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This book addresses the issue of task equivalence,
which is of fundamental importance in the areas
of language testing and task-based research,
where task equivalence is a prerequisite. The main
study examines the two ‘seemingly-equivalent’
picture-based spoken narrative tasks, using a
multi-method approach combining quantitative
and qualitative methodologies with MFRM analy-
sis of the ratings, the analysis of linguistic perfor-
mances by Japanese candidates and native
speakers of English (NS), expert judgements of the
task characteristics, and perceptions of the can-
didates and NS. The results reveal a complex pic-
ture with a number of variables involved in ensur-
ing task equivalence, raising relevant issues re-
garding the theories of task complexity and the
commonly-used linguistic variables for examining
learner spoken language. This book hasimportant
implications for the possible measures that can
be taken to avoid selecting non-equivalent tasks
for research and teaching.
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guage acquisition, and English education. She
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1. Introduction

1.1 Rationale of the Book

Achieving high proficiency in the English language has become in-
creasingly important in Japan as it is considered essential for Japanese
people in order to participate in today’s globalised world where Eng-
lish is used as a common international language (The Ministry of
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology [MEXT], 2003).
In response to this situation, in 2003 MEXT has launched a large-scale
action plan for better English education which aims to improve its
Course of Study as well as curricula, teaching methods and teacher
training, and to promote international exchange programmes in high
schools so that the Japanese will acquire more communicative English
proficiency with stronger productive skills, especially in speaking.
Accordingly, it is of no doubt that there need to be test tasks which
can reliably measure the English speaking proficiency of Japanese
learners.

What is vital for reliable English proficiency tests is to have
equivalent forms, i.e. comparable test versions to give to a number of
candidates over the years so that meaningful comparisons of scores
are possible while maintaining test security. Nevertheless, establishing
evidence of equivalence among different test forms or at the task
level, especially in productive tests, are rarely carried out by test ad-
ministrators (Weir, 2005: 250), which seriously threatens not only the
reliability but also the validity and fairness of tests. Moreover, the
same problem applies to previous studies on task complexity in task-
based research, where equivalence of tasks is a prerequisite but has
seldom been demonstrated (Weir & Wu, 2006). This issue clearly
deserves further exploration. Focusing on the spoken narrative tasks
which are frequently used in English tests in Japan, this book seeks to
explore how evidence of equivalence of speaking tasks might be es-
tablished and to examine which variables can be used in establishing



such evidence. In turn, it is hoped that a better understanding of task
design for producing more reliable speaking tests can be achieved.

1.2 Spoken Narrative Tasks

1.2.1 Definition of Spoken Narrative

According to Labov (1972: 360), a narrative can be minimally defined
as “a sequence of two clauses which are temporally ordered”. Based
on the analysis of hundreds of stories told in natural conversation by
informants from various backgrounds, Labov identified six core fea-
tures of a more fully-developed narrative: abstract (summarising the
story briefly before the narrative begins), orientation (setting the time,
place, characters and situation), complicating action (telling the events
in the story), result or resolution (telling what happened at the end),
evaluation (indicating the point of the story) and coda (concluding the
narrative) (Labov, 1972: 363-70). Labov’s framework has been highly
influential in the field of sociolinguistics (Holmes, 2003: 118) and is
also frequently cited in studies of second language narrative develop-
ment (e.g. Liskin-Gasparro, 1996; Verhoeven & Stromqvist, 2001;
Montanari, 2004).

Whilst naturalistic data (i.e. data obtained from everyday lan-
guage use) are collected by sociolinguists, the narratives in second
language development are often elicited artificially by prompts such
as silent-movie clips and picture books. Spoken narrative tasks, which
refer to sequences of a small number of pictures (i.e. 4, 6 or 8 pictures
in this book), can be classified as one such form of elicitation prompt
for a narrative. In particular, in the fields of language testing and sec-
ond language acquisition, spoken narrative tasks are administered in
order to elicit a relatively long monologue so that the language elicited
can be of a certain length that then provides an adequate sample of
performance. The next section briefly reviews the use of this task type
in these two fields of research.
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1.2.2 Spoken Narrative Tasks in Language Testing

In language testing, spoken narrative tasks refer to tasks based on
picture sequences that candidates are asked to describe orally in a
single time frame (Luoma, 2004: 144). More specifically, Luoma
notes that candidates should demonstrate their control over the follow-
ing essential features of a narrative: setting the scene, identifying the
characters and referring to them consistently, identifying the main
events, and telling them in a coherent sequence. In the light of the
narrative features mentioned above by Labov (1972), candidates may
include orientation, complicating action and resolution in a coherent
manner in their narration.

