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This study examines the validity of score-based interpretation of the Story Retelling
Speaking Test (SRST) in comparison with the Versant (Pearson Education, 2008)
and Standard Speaking Test (SST; ALC Press, 2010). In total, 64 participants took
the three tests; their speaking functions, scores, and utterances were analyzed to
probe the shared and varied aspects of the tests. The results showed that the SRST
elicited more functions than the Versant but fewer than the SST, that it was mod-
erately related to the latter two tests, and that it more successfully discriminated
among a group of beginner and intermediate level learners. Additionally, the results
suggested that (a) the tasks and speaking functions and (b) the aspects emphasized
while rating may explain the differences in the test scores for the three tests. Based
on the results, comparative advantages of each test were summarized, which may
be useful for selecting appropriate speaking tests according to assessment purposes
and situations.
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tration and scoring are sufficiently practical. This seems especially

true when tests are undertaken for formative and summative class-

room assessment. While teachers can observe students’ class performance
in pair and group interactive activities as well as speech, discussion, and
other presentation activities, speaking tests are needed to grasp students’
achievement and proficiency in relation to speaking ability (Genesee &
Upshur, 1996). A classroom speaking assessment can take a direct (or live)
test format, such as one-on-one interviews with a teacher and interactions
with a partner or group members; however, difficulties may arise as to
securing interviewers and having time for such direct testing. When equip-
ment for recording students’ voices is available, employing a semi-direct
(or tape-mediated) format becomes a viable alternative to direct speaking
assessment in which “the stimulus is pre-recorded or text based, and the re-
sponse by the candidate is recorded for distance rating” (Davies et al., 1999,
p. 178). One example of semi-direct tests is the Telephone Standard Speak-
ing Test (TSST), in which test-takers talk about their experiences, describe
objects, and compare two objects through telephone (ALC Press, 2008). An-
other example is the speaking component of the TOEIC® (Test of English for
International Communication) Speaking and Writing Test; test-takers read
a text aloud into a computer microphone, describe pictures, answer ques-
tions, propose solutions, and express opinions (Educational Testing Service,
2011). These examples illustrate that semi-direct speaking tests adopt sev-
eral tasks to elicit various types of performance from test-takers. However,
a semi-direct task that has hitherto been underutilized is story retelling, in
which test-takers retell a passage that they have just read or heard. This
integrated speaking activity simulates natural speech in real-life situations.
A tape-mediated Story Retelling Speaking Test (SRST) was developed
for Japanese learners of English as a practical resource for classroom
use to assess speaking ability, especially the ability to produce extended
spoken monologues (Hirai & Koizumi, 2009). In the test, students read a
story silently, then retell the story, and express their opinions about it while
looking only at keywords (see Figure 1 for the procedure and Appendix A
for instructions and a story sample). The administration of the SRST with

O ne difficulty related to speaking tests is ensuring that their adminis-
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the test instructions and one story takes about 8 minutes. Utterances are
recorded and rated using an empirically derived, binary-choice, boundary-
definition (EBB) rating scale to assess three criteria with five levels each:
Communicative Efficiency (CE; including fluency, coherency, elaboration,
adequacy of story-telling capability, and aptness of test-takers’ opinion of
the story), Grammar & Vocabulary (G&V), and Pronunciation (see Appendix
B for the EBB rating scale). The descriptors of the scale were empirically
derived on the basis of previous literature (e.g., Upshur & Turner, 1995), and
included the salient aspects of students’ actual speech delivery that separate
higher and lower levels of the EBB scale (Hirai & Koizumi, 2011). The use of
three rating criteria on the EBB scale is intended to increase the diagnostic
value of the score report.

Read a story silently (2 minutes)
l
Answer each comprehension question orally (30 seconds X 3 questions)
l
Retell the story and include opinions by looking only at the keywords
(2.5 minutes)*

Figure 1. SRST Administration Procedure for One Story

*A beep sound is inserted after 2 minutes to inform test-takers of the time remaining
(30 seconds) and when they should start expressing opinions.

The SRST is intended to have high practicality for test construction and
administration: Teachers can convert lesson material into a test passage
and the test procedure can be standardized with the recorded instructions.
Although the test task is limited to story retelling and opinion statement,
these skills are worth teaching and testing since L2 learners, especially Japa-
nese learners of English, often lack skills in expressing their knowledge and
opinions (National Institute for Educational Policy Research of Japan, 2007).

Previous studies (Hirai & Koizumi, 2009, 2011; Koizumi & Hirai, 2010)
have examined test qualities of the SRST and shown evidence of its validity
and usefulness. Hirai and Koizumi (2009) conducted a survey analysis and
confirmed that test-takers generally felt that the test procedures and task
difficulty were appropriate. In another study (Koizumi & Hirai, 2010), the
effectiveness of the SRST components (e.g., keywords and opinions) was
demonstrated by scrutinizing examinees’ performances. For example, the
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effect of text length on volume produced was found to be inconsistent and
small, which suggests that memory has only a slight impact on SRST per-
formance. Hirai and Koizumi (2011) compared two empirically developed
rating scales (i.e.,, EBB vs. multiple trait) and demonstrated that the EBB scale
has the more desirable characteristics of requiring fewer stories to maintain
sufficient reliability (.70 or above) and of showing stronger discrimination.
However, concerns regarding the validity of interpretation and use of the
SRST scores remain. For example, does the SRST measure speaking ability
similar to the range of skills assessed by other speaking tests? Although each
speaking test is designed to meet purposes and situations in local contexts
with varying operationalization of constructs and task characteristics, it
is reasonable to assume that some aspects and constructs are commonly
measured across tests and thus correlate between them. We will examine
this question in this paper.

