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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The New York State Department of Education is issuing 

a certificate extension in bilingual education to teach an 

already established subject or area in two languages. This 

/extension certificate goes into effect in September, 1983. 

Whenever a certificate or an extension is issued in a new 

area of study, an established set of criteria must be m·et 

by those seeking the certificate of extension. This is 

usually done by following a prescribed course of study at 

a college or university. The extension being offered in 

bilingual education is different because not only must a 

designated course of study be completed but in addition, the 

candidate must demonstrate proficiency in two languages, 

English and the second language of instruction. 

Although there are established tests to reliably assess 

language competency of prospective bilingual teachers, no 

such test has been adopted by the State of New York. Further

more, the state education department has placed the responsi

bility of establishing language competency on those colleges 

and universities that offer degrees in bilingual education. 

se of the 

The purpose of this study to develop an oral English 



proficiency test and administer it to a pilot group of stu

dents. 

Limitation 

In addition to an oral test, a complete language pro

ficiency exam would probably include sections that test 

reading comprehension, translation, grammar, vocabulary, 

written composition, and listening skills. It is not the 

scope of this master's project to develop a complete test 

a~ that would be more appropriate for a doctoral disserta

tion. The focus of this paper is oral proficiency testing 

by means of the Oral Interview as developed by the Foreign 

Service Institute in Washington, D.C. 

of the Oral Interview Test 

The Oral Interview Test was developed because the United 

States government needed to know the lingui capabilities 

of its employ~~s in the Foreign Service. Howard E. Sollenberger 

(1978), Director retired, of the Foreign Service Institute pro

vides the historical development of the interview test used by 

the Foreign Service Institute in a paper entitled "Development 

and Current Use of the F S I Oral Interview Test presented at 

the 1978 conference held at Georgetown Univers Since 

Sollenberger was at the Foreign Service Institute while the 

test was developed, he is best able to on the 

many changes and refinements that took place from the time 



of the test's inception in 1952 up to its current format 

which was arrived at in 1969. 

In the 1950's commercial and diplomatic ·ties were de

veloping among the many nations of the world. The United 

States was finding itself unable to communicate face-to-face 

with the representatives of the various countries. In 1952 

the Civil Service Commission developed foreign language 

testing in order to compile a registry of all persons in 

the United States government with skills or experience in 

foreign languages and countries. The early tests consisted 

of six defined levels of proficiency, but there was no sepa

ration of the different language components. These early 

tests were shelved because of a change in adminis , the 

Korean Conflict, and the growing bureaucracy of the federal 

government that didn't consider language testing important. 

In 1955 the government realized the increasing 

of establishing contacts around the world The early tests 

ordered by the Civil Service Commission were first adminis

tered to military officers who were unable to measure up to 

the criteria established in the test. 

On November 2, 1956, a new language policy was esta-

blished by the Sec of State. All those serving in 

Foreign Service posts were to be encouraged to learn a se

cond language with enough proficiency to use greetings, 

attend social events, ask simple questions, give directions, 

ze proper names, streets, and locations. The testing 



was to be carried out by the Foreign Service Institute. After 

this policy was announced, the Foreign Service Institute was 

forced to develop reliable test procedures. 

A two part test was developed; the first part tested 

speaking ability and the second, reading capacity. Five levels 

were defined. Since the Foreign Service Institute was pro-

viding instruction in the languages as well as administering 

the testing many problems developed. Students often re-

ceived a compassionate n3n from a professor who had been in

structing the candidate whereas an applicant for the test 

who had not been in class might be judged in a more arduous 

manner. 

In 1957 mandatory testing of all Foreign Service Officers 

was ordered and the test had to be improved. A checklist of 

five factors was developed including accent, grammar, voca-

bulary, fluency, and ion. Each factor was to be 

rated individually on a six po scale. checklist worked. 

There were far fewer complaints among the candidates as well 

as a higher degree of consistency among the examiners. By 

the 1960's the scale developed by the Foreign Service Inst 

tute was being used by many other government agencies such 

as the CIA, the Peace Corps, and the Defense Language Insti

tute. It was also adopted by the Supreme Headquarters of the 

Allied Powers in Europe. Recently use of the Oral Interview 

Test has been spreading to many universities and col s 

throughout the United States and Europe. 