Often, criticisms are made of the spoken narrative tasks in tests
for their lack of authenticity; it is almost impossible to imagine a real-
life situation where a person has to tell a story based on a picture se-
quence. Nevertheless, the use of this task type may be defended on the
ground that narrative is a part of the information routine of reporting,
which is a common type of discourse in everyday life (Weir, 2005:
148-149). Besides, in exchange for lower authenticity, constraining
the content of narration by pictures can lead to greater reliability. As
the pictures control the content of the story for all candidates, so com-
parisons of performances can be relatively unaffected by background
or cultural knowledge, provided that the pictures used are culturally
unbiased (Weir, 2005: 148). In addition, this task type is well suited to
lower-level candidates because “telling simple stories is one of the
first things that they are able to do in a second language” (Fulcher,
2003: 70).

To benefit from these advantages, there are a number of speak-
ing tests which utilise narrative tasks, for example: Test of Spoken
English,' English Language Skills Assessment” and Test in Practical
English Proficiency.” However, little evidence for the comparability
of narrative tasks in different test versions can be found in published
research. Moreover, the comparability of different test versions is

1 Administered by Educational Testing Service, USA.

2 Administered by London Chamber of Commerce and Industry Examinations
Board, UK.

3 Administered by the Society for Testing English Proficiency, Japan.
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seldom demonstrated by testing organisations (Weir & Wu, 2006:
169), although it is vital for any language test to ensure meaningful
comparisons of scores across a number of administrations whilst
maintaining test security. This issue is discussed further in Section
2.3.

1.2.3 Spoken Narrative Tasks in Task-based Research

In the field of second language acquisition, especially in task-based
research, spoken narrative tasks are of a “well-established and fre-
quently researched task type” (Albert & Kormos, 2004: 286). A num-
ber of researchers have utilised them to examine the effects of ma-
nipulating task administration conditions and/or task characteristics on
candidates’ performance, including Robinson (2001), Skehan and
Foster (1999), Bygate (1999), Ortega (1999) and Yuan and Ellis
(2003), to name but a few. These studies are part of an effort to justify
and assist in the pedagogic use of tasks by determining how certain
task characteristics affect L2 performance, so that teachers can decide
which tasks to implement in their classrooms according to their teach-
ing goals (Skehan, 1998: 97). The underlying rationale for this line of
research is that tasks with certain characteristics and/or administration
conditions will impose varying processing loads, which may then
direct the attention of L2 learners to different aspects of language use
(see Section 2.5.1 for a more detailed review).

In order for the results and implications of these studies to be
valid, it is obvious that the tasks used in a study must be comparable,
except for the particular task characteristics or conditions in question.
Otherwise, any differences observed in performance cannot be credi-
bly attributed to the task characteristics or conditions in question; they
may have been caused by unintended and uncontrolled inherent dif-
ferences between tasks. Nevertheless, very few such studies have pro-
vided evidence of the comparability of tasks beforehand (Weir & Wu,
2006: 169). In fact, many of them do not reveal the actual tasks or the
source of where the tasks were obtained. The lack of this important
piece of information, as well as the lack of comparability evidence for
tasks, can cast doubts on the reliability and validity of the findings of
such research.
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1.3 Terminology

When discussing comparability, several different terms are used by
researchers. It appears that ‘comparability’ is very comprehensive
(e.g. Bachman, 1990: Luoma, 2004) and is used to refer to the compa-
rability of levels or scores on tests by different test organisations, as
well as of the versions and forms of the same test. The term ‘equiva-
lence’, on the other hand, is used in a narrower sense and refers only
to the latter. This is because ‘equivalent’ test versions or forms, by
definition, must be designed based on the same specifications (Alder-
son, Clapham & Wall, 1995). Furthermore, if taken by the same can-
didates, the test versions or forms should yield the same mean scores
and standard deviations, and correlate equally with a third measure of
the construct (Associations of Language Testers in Europe, 1998: 144).
Considering that the spoken narrative tasks in this book will draw on
the same construct of describing events based on a cartoon strip, it is
the ‘equivalence’ of tasks that this book will attempt to establish.