Relationships between new tests and fairly well-established tests (external
criteria) have been examined as part of validation processes (e.g., Messick,
1996). When tests are thought to assess similar abilities, moderate or high
correlations are considered concurrent evidence for validity concerning
new tests. One such investigation was done by Bernstein, Van Moere, and
Cheng (2010), who reported strong relationships between the Versant™
tests and oral interview tests in Spanish, Dutch, Arabic, and English as a
second language (L2). For instance, among 130 L2 English learners in Iran,
correlations were high between the Versant English and the International
English Language Testing System (IELTS; r =.77), the Versant English and
the Test of English as a Foreign Language Internet-based Test (TOEFL iBT;
r=.75), and the IELTS and the TOEFL iBT (r =.73). They argued that these
strong relationships between the Versant™ tests and other tests suggest
high validity of interpretation based on the Versant™ test scores. Concurrent
validation often attracts criticism: The external criteria tests are often pre-
sumed to have perfect validity, which of course they do not (e.g.,, Bachman,
1990). However, this method is considered appropriate when the result is
regarded as just one example of validity evidence, and when this method is
used together with other methods for accumulating validity evidence.

Comprehensive test validation requires the demonstration of theoretical
and empirical evidence (e.g., Messick, 1996). According to Chapelle, En-
right, and Jamieson (2008), while theoretical evidence is usually obtained
by describing (a) the importance of the target domain and the relevance
and representativeness of the tasks, empirical evidence can be collected by
investigating the following: (b1) the appropriateness of the rating scale and
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the statistical properties of tasks and ratings; (b2) the reliability of the test
and usefulness of the test specifications; (b3) consistency between actual
test-taking processes and test developers’ intentions, agreement between
the difficulty order and the predicted order of the test tasks, and reason-
able correlations between the target test and other tests assessing similar
or different constructs; (b4) sound relationships between the target test
and indicators of ability or real-life performance that the test scores are
intended to predict (e.g., speaking ability or real-life performance); and (b5)
the meaningfulness of test scores, the feedback for test users (e.g., teach-
ers and test-takers), and the test’s beneficial washback on intended aspects
such as learning and teaching. Chapelle et al. demonstrated how evidence
regarding (a) to (b5) was gathered for their validity argument for the
TOEFL iBT using the argument-based approach to validity. Previous studies
of the SRST (Hirai & Koizumi, 2009, 2011; Koizumi & Hirai, 2010) covered
(a) to (b2). Further, the current study contributes to (a) by comparing the
speaking functions (e.g., expressing opinions) elicited from the SRST versus
those from other tests (Versant™ English Test and Standard Speaking Test;
hereinafter, Versant and SST) in the discussion of the first research question
(RQ1, below). Additionally, it aims to contribute to (b3) through comparison
with the Versant and to (b4) through comparison with the SST (see RQ2 to
RQ4, below).

Current Study

This study compares the SRST with two other speaking tests, the Ver-
sant and SST (see the Method section for details) to examine the validity of
score-based interpretation of the SRST. The Versant and SST were selected
because they have been thoroughly investigated with multiple sources of
validity evidence reported (e.g., Nakano, 2002; Pearson Education, 2008)
and are now used fairly widely in Japan. Moreover, the SRST, Versant, and
SST seem to measure similar aspects of speaking ability.

This study investigates the similarities and differences in the three tests
using multiple analytical methods. It should enable test users to grasp the
strengths and weaknesses of each speaking test and to select appropriate
speaking tests that are relevant to their purpose or situation. Four research
questions are addressed:

RQ1: How do the speaking functions elicited by the SRST compare with
those elicited by the Versant and the SST?

RQ2: To what extent are SRST scores related to Versant and SST scores?
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RQ3: Are there differences in score distributions of the three tests
between two groups: beginner and intermediate level learners
combined versus higher proficiency level learners?

RQ4: What factors contribute to differences in the scores of the three
tests?

For RQ2, given similar and differing test constructs and formats,
correlations between the three speaking tests are expected to be moderate.

Method

Participants

Participants were 64 L2 learners of English, consisting of 40 undergradu-
ates and 24 postgraduates from three universities in Japan (28 males, 36
females). Most were between 18 and 24 years of age and were majoring
in English, art, culture, or physical education. The participants included 62
students from Japan and one each from China and France.

