualism and
English-language proficiency. Poza and Valdés conclude by pointing at future
directions that may mitigate some of the problems and improve the overall level of
ESL, which is such a crucial component of education in the USA.

The concluding chapter of this volume, by Elana Shohamy, takes a critical look at
testing by examining the critical issues arising from language testing in a variety of
contexts. She discusses the critical language testing (CLT) research agenda proposed
by her and other authors in the past two decades, focusing on the power of tests and
the ways it can and should be addressed. By going back to many of the contributions
in this volume, Shohamy points at various directions in which current research in the
language assessment domain can tackle the issues created by the often detrimental
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effects of language testing, suggesting constructive and positive forms of language
assessment, enhancing equality and justice in this domain, and encompassing new
definitions of language that are more pertinent to our times.

The editors would like to thank each and every author of these chapters, which
together make up a most valuable contribution to current thinking in the field of
language testing and applied linguistics. The authors selected to write these chapters
are among the most distinguished scholars and leaders in the field of language testing
and assessment internationally. The chapters herein reveal that the language testing
field is dynamic, thriving, and vital. It is clear from these chapters that the field of
language testing raises deep, important questions and does not overlook problems,
difficulties, contradictions, malpractices, and new societal realities and needs. While
viewed by some as a technical field, this volume convincingly demonstrates that
language testing and assessment is, above all, a scholarly and intellectual field that
touches the essence of languages in their deepest meanings. The need to get engaged
in testing and assessment forces testers to face these issues head-on and attempt to
deliberate on creative and thoughtful solutions which benefit society and are pro-
fessional and ethically responsible.

Tel Aviv Elana Shohamy
lair G. Or
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Assessing Students’ Content Knowledge
and Language Proficiency

Lorena Llosa

Abstract

The relationship between language proficiency and content knowledge in assess-
ment is a complicated one. From the perspective of content assessment, language
has typically been considered a source of construct-irrelevant variance. From the
perspective of language assessment, content has also been considered a potential
source of construct-irrelevant variance. However, regardless of the purpose for
assessment, both content knowledge and language proficiency are engaged to
some extent. This chapter explores how the relationship between these two
constructs has been conceptualized in the field of language assessment.
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Introduction

The relationship between language proficiency and content knowledge in assess-
ment has always been a complicated one. From the perspective of content assess-
ment, language has typically been considered a source of construct-irrelevant
variance — variance in scores that is not related to the construct being assessed.
From the perspective of language assessment, content (also referred to as topical
knowledge or background knowledge) has also been considered a potential source of
construct-irrelevant variance. Thus for the purpose of assessment, language profi-
ciency and content knowledge have traditionally been viewed as separate and
distinct constructs. The language ability models that have informed the constructs
of most language assessments (e.g., Bachman and Palmer 1996) included topical
knowledge as a category of language use, but one that was separate from language
knowledge and strategic competence.

Regardless of the purpose of an assessment — either to assess a test taker’s
language proficiency or their content knowledge in a particular area — these two
constructs cannot be so easily disentangled. Any assessment of content will involve
language, and any assessment of language that will be useful for making inferences
about a test taker’s ability to use language in a context outside the test itself will
involve some content or topical knowledge. Therefore the nature of the content-
language link and the role it plays in construct definitions when assessing learners of
a second or additional language has become an important concern in the field of
assessment.

The need to better understand the relationship between language proficiency and
content knowledge emerged initially in the context of bilingual education and the
content-based instruction movement in the 1990s (Byrnes 2008). Since then, the
need has only increased. As a result of immigration and globalization, a sizable
proportion of students in schools and universities are learning content in a second or
additional language. In the USA, for example, almost 10% of school-aged children
are classified as English language learners (ELLs) (NCES 2015). Also, the work-
force continues to become more global, and many workers carry out their profession
in a second or additional language. In many parts of the world, English’s role as a
lingua franca has meant that students often learn content in English in addition to
their first language. The popularity of the content and language integrated learning
(CLIL) movement in Europe, which involves the teaching and learning of content
through a foreign language or lingua franca (typically English), is another example
of a context in which language and content interact (Dalton-Puffer 2011). Finally,
over the past couple of decades, there has been an increase in the number of English-
medium universities (EMUs) and programs in places where English is a second or
foreign language. English-medium education is most prevalent in Europe but is
quickly expanding throughout the world (Wilkinson et al. 2006). Although impor-
tant work on the relationship between language and content has been conducted in
relation to CLIL and EMUs, the primary concerns in terms of assessment have been
the language assessment policies and practices affecting the students and the faculty
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in these programs. The focus has not yet shifted to the integration of language and
content in assessment (see Hofmannova et al. (2008) for emerging work on assess-
ment that integrates language and content in a CLIL course). Wilkinson et al. (2006)
assert that “the fact that education takes place through a language that is not the
students’ mother tongue (and, in many cases, not that of the educators either) seems
to have little influence on the assessment processes” (p. 30). They explain that “the
typical approach would be to apply assessment processes that are virtually the same
as would be applied in the mother tongue context” (pp. 29-30). Given that the focus
of this chapter is on the relationship between language and content in construct
definitions in assessment, the remainder of the chapter will focus on areas of research
where this relationship has been explicitly explored.

Early Developments

Content-based instruction changed the landscape of language teaching by shifting
the focus from communication in general to content as a context for language
learning (Brinton et al. 1989). It is in the context of content-based instruction and
bilingual education programs that concerns about the relationship between content
and language began to be explicitly articulated (Byrnes 2008). As Short (1993)
explains, in this context English learners needed to be involved in “regular curricula
before they have fully mastered the English language” since “there simply is no time
to delay academic instruction until these students have developed high levels of
English language proficiency if they are to stay in school, succeed in their classes,
and graduate with a high school diploma” (p. 628) — a claim still valid and relevant
today for students around the world who are in school systems where they learn
content in a second or additional language. Short strongly promotes the use of
alternative assessments over standardized tests for assessing students in integrated
language and content courses and programs, including the use of skill checklists and
reading/writing inventories, anecdotal records and teacher observations, student self-
evaluations, portfolios, performance-based tasks, essay writing, oral reports, and
interviews. Even though she acknowledges “some overlap will occur between the
language and content,” she argues that when it comes to assessment, “it is more
advisable to focus on a single objective, be it content or language specific”
(pp. 634-35).

Major Contributions

Major contributions to our understanding of the relationship between language
proficiency and content knowledge in assessment emerged from the following
areas of research: (1) language for specific purposes (LSP) testing and (2) content
and language assessment of ELLs in schools.
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Language for Specific Purpose Testing

The complicated relationship between content and language has long been acknowl-
edged in the field of languages for specific purposes (LSP). Davies (2001), for
example, argued that “LSP testing cannot be about testing for subject specific
knowledge. It must be about testing the ability to manipulate language functions
appropriately in a wide variety of ways” (p. 143). Douglas (2005), however, stated
that the defining characteristic of LSP assessment is “a willingness, indeed a
necessity, to include nonlinguistic elements in defining the construct to be measured”
(p- 866). In fact, he argued that LSP testing “is defined by the nature of the construct
to be measured, which includes both specific purpose language and background
knowledge” (p. 866). One way in which background or content knowledge has been
taken into account in LSP assessment is by incorporating “indigenous assessment
criteria” (Jacoby and McNamara 1999), that is, assessment criteria derived from the
target language use domain.

A recent example of a study that identifies the indigenous criteria that underlie
professional judgments of communication in the context of the health professions is
that of Elder et al. (2012). The rationale for their investigation, as for much of the
work on LSP assessment, is that “if LSP tests are to act as proxies for the demands of
communication faced by candidates entering the workforce, then the judgments of
such professionals should not be ignored” (p. 409). In their study, they asked several
health professionals to provide feedback on video recordings of trainee-patient
interactions from the Occupational English Test, a specific-purpose English lan-
guage test used in Australia for overseas-trained health professionals. Performances
on this test are assessed using primarily linguistic criteria, including intelligibility,
fluency, appropriateness of language, resources of grammar and expression, and
overall communicative effectiveness.

They found that the health professionals in their study rarely mentioned language
skills in their feedback about the performances they observed. The authors hypoth-
esize that the health professionals’ lack of attention to language skills may be
“because they give priority to clinical matters, because they feel that commenting
on such features is beyond their competence, because they are blind to them
(i.e., they lack the skills to make a linguistic diagnosis) or, more radically, because
such features are irrelevant to what counts in clinical communication in their view”
(p. 416). Elder et al. (2012) speculate that it may be that the candidates evaluated
were already above a certain threshold of language proficiency that allowed the
health professionals to focus on the clinical aspects of the performance. Uncovering
the precise reasons for why the health professionals did not attend to language skills
would be an important next step to better understand the role of content and language
in this particular context.

Focusing on another LSP context, aviation English, Emery (2014) reflects on
developments in the field in the last 30 years. He argues that the major change has
been “the acceptance that it is neither possible nor desirable to separate language
knowledge from subject matter knowledge” (p. 213). Nonetheless, he notes that “the
extent and nature of the relationship between subject matter knowledge and
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performance on language tests and the threat this represents to the validity of test
scores” continues to be a key issue in LSP testing. He explains, however, that in the
case of aviation English where those assessed are trained and licensed professional
pilots and air traffic controllers with high level of expertise in their field, “the
question of whether it is possible or even desirable to separate subject matter
knowledge from language knowledge is perhaps less relevant.” (Emery 2014,
p. 210).

In fact, LSP testing in general often focuses on adults with high levels of expertise
in a particular field. For this population, the challenge might simply be identifying
the minimum threshold level of proficiency needed for communication. It may be
that beyond that level of proficiency, language no longer plays an important role. The
challenge for the field of LSP then would be identifying what that threshold
is. Content and language assessment in schools, however, present different chal-
lenges in that students are developing both their language proficiency and their
content knowledge at the same time.

Content and Language Assessment of ELLs in Schools

A greater focus on testing and accountability in many countries around the world has
resulted in more assessments of students, including those learning in a second or
additional language. In the USA, for example, No Child Left Behind (2001) required
that all students including ELLs had to be assessed in the content areas of English
language arts, mathematics, and science. The legislation also required that ELLs’
language proficiency had to be assessed annually. The need to assess all students in
the content areas and the fact that a large proportion of students in schools are ELLs
prompted discussions about the challenge of assessing ELLs’ content knowledge in
English. Similarly, the need to annually assess ELLs’ language proficiency prompted
discussions about the most appropriate and useful ways to do so. At the heart of these
discussions was the content-language link.

Content-language link in content assessments. The main challenge in assessing
ELLs in the content areas in English had been the score interpretation. Does the score
on a content assessment represent the student’s content knowledge or does it
represent their ability to read, understand, and respond to questions in English?
Abedi (2004) argues that language is a source of construct-irrelevant variance when
assessing ELLs in the content areas and that scores from these assessments are not
meaningful indicators of students’ content knowledge. This perspective is supported
by correlational studies that have found a relationship between the presence of
complex linguistic features in test items and greater relative difficulty of the items
for ELLs (e.g., Wolf and Leon 2009). Accommodations, modifications made to the
assessment or the assessment administration, were introduced as a way to provide
ELLSs an opportunity to demonstrate their mastery of the content (Abedi et al. 2004).
The assumption underlying accommodations is that language and content are sep-
arate constructs and that students will be able to demonstrate their content knowl-
edge if their language ability does not get in the way.
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However, research on the effectiveness of accommodations meant to reduce the
linguistic load of test items has yielded mixed results, raising questions about this
assumption (Kieffer et al. 2009, 2012). Outcomes of this research have led to a
consensus on the need to better understand the language-content link. At minimum,
it is important to distinguish “between language abilities central to the academic
skills being measured and language demands of the test that are not relevant to the
skills and abilities being measured” (Kieffer et al. 2012, p. 3). Avenia-Tapper and
Llosa (2015) propose an approach for making distinctions between construct-
relevant and construct-irrelevant language in content assessments. Drawing from
systemic functional linguistics, they argue that certain complex linguistic features
are a component of content area mastery, and thus, complex linguistic features
cannot be considered construct-irrelevant on the basis of their complexity alone.
Instead, the strong presence or absence of the linguistic features in the domain to
which the test should generalize (e.g., grade-level science talk and text) is a better
criterion for judging the relevance of a given linguistic feature. This approach would
prevent assessment developers from eliminating complex structures that may be
critical to the content area, thus guarding against the possibility of creating accom-
modated tests that suffer from construct underrepresentation, which could in turn
cause negative washback for ELLs.

Content-language link in English language proficiency (ELP) assessments.
Research on English language proficiency tests developed prior to NCLB uncovered
that the language assessed by these tests did not align with the types of academic
language that students needed to succeed in school (e.g., Stevens et al. 2000). Work
was carried out to define and operationalize the construct of academic language
proficiency by investigating empirically the kinds of English required of K—-12 ELLs
(Bailey and Butler 2003). Various categorizations of academic language emerged,
describing it in terms of its lexical, grammatical, and textual characteristics (Bailey
2007).

An important shift in thinking about academic English proficiency was reflected
in the ELP standards that emerged in 2004, which differed markedly in their
conceptualization of English proficiency from most existing ELP standards. The
existing ELP standards focused on language as communication and tended to be
closely aligned to English language arts standards. The ELP standards, developed by
the WIDA consortium (2004, 2007) and then augmented and adopted by TESOL
(2006), were designed to link ELP to social and instructional language and to four
content areas — language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies. Research on
the ACCESS for ELLs, the ELP assessment designed to measure students’ mastery
of the WIDA standards, revealed that even though the assessment taps primarily into
a language construct, content is assessed to some extent as well, especially at the
higher levels of English proficiency. Romhild et al. (2011) identified “domain-
general” and “domain-specific” linguistic knowledge factors underlying the struc-
ture of various forms (by grade and level of language proficiency) of this ELP
assessment. Domain-general linguistic knowledge referred to academic language
common to various content areas, whereas domain-specific knowledge referred to
academic language specific to a particular content area. They found that the domain-
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general factor was stronger in most forms of the test, but in forms assessing higher
levels of English proficiency, the domain-specific factor was stronger than the
domain-general factor. In other words, in assessments focused on students’ mastery
of ELP standards that link language proficiency to the content areas, it became
difficult to disentangle language proficiency from content knowledge at higher levels
of language proficiency.

Work in Progress

Work in progress in the area of K—12 assessment in the USA has the potential to
inform and transform the way the relationship between language proficiency and
content knowledge is envisioned and how these constructs will be assessed in the
future. A new wave of standards has emerged through the Common Core State
Standards (CCSS) for English language arts and literacy in history, social studies,
science, and technical subjects, the CCSS in mathematics (Common Core State
Standards Initiative 2010a, b), and the Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS
Lead States 2013). A major feature of these new standards is an emphasis on literacy
and practices that are language and discourse rich. For example, “engage in argu-
ment from evidence” is one of the NGSS practices, “comprehend as well as critique,
value evidence” are included in the CCSS for English language arts, and “construct
viable arguments and critique the reasoning of others” is in the CCSS in mathematics
(Stage et al. 2013).

These standards represent a major shift in the way content is defined, taught, and
assessed. For the past decade, ELP standards have moved toward the content areas,
whereas now standards in the content areas are moving toward language.
Responding to the demands of these new standards for all students and using these
demands as opportunities to help ELLs will require new ways of thinking about the
relationship between language and content learning (Valdés et al. 2014). The Under-
standing Language Initiative at Stanford University (http://ell.stanford.edu) has led
the effort to support ELLs in meeting new content standards, adopting a view of
language as action that focuses on the essential role of language in learning academic
content. For example, as part of the Understanding Language Initiative, in the area
of science education for ELLs, Lee et al. (2013) suggest “(a) a shift away from both
content-based language instruction and the sheltered model to a focus on language-
in-use environments and (b) a shift away from ‘teaching’ discrete language skills to a
focus on supporting language development by providing appropriate contexts and
experiences” (p. 228). They introduce a conceptual framework that illustrates how
the science and engineering practices in the NGSS can be unpacked into the types of
language and discourse needed to instantiate these practices.

Two consortia are developing ELP assessments that are aligned to the new
content standards. WIDA revised its standards and its assessment, ACCESS for
ELLs. The revised standards still link language proficiency to social and instruc-
tional language and the four content areas, but are more explicit about how academic
language is conceptualized by outlining specific features at the word/phrase,
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sentence, and discourse level. At the word/phrase level, the focus is on vocabulary
usage; at the sentence level, the focus is on language forms and conventions; and at
the discourse level, the focus is on linguistic complexity. The second consortium, the
English Language Proficiency Assessment for the twenty-first century (ELPA21)
consortium, has developed ELP standards as a foundation to their assessment system
informed by the work of the Understanding Language Initiative. ELPA21 specified
ten standards that focus on form (e.g., vocabulary, grammar, and discourse specific
to particular content areas) and function (e.g., what students do with language to
accomplish content-specific tasks).

Problems and Difficulties

The lack of empirical research about the development of and relationship between
content knowledge and language proficiency remains a major challenge. Byrnes
(2008) explains that “because content knowledge in an L2 learning environment is
even more a developmental matter than is the case for native language instruction,
content assessment would benefit from principles that identify how content and
language abilities develop simultaneously in language learning” (p. 45). In the
context of K-12 assessment in schools specifically, there is a lack of research on
the relationship between (academic) language development and content instruction
for all students, not just ELLs (Frantz et al. 2014). This lack of empirical research
and the fact that both language proficiency and content knowledge develop across
grades makes it particularly difficult to establish boundaries between these con-
structs. These boundaries are important as long as there is a need or mandate to
assess language proficiency and content knowledge separately as is the case in the
USA and in many other countries. Another reason why it might be important to
locate these boundaries is to be able to use assessment information diagnostically. It
may be helpful for educators to be able to identify sources of students’ difficulty in
accomplishing a task, whether it be language, content, or both.