In order to investigate the equivalence of spoken narrative tasks,
this book employs the theories of task complexity to discuss the task
design and its effects on learner performance. ‘Task complexity’ is an
umbrella term advocated by Robinson (2007), and it refers to the lin-
guistic and cognitive demands of tasks. Linguistic and cognitive de-
mands are, respectively, labelled as ‘code complexity’ and ‘cognitive
complexity’ by Skehan (1998). A detailed discussion of the terms can
be found in Section 2.5.1.3.

The term ‘task difficulty’ is used in this book to refer to the
logit values for tasks calculated by MFRM analysis. Where there is a
need to use this term differently so that concepts employed by other
researchers can be appropriately introduced, this is clearly explained,
e.g. ‘task difficulty in the framework by Robinson (2001)* or “percep-
tions of task difficulty’. The terms for other characteristics of tasks are
introduced and defined in Sections 2.5.1.3 and 2.5.2.

4 Robinson’s task difficulty refers to the affective variables in candidates (dis-
cussed further in Section 2.5.4). However, they are labelled as ‘candidate fac-
tors’ in this book to avoid confusion.
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1.4 Organisation of the Book

This book consists of seven chapters. Following this introductory
chapter, Chapter 2 presents a review of relevant literature in language
testing and task-based research. Drawing on the frameworks of valid-
ity by Messick (1989; 1996) and of contextual factors in speaking
assessment by McNamara (1996), Skehan (1998) and Bachman
(2004), the aspects of spoken performance to be examined and con-
trolled for in order to establish equivalence are identified. Then, by
reviewing previous studies on equivalence in language tests and theo-
ries of speech production, attention and task-related factors, opera-
tionalisation for the variables is sought. It is concluded that equiva-
lence should be evidenced in terms of ratings adjusted by MFRM
analysis, the perceptions of candidates and native speakers of English,
expert judgements, and elicited narrative performances characterised
in the areas of fluency, accuracy, complexity, and idea units. Chapter
3 describes a series of pilot studies based on tasks from a speaking test
in Japan. It describes vital methodological implications for the main
study after trialling several variables, collecting expert judgement and
native speaker performance data, and selecting appropriate tasks for
the main study. The need is also identified to conduct a validation
study of the variables to examine the performances elicited. Chapter 4
presents the methodology of the main study, and reports on the in-
struments, rater training, and methods of analysis in detail. Chapter 5
shows the results for the research questions which address the aspects
of spoken narrative performance that are examined. Chapter 6 dis-
cusses and synthesises the findings in light of the relevant literature.
Chapter 7 considers the implications for the design of spoken narrative
tasks and the implications for theories of task complexity, in addition
to outlining the limitations of this study.
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2. Review of the Literature

2.1 Introduction

In this chapter, drawing on literature in the fields of language testing
and task-based research, relevant previous research is reviewed for the
purpose of identifying what needs to be considered as evidence of
equivalence in spoken narrative tasks. The first half of this chapter
mainly handles previous studies in language testing research, discuss-
ing relevant aspects of validity and contextual factors of speaking
assessment that should be controlled for (Section 2.2), related research
on the equivalence of test forms and tasks (Section 2.3), and the meth-
odological implications for this study. The latter half of the chapter
summarises task-related research and explores how relevant aspects of
validity can be operationalised in this study. It includes a review of
models of speech production (Section 2.5.1) and a discussion of rele-
vant task characteristics (Section 2.5.2) and linguistic variables to
examine different aspects of spoken narrative performance, such as
complexity, fluency and accuracy (Section 2.5.3), as well as task-
specific variables (Section 2.5.4). Reviewing the variables for linguis-
tic performance leads to the selection of appropriate rating scales
(Section 2.6) for candidates’ performance. Finally, the research ques-
tions are presented at the end of the chapter (Section 2.7).