To investigate RQ2, the 64 test-takers were divided into either (a) a
beginner and an intermediate or (b) a higher proficiency-level group, hav-
ing regard to their majors, educational qualifications, and self-reported
proficiency scores. All students who were specializing in English at
graduate school (n = 23) and undergraduate students who had self-
reported scores of 860 or higher on the TOEIC® (n = 3) were assigned
to (b). Hence, 26 test-takers were assigned to (b). The remaining 38
students were assigned to (a). Although stratifying students on the ba-
sis of scores achieved in the same test would have been better, we failed
to obtain such scores for all test-takers. When we compared students
who reported their TOEIC® scores, we found that group (a) had a higher
mean (M = 826.92; Median = 890.00; SD = 142.27; n = 13) than group (b)
(M=595.70; Median=570.00; SD=124.77; n=10), Mann-Whitney U = 14.00,
Z =-3.16, exact p <.001, effect size r = -.66 (a large effect size).

Tests Used

The procedure for administering the SRST has been described. We em-
ployed three stories of similar difficulty (Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level of
4.1 to 4.6), with the story lengths being short to relatively long (94 to 153
words). They were derived from past administrations of the EIKEN (Test in
Practical English Proficiency), Grades 3 and 4, and were relatively easy to
comprehend. One short story was used for practice, and the other two were
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used for the analysis (see Appendix A for a longer story). This number was
considered acceptable because Hirai and Koizumi (2011) showed that two
stories can sustain sufficient reliability. The order of the two main stories
was counterbalanced. It took approximately 22 minutes for SRST test-takers
to finish the retelling of the three texts.

The Versant aims to assess “facility in spoken English—that is, the
ability to understand spoken English on everyday topics and to respond
appropriately at a native-like conversational pace in intelligible English”
(Pearson Education, 2008, p. 7). Although this test is intended to assess
“the core skills that are building blocks of speaking proficiency” (Bernstein
et al,, 2010, p. 371), which include both listening and speaking, we focus
on speaking assessment and refer to it as a type of speaking test. The Ver-
sant is a semi-direct test conducted over the telephone or computer for
about 15 minutes and consists of six tasks, including answering questions
and retelling stories (see Table 1). Test-takers listen, then start speaking
with virtually no planning time. Their utterances are recorded and scored
by a fully automated scoring system in which human rating patterns are
incorporated, and test results become accessible within minutes. An overall
score is derived along with subscores for Sentence Mastery, Vocabulary, Flu-
ency, and Pronunciation. These are reported on a scale of 20 to 80.

Table 1. Structure of the Versant

Part Task Number of items
A Reading: Read a sentence aloud 8
B Repeat: Listen to a sentence and repeat it 16
C Short Answer Questions: Listen to a general knowl- 24
edge question and answer it
D Sentence Builds: Listen to three groups of phrases 10

and reorder them into an understandable sentence
E Story Retelling: Listen to a story and retell it 3

Open Questions: Listen to a question eliciting an

F* .
opinion and state an answer

2

*Not included in the final score but the sound files are accessible to test users.

The SST is a modified version of the American Council on the Teaching
of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI), adjusted
for Japanese learners of English (ACTFL-ALC Press, 1996; ALC Press, 2010).
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Compared with the OPI, the SST has tasks that are more structured and more
intermediate levels (three levels for Novice, five levels for Intermediate,
and one level for Advanced) based on the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines
(ALC Press, 2010). The aim of the SST is to assess “functional speaking
ability” (oral proficiency) and elicit face-to-face interaction that “simulates
authentic conversation” (ACTFL-ALC Press, 1996, pp. 1-3) between a
certified interviewer and an interviewee. The SST is “adaptive to the per-
ceived level of the examinee as well as his/her personal and professional
interests” (ALC Press, 2010). In other words, during simulated conversation
that fits the test-taker’s interests, the interviewer informally evaluates the
test-taker’s level based on his/her responses and selects tasks appropriate
to the level. For this purpose, the interviewer finds a level at which the test-
taker can consistently perform well and identifies “a ceiling of proficiency
through prompts designed to elicit from the candidate speech acts at a level
higher than s/he has thus far demonstrated” (ACTFL-ALC Press, 1996, p. 7).

According to ALC Press, (2010), the SST is completed in 10 to 15 minutes
and comprises five stages: Warm-up questions, Single picture, Role-play
with the interviewer, Picture sequences, and Wind-down questions. The
recorded conversation is scored by at least two qualified raters. Test-takers
receive a holistic score from Levels 1 to 9 with feedback in terms of Global
tasks/functions, Communication with interviewer, Text type, Accuracy,
Pronunciation, and Comment from interviewer.

Procedures

The participants took three speaking tests (SRST, Versant, and SST) on
the same day or on separate days within 2 weeks. We counterbalanced the
order of the three tests as far as the schedule allowed, but this was only
possible for some candidates.

The Versant was administered using a telephone or computer, depending
on the university settings. Before the test, each examinee received an
individualized test sheet with test instructions, examples of tasks, and
sentences for reading aloud. They had time to read through the sheet and
prepare for the test, practicing tasks alone or using examples on the website.
For the SST, test-takers met individually in a room with an interviewer and
took the test.
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Analyses

For RQ1, a checklist of speaking functions was made on the basis of
O’Sullivan, Weir, and Saville (2002). Since their final checklist (Appendix
3 of their paper) contained only language functions elicited by the UCLES
(University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate) Main Suite
examinations, other functions that O’Sullivan et al. omitted but which are
observed in real life were included and used for the present analysis. The
first author judged whether each function is elicited by all the tests. As a
second rater conducting an independent evaluation, the second author, who
is well acquainted with the SRST, judged the SRST functions, while another
rater familiar with the Versant and SST judged their functions. Inter-rater
reliability of all the judgments was high (Agreement ratio = .88; Kendall’s
tau-b = .82, p < .001). After examining the reasons for divergent points,
we decided to use our more reasoned judgments as final ones. The open
question section of the Versant, whose performance is not scored, was not
included in the judgments.