Future Directions

New task types and advances in technology may allow us to better understand the
content-language link and develop assessments that assess content and language in
an integrated way and at the same time allow for some separation of the two
constructs. Integrated tasks, tasks that assess more than one language skill, have
been developed in the past several years in response to increased awareness of the
complexity of language use and the importance of context. The TOEFL iBT, for
example, includes integrated tasks that require students to read a passage, listen to a
lecture, and respond in writing. Integrated tasks are believed to be more representa-
tive of actual language use and thus allow for score-based interpretations that can be
generalized to a particular target language use domain. A similar rationale could be
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applied to justify the development of integrated tasks of language proficiency and
content knowledge.

Given the focus on language and literacy skills in the content areas in the new
standards, new content assessments will need to embrace these broader definitions of
content and engage students’ rich language use. Thus, a separate assessment of ELP
may not be needed; it may be possible to assess language proficiency and content
knowledge within the same assessment (Bailey and Wolf 2012). One technology-
based innovation that would lend itself to integrated assessments of language and
content are scenario-based assessments. These types of assessments are specifically
designed to assess learners’ integrated skills in a purposeful, interactive, and strate-
gic manner. Scenario-based assessments have been used primarily to assess reading
skills (Sabatini et al. 2014), but their use for ELP assessment is already being
explored. In the content area of science, simulation-based assessments have been
developed for both high-stakes summative assessment and classroom formative
assessment (e.g., Quellmalz et al. 2012). Simulation-based assessments allow stu-
dents to demonstrate their science knowledge as well as their ability to engage in
scientific practices (e.g., predicting, observing, explaining findings, arguing from
evidence). It may be possible to add a language dimension to these simulations so
that language skills, which are already elicited as part of the assessment of science
practices, are assessed alongside science content.

Finally, another innovation in assessment that would make integrated assessments
of content and language particularly useful for instructional and diagnostic purposes
is the use of scaffolds embedded in technology-enhanced assessments. Wolf and
Lopez (2014) have examined the impact of including scaffolds in a scenario-based
assessment of young ELLs’ language proficiency. Their assessment includes speak-
ing tasks with scaffolding questions: Students first retell a story independently, then
answer scaffolding questions, and then retell the story for a second time. They found
that students were more successful in retelling the story after responding to the
scaffolding questions and that low-performing students on the task were at least able
to complete the scaffolding questions. They concluded that “the incorporation of
scaffolding into assessment has the potential to improve the measurement of EL
students’ language proficiency and also provide useful information for teachers’
instruction.” Both content and language scaffolds could be incorporated into
technology-enhanced and scenario- or simulation-based assessments. In fact,
simulation-based assessments already have the capability to provide scaffolds and
immediate feedback and coaching related to the science knowledge and inquiry
practices being assessed by the simulations (Quellmalz et al. 2012). These assess-
ments have also experimented with accommodations for ELLs and student with
disabilities, including audio recordings of text, screen magnification, and segmen-
tation to support reentry at the beginning of a task to allow for extended time
(Quellmalz et al. 2012). Much more refined language scaffolds could be added to
these simulations to allow ELLs of different levels of proficiency to engage with the
tasks and demonstrate both their content knowledge and their language proficiency.
Scaffolds could be informed by current work on learning progressions in the content
areas (see NGGS Lead States 2013 as an example) and in specific areas of language
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development (Bailey and Heritage 2011-15). These types of innovative, technology-
enhanced, simulation-based, scaffolded assessments could be used both to assess
and promote learning and also as a means to investigate the developmental nature of
content and language learning for ELLs.
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Abstract

This first entry on culture and language assessment is written at a time of much
reconsideration of the major constructs in language/s learning and language
assessment. This is in response at least partly to the increasingly complex reality
of multilinguality and multiculturality in our contemporary world. Culture is one
of these constructs and is considered in its interrelationship with language and
learning. It is because of this reconsideration that the discussion in this chapter is
focused on scoping the conceptual landscape and signaling emerging rather than
established lines of research. The discussion encompasses (a) the assessment of
culture in the learning of languages, including recent interest in assessing
intercultural practices and capabilities, and (b) the role of culture (and language),
or its influence, on the assessment of learning where multiple languages are in
play. The discussion considers the place of culture in conceptualizing the com-
municative competence and understandings of the role of culture in all learning.
Developments related to the assessment of intercultural practices and capabilities
in foreign language learning are described, as well as multilingual (and multicul-
tural) assessment approaches. The assessment of capabilities beyond the linguis-
tic poses major challenges to traditional conceptualizations and elicitation and
judgment practices of assessment. This is because what is being assessed is the
linguistic and cultural situatedness of students of language/s as they communicate
and learn across linguistic and cultural systems. This challenges the traditional
assessment paradigm and also raises important ethical issues. This conceptual and
practical stretch can only extend thinking about educational assessment.
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Introduction

It is timely to consider culture and language assessment, as culture is a dimension
that has been undergoing major reconsideration in language/s learning in the past
decade (e.g., see Byrnes 2010), and yet it is underrepresented in the language
assessment literature.

The discussion in this chapter will consider mainly the assessment of culture/s in
the learning of language/s, including the recent interest in assessing intercultural
practices and capabilities in language/s learning. This refers to how ‘“cultural
knowing” or “cultural/intercultural understanding” is assessed in the context of
learning language/s. The discussion will also consider, to a lesser extent, the role of
culture, or its influence, on the assessment of learning in environments where
multiple languages are in play and where students are or are becoming multilin-
gual. This aspect highlights that the process of assessing learning (of language/s or
other disciplines) is itself both a cultural (and linguistic) act and that culture/s (and
language/s) come into play in learning and in the assessment of learning. This is
because students are linguistically and culturally situated in the linguistic and
cultural systems of their primary socialization. In developing their learning and
in assessment, they draw upon their own dynamic histories of experiences of
knowing, being, and communicating and their own frameworks of values and
dispositions. In discussing both aspects, the focus will remain specifically on
education and educational assessment.
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The discussion takes as a starting point the move in language/s teaching and
learning, away from a monolingual and national paradigm (with the one language
equals one culture equation) toward a multilingual paradigm. [For a detailed discus-
sion, see the guest-edited volume of The Modern Language Journal by Claire
Kramsch (MLJ, 98, 1, 2014), “Teaching foreign languages in the era of globalisa-
tion.”] It is this move that gives greater prominence to the interplay of multiple
languages and with these multiple cultures, in all learning and therefore in assessment.

In a recent 25-year review of culture in the learning of foreign languages, Byram
(2014), one of the most prolific writers on the role of culture in language teaching,
learning, and assessment, observed that “the question of assessment remains insuf-
ficiently developed”(p. 209). Atkinson (1999) reflected on how little direct attention
is given to the notion of culture in TESOL, even though “ESL teachers face it in
everything they do” (p. 625). Block (2003), discussing the social turn in second
language acquisition (SLA), raised questions about “a cultural turn” for SLA
research. He specifically noted the difficulty involved in conceptualizing the rela-
tionship between language and culture, but also the promising work in pragmatics
and in learner identity as research areas that take culture into account. Although
Shohamy (2011) did not specifically address culture, she drew attention to an
important dimension of the discussion when arguing for assessing “multilingual
competencies” in an assessment field that continues to view language as a monolin-
gual, homogenous, and often still native-like construct (p. 419). I add that the
monolingual bias that Shohamy described in language assessment extends to it
also being a monocultural bias.

These reflections signal some of the efforts to reconsider and expand the con-
structs in language teaching, learning, and assessment “beyond lingualism” (Block
2014) to include dimensions such as subjectivity and identity.

Early Developments

Culture comes into play in the diverse contexts of language learning and assessment,
both as a dimension of the substance of learning (e.g., in the learning of foreign
languages) and as the medium for learning language/s and other areas of learning
(e.g., in the learning of ESL/EAL). In considering culture as substance, it is neces-
sary to consider the relationship between language and culture. In considering
culture as medium, it is necessary to consider the relationship between language
and culture and learning.

Language and Culture

The integral relationship between language/s and culture/s has long been considered
from diverse disciplinary perspectives, including linguistics, anthropology, sociolin-
guistics, and applied linguistics (Whorf 1940/1956; Sapir 1962; Geertz 2000;
Gumperz and Levinson 1996; Kramsch 2004). In the diverse contexts of language/s
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learning, this interrelationship is understood and foregrounded in different ways. In
foreign language teaching and learning, culture has been understood traditionally as
factual knowledge or as a form of “content” of language learning, with literature and
other aesthetic forms as rich expressions of particular culture/s. In this sense culture is
understood as observable products or artifacts, associated with a particular social
group. It has also been understood as ways of life, behaviors, and actions of a social
group where the language/s is used. Both of these understandings present a static view
of culture that removes variability and personal agency within the national group.
A more recent perspective is an understanding of culture as social norms and
practices, created through the use of language (see Byrnes 2010). Such practices,
however, are removed from the cultural identity of the learner as a participant in
language learning. In ESL/EAL, where the major goal is to prepare students for
learning in English across diverse disciplines, the interrelationship between language
and culture has been backgrounded in order to focus on subject matter learning across
the curriculum.

A useful starting point for a consideration of culture and language assessment is
how it has been represented in the construct of “communicative competence.” This is
because it is the conceptualization of the construct that guides elicitation, judging,
and validation in the assessment cycle (Scarino 2010). In the conceptualization of
“linguistic competence,” where the focus was on the linguistic system itself, there
was an absence of any attention to culture or to language users as participants in the
linguistic and cultural system. Canale and Swain’s (1980) framework comprised
grammatical competence (vocabulary and rules of grammar), sociolinguistic com-
petence (conventions of use), discourse competence (cohesion and coherence of
texts), and strategic competence (compensating for limited resources in using lan-
guage). This modeling highlighted the social, interactive nature of language use and
the crucial role of context. The sociolinguistic interest here was with how the social
context affects choices within the linguistic system. Halliday’s theoretical work is
instructive in this regard.

Halliday (1999) used the theoretical constructs “context of situation™ and
“context of culture” to explain what is entailed in an exchange of meanings in
communication. In Halliday’s terms, these two constructs do not refer to “culture”
in the sense of lifestyles, beliefs, and value systems of a language community
(e.g., as in traditional foreign language learning) but rather as a system of meanings.
He makes clear that the two constructs are not two different things, but rather
that they are the same thing seen from two different depths of observation. The
“situation” provides the context for particular instances of language use, and, as
such, it is an instance of the larger system, which is referred to as “culture.” For
Halliday, culture is in the very grammar that participants use in exchange.

Bachman and Palmer (1996, 2010) built on the Canale and Swain model by
identifying “knowledge” in the mind of the user, which can be drawn upon in
communication. They identified (a) organizational knowledge, that is, grammatical
knowledge and textual knowledge, and (b) pragmatic knowledge, that is, functional
and sociolinguistic knowledge. Pragmatic knowledge is understood as objective
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knowledge that is necessary for selecting language appropriately for use in particular
social situations. As such, it represented a static view of the context of situation and
of participants in that context. Although this is recognized as the most developed
model of “communicative ability” for the purposes of assessment, it has been
criticized because of its individualistic view of social interaction (McNamara and
Roever 2006) and because context is not sufficiently taken into account
(Chalhoub—Deville 2003; see also Bachman 2007). In the extensive discussion
about context in defining the construct of communicative competence in language
assessment, the context has been understood essentially as the context of situation,
with little explicit attention to the context of culture.

The applied linguist who has most extensively theorized culture in (foreign)
language learning is Claire Kramsch. In her 1986 critique of the proficiency move-
ment as an oversimplification of human interaction, Kramsch extended the construct
from communicative to “interactional competence.” She highlighted at the same
time that this interaction takes place within “a cross-cultural framework” (p. 367)
and that successful interaction necessitates the construction of a shared internal
context or “sphere of intersubjectivity” (p. 367). This understanding of culture
foreshadowed her extensive discussion of context and culture in language teaching
(Kramsch 1993) and her subsequent theorization of culture as “symbolic compe-
tence” (Kramsch 2006), which I consider below (see section “Major Contributions”).

Language, Culture, and Learning

Language and culture are integral to learning. Halliday (1993) highlighted learning
itself as a process of meaning-making when he wrote:

When children learn a language, they are not simply engaging in one kind of learning among
many; rather, they are learning the foundation of learning itself. The distinctive characteristic
of human learning is that it is a process of meaning making — a semiotic process. (p. 94)

It is through language, in the context of situation and the context of culture, that
students and teachers, in their diversity, interact to exchange knowledge, ideas,
explanations, and elaborations and make sense of and exchange meaning in learning.
In the learning interaction, this meaning is mediated through the lenses of the
language/s and culture/s of participants’ primary socialization.

All learning, therefore, is essentially a linguistic and cultural activity. It is formed
through individual learners’ prior knowledge, histories, and linguistic and cultural
situatedness. It is the learner’s situatedness and the cultural framing of learning that
shapes the interpretation and exchange of meanings in learning and, by extension, in
the assessment of learning. This understanding is in line with cultural views of
learning in education. Gutierrez and Rogoff (2003) described learning as emerging
from participating in practices, based on students’ linguistic and cultural-historical
repertoires. Lee (2008) also discussed “the centrality of culture to ... learning and



20 A. Scarino

development” (p. 267). This understanding of the relationship between language,
culture, and learning is related to the sociocultural family of theories of language
learning, in which the role of culture at times remains implicit. This understanding of
learning as a linguistic, social, and cultural act of meaning-making becomes impor-
tant in assessment. Shohamy (2011) expressed concern with the differential perfor-
mance of immigrant students, depending on whether they are assessed in the
language of their primary socialization or in the language of education in their
new locality. The meanings that students make and represent in learning and
assessment necessarily originate in the linguistic, cultural, experiential, and histor-
ical knowledge context to which they belong. It is this relationship that underlies
Shohamy’s argument for multilingual assessment (see section “Future Directions”
below).

Major Contributions

Major contributions to the consideration of culture and language assessment have
been advanced in relation to ongoing conceptualizations of the construct of com-
municative competence, including toward “intercultural competence,” the assess-
ment of intercultural practices and capabilities, and multilingual approaches to
assessment.

Ongoing Conceptualization of Communicative Competence Toward
“Intercultural Competence”

In more recent work, Kramsch has expanded further the constructs of communica-
tive competence and interactional competence to what she has termed “symbolic
competence” (Kramsch 2006). In her conceptualization, knowledge of and engage-
ment with the systems of culture associated with language provide the basis for
understanding the ways in which users of the language establish shared meanings,
how they communicate shared ideas and values, and how they understand the world.
Language constitutes and reflects the social and cultural reality that is called context.
Symbolic competence foregrounds meaning-making not only as an informational
exchange but as a process of exchange of cultural meaning, including its interpretive
and discursive symbolic dimensions. It entails using language to negotiate and
exchange meanings in context, both reciprocally with others and in individual
reflection on the nature of the exchanges. Context is not fixed or given but created
in interaction through the intentions, assumptions, and expectations of participants.
Kramsch foregrounded not only such exchange within a language but also across
languages and cultures in multilingual and multicultural contexts, and it is in this
way that she elaborated foreign language learning as an intercultural endeavor that
develops “intercultural competence.”
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Assessing Intercultural Competence

Perhaps because her conceptualization of culture and the intercultural in language/s
learning is the most elaborated and complex, Kramsch (2009) questioned whether or
not it can be assessed. She stated:

[S]ymbolic competence based on discourse would be less a collection of. . . stable knowl-
edges and more a savviness i.e., a combination of knowledge, experience and judgment. . .
Trying to test symbolic competence with the structuralist tools employed by schools. . . is
bound to miss the mark. Instead, symbolic competence should be seen as the educational
horizon against which to measure all learners’ achievements. (p. 118)

This may well be the case within traditional testing paradigms, but it has been
suggested that possibilities may be available within alternative assessment para-
digms (Scarino 2010) and assessment purposes that are educational.

In considering assessment in the context of intercultural language learning, a
major distinction needs to be drawn between the consideration of “intercultural
understanding” in general education, where language is not foregrounded (Bennett
1986), and in language/s education, where language use and language learning are
the focus.

The extensive efforts to model intercultural competence began with Byram and
Zarate (1994) and Byram (1997), working under the auspices of the Council of
Europe. Their conceptualization was based on a set of knowledge, skills, and
dispositions called savoirs: savoir apprendre, savoir comprendre/faire, savoir étre,
and savoir s’engager. In line with the council’s orientation, it was focused on an
objectives-setting approach, which was analytic rather than holistic, and on defining
levels of intercultural competence. Although these savoirs captured broad educa-
tional dimensions such as savoir étre (knowing how to be) and savoir s’engager
(knowing how to engage politically), the original modeling did not sufficiently
foreground communication. Byram (1997) subsequently modeled “intercultural
communicative competence,” incorporating the set of dimensions of the model of
Canale and Swain (1981), discussed above, with the set of savoirs that defined
intercultural competence. As with all modeling, however, the relationship among
these sets of dimensions was not explained. Risager (2007) included further dimen-
sions, which she described as “linguacultural competence,” resources, and transna-
tional cooperation, thereby highlighting the multilingual (and multicultural) nature
of communication. Sercu (2004) considered the inclusion of a “metacognitive
dimension” that focuses on students monitoring their learning. Although this is a
valuable dimension, Sercu did not specify that the reflective work should be focused
on exploring the linguistic and cultural situatedness of participants involved in
communication and learning to communicate interculturally, and how it is this
situatedness that shapes the interpretation, creation, and exchange of meaning. The
consideration of the intricate entailments of this intercultural capability was extended
by Steffensen et al. (2014) to include timescales and identity dynamics. The focus
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specifically on identity formation was also taken up by Houghton (2013), with what
she refers to as savoir se transformer.