2.2 Theoretical Framework

This section reviews the theoretical frameworks on which this book is
based. Firstly, it explains the models of speaking assessment by
McNamara (1996), Skehan (1998) and Bachman (2002) in order to
conceptualise the relevant factors involved in researching speaking



tasks. Secondly, with a view to demonstrating the evidence for the
equivalence of spoken narrative tasks, Weir’s (2005) socio-cognitive
framework for validating speaking tests is reviewed.

2.2.1 Models of Speaking Assessment

When designing a study on speaking tasks, one needs to consider what
constitutes a person’s speaking proficiency. The model of language
proficiency which is most frequently referred to in the current field of
language testing is Bachman and Palmer’s (1996) model of communi-
cative language ability (Luoma, 2004: 97). This model is based on the
work of Bachman (1990), who reorganised the components of one’s
communicative competence, drawing on earlier frameworks by
Hymes (1972) and Canal and Swain (1980), as well as an empirical
study by Bachman and Palmer (1982).

Bachman and Palmer’s (1996) notion of language ability in-
cludes constituents of competence, such as knowledge about the lan-
guage (language knowledge) as well as the capability to implement
the knowledge for use (strategic competence). Language knowledge
includes organisational (grammatical and textual) and pragmatic
(functional and sociolinguistic) competencies. Strategic competence is
a collection of dynamic strategies (goal-setting, assessment and plan-
ning) which are utilised when one engages in communication: estimat-
ing the task goal and planning what to say and how to say it, while
drawing on necessary language knowledge as well as topical knowl-
edge to complete the task.

The concept of language ability is a primary part of candidate
characteristics which also incorporate personal characteristics (such as
gender, age, L1 and L2 proficiency), topical knowledge, and affective
schemata (i.e. emotional attitudes to the topic of a task). Bachman and
Palmer (1996: 62) argue that performance should be understood as
resulting from a complex interaction between candidate characteristics
and task characteristics, as these two sets of characteristics are consid-
ered to affect performance greatly.

While Bachman and Palmer’s model has contributed immensely
to conceptualising an underlying structure of language proficiency
(Luoma, 2004: 101), it has been criticised for focusing too much on
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the individual candidate (Chalhoub-Deville, 1997: 5). McNamara
(1996) drew our attention to the contextual factors that influence a
candidate’s score or rating in speaking assessment. In addition to the
task (characteristics) that Bachman and Palmer (1996) noted, McNa-
mara listed not only the test tasks, but also interlocutors, rating scales
and raters as additional elements of contextual factors, as summarised
in Figure 2.1, below.

Rater \

Scale/Criteria }

Performance J

including other
candidate \
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|

Figure 2.1. Contextual Factors in Speaking Assessment (from McNamara, 1996: 86)

Starting from the bottom in Figure 2.1, a candidate speaks to or with
an interlocutor (or interlocutors in the case of a paired or group oral
test) on a test task. The performance elicited by the task is rated ac-
cording to the rating scale(s) or criteria by trained raters, who finally
produce a final rating or score for the candidate. McNamara’s model
has been a very influential framework when organising research (Ske-
han, 1998: 170), which has led to numerous studies on how different
contextual factors may influence spoken performance. Such studies
have researched the effects of, for example, different candidate char-
acteristics such as gender (O'Sullivan, 2000), personality (Berry,
2004), interlocutors (Brown, 2003), tasks (Fulcher, 1996b) and raters
(Weigle, 1998), to mention but a few.
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While recognising the influence that McNamara’s model has
had in the field of language testing, Skehan (1998) has, nonetheless,
argued for its further expansion in order to account for how individual
candidates engage with performing a task. Skehan divided task factors
into task qualities and task conditions, and incorporated competence
and ability for use as the two factors that influence a candidate, as
presented in Figure 2.2. His notion of ability for use “goes well be-
yond the role of strategic competence [i.e. by Bachman and Palmer
(1996)], and draws into play generalised processing capacities and the
need to engage worthwhile language use” (Skehan, 1998: 171).