Given the established validity and extensive use of the 

Oral Interview as developed by the Foreign Service Institute, 

it becomes an appropriate model for determining language pro-

ficiency of prospective bilingual teachers as required by 

the State of New York~ 

New Xork State Requirements of Certification for Teachers 
in Bilingual Educatio~ 

To qualify for a certificate extension in bilingual edu-

cation, a candidate must meet the requirements specified by 

the Division of Teacher Education and Certification of the 

State Education Department in three separate areas of teacher 

training: preparation, practice, and language proficiency. 

Only the conditions relating to language proficiency pertain 

to this study. '
1 In addi·tion to the required study and prac-

tice, ·the icant s strate profic both 

English and the other language of instruction other than 

English on an approved examination'r (N.Y. State Dept. of 

Ed., 1983, unpaged). 

The Education Department of New York does not intend 

to be involved in language proficiency training and has 

placed that respons lity on the colleges and universities 

offering teacher preparation courses in bilingual education. 

For applicants ing State 
programs in bilingual education or ., 
the~- responsibility for establishing English 
and language of instruction proficiency 
rests with the preparing institution. An 



appropriately completed Report of Language 
Proficiency in English and/or the other 
language must be filed for each person com
pleting a State registered program (N.Y. 
State Ed. Dept., 1983, unpaged). 

The test developed from this study will be considered 

for adoption by the bilingual multicultural teacher training 

program of SUNY College at Brockport. 



CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF LI,rERATUHE 

When it became apparent that the various colleges and 

universities in New York State offering teacher training in 

bilingual education are to be responsible for assessing the 

language proficiency of their students, a suitable evaluation 

procedure would have to be developed. This project presents 

an Oral In·terview Test that. is to be used by State Univ·ersi ty 

of New York College at Brockport, an institution that offers 

teacher training through the bilingual multicultural program 

there. Therefore, a review of lit~rature was completed based 

on material found in ERIC (1970-82), principally material 

presented at the Georgetown University Round Tables on lan

guages and linguis s. Other materials were found through 

sources identi ed in the Drake Memorial Library, SUNY College 

at Brockport~ 

Interview as used the Fore 

The procedure for administering the Oral Interview Test 

(Wilds, 1979) consists of an interview conducted by a testing 

team made up of an observer, who is usually the senior mem-

ber of the team, and an interviewer. The interview begins 

with the social amenities such as greetings, introductions, 

and comrrlent.s about the weather. The candidate's responses 

1. 



8. 

will determine in what direction the interview will go. If 

he has trouble with the preliminaries, he will be asked to 

talk about himself and his family; and the interview will 

be brought to a tlose. If, however, he has no trouble with 

the first few questions, he will be led into natural con

versations about his job, his family, new events of the day, 

right up to topics relating to his profession. As the ques

tions continue, the interviewer will be attempting to elicit 

complex grammatical constructions as well as check on the 

limitations of the candidate's vocabulary and comprehension. 

Trained examiners can usually establish a rating within the 

first five minutes of the interview, and the remainder of 

the interview is used to verify the examiner's preliminary 

rating. If the candidate manages to avoid certain gram-

matical forms or if the examiner is unable to pinpoint a 

numerical score for comprehension or fluency, the candidate 

may be asked to interpret a contrived situation for the 

examiner. The interview is an attempt to get at the exami-

nee's linguistic capabilities and limitations in a controlled 

conversation. The test ends when the examiner has arrived 

at a rating for oral proficiency which is usually within 

twenty or thirty s. At the conclusion of the 

both the examiner and the observer independently fill out 

the "Checklist of Performance Factors 11 provided by the Fore 

Service Institute. The checklist is a profile of the can-

d 's strengths and weaknesses, but it is also intended 



to force the examiners to consider each of the five elements 

of the test and relate them to the sample of speech given by 

the examinee. 

A weighted scoring system for the check
list has been derived from a multiple cor
relation with the overall S-rating assigned 
(R = .95). The weights are basically these: 
P~ccent 0 1 Grammar 3 1 Vocabulary 2, Fluency 
1, Comprehension 2. Partly because the 
original data came mainly from the test in 
Indo-European languages and partly because 
of a widespread initial suspicion of statis
tics among the staff, use of the scoring 
system has never been made compulsory or 
even urged. The result has been that most 
examiners compute the checklist score only 
in case of doubt or disagreement. Never
theless the occasional verifications of 
the checklist profiles seem to keep exa
miners in all languages in the line with 
each other .... Those who once distrusted 
the system now have faith in it (Jones 
and Spolsky, 1975 1 p. 32). 