In conceptualizing intercultural competence (or more precisely, “interlinguistic
and intercultural practices and capabilities”) for the purposes of assessment,
Liddicoat and Scarino (2013) highlighted the need to capture:

» Observation, description, analysis, and interpretation of phenomena shared when
communicating and interacting

» Active engagement with the interpretation of self (intraculturality) and “other”
(interculturality) in diverse contexts of exchange

* Understanding the ways in which language and culture come into play in
interpreting, creating, and exchanging meaning

* The recognition and integration into communication of an understanding of self
(and others) as already situated in one’s own language and culture when com-
municating with others

* Understanding that interpretation can occur only through the evolving frame of
reference developed by each individual (pp. 130-131)

Assessment in this formulation, therefore while remaining focused on language
and culture, encompasses more than language. It is at once experiential, analytic, and
reflective. For Liddicoat and Scarino (2013), it includes (a) language use to com-
municate meanings in the context of complex linguistic and cultural diversity, with a
consideration of both personal and interpersonal subjectivities, (b) analyses of what
is at play in communication that is situated within particular social and realities and
how language and culture come into play in the practice of meaning-making, and
(c) reciprocal reflection and reflexivity in relation to self as intercultural communi-
cator and learner.

In addition to extensive work on conceptualizing the assessment of intercultural
practices and capabilities, practical work has been and continues to be undertaken to
develop ways of eliciting these practices and capabilities (e.g., see, Byram 1997,
Deardorff 2009; Lussier et al. 2007). Sercu (2004) attempted to develop a typology
of assessment tasks including five task types: cognitive, cognitive-attitudinal,
exploration, production of materials, and enactment tasks. This framework, how-
ever, does not address precisely these capture intercultural practices and
capabilities.

As indicated, it is the alternative qualitative assessment paradigm, particularly
within a hermeneutic perspective (Moss 2008) and inquiry approaches (Delandshere
2002), which offers the most fruitful basis for considering the assessment of these
practices and capabilities in language/s learning. Liddicoat and Scarino (2013,
chapter 8) discussed and illustrated ways of eliciting the meanings that learners
make or accord to phenomena and experiences of language learning, and their
analyses and reflections on meaning-making. The learner is positioned as performer
and analyzer, as well as being reflective. An issue that remains to be considered with
respect to elicitation is the complex one of integrating the performative, analytic, and
reflective facets.
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The area of judging is possibly the most complex of all, not only because
educators hesitate to assess learner subjectivity and the realm of values and dispo-
sitions but also because of the difficulty of bringing together, in some way, the
diverse facets of intercultural practices and capabilities. Although a framework for
setting criteria for judging performance has been proposed (see Liddicoat and
Scarino 2013, pp. 138-139), the extent to which criteria can be pre-specified or
else should emerge from the specific context of the exchange still needs to be
addressed.

Finally, there is not yet in the field a frame or frames of reference for making
judgments of such practices and capabilities. The Council of Europe has sought to
develop a scale to address this absence but efforts to date have not succeeded. This is
not surprising given the complexity that this would entail. Although making judg-
ments remains an area of uncertainty for assessors, it is not likely to be resolved by a
generalizing scale.

Multilingual Assessment Approaches

“Multilingual assessment” is a practice proposed by Shohamy (2011) that would
take into account all the languages in the multilingual speaker’s repertoire as well as
“multilingual functioning” (Shohamy 2011, p. 418). Given the interrelationship
between language/s and culture/s discussed above, this multilingual functioning
also implies multicultural functioning. It is useful to distinguish at least two senses
of multilingual assessment. The first is multilingual in the sense that multiple
languages are available to the student, even though the assessment may be conducted
in multiple but independent languages. The second is multilingual in the sense that
student’s performance reveals certain practices and capabilities that characterize the
use of multiple languages by multilingual users as they negotiate, mediate, or
facilitate communication. Although emanating from different contexts of language
education and incorporating different terms, it is possible to draw some parallels
between the more recent understandings of the assessment of intercultural practices
and capabilities and the notion of multilingual functioning. Studies in assessment
have been undertaken in relation to the first, but, although research on actual
practices of multilingual speakers has been conducted, it has not been specifically
in the context of assessment. Though not explicitly foregrounded, culture/s as well as
language/s is at play.

Considering the first sense of “multilingual assessment,” in an 8-year system-
wide study in the multilingual context of Ethiopia, Heugh et al. (2012) demonstrated
the value of learning and assessment in the student’s mother tongue in bi-/trilingual
teaching programs. Heugh et al. (2016) draw attention to bilingual and multilingual
design of large-scale, system-wide assessments of student knowledge in two or three
languages, as well as the unanticipated use, on the part of students, of their bilingual
or multilingual repertoires in high-stake examinations. In the research reported by
Shohamy (2011), immigrant students from the former USSR and Ethiopia, when
assessed in Hebrew as the language of instruction in Israeli Jewish schools,
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performed less successfully than the local, native students. Such students bring prior
academic and cultural knowledge to the assessment situation, but this knowledge is
not captured when the assessment is conducted in a language and culture that is
different from that of their primary socialization. Furthermore, as Shohamy
explained, these students naturally continue to use the linguistic and cultural
resources developed prior to immigration, but their capacity to use this knowledge
is not assessed. In these circumstances, the picture of their multilingual and multi-
cultural achievements is distorted.

Cenoz and Gorter (2011) also highlighted approaches that draw on the whole
linguistic repertoire of multilingual speakers. They reported on an exploratory study
of students’ trilingual written production in Basque, Spanish, and English in schools
in the Basque Country. They focused specifically on the interaction among the three
languages. The study showed that consideration of writing performance across three
languages revealed similar patterns in writing skills in the three languages. They also
illustrated that students use multilingual practices in creative ways and that achieve-
ment is improved when practices such as codeswitching and translanguaging are
employed. These practices are linguistic and also cultural.

Work in Progress

At the present stage of development, work in progress tends to be in individual,
small-scale studies rather than part of large-scale programs of research and devel-
opment. Conceptual work on modeling intercultural (or more precisely
interlinguistic and intercultural) practices and capabilities will continue, as will
consideration about the assessment of multiple languages and cultures and their
relationship. Equally, discussion will continue about the assessment of capabilities
beyond the linguistic (such as the capability to decenter or the capability to analyze
critically or self-awareness about one’s own linguistic and cultural profile). The
Council of Europe’s continuing work on the Common European Framework of
Reference will seek to include indicators of intercultural competence because of
the current desire to develop scaled, quantified levels of competence in all aspects of
education. The current general education project of the Council of Europe, entitled
“Competences for Democratic Culture and Intercultural Dialogue” (https://www.
coe.int/t/dg4/education/descriptors_en.asp), may contribute to this line of develop-
ment. Such quantification, however, runs counter to the qualitative, descriptive
orientation that capturing these practices and capabilities entails.

An increasing range of research is being undertaken with a focus on multilingual
functioning, especially processes such as translanguaging (Li Wei 2014; Garcia and
Li 2014). An explicit focus on the cultural and intercultural along with the linguistic
and interlinguistic may add value to these research endeavors.

Some small-scale studies provide examples of work in progress. In a longitudinal
study entitled “Developing English language and intercultural learning capabilities,”
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Heugh (personal communication, October 2015) is incorporating translanguaging
practices in the teaching, learning, and assessment of the English language of
international students. The study involves practices in which students are invited
to use their knowledge and expertise in their primary language in the process of
developing high-level proficiency in English. Diagnostic assessment of students’
written texts in Cantonese, Putonghua, and English allows for a more nuanced
understanding of students’ holistic capabilities in both their primary language and
English (see Heugh et al. (2016)). This work is very much in line with Shohamy’s
(2011) desire that assessment recognizes the legitimate use and mixing of multiple
languages, for it permits multilingual students to use their full linguistic, cultural,
semiotic, and knowledge repertoires to interpret and create meaning. Heugh’s
work is demonstrating that these Chinese-speaking students also experience
enhanced metalinguistic awareness of their own linguistic, cultural, and knowledge
repertoire.

At the School of Oriental and African Studies, Pizziconi and Iwasaki (personal
communication, October 2015) are researching the assessment of intercultural
capabilities in the teaching and learning of Japanese. This work is being undertaken
in the context of the AILA Research Network on Intercultural Mediation in Lan-
guage and Culture Teaching and Learning. The project follows the development of
linguistic and intercultural mediation capabilities in 14 learners of Japanese lan-
guage before, during, and after a year of study in Japan. Through a variety of
instruments, they are examining how students interpret, respond to, and negotiate
identities, stereotypes, intercultural similarities and differences, the tensions arising
from novel contact situations, the nature of the connections established, and how
this is reflected in their language use. In short, they are investigating whether and
how this long-term experience of “otherness” affects both performance and
awareness.

Within the same network Angela Scarino, Anthony Liddicoat, and Michelle
Kohler are developing specifications for the assessment of intercultural capabilities
in languages learning in the K—12 setting in Australia. These will be used with
teachers working in a range of languages to develop assessment procedures, imple-
ment them, and analyze samples of students’ works for evidence of intercultural
capabilities.

The new national curriculum for language learning in Australia has proposed an
intercultural orientation to language teaching, learning, and assessment. Several
studies related to the implementation of this curriculum, and related assessment
practices, are currently being undertaken at the Research Centre for Languages and
Cultures at the University of South Australia, in addition to experimenting with the
design of elicitation processes.

The line of research by Cenoz and Gorter (2011) on trilingual students’ partici-
pation in language practices that are shaped by the social and cultural context in the
Basque Country and Friesland is continuing (see Gorter 2015) as is the work of
Heugh et al. (2016).
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Problems and Difficulties

In expanding the construct of communicative competence toward symbolic,
intercultural, and multilingual orientations (among the many new formulations that
seek to represent this expansion), there is a need for explicit consideration of
peoples’ situatedness in the language/s and culture/s of their primary and ongoing
socialization in the distinctive contexts of linguistic and cultural diversity. This
attention is central to an understanding both of culture in language assessment and
the role of culture in the assessment of students’ learning outside the languages of
their primary socialization, in multilingual and multicultural contexts. Difficulties
remain at the level of conceptualization, elicitation, and judging.

Conceptualizing Culture and Language Assessment

Further work is needed in conceptualizing the assessment of culture and the role of
culture, particularly in multilingual and multicultural assessments. This may include,
but is not limited to, the use of multiple languages in the assessment of content
knowledge, the use of multiple languages and cultures in contemporary communi-
cation on the part of multilingual users, and a focus on interlinguistic and
intercultural practices and capabilities in the assessment of additional languages.
Both the conceptual work and its translation into assessment practice remain chal-
lenging because of the monolingual bias of both traditional SLA (May 2014; Leung
and Scarino 2016) and traditional assessment (Shohamy 2011).

As part of this conceptual work, further consideration will need to be given to the
context of culture and how it is perceived by participants in communication.
Questions are being raised about the feasibility of assessing dimensions that go
beyond the linguistic and the cultural, whether or not assessment philosophies and
approaches can encompass the elicitation and judging of such complex practices and
capabilities that go well beyond the linguistic and cultural per se, and the ethics of
seeking to assess the realm of personal values, dispositions, effect, and critical
awareness.

Elicitation

The traditional product orientation of assessment does not capture the processual and
reflective dimensions of assessing interlinguistic and intercultural and multilingual
practices and capabilities. Finding productive ways of capturing cultural and
intercultural interpretations will be difficult, and, in this regard, inquiry and herme-
neutic approaches are likely to be of value (Moss 2008). These would permit the
capturing for the purposes of assessment not only of experiences of interlinguistic
and intercultural communication but also students’ understandings of and reflections
on the processes of meaning-making. The use of portfolios or journals, captured over
time and including reflective commentaries, would seem fruitful. The complexity of
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seeking to elicit the multiple facets of interlinguistic and intercultural communica-
tion (i.e., performance, analysis, and reflection) in an integrated and holistic way
remains an area for experimentation. This is an important area for language educa-
tors who are concerned with developing as well as assessing such practices and
capabilities. The elicitation process is necessarily framed by some understanding of
the evidence that educators might expect to see in students’ performances. As the
kind of evidence of this kind of language-and-culture learning goes well beyond the
accuracy, fluency, appropriateness, and complexity of language use, the very nature
of this evidence will also require further consideration.

Judging

As indicated earlier, there is a difficulty in judging, because of the uncertainty that
arises for educators about judging student subjectivies and values. In the current state
of play with assessment, what is absent is a larger frame of reference that educators
need to bring to the processes of making judgments. Any instance of performance
needs to be referenced against a map of other possible instances, but at this time,
such a map is not available. As well, working with the notion of fixed rather than
emerging criteria and scales adds complexity to the process. Educators desire
certainty, when in fact there will necessarily be a great deal of uncertainty. This
uncertainty relates to the absence of a shared frame of reference (such as one that
they might have for a skill such as writing), but there are no firm guidelines as to
what constitutes evidence. Furthermore, instances of communication of meaning
across languages will be highly variable contextually, and yet it is precisely this
linguistic and cultural variability and the linguistic and cultural situatedness of the
participants that is being assessed in culture and language assessment.

In all three areas — conceptualizing, eliciting, and judging — the resilience of
traditional practices is a major difficulty. In research, it is clear that both large-scale
and smaller, grounded, ethnographic studies will be needed, focused on the assess-
ment of interlinguistic and intercultural and multilingual practices and capabilities. It
will be particularly fruitful for work in progress to be shared, compared, and
theorized across research groups, given the immense diversity of local contexts of
language-and-culture learning and its assessment.

Having highlighted the resilience of traditional assessment practices and their
monolingual and monocultural bias, teacher education becomes a complex process
of unlearning and learning. Teachers’ assessment practices are heavily constrained
by the requirements of the education systems in which they work. These require-
ments tend to be designed for accountability purposes more than for educational
ones; therefore the environment is often not conducive to the kind of alternative
practices that the assessment of these capabilities will require (see Scarino 2013 for a
detailed discussion).

Finally, it must be recognized that this kind work in assessment, both in terms of
practices and research, will be resource-intensive and raise issues of practicability.
However, what is at stake in considering culture and assessment is the very nature of
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language learning and its assessment and doing justice to capturing and giving value
to the learning and achievements of students who are developing their multi-/
interlinguistic and multi-/intercultural capabilities.

Future Directions

What is needed is a program of research, undertaken in diverse contexts, that
considers the meaning-making processes of students in their multi-/interlinguistic
work and multi-/intercultural work. These are likely to include processes such as
decentring and translanguaging, mediating understanding across multiple languages,
and paying greater attention to the positioning of students. Evidence might include
analyses of moment-to-moment actions/interactions/reactions, conversations, or
introspective processes that probe students’ meanings; surveys, interviews, and
self-reports; and reflective summaries and commentaries on actions, and reactions.
Also needed is a focus on identifying and naming or describing the distinctive
capabilities that can be characterized as multi-/interlinguistic and multi-/
intercultural. These are the unique capabilities that bi-/multilingual students display
as they move across diverse linguistic and cultural worlds. They are likely to include
not only knowledge and skill but also embodied experience and their consideration
of language/s and culture/s within that experience. Here it would become necessary
to understand not only students’ ideas but also their life worlds, their linguistic and
cultural situatedness, and their histories and values; to understand the way these form
the interpretive resources that they bring to the reciprocal interpretation and creation
of meaning; and to understand both themselves (intraculturally) and themselves in
relation to others (interculturally).
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Abstract

The quintessential quality of communicative success is the ability to effectively
express, understand, dynamically co-construct, negotiate and repair variegated
meanings in a wide range of language use contexts. It stands to reason then that
meaning and meaning conveyance should play a central role in L2 assessment.
Instead, since the 1980s, language testers have focused almost exclusively on
functional proficiency (the conveyance of functional meaning — e.g., can-do
statements), to the exclusion of the conveyance of propositional meanings or
implied pragmatic meanings. While the ability to use language to get things done
is important, excluding propositional content from the assessment process is like
having language ability with nothing to say, and excluding pragmatic meanings
guts the heart and soul out of communication.

In this chapter, I review how L2 testers have conceptualized “meaning” in
models of L2 proficiency throughout the years. This logically leads to a discus-
sion of the use of language to encode a range of meanings, deriving not only from
an examinee’s topical knowledge but also from an understanding of the contextual
factors in language use situations. Throughout the discussion, I also highlight how
the expression and comprehension of meaning have been operationalized in L2
assessments. Finally, I argue that despite the complexities of defining and operatio-
nalizing meaning in assessments, testers need to seriously think about what mean-
ings they want to test and what meanings they are already assessing implicitly.
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Introduction

Nonnative speakers use second or foreign languages (L2) to get/give information at
school, to create and maintain relationships online, to get a glimpse into other cultures,
or, more subtly, to decipher intentions in political discourse. In other words, they use
their L2 to express a wide range of meanings within social-interpersonal contexts (e.g.,
a friend recounting a subway story), social-transactional contexts (e.g., a client
resolving a problem with a bill), academic contexts (e.g., a student writing a term
paper), professional contexts (e.g., a scientist giving a talk), and literary or imaginative
contexts (e.g., a poet writing/reciting a poem at a poetry slam). Since the ability to
effectively express, understand, co-construct, negotiate, and repair meanings is the
quintessential quality of communicative success, it stands to reason then that meaning
and meaning conveyance should play a central role in L2 assessment (Purpura 2004).