Interactants Task Qualities

- examiners
- others

Task Conditions

Candidate

Ability for Use
Dual-coding

T

Underlying Competences

Figure 2.2. An Expanded Model of Speaking Assessment (from Skehan, 1998: 172)

More recently, Bachman (2002) modified Skehan’s model, putting
more emphasis on the dynamic interaction between the contextual
factors, and reorganised candidate factors and task factors, as shown
in Figure 2.3. Bachman argues that:
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Candidates, who will differ in their underlying competencies and ability for
use, may find tasks with different qualities and conditions differentially diffi-
cult to perform. Different candidates will find different examiners and other
interactants differentially easy or difficult to interact with. Different raters
may apply the scale criteria differently to different performances, so that they
may be differentially lenient or severe. (Bachman, 2002: 466)

Score
Rater(s)
Interactants
h
o Examiners SF alg
« Others criteria
A
\ Performance
Candidate Task

o Task qualities

s Ability for use
¢ Task conditions

e Dual-coding
¢ Underlying
competencies

Figure 2.3. Bachman’s Model of Interacting Factors in Speaking Assessment (2002:
467)

With such complex interactions between the factors which influence
spoken performance and scores or ratings, it is evident that these fac-
tors must be strictly controlled for if the equivalence of tasks is to be
investigated; thus tasks should be administered by the same inter-
viewer to the same candidates whose performances are then rated by
the same raters using the same rating scales. Regarding task factors,
Bachman (2002: 469) recommended conceptualising tasks as sets of
characteristics and clearly distinguishing between the features inherent
in tasks, the attributes of candidates, and the interactions between the
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characteristics of candidates and tasks. This issue is discussed in detail
in Section 2.5.1.3.

Thus far, drawing on the models of speaking assessment, this
section has shown that strict control of contextual factors is indispen-
sable when conducting a study on the equivalence of speaking tasks.
Following on from this, the next section reviews a validation frame-
work for speaking assessment by Weir (2005) with a view to gaining
insights into the types of evidence necessary to demonstrate task
equivalence.

2.2.2 Validity

Because speaking tasks, which are to be proven equivalent, should be
designed to represent the same construct, demonstrating their equiva-
lence involves collecting evidence for the validity of the tasks in ques-
tion. Discussing validity in language testing means ascertaining
whether or not a particular test measures what it is intended to meas-
ure (Lado, 1961: 321). What language testers intend to measure by
their tests is a construct, which is “a theoretical conceptualisation
about an aspect of human behaviour that cannot be measured or ob-
served directly” (Ebel & Frisbie, 1991: 108). Examples of constructs
include intelligence, motivation, anxiety, attitude and reading compre-
hension. Messick (1996) offered a widely accepted definition of con-
struct validity in educational assessment as follows:

Validity is an overall evaluative judgement of the degree to which empirical
evidence and theoretical rationales support the adequacy and appropriateness
of interpretations and actions based on test scores or other modes of assess-
ment. (Messick, 1996: 245)

Accordingly, Messick identified six aspects of validity that should be
evidenced to support a validity argument for a test: content validity,
structural validity, external validity, consequential validity, substan-
tive validity, and generalisability. Tailoring these aspects to the field
of language testing and taking into account the complex nature of
speaking assessment described above, Weir (2005; updated in
O’Sullivan & Weir, 2011) reorganised and elaborated the concept of
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validity, and presented a framework for validating speaking tests as
shown in Figure 2.4, below.

Test taker characteristics

Context validity

\ Cognitive validity

Response

v

Scoring validity

v

Score / Grade

/\

Consequential validity Criterion-related validity

Figure 2.4. A Socio-Cognitive Framework for Validating Speaking Tests by Weir
(2005)

Starting from the top, fest taker characteristics refers to the character-
istics that the candidates have when taking a test, e.g. age, gender,
nervousness, background knowledge, and experience. Context validity,
which encompasses Messick’s notions of content validity and gener-
alisability, concerns the relevance and representativeness of the test
task (including its administration conditions such as response format,
time constraints and interlocutor(s)) in relation to the construct. This
aspect is often examined by expert judgement of the task content, as
well as by analysing the language elicited (Weir, 2005). Previous stud-
ies which have looked at this aspect of different test versions for
equivalence are reviewed in Section 2.3. In addition, although under
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