The purpose of the checklist (see page 11, Table I) 

~Ls t::.o prov a record of an examiner's eva o cert::.a 

aspects of a candidate's oral language. The a s rated 

by the Foreign Service Institute include accent, grammar, 

vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension. Beside each factor 

is a scale for rating purposes. Only the extremes of each 

factor are defined with six possible levels of each factor. 

The examiner using the F S I scale is instructed to rate 

each language component according to the following: 

1. Accent - consider the pronunciation of 
individual sounds (consonants and vowels) , 
as well as pitch and stress. 

2. Grammar - consider individual words and 
arrangements of words for grammatical 
accuracy. 



3. Vocabulary - consider adequacy of voca
bulary (both sufficiency and accuracy) 
for the topics discussed. 

4. Fluency - consider general smoothness 
or evenness of performance. 

5. Comprehension - consider both complete
ness and speed of understanding. 

These factors aren't considered to be necessarily re-

lated to each other and each factor is considered separately. 

Each of the five factors listed in the checklist have six 

levels of proficiency, each of which has been defined by 

the Foreigh Service Institute in the Testing Kit (Adams-

and Frith, 1979). 

The proficiency level assigned to each language com-

ponent is weighted in order to obtain an overall language 

pro iency rating, which the Foreign Service Institute de-

signates as an S-rating as showh by the following table. 



1 . 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

ORAL LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY CHECKLIST 

OF 1THE 

FOREIGN SERVICE INSTITUTE 

Accent foreign : : -- -- -- --
Grammar inaccurate ; : -- -- -- --
Voc.abulary inadequa·te : : -- -- -- --
Fluency uneven : : -- -- ~- --

Comprehension incomplete : : -- -- -- --

Absolute Rating S-

Exarniner 

I r 

11. 

: native -- --
: accurate -- --
: adequate -- --
: even -- ---
: complete -- --



Accen·t 

Grammar 

Vocabulary 

Fluency 

TABLE II 

WEIGHTING OF SCORES OF THE ORAL 

LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY TEST OF 

FOREIGN SERVICE INSTITUTE 

1 2 3 

0 1 2 2 

6 12 18 24 

4 8 12 16 

2 4 6 8 

Comprehension 4 8 3 15 

5 6 

3 4 

30 36 

20 24 

10 12 

19 23 -·--·--

Total 

The values obtained from the checklist for each language 

fac·tor are placed in Column A and ·totalled. The total score 

is then converted to a final S-rating according to the following 

conversion table. 



Score 

16-25 

26-32 

33-42 

TABLE III 

CONVERSION TABLE OF THE ORAL 

:LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY TEST OF THE 

FOREIGN SERVICE INSTITUTE 

Rating 

S-0+ 

S-1 

S-1+ 

Score 

43-52 

53-62 

63-72 

Rating 

S-2 

S-2+ 

S-3 

Score 

73-82 

83-92 

93-99 

Ra·ting 

S-3+ 

S-4 

S-4+ 

When there is a disagreement between the examiner and the 

interviewer, the policy established by the Foreign Service In

st is that ihe final rating be established by the average 

of their total scores. 



The rating given is usually based on the examiner's 

interpretation of the definitions of each rating as set 

down in the Tes Kit. Before making a final determi-

nation of the rating of an individual candidate the raters 

confer. This conferring may take the form of a written 

vote or a verbal discussion. In case of an irreconcilable 

disagreement, the lower rating is always given by the 

Foreign Service Institute. "The rationale for this rule 

is that the rating is a promise of performance made by 

the F S I to assignment officers and future supervisors. 

The consequences of over-rating are more serious than 

the consequences of under-rating, however disappoin·ting 

the marginal decision may be to the examinee himself," 

(Wilds, 1979). 

Surprisingly, there is very little discrepancy among 

raters whether they are participating in a live test or 

making ratings from tape-recordings of interviews. Because 

retesting for research is not part of the program at the 

Foreign Service Institute there are at least two questions 

that have not yet been answered concerning the Oral Inter

view Test. It is not known if a speaker's foreign language 

proficiency fluctuates from day to day nor if his for-

mance varies according to the competency and efficiency of 

the examiners. 



Levels Of Proficiency are described in the following 
definitions: 

Elementary Proficiency 

S-1 Able to satis routine travel and minimum 

courte 

should be able to order a simple meal, ask for shelter 

or lodging, ask and give simple directions, make 

purchases, and tell time. 