In the L2 use domains mentioned above, language serves to generate messages that
embody a variety of simultaneously occurring meanings. First and foremost, messages
contained in utterances or texts encode propositional or topical content. Thus, the
propositional or topical meaning of utterances or texts is said to convey factual
information, ideas, events, beliefs, conjectures, desires, and feelings and is presumed
to be context-free or decipherable apart from a communicative situation (Gibbs 1994).
These propositional utterances are open to scrutiny in terms of their factual accuracy or
their true-value'. Propositional meanings in the literature have also been referred to as
the literal, semantic, sentential, compositional, grammatical, linguistic, inherent, con-
ventional, or locutionary meaning of utterances and are generally considered a reflec-
tion of an individual’s substantive, topical, or disciplinary, domain specific, subject
matter, or content knowledge. They are fundamental to all language use.

The expression of propositions in messages is also used to assert a person’s
agency and express his intentionality in communicative interactions (e.g., to per-
suade) (Bloom and Tinkler 2001). By encoding intended meanings, these messages
are used by interlocutors to perform speech acts or communicative functions with
reference to some language use context. Thus, messages in utterances or texts also
encode a user’s intended or functional meanings. We can say then that the

'See Donald Davidson’s essays for a fascinating discussion of truth and meaning.
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propositional content of a message conveys more than what is said with words; it also
communicates intended or functional meaning relevant to a language use context.
Intended or functional meanings have been referred to in the literature as conveyed,
interactional, illocutionary, or speaker’s meaning. Unlike propositional meanings,
functional meanings depend on the context of language use for successful interpreta-
tion. Similar to propositional meanings, however, functional meanings are fundamen-
tal to all language use as they represent an individual’s functional proficiency.

Finally, while messages emerge from, depend on, and embody representations of
an individual’s internal mental content and serve as a reflection of personal agency
and intentionality, they do not occur in isolation; they exist within a given sociocul-
tural and interactional context and are thereby shaped by and interpreted within that
context. Given that communication depends on the participants’ shared presupposi-
tions, experiences, and situational associations, much of what occurs in language use
is unstated or implied. As a result, these same messages embody yet other layers of
meaning, referred to as implied or implicational pragmatic meanings.

Implied pragmatic meanings emerge, for example, when someone is offered red
wine and the acceptance response is: Hey, I'm Italian. Explicit in this response is the
expression of propositional content — nationality. However, the response is also used in
this context to communicate the respondent’s functional meaning (i.e., my interlocutor
made an offer; I'm accepting). Conjointly with the propositional and functional
meanings, the response subtly encodes layers of other implied meanings including
(1) situational meanings (i.e., the response reminds my interlocutor of my ethnicity
and the role of red wine in my culture and presupposes my interlocutor will interpret
my indirect response as an acceptance in this situation, even though not explicitly
stated), (2) sociolinguistic meanings (i.e., the response conveys familiarity), (3) socio-
cultural meanings (i.e., the response presupposes what is common knowledge about
Italians in our culture), and (4) psychological meanings (i.e., the response conveys
playfulness). These implied pragmatic meanings have been referred to as socio-
pragmatic, figurative, extralinguistic, or implicational meanings.

Implied pragmatic meanings can also emerge as a simple function of word order.
Consider the propositional, sociocultural, and psychological meanings associated
with the utterance “My niece got married and had a baby” as opposed to “My niece
had a baby and got married.” Consider also how these meanings might vary across
different social contexts.

In sum, language is efficiently designed to convey propositional meanings
through topical content, together with functional meanings and layers of implied
pragmatic meaning relevant to some language use context (Purpura 2016). The
interaction among topical knowledge, language knowledge, and context and, I
would add, the sociocognitive features of task engagement enable nuanced commu-
nication. And while these simultaneous encodings of meaning joyfully provide the
basis for humor or poetry, they also increase the risk of communication breakdowns
or the miscommunication of intent. They also present L2 learners with daunting
challenges and heartwarming joys of learning to use an L2.

In L2 assessment, especially with nonreciprocal tasks, the propositional messages
conveyed by an interlocutor, along with other pragmatic meanings, might be
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considered a manifestation of a person’s topical and language knowledge, her
understanding of context, and her sociocognitive abilities. This is especially true if
the propositions are true and faithful representations of the external world, if
communication goals are met, and if the language output is grammatically precise
and appropriate for the situation. With reciprocal tasks, however, these same mes-
sages serve only to initiate the establishment of joint understandings, followed by the
co-construction of meanings relevant to the context. Communicative success thus is
a joint product of the co-construction of variegated meanings. Finally, for commu-
nication to be successful, interlocutors need to express their own representations of
mental content, reconstruct mental content representations of their interlocutors, and
jointly co-construct these meaning representations synchronically and diachronically
in verbal or nonverbal behavior. As Bates (1976 cited in Seliger 1985) stated:

Meaning is a set of mental operations carried out by the speaker, which the speaker intends to
create in the mind of the listener by using a given sentence. Whether or not the speaker
actually succeeds is a separate issue. (p. 4)

Although the communication of meaning through propositional content and
context plays a central role in L2 communicative success, L2 testers have devoted
surprisingly little empirical attention to this topic. Instead, they continue to produce
assessments, which, in my opinion, over-attribute value to the well-formedness of
messages and to the completion of the functional acts, and they under-attribute
importance to the conveyance of substantive, relevant, or original content, the
development of topical progressions, and the conveyance of implied pragmatic
meanings. This, by no means, is meant to diminish the significance of linguistic
well-formedness in contexts where communicative precision is needed, or the
importance of ascertaining L2 functional ability; it is simply a reminder that the
primary aim of communication is the exchange of meanings in context. Thus,
language, meaning through content, contextual considerations, and the socio-
cognitive considerations of task engagement should figure prominently in the design
and validation of all L2 assessments.

In this chapter, I will review how testers have conceptualized “meaning” in models
of L2 proficiency, describing the role that meaning conveyance through content and
context has played in L2 assessment. I will argue for a reprioritization of meaningful-
ness over well-formedness in L2 test design since the exclusion of meaning from
models of L2 ability likens to having language ability with nothing to say. Finally, I
will highlight some of the problems and challenges in assessing meaning.

Early Developments

Although some early language testers have purposefully disregarded the importance
of meaning in models of L2 proficiency, others have clearly acknowledged the
critical role it plays in communication and have addressed meaning and meaning
conveyance in characterizations of L2 proficiency. This reflects the fact that people



Assessing Meaning 37

use language in systematic ways to exchange messages on a variety of topics in a
wide range of contexts, and in that way, they use language to get things done.

In 1961 Lado proposed a model of L2 proficiency based on a conceptualization of
“language” as linguistic forms, occurring in some variational distribution, that are
needed to convey linguistic, cultural, and individual meanings between individuals.
Linguistic meanings referred to the denotative or the semantic meaning of “dictio-
naries and grammars” and were “interpretable without recourse to full cultural
reference” (p. 3). Currently, linguistic meanings would be referred to as the literal,
semantic, or propositional meaning of a form, utterance, or text. Linguistic meanings
were said to reside in the use of phonology, sentence structure, and the lexicon and
context limited to that contained within a sentence. Cultural meanings referred to
concepts or notions that are culturally bound and only interpretable within a specific
speech community or culture (e.g., tapas, English breakfast). Currently, these would
be referred to as pragmatic meanings. Finally, individual meanings for Lado
referenced words or concepts that lay outside the culture per se, indexing personal
associations, such as when the word dog carries positive or negative connotations
based on an individual’s past experiences. With respect to these meanings, Lado
argued that language is based initially on the linguistic meanings of structures and
their combinations in an utterance, followed by other contextually bound meanings
(p. 6). His schematization appears in Fig. 1.

Despite Lado’s visionary depiction of “language” as a system of meaningful
communication among individuals, he prioritized discrete linguistic elements (pho-
nology, syntax, lexicon) of language use (reading, listening, speaking, writing) when
it came to assessment design. He thus organized assessments around discrete forms,
rather than around rich communicative situations in which layers of meanings could
be elicited and measured. Consequently, assessing the extent to which messages are

INDIVIDUAL INDIVIDUAL
MEANING MEANING

Fig. 1 Language, culture, and the individual (Lado 1961, p. 6)
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encoded semantically and communicated socially was secondary to the measure-
ment of the linguistic resources used to deliver these messages. This perspective
resulted in discrete-point assessments of forms and their associated meanings,
instead of assessments eliciting propositionally accurate, topically elaborated, and
situationally appropriate responses.

For example, in assessing phonological awareness through lexis, Lado presented
students with two pictures, each representing a lexical item chosen because they
happened to be minimal pairs (e.g., ship/sheep). Students then heard a word and
selected the correct answer. In testing the meaning of counterfactual if-clauses, he
presented examinees with a sentence and asked them to infer the correct proposi-
tional meaning of the sentence, based solely on the linguistic context, as seen below:

If the windows were closed, I would ask you to open them.
A) The windows are closed.

B) The student goes to the windows and opens them.

C) The student remains seated. (p. 158)

Given the minimal context, the inferencing needed to relate option (C) to the stem
seems greater than the inferencing needed to understand the stem.

When it came to assessment, Lado generally preferred restricting test input to
information that was “common knowledge in the culture where the language was
spoken” (p. 205) and restricting the questions to selected-response items. This was
based on the conviction that such restrictions would reduce the risk of introducing
extraneous factors into the measurement process through situational context. How-
ever, when it came to extended production tasks, he argued that extraneous factors
could be controlled to some extent by the use of rating scales revolving around
linguistic difficulties and the success of meaning conveyance. Interestingly, the
following language and meaning-based descriptors were used to rate the ability to
narrate a story based on a picture:

2 — Conveys a simple description completely and correctly.

Conveys the simple description completely and correctly, but elaborates, and in so doing,
makes some error, or error of vocabulary, grammar, or pronunciation — errors which interfere
little with the understandability of the utterance. (Lado 1961, p. 240)

0 — Conveys very little meaning.

Conveys the wrong meaning.

Makes errors, which obscure the meaning.

Says nothing. (Lado 1961, p. 241)

While Lado is best known for the measurement of linguistic forms with discrete-
point tasks, his conceptualization of L2 proficiency is clearly broader than that. From
the onset, he recognized the importance of meaning in communication and provided
recommendations for its measurement, not only in selected-response tasks, where
meanings associated with grammatical forms and sentential propositions were
assessed, but also in extended production tasks, where consideration was given to
the overall conveyance of meaning in responses and to the extent that grammatical
inaccuracy detracted from meaning conveyance. While much remained unspecified
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in Lado’s model regarding the types of meanings that were assessed or even the role
of topical knowledge in enabling meaning conveyance, his ideas on this topic were
insightful and, in my opinion, should have had a greater impact.

Carroll (1961/1972, 1968) also highlighted the role that meaning plays in lan-
guage assessment. He defined “language” as:

A system of ‘rules’ for generating utterances (or written representations thereof) that will be
accepted by members of a given speech community as ‘correct or ‘grammatical’ and
understood by them as having a possible semantic interpretation. (Carroll 1968, p. 47)

Like Lado, Carroll recommended that L2 knowledge be specified in terms of
linguistic forms, complemented by a semantic component. Unlike Lado, however,
he recommended that less attention be paid to discrete morphosyntactic and lexical
forms than to the “total effect of an utterance” or the “total meaning of the sentence”
(p. 37). As aresult, he proposed that that measurement of discrete components of L2
knowledge be supplemented by performance tasks that require the integration of
components through connected discourse. Unfortunately, Carroll’s inclusion of a
meaning component in assessment was inconsistently applied in construct definition
and operationalization.

Oller (1979) significantly advanced the conversation on “meaning” by describing
“language” as both the interpretation and conveyance of factual content and the
transmission of emotive or affective meanings in language use. He maintained
“language is usually used to convey information about people, things, events,
ideas, states of affairs, and [emphasis in the original] attitudes toward all the
foregoing” (p. 17). He referred to the literal propositional meanings as the factive
information of language use expressed by “words, phrases, clauses and discourse”
(p- 33) and the psychological meanings of language use as emotive or affective
information often carried by phonology or gestures. The emotive features were seen
to “convey attitudes toward the asserted or implied state of affairs, [which] may
further code information concerning the way the speaker thinks the listener should
feel about those states of affairs” (p.18). Furthermore, according to Oller, the factive
and emotive information of communication was highly dependent on the context of
language use, which he referred to as (1) the linguistic context, consisting of the
verbal and gestural contexts of language use, and (2) the extralinguistic context,
involving the subjective and objective realities of “things, events, persons, ideas,
relationships, feelings, perceptions memories, and so forth” (p. 19). He then asserted,
“linguistic contexts are pragmatically mapped onto extralinguistic contexts, and vice
versa” (p. 19). In other words, the meaning of the combined linguistic forms of an
utterance (i.e., literal propositional meaning) is shaped by the pragmatic context in
which the utterance or text is expressed. Also, the pragmatic mappings are a result of
relating the propositional meanings of linguistic forms to extralinguistic context or
human experience. In sum, Oller’s farsighted conceptualization of L2 proficiency
took into account linguistic knowledge, factual or topical knowledge, pragmatic
knowledge (including emotive), and contextual features (extralinguistic) — a view
strikingly similar to some current conceptualizations of L2 proficiency.
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The following meaning recognition item illustrates how Oller attempted to
measure the examinee’s ability to decipher the meaning of the word dropped when
the literal meaning was extended to suit the context:

John dropped the letter in the mailbox.

A) John sent the letter.

B) John opened the letter.

C) John lost the letter.

D) John destroyed the letter. (Oller 1979, p. 46)

In other words, “dropping a letter in a mailbox” is assumed to mean sent, not let
fall, based on information in the context. Meaning extension here again derives from
the available distractors, as an option such as “put the letter in the mailbox” would
have been closer in meaning to the stem. Oller attempted to do the same in the
following inferencing item.

Man'’s voice: Hello Mary. This is Mr. Smith at the office. Is Bill feeling any
better today?

Woman’s voice: Oh yes, Mr. Smith. He’s feeling much better now. But the
doctor says he’ll have to stay in bed until Monday.

Third voice: Where is Bill now?

A) At the office.

B) On his way to work.

C) Home in bed.

D) Away on vacation. (Oller 1979, p. 47)

Response (C) was also designed to measure the ability to decode meaning by
mapping it onto an extralinguistic context (i.e., implied pragmatic meanings) as
Bill’s location cannot be derived solely from the linguistic context of the input, but
from the presupposition that Bill’s bed is in his home (i.e., he could have a bed in his
office). Nonetheless, this item could have been a clearer example of meaning
extension had distractor (C) been worded A¢ home.

This approach to assessment supported Oller’s proposal to use “integrative” or
“pragmatic” tests to measure a learner’s “pragmatic expectancy grammar,” defined
as a “psychologically real system that sequentially orders linguistic elements in time
and in relation to the extralinguistic contexts in meaningful ways” (p. 34). An
examinee would then display knowledge of pragmatic expectancy grammar by
“relating these sequences of linguistic elements via pragmatic mappings to extralin-
guistic context” (p. 38). Importantly, pragmatic expectancy grammar aimed to
connect the grammatical forms of an utterance, and the meaning expressed by this
utterance in context, to some extralinguistic reality by inferential (i.e., cognitive)
processes, thereby linking the utterance, I believe, to the individual’s prior experi-
ence, knowledge, agency, and intentionality. Oller’s position demonstrates a strong
rejection of the then-current Bloomfieldian (1933) approach to linguistic analysis
and formalism, reified by Chomsky (1957), where meaning was completely
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disregarded from linguistic analysis,” in favor of a communication-based approach
to language use.

In terms of measurement, Oller also recommended scoring protocols that speci-
fied not just “how well the text conforms to discrete points of morphology and
syntax, but how well it expresses the author’s intended meaning” (p. 386) in a given
context, since judges always consider the communicative effectiveness of responses,
whether or not they are scored.

Oller can be credited for highlighting not only the literal propositional (factual)
and psychological (emotive/affective) content of utterances, encoded by linguistic
forms, but also how these utterances relate to both internal mental states (i.e.,
cognition) and extralinguistic context. His work is also credited for specifying
scoring methods that operationalize the assessment of propositional meaning con-
veyance in a variety of task types. Unfortunately, Oller never provided detailed
theoretical or operational definitions of factive and emotive meanings conveyed in
language use so that the quality of the factive information or the appropriateness of
the emotive information in responses could be systematically assessed. Nor did he
specify how test design could systematically account for extralinguistic context or
the cognitive components of L2 proficiency in response elicitation. Nonetheless,
Oller’s insightful and forward-thinking ideas on meaning foreshadowed later con-
ceptualizations of L2 proficiency.

Other testers have also highlighted the importance of meaning in language
assessment. Inspired by Hymes (1967, 1972), Savignon (1972), Halliday (1973),
Van Ek (1976), and Munby (1978), among others, Canale and Swain (1980) argued
that language competence should be conceptualized within a framework of commu-
nication, where the functional meaning of utterances is central to L2 proficiency. In
other words, priority was placed more on an individual’s ability to achieve a
communicative goal — to convey intended or functional meanings in context, than
on the capacity to communicate accurate or relevant propositional content within the
function. Secondary priority was given to an individual’s ability to communicate
with grammatical accuracy in ways that are socioculturally appropriate.