For RQ2, the scores of two stories of the SRST were averaged. To calculate
the inter-rater reliability of the SRST, four raters (two English teachers at
secondary and tertiary levels and two TESOL graduate students) under-
went a one-hour rating training in the use of the EBB scale and benchmark
performances. After the training, 16 test-takers out of the 64 (25%) were
evaluated by two raters independently. Pearson product-moment correla-
tion coefficients between the two raters’ ratings were found to be relatively
high (r =.81 for CE; r =.78 for G&V; r =.74 for Pronunciation). Thus, the rest
of the test-takers’ responses were scored by only one of the raters, and these
scores were used for analysis (our limited resources prevented us from ask-
ing two raters to evaluate all the students). The reliability of the three SRST
criteria (e.g., CE) was found to be high (a =.84). Then, all the three rating cri-
teria were summed to produce the total SRST scores. Two examinees failed
to complete one of the two stories in the SRST; their scores were imputed
using the mean values of all the rest of the examinees.

A sequential multiple regression analysis was conducted using SPSS
(Version 12.0.1) to examine the proportion of variance in the SRST scores
(dependent variable) explained by the other test scores (independent vari-
ables). The sample size of 64 was not very large for multivariate analyses,
but it was considered acceptable to use multiple regression analysis since it
exceeded the minimum sample size required (n = 63) when a study has two
independent variables with a medium effect size of R? a power of .80, and an
alpha level of .05 (Green, 1991).
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With regard to RQ3, we made histograms of the two proficiency groups
and compared the score distributions to scrutinize each test’s capability of
discriminating between group members.

For RQ4, we took the following three steps. First, we converted the
raw scores of the three tests to standard scores to enable direct score
comparisons. Second, in order to examine the test performances of
participants who showed large discrepancies among the three test scores, we
calculated three types of subtractions in the standard scores by calculating
(a) the SRST scores minus the Versant scores, (b) the SRST scores minus
the SST scores, and (c) the Versant scores minus the SST scores. While a
large number of cases (94%, 180/[64*3]) had similar standard scores
(within the value of -1.50 to 1.50), 12 cases (6%; n = 10) showed different
standard scores (with the absolute value being more than 1.50). Lastly,
we transcribed the utterances of these 12 cases when the recordings were
accessible. The performances that were accessible and analyzed were those
of the two stories of the SRST, the Story Retelling Task of the Versant, and
the overall interview of the SST. Interpretable differences are presented in
the Results section.

Results

Compatrison of Functions Elicited Using the Checklist

Table 2 shows that although the tests intend to assess aspects of speaking
ability, overlapping functions were limited. For example, “describing” and
“paraphrasing” were the only functions constantly (as indicated by O) or
mostly (as indicated by A) elicited by the tests; “elaborating” was elicited by
the SRST and mostly by the SST but not by the Versant. No functions were
elicited only by the SRST.

Table 2. Functions Elicited by the Three Tests

Descriptions SRST Versant SST
Informational functions

Providing Give information on present A X 0
personal circumstances, past experi-

information ences, and future plans

Expressing Express opinions 0 X A

opinions
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Descriptions SRST Versant SST
Elaborating Elaborate on, or modify an 0 X A
opinion
Justifying Express reasons for assertions A X 0
opinions s/he had made
Comparing Compare things/people/events X X A
Complaining Complain about something X X A
Speculating Speculate X X A
Staging Separate out or interpret the X X X
parts of an issue
Making excuses Make excuses X X A
Describing Describe a sequence of events 0 0 0
and a scene
Paraphrasing Paraphrase something 0 0 A
Summarizing Summarize what s/she has X X X
said
Suggesting Suggest a particular idea X X A
Expressing Express preferences A X 0
preferences
Interactional functions
Agreeing Agree with an assertion made X X A
by another speaker (apart from
‘yeah’ or nonverbal)
Disagreeing Disagree with what another X X A
speaker says (apart from ‘no’
or nonverbal)
Justifying/ Offer justification or sup- X X X
Providing port for a comment made by
support another speaker
Modifying Modify arguments or com- X X X
ments made by other speaker
or by the test-taker in response
to another speaker
Asking for Ask for opinions X X X
opinions
Persuading Attempt to persuade another X X A

person
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Descriptions SRST Versant SST
Asking for Ask for information X X A
information
Conversational Repair breakdowns in interac- X X A
repair tion
Negotiating E.g., check understanding X X A
meaning and ask for clarification when

an utterance is misheard or

misinterpreted

Managing interaction functions

Initiating Start any interactions X X A

Changing Take the opportunity to change X X X
the topic

Reciprocating  Share the responsibility for X X X
developing the interaction

Deciding Come to a decision X X A

Terminating Decide when the discussion X X X
should stop

Note. Functions and expressions used here are based on O’Sullivan et al. (2002). 0 =
intended to elicit from all test-takers; A = intended to elicit from most test-takers or
test-takers at higher levels; X = intended to elicit from a very limited number of or
no test-takers.