Canale and Swain’ model conceptualized communicative competence as “a
synthesis of knowledge of basic grammatical principles, knowledge of how the
language is used in social contexts to perform communicative functions, and knowl-
edge of how utterances and communicative functions can be combined according to
the principles of discourse” (p. 20). They defined this construct in terms of gram-
matical, sociolinguistic, and strategic competence — later discourse competence was
added (Canale 1983). While not the primary focus, the importance of meaning was
noted in many parts of the model. For example, grammatical competence was
defined in term of rules of semantics associated with “word meaning and sentence

2Surprisingly, the commitment to a syntactocentric approach to assessment, where only features of
the language are assessed for accuracy, complexity, range, and fluency, has persisted in many
assessments. As a result, the effective communication of propositions and the communicative
meanings associated with these propositions are often ignored in the measurement process.
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meaning” or the notion of “getting one’s point across” (p. 10) (i.e., propositional
meaning), and sociolinguistic competence was described as the sociocultural rules of
language use and the rules of discourse (i.e., pragmatic meaning) (see Halliday and
Hassan 1976; van Dijk 1977; Widdowson 1978). Canale and Swain further argued
that learners need to know both sets of rules in order to appropriately express and
understand meanings, especially when there is a “low level of transparency between
the literal meaning of an utterance and the speakers’ intended meaning” (p. 30) — in
other words, in situations where the propositional content of utterances along with
the communicative intents can be derived only from situational factors. Canale and
Swain explained that the sociocultural rules of language use made possible the
expression and interpretation of appropriate attitudes and registers within sociocul-
tural contexts and that the discourse rules® allowed for the expression and interpre-
tation of cohesion and coherence. Cohesive rules related forms to different types of
referential meanings in texts,® while coherence rules related propositions and their
communicative functions in sequenced discourse to implied rhetorical meanings in
text. To exemplify, consider the implied rhetorical meanings created in following
discourse sequence.

Functional (and

Dialogue propositional) meanings Implied rhetorical meanings (coherence)
A) That’s the Device identification (The Implied request (Can you answer the
telephone phone is ringing) phone?)

B) I'm in the bath | Expression of location (I’m Implied refusal (I’m taking a bath so 1
in the tub, presumably taking | can’t answer the phone)

a bath)
A) OK (Data from | Acknowledgment Implied acceptance of refusal
Widdowson 1978, | (I acknowledge you are in (I acknowledge you can’t answer the
p- 29) the tub taking a bath) phone); implied response to request (I’//

answer it)

Canale and Swain’s widely accepted model significantly broadened our under-
standing of the individual components of communicative competence and helped
further the shift in assessment from a focus on grammatical forms to an emphasis on
functional meanings in social interaction. It also highlighted, at least theoretically,
the need to consider the sociolinguistic meanings carried by utterances, where an
assessment might measure sociocultural appropriateness. Finally, it underscored the
need to account for the rhetorical meanings encoded in cohesion and coherence.
Although this model downplayed the role of topical knowledge and context in

3Canale (1983) later recognized that the rules of discourse might better be separated from the
sociocultural rules of language use. Thus, he broadened the original conceptualization of commu-
nicative competence to include grammatical, sociolinguistic, and discourse competence and the
cognitive component of language use, strategic competence.

“*For example, anaphoric reference to relate the pronoun, him, to a referent, boy, or the logical
connector, then, to relate temporality between clauses.
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functional proficiency, it still inspired other testers to refine later notions of commu-
nicative competence as a basis for assessment.

Major Contributions

Influenced by Canale and Swain (1980) and many others, Bachman (1990) proposed
a model of communicative language ability framed within the notion of language
use. This model was later refined in Bachman and Palmer (1996, 2010). In this
model, meaning played a prominent role. Bachman and Palmer (2010) defined
“language use”:

.. .as the creation and interpretation of intended meanings in discourse by an individual, or as
the dynamic and interactive negotiation of meaning between two or more individuals in a
particular situation. In using language to express, interpret, or negotiate intended meanings,
language users create discourse. This discourse derives meaning not only from utterances or
texts themselves, but, more importantly, from the ways in which utterances and texts relate to
the characteristics of a particular language use situation. (p. 14)

While Canale and Swain limited their discussion to a language user’s “commu-
nicative competence,” defined in terms of language knowledge components and
strategic competence, Bachman and Palmer (2010) significantly broadened the
construct by arguing that in addition to language knowledge, language users in the
act of communication need to engage their topical knowledge, affective schemata,
and strategic competence when presented with some real-life or assessment task.
They further argued that it is the interaction between an individual’s language
knowledge and these other factors that enable the user to create and understand
meanings through discourse. While Bachman and Palmer never really provided an
explicit definition of “meaning” in their model, they engaged in a compelling
discussion of the knowledge components underpinning the creation and comprehen-
sion of meanings in discourse.

Bachman and Palmer’s (2010) comprehensive description of language use
consisted of language knowledge, topical knowledge, affective schemata, strategic
competence, and other personal attributes; however, I will limit this discussion to an
examination of language and topical knowledge given their role in the communica-
tion of meaning.

Bachman and Palmer conceptualized language knowledge as the interactions
between organizational and pragmatic knowledge. Organizational knowledge was
defined as (1) the knowledge that users need to produce or interpret spoken and
written utterances to construct meaning — i.e., grammatical knowledge, or knowl-
edge of vocabulary, syntax, phonology, graphology, and (2) the knowledge they
need to organize these utterances into coherent spoken or written texts — i.e., textual
knowledge, or knowledge of cohesion and rhetorical/conversational organization.
Although they did not explicitly frame organizational knowledge in terms of forms
and their associated meanings, they alluded to these two dimensions in discussing
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scoring. For example, when a Spanish learner says *hers dogs instead of her dogs,
the incorrect utterance reveals his knowledge of cohesive meaning (correct reference
to a female) and lack of knowledge of cohesive form (possessive adjectives do not
agree with nouns in number in English). Therefore, in these cases, they
recommended assigning one point to meaning and zero to form.

The second component of language knowledge in this model, pragmatic knowl-
edge, was defined as the mental representations needed to “enable users to create or
interpret discourse by relating utterances or sentences and texts to their meanings, to
the intentions of language users, and to the relevant characteristics of the language
use setting” (Bachman and Palmer 2010, p. 46). Pragmatic knowledge was further
defined in terms of functional and sociolinguistic knowledge. Both components deal
with meaning on some level.

Functional knowledge was said to “enable us to [express and] interpret relation-
ships between utterances or sentences and texts and the intentions of language users”
(Bachman and Palmer 2010, p. 46) in order to accomplish some communicative goal
in context. Interestingly, this definition characterizes functional knowledge as a
feature of the co-construction of communicative goal between two or more individ-
uals, rather than as an attribute of a single user’s communicative intentionality. As a
result, a learner might be seen as demonstrating evidence of functional knowledge by
responding to a friend’s question Can [ give you some more wine, with Sure, pour
away, instead of Yes, you are strong enough to lift the bottle. In this context, the
learner interpreted her friend’s question as an indirect offer, rather than a query about
ability, thereby achieving communicative success. If she had responded with a
confirmation of ability, rather than an acceptance, this might have confused the
interlocutor, resulting in communicative failure (i.e., lack of functional knowledge),
unless, of course, she was intentionally being sarcastic. Thus, functional knowledge
enables users to utilize context, as minimal as it is, to reassign meaning from a literal
proposition (can = ability) to an intended meaning (can = request), or even to an
implicated meaning (can = sarcasm) based on the communicative function of the
utterance in discourse. Functional knowledge is thus seen as enabling users to get
things done through language (van Dijk 1977).

Drawing on Halliday (1973) and Halliday and Hasan (1976), Bachman and
Palmer identified four categories of functional knowledge that permit users to
communicate joint intentions: knowledge of ideational functions (i.e., use of func-
tions to relate ideas related of the real world — informing), knowledge of manipulative
functions (i.e., use of functions to impact the world around us — requesting),
knowledge of heuristic functions (i.e., use of functions to extend their knowledge
of the world — problem-solving), and knowledge of imaginative functions (i.e., use of
functions related to imagination or aesthetics —joking). In each case, a user would be
judged on her ability to perform these functions.

Functional knowledge thus embodies the mental structures needed to communi-
cate contextually relevant intentions between users with respect to the four commu-
nicative goals. It also enables users to get things done through language, thus
explaining its operationalization in assessments as can-do statements. What remains
unclear is the role that propositional content plays in expressing the four functions.
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It would not be hard to imagine a situation in which learners can use the L2
accurately (grammatical knowledge) to summarize a story (functional knowledge),
but the information in the summary (propositional knowledge through content) is
inaccurate. In other words, it seems possible to demonstrate functional knowledge
without displaying topical knowledge. Also unclear is the role that context plays in
the expression or interpretation of functional knowledge. For instance, the interpre-
tation of an indirect request (manipulative function) or a joke (imaginative function)
depends on context for meaning conveyance, in addition to topic. So, given that
meaning in these instances is derivable primarily, and sometimes uniquely, from
features of context, is it possible to communicate functional knowledge without
accurate or relevant topical content related to these contextual features? I would
argue then that assessments based solely on functional proficiency provide only a
partial estimate of a person’s proficiency and one that can result in
miscommunication.

Bachman and Palmer then defined sociolinguistic knowledge as the mental
structures required to “enable us to create and understand language appropriate to
a particular language use settings” (p. 47). Sociolinguistic knowledge targeted the
user’s capacity to use genres, dialects/varieties, registers, natural or idiomatic
expressions, and cultural references or figures of speech appropriately in context.
Thus, users able to use register appropriately and flexibly in formal contexts would
be scored high for appropriate and wide knowledge of registers. The sociolinguistic
component emphasized a user’s “sensitivity” to register variations, natural or con-
ventional expressions, and other linguistic features with relation to their appropriate
use in context. Of note, however, is that this component is framed in terms of user
sensitivity to these features, rather than in terms of the user’s ability to recognize and
transmit these implicit meanings in context.

Implicit in Bachman and Palmer’s notion of sociolinguistic knowledge is first the
inherent potential that users have for extending meaning beyond what is literally
indexed in discourse. For example, the ability to use the expression Your wish is my
command appropriately in context extends beyond an understanding of the literal
propositional or functional meanings of the expression; it also presupposes an under-
standing of the context of language use as it relates to the transmission of sociocultural
meaning (genie in a bottle) and sociolinguistic meaning — power (unequal), imposition
(no limits), and distance (near). Although Bachman and Palmer did not frame socio-
linguistic knowledge in terms of meaning, their model clearly highlighted the impor-
tance of sociolinguistic knowledge as a feature of language use and provided a basis
for further work on the assessment of pragmatic ability.

One of the most interesting features of Bachman and Palmer’s (2010) work in
terms of meaning, however, was their discussion of topical knowledge as a consid-
eration in assessment design and operationalization. While previous researchers
vaguely referred to propositional content encoded in messages, Bachman and Palmer
provided a compelling discussion of what topical knowledge refers to, how it
interacts with other features of language use, and how it might be assessed.

They defined topical knowledge (also referred to in the literature as content
knowledge, knowledge schemata, real-world knowledge, overall literal semantic
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meaning, propositional content, or background knowledge) as knowledge structures
in long-term memory (LTM) — unfortunately without further specification. They
argued that topical knowledge is critical to language use because it provides the
information needed to use language with reference to the real world and, I would
add, with reference to an individual’s internal world, as in creative expression. They
stated that while topical knowledge is separate from language ability, it is still
“involved in all language use” (p. 41) and is a factor in all test performance. They
also maintained that since “it may not be possible to completely isolate language
ability from topical knowledge in some test tasks, no matter how we score test
takers’ responses” (p. 325), testers should consider topical knowledge in assessment.
Finally, they added that when an individual’s topical knowledge interacts with the
topical content in task completion, it impacts difficulty.

To disentangle the relationship between language ability and topical knowledge
in test design, Bachman and Palmer offered three specification options:

1. Define the construct solely in terms of language ability.
2. Define language ability and topical knowledge as a single construct.
3. Define language ability and topical knowledge as separate constructs (p. 217).

Option 1 refers to assessment contexts making claims only about a component of
L2 ability — e.g., knowledge of form. This might involve tasks focusing only on the
measurement of form (with the topical meaning dimension being controlled) — e.g.,
when examinees are asked to choose among allophones (/t/, /d/, /id/) or among
different verb forms (enjoy + work, works, working). In these cases, most testers
would argue that topical knowledge is not part of the construct; thus, only one
component of L2 knowledge (i.e., knowledge of form) would be scored. I would
argue, however, that topical knowledge, in the form of metalinguistic knowledge,
would be engaged — even if it is implicit knowledge. Option 2 refers to contexts
making claims about L2 ability and topical knowledge as part of the same construct —
e.g., when an international teaching assistant, assumed to have the required topical
knowledge for task completion, must give a presentation in the L2. Only one score is
taken and interpreted as the ability to use L2 and topical knowledge to teach. This
option confounds language ability and topical knowledge, as scores could be affected
by deficiencies in either. Finally, option 3 refers to contexts making claims about both
L2 ability and topical knowledge as different constructs — e.g., in language for specific
purposes (LSP) contexts, where examinees need to display their ability to use L2
ability to communicate disciplinary content — e.g., an analysis of food chains in an
ecosystem. In this case, topical knowledge is conceptualized as drawing on explicit
declarative memory or, I might add, a network of facts, concepts, principles, and rules
in semantic memory that are assumed to be separate from language ability. Bachman
and Palmer provided an example of a rubric [only partially presented] designed to
measure topical knowledge in this context.
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Levels of knowledge/
mastery Description

4 complete Evidence of: complete knowledge of relevant topical information
Range: evidence of unlimited range of relevant topical information
Accuracy: evidence of complete accuracy throughout range

2 moderate Evidence of: moderate knowledge of relevant topical information
Range: medium

Accuracy: moderate to good accuracy within range (Bachman and
Palmer 2010, p. 352)

While Bachman and Palmer’s model greatly advanced our understanding of
topical knowledge in L2 assessment, several questions remain. The first relates to
the composition of knowledge structures related to topical knowledge in LTM. Are
these knowledge structures limited to a semantic memory for factual or disciplinary
knowledge (Dehn 2008), or might these assessments require examinees to draw on
other memory sources in task completion? A second question concerns the relation-
ship between topical and L2 knowledge. If topical knowledge is needed to generate
and understand propositions encoded in language, is it actually possible to commu-
nicate without topical knowledge? And is it ever possible to assess L2 knowledge
without some form of topical knowledge? Similarly, is it possible to have pragmatic
ability without knowledge of the contextual situation (episodic memory) (Dehn
2008)? Finally, if communicative language ability always includes topical knowl-
edge on some level, along with L2 knowledge, contextual understandings, and
cognitive processing factors, then shouldn’t these four features always be specified
in assessment tasks involving communication? After all, each can potentially mod-
erate L2 performance. In Fig. 2 T have attempted to schematize design considerations
relating to context, topical content, language, and cognition/disposition as potential
moderators of L2 proficiency in task engagement.

Building on Bachman and Palmer (1996) and Chapelle’s (1998) interactionist
approach to construct definition, Douglas (2000) reexamined the role of meaning by
problematizing the relationship between background knowledge and L2 ability in
the context of LSP assessment. He argued that in LSP contexts, an examinee’s
background knowledge was, in addition to L2 knowledge and strategic competence,
a critical contributor to specific purpose language ability (SPLA). As a result, he
defined background knowledge as part of the SPLA construct. Douglas defined
background knowledge as “frames of reference based on past experience” (p. 35)
within a discourse domain — a conceptualization reminiscent of what Baddeley et al.
(2009) refer to as semantic declarative memory (i.e., factual knowledge) and epi-
sodic memory (i.e., experiential knowledge) associated with past contexts, events,
and episodes related to LSP contexts. This insight, in my view, extends to all L2
assessments, as prior topical knowledge on some level is fundamental to meaning
making. What, I believe, will fluctuate in L2 use (and in assessments) is the #ype of



48

J.E. Purpura

GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS

* Purpose: Assess ability to...

« Link to standards: CEFR, ACTFL..
* Domain of generalization: Social-

I, social-tr ional,

intery

~ade 7

* Participatory roles: symmetry

* Rhetorical considerations: structuring

« Topic of topical
expectations
* Task goal(s) or functions: to...

tations. coh
exy s, coherence

« Interactional considerations: structuring

.,

expectations (openings)
. P

siderations:

* Subtask goal(s) or fi t0...

emic, profess

TASK CONSIDERATIONS (related to
the input & expected response)

forms, meanings

. Soci ide

expectations
S Qnpina T L.

2 cognitive load

. ..
Jformality, p
!
c

cultural expectations (time)
. . ;

xpectations, process

audio processing, fluid reasoning

bility—rate of recall,

Knowledge
(implied meanings)

Adapted from Purpura

* Access to networks
organized in categories,
classifications, hierarchies,
associations, & schemas

Autobiographical Memory

« Access to facts about
ourselves & past (also
involves semantic &

Visuo-Spatial Memory
* Access to mental
images, objects, or
locations

« Setting of task: location * Psychological c * Disp derations: level of
« Event within setting: discursive practice emotionality, stance engagement
|
v
Semantico- Consideration of Sociocognitive
Grammatical Domain-Related (individually or with
Knowledge Features others)
* Knowledge of forms Socio- « Architecture:
& asso(.'iatad ) I /‘—'ﬁb\—'\ Cognitive & memory m{puz?ily
semtm/.lc. meanings IReSorees | #—r Dispositional « Fi um‘no.nalny_-
* Propositional R strategic
esources X
Knowledge N processing
(apicatmeanings)
4 Dispositional/Psych
Prag Knowled; l ological
* Functional Explicit Semantic Memory Explicit Episodic Memory Implicit Memory * Engagement
Knowledge - Access to ideas, facts, « Access 1o episodes, « Access 1o steps, « Effort
(intended or concepts, principles, rules, states, situations, or algorithms based on * Anxiety
Jfunctional meanings) scripts, frames, & habits of events experienced in proceduralized
« Implicational mind for solving problems real life or vicariously performance Adapted from

Purpura (2014b)

(2004, 2014a)

episodic memory)

Adapted from Baddeley,

Eysenck, & Anderson (2009)

Fig. 2 Representations of context, content, language, and cognition as potential moderators of L2
proficiency in task engagement

topical knowledge needed to communicate (e.g., disciplinary knowledge, autobio-
graphical knowledge, situational knowledge), but certainly communication is
impossible with no topical knowledge or flawed topical knowledge.

Finally, Douglas noted that even when LSP assessments are successful in engag-
ing SPLA, performance on these tests is far too often based on scoring criteria
revolving around the grammatical features of the output (e.g., intelligibility, fluency,
grammatical accuracy, lexical appropriateness), rather than on “aspects of commu-
nicative language ability [. . .] deemed to be important” (p. 279) for inferences about
SPLA. In other words, assessment criteria failed to target the examinees’ ability to
perform functions in LSP contexts that measure L2 ability in conjunction with
critical aspects of disciplinary knowledge.

Building on prior research, Purpura (2004, 2014a, 2016) offered a slightly
different conceptualization of L2 proficiency in which the ability to communicate
meanings in some domain of L2 use depends upon the interaction between the
context of language use, language knowledge, topical knowledge, and the socio-
cognitive and dispositional resources of task engagement, as seen in Fig. 2. In this
conceptualization, meaning and meaning conveyance are seen as the cornerstone of
L2 proficiency. This depiction of L2 proficiency is based on the assumption that
proficiency, sampled as the simple utterance of a sentence with beginners to highly
nuanced communication, requires a network of resources that enable users to
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express, understand, dynamically co-construct, negotiate, and repair meanings,
knowledge, and action, often in goal-oriented interaction. It also acknowledges the
risks associated with meaning-related conversational breakdowns or flat-out mis-
communications, due not only to semantico-grammatical deficiencies but also and
more insidiously to pragmatic infelicities, which can easily lead to mutual misjudg-
ment of intentions and abilities, miscommunication, and even cultural stereotyping
(Gumperz 1999), which could ultimately promote linguistic manipulation, discrim-
ination, and social inequity.

For example, considering a situation in which two L2 colleagues are preparing a
presentation together in a café, successful communication would require (1) an
understanding of the communicative goals and the sociocultural context of the
meeting (situational understandings), (2) the use of semantico-grammatical
resources (forms and semantic meanings), (3) the exchange of topical information
(propositional meanings), (4) the accomplishment of interactional goals in talk-in-
interaction (functional meanings), and (5) the nuanced communication of other
implicated meanings relevant to the context (pragmatic inferences), such as a
sense of camaraderie, collaboration, and comity. Finally, the ability to integrate
these components in the goal achievement depends upon the users’ (6) socio-
cognitive mechanisms relating to the brain’s architecture (e.g., memory), its func-
tionality through processing (e.g., strategies), and (7) other dispositional factors
(e.g., engagement, effort, attitude) (Purpura 2014b). In sum, successful communi-
cation in this context involves a complex network of interacting competencies,
which can be assessed independently or as a whole, but each can potentially
contribute to score variability.

In this meaning-oriented model of L2 proficiency, L2 knowledge depends on two
mental assets: semantico-grammatical knowledge and pragmatic knowledge, both
inextricably linked at the level of meaning in communication. Semantico-grammat-
ical knowledge involves a user’s knowledge of grammatical forms and their associ-
ated semantic meanings on the one hand and their ability to use these forms together
to convey literal propositional or topical meaning. Knowledge of grammatical forms
involves linguistic features at both the (sub)sentential (i.e., phonological/grapholog-
ical, lexical, morphosyntactic forms) and the discourse levels (i.e., cohesive, infor-
mation management, interactional forms). Knowledge of these forms has often been
assessed in terms of accuracy or precision, range, or complexity or can also be
inferred through characterizations of L2 production (i.e., percentage of error-free
clauses) (see Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005).

Semantic meaning (also referred to as grammatical or literal meaning) is more
complex. At the subsentential level, it encompasses the literal or propositional
meaning(s) associated with individual forms. For example, semantic meaning on
the subsentential level can be associated with the dictionary meaning of a lexical
item, the morphosyntactic meaning of a past tense form (= past time, completed
action), the referential meaning of a cohesive form (hence = conclusion), or the
interactional meaning of a discourse marker (anyway = topic shift marker).

At the sentential level, however, grammatical forms along with their semantic
meaning(s), arranged in syntax, conspire to produce the literal propositional or



50 J.E. Purpura

topical meaning of the utterance. Literal propositional meaning encodes the topical
content of a message and is often referred to as factual, literal, topical, subject
matter, domain specific, or disciplinary content. Propositional meaning references
subject matter literality, truth-conditional literality, or context-free literality (Gibbs
1994) and is available in LTM through topical knowledge by accessing (1) explicit
semantic memory of facts, concepts, ideas, principles, rules, scripts, frames, or
algorithms; (2) explicit episodic memory of states, episodes, situations, or experi-
enced events; (3) autobiographic memory (Baddeley et al. 2009); and so forth (See
Fig. 2). Some testers have vaguely referred to this as “general background knowl-
edge.” Interestingly, the literal propositional meaning of an utterance is its default
meaning, especially when insufficient extralinguistic context is available for inter-
pretation. Literal propositional meaning can be a source of ambiguity in indirect
speech and is, amusingly, a critical part of puns (e.g., 4 boiled egg in the morning is
hard to beat). With additional context, however, ambiguous propositional meanings
often give way to the speaker’s functional meaning in context for interpretation.
Finally, the ability to convey propositional meaning depends on the user’s ability to
relate conceptual mappings available in LTM to situative contexts in order to
generate propositional content (Pellegrino et al. 2001).

The propositional meaning of utterances or texts is often measured in terms of
meaningfulness or content control, referring to the extent to which a user gets her
message across, or the degree to which the topical content is accurate, relevant,
sufficiently elaborated, and original. Propositional meaning can also be measured
through comprehension, or the extent to which the topical meaning of the message
or text is understood. Thus, the propositional or topical meaningfulness of utterances
or texts encodes the user’s expression or comprehension of content as it reflects a
felicitous representation of the real world. Finally, in some assessment contexts,
propositional meaningfulness is assessed via L2 production features such as the
number of idea units encoded in texts (see Zaki and Ellis 1999).

The current scoring guide for the speaking section of the TOEFL Primary (ETS)
provides a good example of how propositional knowledge has been operationalized
in their scale descriptors.

Language use, content, and delivery descriptors (TOEFL Primary)
The test taker fully achieves the communicative goal
A typical response at the 5 levels is characterized by the following

The meaning is clear. Grammar and word choice are effectively used. Minor errors do not affect
task achievement. Coherence may be assisted by the use of connecting devices

The response is full and complete. Events are described accurately and are easy to follow

Speech is fluid with a fairly smooth, confident rate of delivery. It contains few errors in
pronunciation and intonation. It requires little or no listener effort for comprehension (italics
added)

Pragmatic knowledge is the second component in this model and refers to
knowledge structures that enable learners to utilize contextual factors such speech
acts, indexicals, presuppositions, situational and cultural implicatures, and conver-
sational and textual structuring to understand, express, co-construct, or negotiate



Assessing Meaning 51

meanings beyond what is explicitly stated by the propositional meaning of the
utterance. Pragmatic knowledge is multifaceted, but, for measurement purposes,
can be defined in terms of the mental resources related to the communication of
functional and implied or implicated meanings in language use. Thus, pragmatic
knowledge depends on both a person’s functional knowledge and her implicational
knowledge. So, when a person wanting salt in a restaurant decides to formulate a
message about this desire, her linguistic expression of it encodes the propositional
meaning of the utterance. Simultaneously, her message in this context functions as a
request, thereby encoding her agency and intentionality (Bloom and Tinkler 2001); it
encodes functional meaning. The ability to understand and comprehend functional
meanings in talk and text then depends on a person’s functional knowledge, a critical
component of pragmatic knowledge. Finally, as functional knowledge allows us to
use messages to get things done in communication, this core competence has been
operationalized to generate functional performance descriptors of L2 proficiency as
seen in the can-do statements of the CEFR (Council of Europe 2001) (http://www.
coe.int/en/web/portal/home), the TESOL Pre-K-12 Proficiency Standards Frame-
work (TESOL 2006) (http://www.tesol.org/advance-the-field/standards/prek-12-
english-language-proficiency-standards, the American Council on the Teaching of
Foreign Languages guidelines (https://www.actfl.org/publications/guidelines-and-
manuals/actfl-performance-descriptors-language-learners), and the Canadian Lan-
guage Benchmarks (2012) (http://www.language.ca).

More interestingly, pragmatic knowledge also involves knowledge structures that
enable learners to simultaneously encode, onto these same utterances or texts, a wide
range of meanings that are implicated by shared presuppositions, experiences, and
associations with reference to the communicative situation. This can be done
through the select use of verbal and nonverbal resources in conjunction with a
range of contextual factors. The ability to understand and comprehend these implied
meanings in talk and text then depends on a person’s implicational knowledge,
another critical component of pragmatic knowledge. For example, the person in
the restaurant, mentioned above, had a choice of making her request for salt in
several ways. She could have been friendly, patient, and witty or aloof, demanding,
and snide. These meanings can all be encoded in the simple request for salt. Given
the complexities of pragmatic inference, these meanings often pose a serious chal-
lenge to L2 speakers and are clearly associated with L2 proficiency. In Fig. 3, I have
identified the following seven types of implied pragmatic meanings encoded in talk
and text (adapted from Purpura 2004, p. 91):

« Situational meanings’: based on understandings of the local context of situation
(i.e., how to communicate meanings specific to a given situation) — e.g., accept-
able, appropriate, natural, and/or conventional use of indirect functions,

>In Purpura (2004) the term contextual meanings was used. The term situational meaning is now
preferred as it attempts to codify meaning extensions derivable only from the local speech event
(i.e., you had to be there to get it).
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https://www.actfl.org/publications/guidelines-and-manuals/actfl-performance-descriptors-language-learners
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Fig. 3 Meaning-oriented model of L2 knowledge (Adapted from Purpura 2004)

interpersonal references or associations, figures of speech, proverbs, and situa-
tional and formulaic implicatures
* Sociolinguistic meanings: based on understandings of the social norms, assump-
tions, preferences, and expectations within a specific speech community (i.e.,
how to communicate with a given person in a given social context) — e.g.,
acceptable, appropriate, and conventional use of social deixis (group identity
markers), politeness (relative power, degree of imposition, social distance), reg-
isters, varieties, etc.
« Socioculturallintercultural meanings®: based on understandings of the conver-
gent or divergent assumptions, norms, values, preferences, and expectations
across different demographic and linguistic cultures (how to communicate within
a given culture or across cultures) — e.g., acceptable, appropriate, and conven-
tional use of topic, humor, gratitude, regret, and criticism; avoidance of

taboos; etc.

SPurpura (2004) specified only sociocultural meanings; however, as L2 communication in global
contexts often involves speakers from diverse languages and cultures, the ability to understand and
express intercultural, cross-cultural, or transcultural meanings was considered a pragmatic
resource for intercultural communication.
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* Psychological meanings: based on understandings of affective stance (how to
communicate mood, attitudes, feelings, emotionality, and other dispositions) —
e.g., acceptable, appropriate, or conventional use of humor or sarcasm or the
conveyance of anger, deference, patience, affection, self-importance, etc.

» Literary meanings: based on understandings linked to aesthetic imagination,
fantasy, embellishment, exaggeration, and figures of speech — e.g., appropriate,
creative, and original use of literary conventions

* Rhetorical meanings: based on understandings of textual structuring practices,
genres, discourse modes, and coherence — e.g., acceptable, appropriate, and
conventional use of organizational patterns

» Interactional meanings: based on understandings of conversational structuring
practices, sequencing practices, turn-taking practices, and repair practices — e.g.,
acceptable, appropriate, natural, and conventional practices associated with con-
versational norms, assumptions, and expectations

To summarize, pragmatic knowledge refers to the mental structures underlying
the ability to communicate functional and other implicational meanings. The ability
to utilize these structures in the task completion, however, is more complex, as it
involves pragmatic ability, or the capacity to draw on semantico-grammatical
resources to express or interpret propositional meanings, which, when used in
situated interaction, carry contextually relevant layers of implicational meaning.
Since pragmatic knowledge is a fundamental component of L2 knowledge, prag-
matic ability is elicited in all contextualized language use no matter the level of L2
proficiency. The components of pragmatic knowledge can be assessed separately, or
in combination, for situational, sociolinguistic, sociocultural/intercultural, psycho-
logical, rhetorical, or interactional appropriateness, acceptability, naturalness, or
conventionality.

In most assessments, the contextual features needed for tasks to systematically
elicit implicational pragmatic meanings are often insufficient. An exception to this is
Grabowski’s study (2009), which investigated examinees’ ability to use three
implicational meanings (sociolinguistic, sociocultural, psychological) in the context
of a reciprocal role-play speaking task. The task prompt specified a particular social
role for each interlocutor to assume (e.g., neighbor-neighbor), a communicative goal
(e.g., get the neighbor to turn down the music at night), background information on
the relationship between the speakers (e.g., persistent tensions over noise), culturally
relevant information (e.g., values related to territorial rights, noise, and social
harmony), and information relevant to the interlocutors’ affective dispositions
(e.g., frustrated). Thus, the sociolinguistic considerations of task design involved
power distributions, social distance relationships, and absolute ranking of imposi-
tion; the sociocultural considerations addressed cultural norms, assumptions, and
expectations of the situation in the local culture; and the psychological consider-
ations involved a directive to assume a particular affective stance (e.g., frustration).
The test taker responses were scored for grammatical accuracy, semantic (proposi-
tional) meaningfulness, and sociolinguistic, sociocultural, and psychological appro-
priateness based on an analytic rubric. The results showed that, in fact, highly
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contextualized tasks could be used to systematically elicit propositional meanings
alongside a range of implicated pragmatic meanings, which could be consistently
scored and scaled across multiple proficiency levels.

The studies presented thus far have conceptualized meaning and meaning trans-
mission mostly from a sociocognitive approach, describing mental representations of
meaning (semantic, propositional, functional, and implicational) in the heads of
interlocutors as they communicate, so that individual performance consistencies
can be scored independently. However, according to proponents of the socio-
interactional approach to construct definition (described in Purpura 2016), the
sociocognitive approach fails to fully account for communicative success, since
communicative success involves the joint co-construction of relevant and appropri-
ate meanings that emerge from individuals interacting on a moment-by-moment
basis to perform some goal-oriented activity (McNamara 1997; He and Young
1998). In the sociointeractional approach, the capacity to communicate meaning is
not so much seen as ability within an individual than as the co-construction of
meanings created between interlocutors in interaction. Evidence of this is seen, for
example, when one interlocutor collaboratively finishes another’s sentence or when
interlocutors jointly contribute to the development of a topic when telling a story.
While it is true that the creation of meanings in interaction is often a joint product of
both interlocutors, it is also true that interlocutors avail themselves of individual
resources in the co-construction of these meanings. If one interlocutor has fewer
resources, the joint product is likely to suffer. Similarly, if sociocultural or
intercultural norms of participation require an asymmetrical pattern of interaction
(e.g., teacher-student), the joint co-construction of meanings is unlikely to emerge
effectively, possibly affecting test performance. Thus, the sociointeractional
approach might be better characterized as both a sociocultural and psychological
phenomenon, where successful meaning conveyance in interaction is located within
and across individuals inside sociocultural contexts.

These observations present testers with the conundrum of what to assess in
interaction. Do we attempt to assess each interlocutor’s capacity to express or
comprehend meanings; do we assess the meaningful product of co-construction
achieved by interlocutors; or do we assess both? While the idea of assessing only
the joint co-construction of meanings is problematic in most assessment contexts,
this approach has succeeded in highlighting the need to assess interactional practices
related to turn-taking, conversational structure, and so forth. In the end, the ability to
use these interactional practices appropriately (or not) in interaction encodes, as we
have seen, a host of pragmatic meanings (e.g., the sociocultural meaning of
interrupting inappropriately or the intercultural meaning associated with
translanguaging).

Finally, a focus on meaning has been the cornerstone of a task-based language
assessment (TBLA) approach to construct definition, where assessment revolves
around the examinee’s ability to use language meaningfully to accomplish tasks,
designed as contextualized, real-world activities (e.g., give a presentation).
According to Norris et al. (2017), these activities are also designed to require learners
to draw on complex cognitive skills and domain-related knowledge, typically
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aligned with a task-based language teaching (TBLT) pedagogical framework (Norris
2009). In TBLA, the competences needed to perform tasks are not drawn from a
theoretical model of L2 proficiency, but rather are taken from the specific knowl-
edge, skills, and abilities needed to accomplish the task at different performance
levels, what Jacoby and McNamara (1999) call “indigenous assessment criteria.”

Task accomplishment in TBLA has been assessed in many ways. Skehan (1998)
and most other SLA researchers have evaluated the extent to which the language
produced by examinees in task completion displays the linguistic features of com-
plexity, accuracy, and fluency. This syntactocentric focus is, in my view, confusing
given TBLA’s focus on meaning in task accomplishment and would be more
consistent with task-based pedagogy if this linguistic focus were complemented by
a meaning focus involving an examination of the propositional features of L2
production together with judgments relating to the examinee’s communicative
functional ability through the successful exchange of meaningful, relevant, and
original content. If more subtle characterizations of task completion were needed
or if the results of these assessments were used for formative purposes, then TBLA
rubrics would need to consider a pragmatic component. After all, we might have
completed the task, but in the process offended our interlocutors.