Correlation and Multiple Regression Analyses

Table 3 shows that the three test scores were normally distributed.
Correlations were moderate between the SRST and Versant (r = .64, p <
.01) and between the SRST and SST (r = .66, p < .01). A high correlation
between the Versant and SST (r =.79, p <.01) accords with Bernstein et al.
(2010), who documented strong correlations between the Versant™ tests
and various oral interviews in four languages (e.g., r =.77 t0 .92).

Next, all the assumptions for the multiple regression analysis were
checked and confirmed to have been met. Table 4 shows that 43% (ad-
justed R?) of the SRST scores were predicted by the SST scores alone and an
additional 3% by the Versant scores. Similarly, 41% of the SRST scores were
explained by the Versant scores solely, with an additional 5% explained by
the SST scores. Overall, the SRST scores were substantially (46%) predicted
by the scores of the other two tests. In other words, it was found that there
is a general tendency that a candidate scoring high on the Versant and SST is
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also likely to have a high SRST score. The finding that 43% of the SRST scores
were predicted by the SST scores also means that 43% of the SST scores
were predicted by the SRST scores, which suggests that the SRST scores can
predict 43% of the SST scores.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics of the Three Test Scores (N = 64)
Mean SD Mini- Maxi- Skew- Kurto- Possible

mum mum  ness sis  score range
SRST 9.83 2.47 3.00 1450 -0.81 1.17 3-15
Versant 39.94 10.70 22.00 75.00 1.01 1.52 20-80
SST 4.59 1.61 2.00 9.00 0.88 0.69 1-9

Table 4. Regression Analyses for Predicting the SRST Scores

Variable R? Adjusted R? SEE F Change Changep F D

SST only 44 43 1.87 47.87° <01 47.87* <.01
SST + Versant .48 46 1.81  4.81° .03  27.81° <01
Versantonly .41 41 1.90 43.95° <01 4395 <.01
Versant + SST .48 46 1.81  7.24° .01 27.81° <01

Note. SEE = Standard error of estimate. ? (1, 62),° (1, 61),° (2, 61).

The finding that more than 40% of the SRST score variance can be
explained by the other two tests suggests that the speaking ability
assessed by the SRST may be similar to that assessed by the Versant and
SST. Additionally, it indicates that more than half of the SRST variance is
unexplained, suggesting each test measures distinctive test constructs.
While the measurement error (e.g., test-takers’ different conditions while
taking the tests) could explain this difference, other factors, in addition to
the abovementioned elicited different functions, are explored below.

Differences in Score Distributions

Table 5 shows score distributions for each test. For example, on the
SRST, three test-takers received scores ranging from 3.00 to 3.99, whereas
one had scores between 4.00 and 5.99. On the Versant, seven test-takers
obtained scores ranging from 20 to 29. On the SST, three test-takers received
Level 2 scores. Patterns become conspicuous in Figure 2, wherein the same
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information as in Table 5 is displayed. For the beginner and intermediate
level group, the Versant and SST had similar distributions, in which most
students obtained lower scores. By contrast, the SRST overall dispersed
students of the same ability group across the whole score range. For the
higher proficiency group, scores of the Versant and SST were generally
distributed within the whole score range, but the SRST scores were not
observed in the lower end of the score range (i.e., 3.00 to 5.99). Overall,
while the SRST seems to identify differences in the speaking abilities of
students up to the intermediate level, the Versant and SST seem to better
discriminate between highly proficient students.

Table 5. Score Range and Number of Students

SRST 3 4-5 6-7 8-9 10-11 12-13 14-15
Beginner/

Intermediate? 3 1 4 15 1 4 0
Higher® 0 0 1 5 10 8 2

All¢ 3 1 5 20 21 12 2
Versant 20- 30- 40- 50- 60- 70-

Beginner/

Intermediate? 7 22 9 0 0 0

Higher® 1 5 9 9 0 2

All¢ 8 27 18 9 0 2

SST 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Beginner/

Intermediate? 3 13 12 8 2 0 0 0
Higher® 0 1 5 8 5 2 3 2
All¢ 3 14 17 16 7 2 3 2

Notes. SRST: 3 = 3.00-3.99; 4-5 = 4.00-5.99. Versant: 20- = 20-29; 70- = 70-80. SST: 2
= Level 2.2n = 38; Pn = 26; °N = 64.

Some may wonder how the SRST could cover the broad score range for
the beginner and intermediate learners, considering that it elicits utterances
from a limited range of tasks. We believe that the SRST has this capability for
two reasons. First, the SRST tends to elicit relatively long utterances, even
from lower proficiency students, by presenting model language through the
reading passage that can be used for production and by providing them with
time to plan their speech; thus their speaking abilities can be well examined
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and discriminated across score levels. Second, the EBB rating scale for the
SRST was empirically developed on the basis of utterances from novice and
intermediate level learners, which maximized the discriminatory power of
the SRST’s EBB scale for such learners. However, this characteristic may vary
depending on the difficulty of the stories that test-takers retell. The current
study used relatively easy texts. Future studies should examine whether the
use of more difficult texts leads to different discriminatory patterns.

Analysis of Transcribed Spoken Data

While the score distributions differ depending on the test-takers’ profi-
ciency levels, comparing the transcribed utterances of the three tests indi-
cated two main factors that lead to score differences: (a) tasks and speaking
functions and (b) aspects focused on while rating. The first factor, (a), was
observed between the SRST and Versant, between the SRST and SST, and
between the Versant and SST. First, the SRST and Versant seem to differ in
terms of tasks, especially planning time. Examinees can take more time to
plan future utterances in the SRST than in the Versant. The SRST does not
have a specific time for planning, but candidates can think after they have
finished reading a text. In contrast, the Versant gives virtually no planning
time and requires quick responses. In one instance, a female student had a
higher SRST score (Standardized = 0.44; Raw = 11.00; CE = 4.00; G&V = 4.00;
Pronunciation = 3.00) than the Versant score (Standardized = -1.16; Raw =
31.00). She managed to explain the stories (with many pauses) within the
specified time during the SRST; however, in the Story Retelling Task of the
Versant, she could not finish the stories within the specified time. Her per-
formances seemed to diverge substantially depending on the time allowed.

Between the SRST and SST, there was a case in which a task difference
led to dissimilar performances, which resulted in different scores. The SRST
has a story retelling and opinion stating task, whereas the SST calls for
more varied and complex types of functions in response to an interviewer’s
prompts, especially for intermediate and advanced level learners. One female
examinee achieved a higher SRST score (Standardized = 0.64; Raw = 11.50;
CE =4.00; G&V = 3.50; Pronunciation = 4.00) than SST score (Standardized =
-0.99; Level 3, Novice High). She did fairly well in describing the stories she
read during the SRST but produced fragmentary utterances and exhibited
much difficulty in executing simple tasks, such as explaining her wish about
an overseas tour to a tourist agency (in the role-play) during the SST. Given
her successful performance in describing picture sequences during the
SST, she seems to have the ability to express simple ideas in English when
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the specific content to talk about is supplied; however, she is unlikely to
have the ability to produce language while simultaneously considering the
content.

Another task difference was noted between the Versant and the SST. The
SST requires test-takers to use complex functions such as explaining details
and giving solutions to problems by employing strategic skills, whereas the
Versant's tasks are simpler. One female test-taker had a higher score on the
Versant (Standardized = 2.76; Raw = 75.00) than the SST (Standardized
= 0.87; Level 6, Intermediate Mid). She succeeded in retelling the gist in a
story retelling task on the Versant. In contrast, during the SST, she could
not execute her task in a role-play; she failed to convey to a shop clerk her
request to exchange a product she had bought. In other SST tasks, she tended
to stop when expressing details and complicated concepts. These divergent
performances between the Versant and SST seem to suggest that she likely
lacks strategic skills to manage and maintain interactions and the ability to
describe details, which are elicited in the SST and led to a comparatively
lower score on that test.

A second factor that seems to contribute to diverging scores is aspects fo-
cused on while rating, which was observed only between the SRST and SST.
One female student who obtained a lower SRST score (Standardized =-0.74;
Raw = 8.00; CE = 4.00, G&V = 1.00, Pronunciation = 3.00) than SST score
(Standardized = 0.87; Level 6, Intermediate Mid) received a low score on
grammar and vocabulary on the SRST because her performance contained
relatively numerous minor errors. Minor errors were also obvious during
the SST; however, her talk was intelligible and convincing with high fluency
on the SST, which resulted in a higher SST score. The SRST uses three crite-
ria; when one of the three yields a lower score, the total derived by adding
the three scores results in a lower score. On the contrary, in the holistic
rating system the SST employs, if test-takers make themselves understood
very effectively and achieve the set tasks, they can gain higher scores despite
some minor errors in utterances in terms of grammar and pronunciation.
The SST holistic scale is weighted more towards communicatively effec-
tive performance than minor errors, while the SRST EBB scale gives equal
weight to each of communicative efficiency, grammar and vocabulary, and
pronunciation. Thus, the SST holistic scale may be able to compensate for
minor errors with impressive holistic performance.

These two key factors, (a) tasks and speaking functions and (b) aspects
focused on while rating, seem to lead to differences in the evaluation of test
performance and the resulting scores, which could invite varied decisions
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based on the scores. However, recall that as much as 46% of the SRST score
variance was shared by the other two tests (see the Correlation and Multiple
Regression Analyses subsection). Therefore, we can conclude that the three
tests tend to produce close results overall, with some variation caused by
the aforementioned factors.

Discussion and Conclusion

The SRST is a semi-direct speaking test devised for classroom use and
for measuring the ability to produce extended spoken monologues. This
study investigated the relationships between the SRST, Versant, and SST
to probe the validity of score-based interpretation of the SRST. RQ1 was
“How do functions elicited by the SRST compare with those elicited by the
Versant and SST?” We found that when we considered both O and A, the
SRST elicited more functions (k = 7) than the Versant (k = 2), but fewer than
the SST (k = 20). Few functions were shared: The SRST shared two functions
with the Versant and seven functions with the SST, while the Versant shared
two functions with the SST. The SST was found to elicit more functions by
providing several tasks (e.g., picture sequences, role-play) and chances for
test-takers to interact with an interviewer. Although the functions elicited
by the SRST were limited compared with the functions elicited by the SST,
we intended to limit the functions and tasks to focus on areas that Japanese
learners of English find difficult and to increase the practicality for ad-
ministration. Similarly, the Versant elicited a limited number of functions,
which corresponds with the developers’ intentions to elicit “core skills that
are building blocks of speaking proficiency” (Bernstein et al., 2010, p. 371)
without using many real-life functions.