Finally, an excellent example of a task-based approach to measuring functional
communicative ability is seen in the English Language Section of Hong Kong’s
Curriculum and Development Institute, where assessment is organized around
criteria related to the accomplishment of a sequence of goal-oriented tasks. These
tasks required examinees to use language meaningfully to accomplish tasks they
would likely perform in real life. Interestingly, the assessment explicitly specified
general and task-specific assessment criteria related to the conveyance of meaning.
Evidence of general content control was defined in terms of fopical relevance,
propositional appropriateness, topical coverage, and ideational creativity/original-
ity, as seen in Fig. 4.

General and Task-specific Criteria for Assessing
Task 1-The Most Beautiful Cities in the World
Subtask 2: Writing back to your email pal (Writing)

General criteria for assessing writing Task-specific criteria
Content—demonstrating Content
» relevance of ideas to the topic « writer starts by thanking email pal for
* appropriateness of ideas information on Seattle and asking for
* substantive coverage missing details
* creativity and originality of ideas « writer describes Hong Kong
* no irrelevant or inappropriate content
* substantive content

Fig. 4 Task-based assessment criteria for content (http://cd1.edb.hkedcity.net/cd/eng/TBA Eng
Sec/web/seta.htm)


http://cd1.edb.hkedcity.net/cd/eng/TBA_Eng_Sec/web/seta.htm
http://cd1.edb.hkedcity.net/cd/eng/TBA_Eng_Sec/web/seta.htm
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Work-in-Progress

Several researchers are currently working on the role of meaning in language
assessments. Bae et al. (2016) have just published an interesting, although somewhat
controversial, paper on the role of content in writing assessment. Defining “content”
as “ideas or meaning expressed in writing” and as “the extent to which those ideas
are elaborated, developed, logical, consistent, interesting, and creative as well as
relevant to the task requirements” (p. 6), they examined the extent to which the
content ratings on an L2 writing assessment could be explained by vocabulary
diversity, text length, coherence, originality, and grammar. Modeling the direct and
indirect effects of these variables by means of structural equation modeling, they
found that a substantial proportion of the variability associated with original, reflec-
tive, and interpretative content could be explained by the sum of these five elements.
Thus, examinees displaying higher levels of content control produced more “orig-
inal, reflective, and interpretive texts,” thereby conveying greater levels of topical
understanding. Bae et al. concluded that in summative assessment contexts, where
practicality is always a concern, the assessment of the content alone provided an
empirically sound, meaningful, and sufficient measure of writing ability.

Timpe Laughlin et al. (2015), interested in developing an interactive pragmatics
learning tool for L2 learners of English in the workplace, provided a systematic and
comprehensive review of the role of pragmatics as a component of L2 communica-
tive language ability. This review offered a basis for rethinking the pragmatic
competence construct. Influenced by a meaning-oriented approach to pragmatic
competence, they proposed a model that addressed two fundamental features of
communication: interactive construction and context. They then explicitly specified
a meaning space in which two interlocutors in a given sociocultural and situational
context can be assessed on their display of five distinct but interrelated dimensions of
L2 knowledge. These include sociocultural knowledge, pragmatic-functional knowl-
edge, grammatical knowledge, discourse knowledge, and strategic knowledge.
Finally, they provided several interesting examples of task types that could be
used in the measurement and ultimate development of pragmatic-functional aware-
ness of L2 learners.

Finally, drawing on the Cognitively Based Assessment of, for, and as Learning
(CBAL™) project (Bennett 2010; Bennett and Gitomer 2009) at ETS and on Sabatini
and O’Reilly’s (2013) application of this work to reading literacy assessments,
Sabatini et al. (2016) proposed a technique for organizing online assessments to
measure the students’ ability to display and develop language and topical knowledge
while performing a tightly structured and topically coherent sequence of tasks
designed to guide them through the resolution of a goal-oriented problem within a
real-life scenario (Sabatini and O’Reilly 2013). These scenario-based assessments
thus endeavor to measure the extent to which learners, with different levels of
background knowledge, understand topical content in written (reading ability) and
spoken text (listening ability), develop deep language and topical understandings
with targeted assistance (the development of language and topical knowledge), and
then use the newly acquired topical information to perform writing and speaking
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tasks related to the scenario goal. This assessment is designed to reflect the multi-
faceted processes people use when working in a group to research and solve a
complex problem. For example, a scenario might ask an examinee, along with his
virtual group members, to enter a travel contest in which they have to submit a video-
recorded pitch of two possible educational trips. To complete this task, examinees
have to research websites and summarize the advantages and disadvantages of taking
these excursions, learn about their misunderstandings of the texts, remediate these
misunderstandings, synthesize the findings, prioritize the advantages over the dis-
advantages, and provide meaningful and content-responsible recommendations for
the best trip. This assessment thus provides a perfect opportunity for assessing the
display and development of L2 proficiency, topical knowledge, and reasoning skills
in which contextual factors, L2 resources, topical resources, sociocognitive, and
dispositional resources convene to play an explicit role in task achievement.

Problems and Difficulties

While many testers have recognized the critical role of language in expressing
meaning in assessments, only a few have endeavored to define the construct in
ways that would allow it to be measured systematically and meaningfully. This
comes as no surprise as researchers have had difficulty defining meaning and its
relationship to L2 proficiency. After all, two broad fields of linguistics, semantics
and pragmatics, have grappled with the meaning of meaning for centuries, with no
one coherent model. The fundamental challenge with meaning, in my opinion, is that
utterances expressed in context do not encode one meaning; they naturally encode
several layers of meaning as we have seen. Nonetheless, we all seem to recognize
successful communication when we see it.

To illustrate these complexities, consider, at the subsentential level, we can assess
the meaning of a phonological form (e.g., rising intonation to encode curiosity) or
the meaning of a morphosyntactic form (e.g., past conditional form to encode
regret). At the sentential level, we can assess the meaning of a proposition — a
statement that can be true or false. However, this becomes really interesting in L2
contexts when similar meanings across languages are not expressed in the same way.
For example, I dropped my pen in English would be My pen fell from me in Spanish
and [ let my pen drop in French. Then, when these same messages are uttered in
context with other interlocutors, the mutually conveyance of meanings becomes
much more nuanced and complex. What the speaker said (propositional meaning)
and intended to communicate with the message (intended or functional meaning) is
overshadowed by what was achieved by the message (functional meaning) and what
was implied by it (implicational meanings). At this point, meanings depend on
pragmatic inferences based on contextual factors. On one level, meanings are
contingent upon the mental common ground they have established regarding a set
of propositions each speaker takes for granted in that context (Portner 2006) or a set
of shared contextual associations. For example, a speaker might use a proposition to
accomplish some action (e.g., invite), thereby encoding propositional and functional
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meaning. Similarly, she might also use the proposition to communicate nuanced
subtexts relating to the social or cultural context or to speaker’s psychological state
of mind. What is complex is that these meanings are simultaneously encoded in
contextualized utterances or texts.

The challenge then for testers is what meanings to assess and how to assess them.
The answer, of course, depends on the assessment purpose. However, as Grabowski
taught us, we can rest assured that by specifying the appropriate amount of context in
the input, it is indeed possible to assess only one or all these layers of meaning
systematically and meaningfully. The critical takeaway, then, is for testers to think
about what meanings they want to test and to score appropriately. Testers need also
to be conscious of the meanings they are assessing implicitly.

Future Directions

The field of L2 assessment has long engaged in debates about how to define
L2 knowledge and what components, other than L2 knowledge, contribute to L2
proficiency. Over the years, testers have learned to acknowledge how tasks, similar
to those examinees are likely to encounter in the real world, have served to engage
examinees cognitively in L2 use. This led Chapelle (1998) and Chalhoub-Deville
(2003) to conclude that in addition to trait considerations (L2 knowledge and
strategic competence), L2 performance assessments needed to seriously consider
context and interaction. This paper carries this a step further, arguing that topical
knowledge expressed through meaning conveyance is equally important and
should always be specified on some level. It also maintains that the complexity
of the construct and the challenges in eliciting meanings systematically should be
no excuse for ignoring one of the most fundamental features of communication and
therefore of L2 proficiency. In the end, we need to think about meaning in ways
that move beyond simple measures of vocabulary knowledge. L2 learners really
need to know if what they said, how accurately they said it, and what they
accomplished in saying it were effective or not. They also need to know if, in
communicating it, they were contextually, socially, culturally, emotionally, and
interactionally appropriate.
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Abstract

The US government is one of the first and most influential language assessment
organizations in the USA. With its foundation being the Interagency Language
Roundtable (ILR) Skill Level Descriptions, the US government has developed
and administered tests not only in proficiency skills (listening, reading, speaking,
writing) but led the way in performance testing (translation, audio translation, and
interpretation) and intercultural competence. The scope of testing in the US
government is tens of thousands of tests administered annually in hundreds of
languages. Important to the US government is its operational underpinnings; tests
are developed and administered to meet the missions of the agencies. US gov-
ernment agency scores are used to make a wide range of high-stakes decisions
that can impact not only the careers of the examinees but also the lives of people
the world over. Tight deadlines and limited resources, as well as changing needs
and complexities in language challenge government test developers. Research
regarding US government language-testing examines issues such as the relation-
ship between reading, writing and translation, rater characteristics, standard
setting, and other topics meant to improve the quality of language testing. In
recent years, the US government assessment programs have increased collabora-
tion among agencies leading to additional resources and helping each agency
better fulfill its mission.
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Introduction

Government testing programs span different types of agencies such as diplomatic,
military, clandestine, and investigative. These agencies are responsible for adminis-
tering their own language-testing programs, but they share resources and informa-
tion, often under the umbrella of the Interagency Language Roundtable (ILR). The
ILR provides a venue for agencies to exchange ideas, hold symposia, and share
research (Jones and Spolsky 1975; ILR 2016). The US government collectively
conducts tens of thousands of tests annually in nearly 200 languages, covering all
levels of proficiency. The government conducts tests in a range of skills: listening,
reading, speaking, writing, translation (including document, audio, and summary),
interpretation, and transcription.

US government language testing poses unique challenges. Testing is tailored to
operational needs that shift based on world events, impacting the types of tests
needed and requiring tight deadlines. US government language testing is high stakes
because it determines whether government personnel have a reliable ability to
perform the language tasks to support defense, diplomatic, national security, and
law enforcement needs. Testing programs meet these challenges by developing new
tests, as well as adapting and adopting available resources for assessments. Testing
not only impacts examinees but also the agency mission and, consequently, the
citizens the agencies serve.

Early Developments

In the US government, language learning and assessment programs have always
focused on practical needs stemming from current events, such as wars, terrorist acts,
and international events. Prior to the 1940s, the focus of language assessment was
classroom assessments of reading proficiency. It was localized in each agency, with
little interagency collaboration. The US involvement in World War II caused lan-
guage training and testing efforts to increase significantly, leading to resource
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sharing among agencies. Moreover, World War II shifted the focus of language
learning from reading to listening and speaking. Radio transmissions became an
integral part of wartime communication, leading to the need for foreign language
intercepts. More and more soldiers were being deployed overseas, requiring con-
versational abilities. To meet these changes, Kaulfers (1944) outlined a methodology
for aural and oral language evaluation, including rubrics and rating criteria. In 1949,
the US Army released the first standardized tests of proficiency in reading, listening,
writing, and grammar in 25 languages called the Army Language Tests (Pulliam and
Ich 1968) based on Kaulfer’s methodology.

The standardization of language testing also had an impact on language aptitude
testing. Before World War II, US military language course placement was deter-
mined by a combination of measures, including IQ tests, general language aptitude
tests, and tests of how well a person could speak a “first” language (Myron 1944).
These tests were found to be ineffective measures of language aptitude once
language training moved away from the translation method, leading to a formalized
aptitude assessment (Petersen and Al-Haik 1976). One of two early aptitude tests
was the Department of Defense’s Defense Language Aptitude Test (DLAT). The
Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) followed the DLAT in 1959 and was
widely used by agencies in both the USA and Canada. In 1976, the DLAT was
revised, validated, and renamed the Defense Language Aptitude Battery (DLAB)
(Petersen and Al-Haik 1976).

Before long, the Army Language Tests released in 1949 needed updating and in
1954 the Army Language School (now the Defense Language Institute Foreign
Language Center (DLIFLC)) constructed the Defense Language Proficiency Tests
(Pulliam and Ich 1968). Meanwhile, in 1952, the US Civil Service Commission was
tasked with inventorying the language abilities of government employees across
agencies, requiring standardized assessment criteria. Government personnel
included native speakers, heritage speakers, and language learners, so a way to
assess language proficiency regardless of how the language ability was attained
was critical. The US government developed its own standardized criteria since no
such criteria were found in academia (Herzog 2003; Jones and Spolsky 1975; Lowe
1985). The US Foreign Service Institute (FSI) of the Department of State came up
with the first rating scale of functional language ability, with score levels 1-6. An
independent testing office at FSI, established in 1958, extrapolated a format for
reliable speaking testing from these criteria known as the “FSI test.” In 1968, other
US government agencies collaborated with FSI to develop and expand the criteria to
cover speaking, listening, reading, and writing. This project resulted in the
Interagency Language Roundtable (ILR) Skill Level Descriptions. Subsequently,
federal government agencies worked to update and develop additional language tests
based on the ILR. In particular, the FSI test was adapted for general proficiency use,
expanding its breadth from the original FSI-focused scope, by a number of agencies
and became known as the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) (Lowe 1988).

As the ILR Skill Level Descriptions were more broadly implemented across
agencies, they received feedback and underwent revisions. The ILR scale adopted
“plus” levels, which indicated language users with an ability that substantially
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exceeded the base level, yet did not fully meet the next higher level. In 1985, the US
Office of Personnel Management approved the ILR Skill Level Descriptions as the
official criteria for evaluating the language proficiency of government personnel
(Interagency Language Roundtable 1985). In the early twenty-first century, the ILR
addressed the need to measure language in performance skills derived from opera-
tional language tasks such as translation, interpretation, transcription, and audio
monitoring. The Translation and Interpretation Committee of the ILR joined with
the Testing Committee to develop a set of performance skill level descriptions,
including translation (2006), interpretation (2007), and audio translation (2011)
(Brau 2013). Around the same time, discussions commenced on the importance of
measuring the cultural knowledge and abilities used in communication between
government personnel and native speakers overseas. To capture the progression of
extralinguistic communication elements, the ILR developed the Skill Level Descrip-
tions for Competence in Intercultural Communication (2012) (Interagency Language
Roundtable 2016).

Major Contributions
Government Testing Criteria

The US government most often uses the ILR Skill Level Descriptions as their criteria
for assessing language. The descriptions provide a common reference enabling
organizations to have comparable expectations about general ability. They are an
ordinal scale composed of six base levels from 0 to 5 with five plus levels from 0+ to
4+, totaling eleven ranges. They were developed by subject matter experts in
language acquisition with experience in assessment representing the agencies that
most frequently administer language testing (Lowe 1998). The ILR levels assume
importance because most US government language tests use these scales as a
reference. Therefore, they must be understood by all government stakeholders,
including examinees, managers, training coordinators, etc. The descriptions do not
provide comprehensive lists of abilities or linguistic functions and as such are subject
to interpretation. The challenge in the production and use of the ILRs is that they
must be general enough to meet the diverse needs of the agencies that use them,
while being specific enough to control for reliable interpretation by the different
organizations. The ILRs must meet the needs of the agencies that rely on them,
which generally result in a lengthy development and approval process. Since the
ILRs became the official language rating criteria for the US government, significant
resources have been invested to develop and validate assessments based on them,
including the Defense Language Proficiency Test (DLPT), the Oral Proficiency
Interview (OPI), and the Verbatim Translation Exam (VTE). ILR-based tests look
at a person’s functional ability to perform linguistic job tasks specific to each agency
and its validity lies in its ability to measure functional ability reliably. Agencies
regularly conduct reliability checks from independent raters and have over the years
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proved that the functional progression shown in the scales is accurate regardless of
how the language was acquired (Brau 2013; Lowe 1988).

The ILR Skill Level Descriptions have importance outside the government
context as well. They are the basis for the American Council on the Teaching of
Foreign Languages (ACTFL) Guidelines, which were intentionally designed to be
commensurate and derivative of the ILR. As such, the ACTFL Guidelines are at
times used within the US government context, such as in the Peace Corps and the
Department of Education. Additionally, the ILR Skill Level Descriptions heavily
influenced the NATO STANAG (standardization agreement) 6001 language profi-
ciency guidelines, which are used by foreign governments, including Canada and
several European countries (Bureau for International Language Co-ordination
2016).

The framework of the ILR Skill Level Descriptions has important ramifications
for developing and scoring language proficiency tests. First, the ILR Skill Level
Descriptions are non-compensatory, that is, strength in one feature cannot compen-
sate for weakness in another feature at a given level. For example, someone who can
orally support opinions on societal-level topics using precise vocabulary (a level
3 skill) cannot be considered to have an overall level of 3 in speaking if there are
persistent errors that interfere with comprehension, such as failure to distinguish
singular and plural. Second, overall control of functions, a person’s ability to
accomplish particular language tasks, rather than total absence of errors or perfection
of understanding are important (Brooks 2013).