RQ2 asked to what degree the SRST scores are associated with the Ver-
sant and SST scores. The results showed that correlations of the SRST with
the Versant and SST were moderate (r = .64 to .66), that a substantial pro-
portion of the SRST score variance (46%) was predicted by the other two
tests, and that the SST alone explained the score variance as much as the
Versant did (43% vs. 41%). Such relationships were expected on the basis of
intended test constructs and formats, and were empirically supported by the
moderate to strong correlations; hence, it is concluded that the SRST likely
assesses some of the “facility in spoken English,” measured by the Versant
and some of the “functional speaking ability,” tested by the SST. Moreover,
the result—43% of the SST scores was explained by the SRST—seems to
show that the construct that the SRST measures is related to real-life inter-
active communication, since the SST aims to simulate natural conversation.
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RQ3 examined differences in score distributions of the three tests be-
tween the beginner and intermediate-level learner group combined and
the higher level learner group. Figure 2 showed that differences existed in
score distributions of the three tests between the two proficiency groups:
The SRST scores of the beginner and intermediate-level learners ranged
widely, whereas their Versant and SST scores clustered at the lower end of
the score range. Conversely, the Versant and SST differentiated higher level
learners within the possible score range better than the SRST. These results
suggest that the SRST can better differentiate speaking abilities in beginner
and intermediate-level students, whereas the Versant and SST can better
discriminate such abilities in students of higher proficiency.

RQ4 aimed to identify factors contributing to score differences in the three
tests by analyzing the transcripts of test-takers’ utterances. The analysis
indicated that (a) tasks and speaking functions and (b) aspects emphasized
while rating could cause score differences. As for task differences, the SRST
allows story retelling and opinion statement after the possibility of some
planning time, whereas the Versant asks test-takers to perform several
simple tasks immediately after they are provided. The SST elicits fluent use of
interactive functions using various tasks such as talking about familiar topics,
stating opinions, negotiating, and elaborating on details and complex matters,
dependingontest-takers’levels. With respectto differencesin scoring systems,
the SST rating focuses more on fluent and effective communication than on
errors that do not impede understanding, whereas the SRST concentrates
equally on communicative efficiency and accuracy aspects.

Three implications are discussed. First, this study contributed to the
accumulation of validity evidence for the SRST and demonstrated one
instance of the validation process by providing multiple new strains of
empirical evidence derived through comparison with the other tests.
This study and previous ones (Hirai & Koizumi, 2009, 2011; Koizumi &
Hirai, 2010) covered most critical analyses in the validation framework,
as delineated in the introductory section (i.e., regarding the [a] to [b4]
aspects). However, investigation into the meaningfulness of the test scores,
the feedback to test users, and the beneficial washback of the test on in-
tended aspects such as learning and teaching (i.e., [b5] in the framework
above) remains to be done. The impact of the SRST on learning speaking
skills, especially when used as a formative and summative assessment tool
in language classrooms, should specifically be inspected.

The second implication is that this study explained one difference between
the three tests (i.e., score distributions between the beginner/intermediate
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group and the higher proficiency group) and two factors differentiating
the scores (i.e., tasks and speaking functions, and rating method). This
information may provide a useful basis for selecting one of the three speak-
ing tests as appropriate for a given assessment purpose and testing situa-
tion. Although qualified interviewers are needed along with test budgets,
the SST typically elicits interactive and complex functions by assigning test-
takers various tasks that fit their proficiency levels, while focusing on effec-
tive communication. The Versant, while requiring monetary and equipment
resources (telephones or computers), measures natural-paced listening
along with the ability to react promptly. Further, the SST and Versant tend to
discriminate between learners of a higher proficiency group. On the other
hand, the SRST requires teachers or peers to evaluate performances using
the EBB rating scale, and it uses a limited range of tasks (i.e., story retelling
and opinion stating) and elicits a limited number of functions (i.e., providing
personal information, expressing opinions, elaborating, justifying opinions,
describing, paraphrasing, and expressing preferences). However, it has three
chief advantages, particularly when used as a classroom test. First, it is free.
Second, teachers can incorporate the test into classroom activities by using
passages that students have already learned. Third, it is likely to discrimi-
nate between speaking performances, particularly in students at beginner
and intermediate levels. Thus, the SRST might be capable of effectively
discriminating between students who have achieved speaking goals in class
from those who have not, and of demonstrating students’ short-term speak-
ing development. These three advantages indicate that, for the purpose of
formative assessment, teachers can provide feedback regarding aspects that
students have been taught (e.g., pronunciation) during the lessons, con-
duct remedial activities, and test the same aspects again to scrutinize the
improvement, when their resources allow them to do so. These classroom
uses of the SRST might encourage speaking activities comprising extended
monologues and enhance the speaking ability of L2 learners, although this
needs to be empirically tested. It may be worthwhile for teachers to use the
SRST for their class, considering its advantages and its shared aspects with
the Versant and SST.

A third implication is that, although the SRST is primarily constructed
as a test for classroom settings, the relatively large proportion of variance
shared by the Versant and SST might indicate that retelling tasks are useful
in other settings. The TOEFL iBT already has such speaking integrated tasks,
in which examinees read or listen to texts and speak based on the infor-
mation provided (Chapelle et al., 2008). The Versant also utilizes a story
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retelling task based on a listening stimulus. While there are variations in
text types (academic and nonacademic) and specific activities elicited (oral
summary vs. retelling as much as possible; with or without adding opinions),
generally retelling tasks could be useful with novices, intermediates, and
advanced learners.

Finally, researchers should modify two aspects of the current procedures
to obtain stronger evidence for validity in future studies. First, it is necessary
to counterbalance the order in which the three speaking tests are taken to
offset possible order effects. Second, the criterion for dividing test-takers
into two proficiency groups should be improved. This study stratified stu-
dents, primarily using information about students’ majors and educational
qualifications, with minor adjustments to accommodate their self-reported
proficiency scores. However, separating the two groups on the basis of
the same proficiency test scores would better clarify actual proficiency
levels and provide more meaningful interpretations of the results. More
rigidly generated evidence for validity would strengthen the SRST validity
argument and enhance the usefulness of the SRST in the classroom context.
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Appendix A

Instructions and a Story Sample
Read the story silently within two minutes. 23 I TR DX #EZ BFHE L7230,

Story 2

Last year, Bob and his sister Jean went to Florida for their summer va-
cation with their parents. They visited Florida for one week. The weather
was very nice. So everyone was really happy.

On the first day, Bob and his family went to the beach. It was beautiful.
The sand was white and the water was very clean. Bob and Jean swam
for over three hours. After that, they played volleyball with some other
children on the beach. Their parents watched them and smiled.

After playing volleyball, Bob and Jean felt tired. They sat down on the
sand next to their parents and drank cold coconut water. Their father
said, “It’s getting late. Let’s go back to the hotel.” But Bob and Jean didn’t
want to leave the beach. Jean asked, “Can we come back again tomorrow?”
Their mother said, “Of course we can.” Bob and Jean were very happy to
hear that.

(Zen mondai & kaito 2001 nendo dai 3 kai kentei: Ichiji shiken, 2002, p. 59; Copyright
2002 by the Society for Testing English Proficiency, Printed with permission)
After the signal, read each question aloud and answer them in English.

IO ERNH>THS, BREiis LT, REETEARSIN,

Q1: What did Bob and his family do on the first day?



58 JALT Journal, 34.1 « May 2012

Q2: Howlong did Bob and Jean swim?
Q3: Why were Bob and Jean happy?

Retell as much of the story as you can in English in two and half minutes.
You can look at the keywords while you are retelling. At the end of your
retelling, be sure to include your opinions about the story. You will hear a
signal 30 seconds before closing.

GMATENEETEDIZTFELL, 25030 MIFEFETEELIRS W, FELIZNS, F—
T—RERTONENER A SIATENEZFELKATS, T, TONEITDONT
DEFEPE LB HERE TIRANZEN, TR T v LAAVEDE T DT, Bl zhn
OHERITTEXY,

Keywords: Bob, Jean, Florida, beach

Appendix B
EBB rating scale for the SRST

1. Communicative Efficiencv (EEE&]’J}
With some fluency

FHEIID2HD)
/ R
Coherent story retell with no long awkward pauses

FEE—HMENDY, RAFERER—ZPE)
N D‘/ \X"es

2 Elaborations of the story with sufficient opinions

GEOFNE 5FH. BERF T2 <TW5)
No / \Yes

3 ‘With few hesitations and self-corrections
(BvdFHLFCELIEAETY)
No /: Yes
[ \‘A n
4 5
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2. Grammar & Vocabulary (LS B2
A variety of sentence patterns with almost no grammatical or lexical errors

(bR~ IR R i, KE@%Q?O)?}%W@?&&E )

_\T:/ Yes
‘With some verbs marked for incorrect tense and aspect

(AT 9#@%?@%/“%71«*?]\7&‘IEL( TR
Yes No

th

With frequent grammatical and lexical errors 4

or with few sentences

(U EEOMEV /g B

FAI RSN DI
Ye:/ \.\?o
1 With some prominent grammatical and lexical errors or

lack of use of pronouns and prepositional phrases

(P EROBYH HILD . BOWIIHE SR BIE ST SHEVERAL TWER)

Ye.s/ \No
2 3

3. Pronunciation (BH)

Accurate pronunciation with correct stress and natural intonation

(ERRRF T oMBAEFIELL, 1 bR—rad HIATHD)

No \ Yes
5

With almost no prominent prosodic errors

(B3 - EOEDMITEAFT)

No Yes
‘With frequent prosodic ermrs\ 4
@1 L OEDHHEREIDHD)

Yes/ \No
1

‘With a strong accent

(i)
Yes f No

2 3
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