Government Perspective

Since the major driving force behind government language testing is operational
need, performance testing is essential. Within government contexts, the distinction
between proficiency and performance testing has become significant. Proficiency
testing refers to a holistic evaluation of a person’s functional ability in the language.
It is a general assessment that does not pay regard to how a language was acquired.
The ILR scales for proficiency are the original four skills of listening, reading,
speaking, and writing. When these first skill level descriptions were developed,
testing focused on post language training exams. Assessing functional proficiency
remains important because the government needs language generalists who have
flexible language ability that can quickly meet needs. Government organizations
highly value personnel who maintain high levels of general proficiency in a variety
of skills.

In more recent years, it has become evident that testing of performance skills that
require prerequisite proficiencies (i.e., translation which requires reading and writing
proficiencies) is more practical than testing proficiency alone for government pur-
poses. Performance tests, which measure a person’s ability to perform a certain job,
assess specific skills, such as translation, summarization, interpretation, and tran-
scription all arise from operational tasks (Brau 2013; Child et al. 1991). Therefore,
performance tests are a more practical and valid measure of the skills being used on
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the job. Some agencies have worked to create performance tests since the late 1990s,
but they are still only available in the top 30 or 40 tested languages. When
performance tests are not available, testing programs have to rely on proficiency
exams.

Impact of Agency Mission

The US government agency that is probably most well known for foreign language
training and testing is the Department of State (DOS), which includes the Foreign
Service Institute (FSI). The School of Language Studies at FSI is responsible for
foreign language training of foreign service officers who interact with counterparts in
US embassies. Its personnel have regular contact with counterparts from numerous
international backgrounds, requiring high-level language skills, particularly in
speaking. Diplomats need to converse with foreign counterparts, read foreign doc-
uments, and listen to broadcasts in other languages. Language Services at the
Department of State has translators and interpreters that routinely perform special-
ized language tasks such as translation of international treaties and agreements and
interpretation of negotiations and official addresses. Translators and interpreters are
expected able to understand nuance, tone, implied meanings, and cultural references.
Moreover, employees of diplomatic agencies serve as the face of their country in
foreign lands; therefore, miscommunication could potentially lead to serious rami-
fications on international relations. Consequentially, diplomatic personnel typically
endeavor to communicate effectively and appropriately as educated native speakers
of the foreign language. Skills such as negotiation, persuasion, tact, and other
influencing skills are expected to be mastered. Language testing emphasizes speak-
ing but also reading and listening for officers and translation and interpretation for
linguists at Language Services. The testing program is geared to high-level profi-
ciency, ILR levels 3 and above as a goal.

Within the Department of Defense (DOD), foreign area officers, like diplomats,
work in embassies and may need to negotiate and communicate agreements in
security cooperation efforts between the USA and other countries. Primarily, how-
ever, defense organizations focus on giving military personnel the communicative
skills they need to survive in foreign lands. They teach speaking and listening in
routine or survival communications, such as gathering information from residents
about local activities and performing security operations. Other personnel may
monitor recorded or written communications from hostile groups. Although military
personnel often do not need high levels of proficiency, the stakes are high. Inaccurate
transfer of information could lead to loss of life or property. The majority of those
trained and tested at the DOD take listening, reading, and speaking proficiency tests
at ILR levels 3 and below.

In clandestine services, such as the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and
National Security Agency (NSA), agents working undercover need to develop
structural competence, vocabulary, and pronunciation that are parallel to those of
native speakers. Additionally, they must acquire native speakers’ cultural and
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pragmatic skills, so as to be indistinguishable from them. Language errors have the
potential to lead to loss of life or intelligence. Agents gather intelligence through
audio intercepts, so listening skills are paramount. Listening comprehension tasks
are complicated by the inability to ask for clarification and by poor recording quality.
Additionally, a large number of language tasks require decoding vague, accented,
slang, and veiled language. Language testers work to interpret how this type of task
fits into the general rating scales and how to reliably assess listening in such contexts.

Investigative and law enforcement agencies, such as the Federal Bureau of
Investigation (FBI) and the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA), generally, serve
both criminal and intelligence missions. Operational requirements demand that
language personnel have both monitoring and translation abilities, with added
legal requirements that govern the collection of and reporting on evidence and
intelligence. Monitors overhear and then write analytical summaries of information
relevant to investigations, which are often distinct from the main idea or supporting
details of the audio. National privacy laws restrict material that can be monitored, so
audio is truncated, causing additional listening challenges. Documents that are
collected as evidence for investigations need to be translated so that the information
is accessible to agents working on the related cases. Translation errors can lead to the
dismissal of evidence admitted in court proceedings. As in government organiza-
tions, most interpretation assignments are informal and involve interviewing
speakers of other languages. Investigative agencies also employ undercover agents
who are high-level speakers of foreign languages. In all of these cases, single skill
testing does not sufficiently measure language for the task, therefore performance
testing of combined skills is increasing. Inaccuracies in court interpretations can
result in unwarranted imprisonment or unprosecuted crimes. High levels of profi-
ciency in speaking and listening do not necessarily result in high-quality interpreta-
tion. Therefore, most court systems test for interpretation skills directly rather than
inferring them from the results of speaking proficiency tests.

In the USA, the Department of Education (DOE) oversees school curricula,
initiatives, and assessments in all subject matters, including language. Educational
institutions use language testing and their corresponding frameworks to measure the
progress of student language learning. Education personnel referring to rating scales
are generally interested in the lowest levels offered, as the majority of students will
achieve results at these levels. Combined skills such as interpretation and translation
are not taught except in specialized schools; therefore, educational agencies refer
largely to the scales for the four primary skills using the ACTFL Guidelines. Often
outcomes on these tests are used to measure student achievement and teacher
performance.

In the US Peace Corps, humanitarian volunteers serve for one or two years in
foreign countries teaching language or providing aid services. Most language learn-
ing that is done is in country and addresses survival needs rather than professional
contexts; therefore, participants typically only achieve low levels of language
proficiency. As in educational departments, service personnel may be tested via
speaking proficiency tests to measure how much language learning was achieved. In
other cases, such as the US National Language Service Corps, volunteers are
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reserves. They are tested for general speaking proficiency so that, when a need arises,
the organization knows which volunteers are most capable.

Increasingly, almost all aspects of government work are affected by foreign
languages and all government agencies need some types of language users. Border
officers need to conduct basic interviews, but they also need to be able to detect if a
person is being dishonest. The Internal Revenue Service investigates and audits tax
records and payments, requiring language personnel with reading skills to review
records kept in foreign languages and writing skills to issue official letters in a
language that the recipient can understand. Census workers conduct surveys in
multiple languages to ensure accurate data collection and provide personnel capable
of answering questions and conducting interviews with residents who have low
levels of literacy to ensure accurate population statistics. All of the personnel that
perform these duties need to undergo the appropriate level and type of language tests
to ensure that their jobs are being done accurately, making language testing increas-
ingly important to many government agencies.

Work in Progress

Research into language testing within the US government is largely focused on
improving assessment to respond to changing needs in the agency. Language testers
in the government produce, administer, and score tests to ensure continued quality
results. A typical focus of research in the US government is quality assurance,
validity, and efficiency, meaning how to produce results faster or using fewer
resources.

In the mid- to late twentieth century, research paid attention to the impact of
factors affecting the way the ILRs functioned. Higgs and Clifford (1982) investi-
gated the proportions of rating factors (such as structures and vocabulary) contrib-
uting to ILR ratings. Child (1987) outlined the requirements for his ILR-based
reading text typology. Lowe (2001) examined the wordings of the ILR Skill Level
Descriptions at each level, examining best case, average case, and worst case
statements and how these worked for rating in the four proficiency skills. These
seminal works were accompanied by others that investigated the nature of the ILR
scale and proficiency testing.

The US government’s early use of only proficiency exams was based on the fact
that most early examinees were native speakers of English and that native speakers
of English only need to be tested in receptive skills in the foreign language. Research
by Lunde and Brau (2005, 2006) investigated the correlation initially between
reading and translation abilities and later between writing and translation abilities.
The research found no significant correlation between strong translation ability and
strong ability in either reading or writing, leading to the conclusion that a separate
skill, the ability to transfer language from one language to another, was needed
beyond knowledge of the two languages to successfully translate. In 2015, this
research was updated with a larger data set including more languages and the
same conclusions were drawn (Brooks and Brau 2015). Consequentially, it is not
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advisable to use reading and writing proficiency tests to predict translation ability;
translation tests should be administered.

Government language testers utilize hundreds of human raters evaluating a large
number of exams, so there is a logical interest in rater reliability and the effects of
various rater characteristics, such as native speaker status, rater language proficiency,
and rater first language. Rater characteristic research has benefited from studies done
within the government context, as it often deals with language proficiencies higher
than those typically achieved through academic contexts and with more formalized,
large-scale assessment. For example, Brooks (2013) showed how native speaker
status has no significant impact on speaking test ratings but rater proficiency level
does. The research supported the movement to remove references to the native
speaker as a standard for assessment from testing documents and as a requirement
for raters.

The importance of standard setting is recognized, and has been most widely used
by DLIFLC for the DLPT. Beginning in 2009, the Department of Defense began
standard-setting studies to set cut scores according to the ILR Skill Level Descrip-
tions for the DLPT. A standard-setting study engages a panel of language experts
who evaluate the item difficulty according to the ILR-SLDs and judge the likelihood
of an examinee at a particular level of proficiency to succeed at each item (Impara
and Plake 1997). The information provided by the judges, who also have access to
pilot test data, is used in the calculation of cut scores for each ILR level. In addition,
a larger-scale research effort is underway at the Department of Defense to isolate
factors that affect difficulty of understanding audio material, beyond the factors
referenced in the ILR Skill Level Descriptions. An initial study on the effect of the
density of spoken texts on comprehension is in the planning stages.

The Testing and Assessment Expert Group (TAEQG) is a focus group that operates
under the Foreign Language Executive Committee (FLEXCOM) of the US Office of
the Director of National Intelligence. It is made up of language-testing experts and
representatives from various government agencies. TAEG conducted an unpublished
interagency comparability study of speaking tests including three agencies and over
150 examinees conducted from 2009 to 2012. As a result of this study, there has been
support for annual interagency comparability workshops where the four agencies
with speaking test programs (CIA, DLI, FBI, and FSI) meet to review speaking tests
and discuss protocol in an effort to better understand each other and norm to the ILR
Skill Level Descriptions (Office for the Director of National Intelligence 2016).

Problems and Difficulties

US government language testers face a constant challenge. On the one hand, they are
expected to provide assessments that meet operational demands in critical situations
that may arise without warning, and at the same time, they maintain high standards
of test validity and score reliability. This combined with the demand to administer
thousands of tests annually in an increasing number of languages taxes government
resources.
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Fluctuating operational needs such as changes in language-related positions,
responsibilities, and personnel often call for realignment of test batteries and passing
scores or, in many cases, the development of an entirely new test. Often, there is not a
large enough population of speakers of the tested language in order to trial the test
thoroughly. Test developers must rely on modifying existing test instruments from
within their agency or borrowing them from partner agencies. Production time
frames by far less than needed for development and validation. Often test develop-
ment deadlines must be met without additional funds or personnel. Developers rely
on in-house technical personnel paired with translators from the field to produce the
needed instrument.

The broad range of languages needed and classification of those languages and
dialects pose challenges. The US government regularly has a need to communicate
or process work in hundreds of languages, representing most language families.
Acquiring, training, and evaluating personnel for so many languages pose chal-
lenges. Further, many languages have multiple variants or dialects and decisions
need to be made as to whether or not it is appropriate to test them separately. Such
decisions are often guided by considerations of mutual intelligibility and established
recognition of the languages as separate and operational needs; all of these consid-
erations may change with time. For example, Serbo-Croatian was once tested as a
single language, but Serbian, Croatian, and Bosnian are now considered independent
languages. These decisions are necessary but also costly.

Since the ILR Skill Level Descriptions are used across multiple languages, there
are challenges in how to interpret language proficiency equivalently when languages
function differently. Issues of diglossia and the acceptability of other “foreign”
language features are of issue in language evaluation. Indian subcontinent languages
such as Hindi, Punjabi, and Gujarati incorporate a lot of English, and it would at
times be incorrect or inappropriate to use the Hindi/Punjabi/Gujarati word in certain
contexts even when one exists. Moreover, creoles and patois often convert to other
languages when certain proficiency levels are reached. For example, Haitian Creole
becomes French for certain functions and contexts. When high-level language
functions require shifting to another language, government agencies are challenged
to decide whether the upper level functions can be supported by the test language
and, therefore, whether or not an examinee can reach the highest level of the scale in
that language (Brooks and Mackey 2009).

In Arabic dialects, for example, professional, sophisticated, or contextualized
language tasks would never be conducted in the dialect, but rather in Modern
Standard Arabic (MSA). It is for this reason that many US government agencies
are shifting from testing Arabic dialects in isolation to testing the dialect combined
with MSA, particularly in speaking exams. In 2010, the FBI began combining the
tests, followed by FSI shortly thereafter. Combined Arabic testing is now being
adopted by other agencies. MSA-only tests still exist to evaluate the language of
personnel who have taken MSA training courses.

Government language evaluators are challenged to educate the test score users
within the organization: the managers, the operational staff that need linguists, and
the examinees themselves. Typically, test score users are not accustomed to the
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nature of language or are not familiar with the ILR Skill Level Descriptions, leading
to confusion, misunderstanding, and inappropriate score use. The indeterminate
nature of language, with endless room for interpretation, can lead users to the
conclusion that the language test scores are grossly subjective and therefore not
accurate. Examinees often misinterpret their ratings’ corresponding descriptions to
mean the entirety of what a person can do, not the minimum threshold of that level.
Likewise, untrained users can misinterpret what a score represents and assign an
inappropriate operational task such as giving a translation task to an individual with a
high speaking score. To combat this misuse of scores, many US government
agencies now provide assessment literacy trainings to examinees and other stake-
holders. The trainings are tailored to particular stakeholder audiences to help under-
stand the nature of the ILR scales, how ratings are assigned and how they can be
interpreted.

Future Directions

The focus for government language testing has historically been on producing a
useful product that meets the immediate need. Although there have been guidelines
for individual tests developed, there have not been set US government standards for
quality of language tests or requirements for language-testing procedures; these
standards have been left to the individual agencies. With the initiation of the newest
generation of DLPTs in 2000, language-testing professionals were being hired by the
DLIFLC to support the initiative. The professionalization effort advanced in 2009,
when government language testers formed a subcommittee under the American
Society for Tests and Materials (ASTM) to write a standard practice for ILR-based
language proficiency testing. This standard practice was produced through collabo-
ration between government personnel from many different agencies and private
sector language-testing professionals (ASTM 2011).

There are two US government-based organizations that allow for collaboration
among agencies with testing programs and needs: the Testing and Assessment
Expert Group (TAEG) and the ILR Testing Committee. TAEG is a group formed
under the Foreign Language Expert Group of the Office of the Director of National
Intelligence. Its membership is composed entirely of government employees who are
either language-testing experts or significant language-testing stakeholders. The
committee meets monthly to share information and produce official recommenda-
tions and cross-agency initiatives. They catalog all the language-testing capacities of
the agencies as well as the standards used for test development and quality assur-
ance. Additionally, they have produced recommendations on quality translation
assessment and research the comparability of test scores among agencies. Organi-
zations like TAEG are essential to meeting operational needs, as many of the
languages that suddenly become critical for an agency’s mission are rarely used or
assessed in the USA.

The ILR Testing Committee has long been a venue for collaboration and infor-
mation sharing among government agencies. Its membership is composed not only
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of government employees but also of members of academia and industry. The
committee has taken on several projects to promote assessment literacy, including
understanding the ILR and the development of self-assessment checklists to accom-
pany the ILR Skill Level Descriptions (Interagency Language Roundtable 2016).
The ILR Testing Committee has been involved in efforts to clarify and annotate the
ILR Skill Level Descriptions for speaking, reading, and listening, to which end there
have been several summits involving government and private sector language-
testing professionals coming together to discuss the ILR Skill Level Descriptions
and articulate a common interpretation of them.

Recent discussions within the TAEG and the ILR Testing Committee have led to a
new initiative to revise the four original proficiency skill level descriptions for
listening, reading, speaking, and writing. A subcommittee under the ILR Testing
Committee has taken on the task of revising the listening descriptions first
(Interagency Language Roundtable 2016). The goal of the revisions is not to change
the core meaning of each level, which has been in use for over 30 years, but rather to
update them, to remove references to antiquated technologies, integrate new modes
of communication that have been introduced, clarify and expand upon some of the
supporting statement, and remove controversial and difficult to identify concepts,
such as the “native speaker” (Brooks 2013).

The top priority of US government assessment is ensuring that government language
personnel are qualified to perform the mission of their agencies. US government
agencies have a large number of challenges to overcome: developing appropriate
language evaluations for an ever-increasing range of languages with minimal resources
under strict time constraints for multiple skills, levels, and purposes, all while
maintaining a high level of quality. The US government has been a leader in govern-
ment language testing and has collaborated with government agencies of other coun-
tries on language-testing projects. Today, they are still at the forefront of some aspects
of testing, working with rarely assessed languages for practical purposes and finding
innovative ways to meet operational government needs.
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Abstract

The construct of aptitude for language learning began with the work of John
Carroll, who conceived of aptitude as a relatively fixed set of attributes that made
some people better able to learn a second language than others. Carroll’s work
culminated in the Modern Language Aptitude Test, and Carroll’s work on
aptitude in general and on the MLAT in particular continues to provide the
foundation for the development of new aptitude tests and for research and theory
related to the role of aptitude in second language acquisition (SLA) research.
Since the development of the MLAT, several other aptitude tests have been
developed. The US Department of Defense has played a particularly large role
in developing aptitude tests, including the Defense Language Aptitude Battery
and the High-level Language Aptitude Battery (H