Limited Working Proficiency 

S-2 Able to social demands 

work At the S-2 level a person can 

handle most social situations, casual conversations 

about current events and has a speaking vocabulary 

sufficient to express himself. 

Profession Profic 

S-3 Able t.o with suff 1 

effective in 

most formal conversat 

social fessional s. 

Full Professional Proficiency 

S-4 Able to use the fluent and accurate on 

all levels normal needs. 

Native or Bilingual Proficiency 

S-5 ent to that of an educated 

native (\'1 i 1 d s 1 1 9 7 9 ) . 



.lb. 

Problems Associated with the Test 

No matter how well accepted or established a test may 

be, it must be able to withstand a statistician's scrutiny 

and testing for realiability and validity. Clark (1975) 

raises many questions about testing for oral proficiency 

through an interview. According to him, oral proficiency 

tests can be categorized as either direct or indirect tests. 

A direct test is one that involves actual conversation or 

dialog between the candidate and the interviewer. The 

Oral Interview is a direct test of oral proficiency. An 

indirect test consists of any oral activity other than a 

d conversation. The candidate may be required to 

describe aloud objects or pictures, or to participate in 

an oral cloze-tape technique in which the candidate sup

pl s deleted words or letters from a continuous text. 

This type of language production that is rare used in 

daily li has been labelled indirect by Clark. 

The direct test establishes face validity because it 

is testing verbal ability through a direct conversation. 

The indirect test must establish correlational validity 

with an already established direct test. If a high cor

relation is found between an indirect test and a direct 

test than the indirect test may serve as a predictor of 

what a student would probably score on a more direct and 

oral proficiency test. This would establish a 11 congruent 



or concurrent" validity of the indirect test~ In addition 

to validity any test whether direct or indirect, must also 

be reliable It must demonstrate consistency in a student's 

performance regardless of how many 

tered= 

s that test is adminis-

dealing with the matter of idity and relia-

bility Clark (1975) ses the quest of lity .. 

1'-1any have ques the icali and expense of pro-

viding two raters each tested as well having 

to allow up to thirty minutes for each interview. Before 

any test is adopted, the cost, the stration, the 

scoring s, and the time element must all be taken 

into account. A test can be 

ani cal or a person. rrhe s 

stered and scored mech

can also occur simul-

taneously or be delayed. Clark be s that" human 

trat and of the test as done t.he Fore 

Ins s real 

much as possible in a testing situation, 

as 

establishing 

In other the validity of the Oral Interview Test. 

words it actually tests what it c to teste 

s-

In considering reali lity of the test, the ques-

tion of whether to use a s or de scoring 

method must be eva There are licting ews as 

to which method is more reliable, and Clark (1975), would 

like to see "a comprehens experimental study comparing 

the two procedures~~ (pg. 15). 



lB. 

Another possible weakness of the oral interview tech-

nique is that certain candidates might be able to control 

the interview. If this type of test is to be used to mea-

sure a candidate's oral proficiency it is important that 

the interviewer ask the right questions to elicit a variety 

of grammatical and lexical structures.. The Zepeda/Saldate 

Spanish Language Proficiency Test also uses an interview 

as a measure of oral ability. In this test the candidates 

are asked to respond to three questions which are then 

rated on a given scale. ~he examiners rate- pronunciation, 

structure, and vocabulary on a scale of one to five. The 

three questions asked are: 1 . ere ser 

educative. and 3. la educaci6n dentro 

de stra sociedad? This investigator lt that these 

three questions, although general and allowing freedom in 

answering, do not permit the candidates to respond normally. 

The questions are presented to the candidate one-by-one with-

out any conversation on the part of the interviewer. 

Difficulties relating to the Oral Interview Test in-

elude the time element and the man power needed to administer 

the test~ Clark (1975), believes that care ly controlled 

studies should be made to determine if the interview could 

be shortened and also if the test would be as valid with only 

one person administering the test. Wilds (1975), says that 

the interview conducted by only ''one interviewer testing alone 



is likely to lose both his skills as an interviewer and 

his perceptiveness as an observer to a degree that cannot 

be justified on the grounds of economy'' (p. 34). 

Robert Lado (1978) considered the question of too 

1~. 

much being asked of the oral interview. He began by com

paring an oral interview with a doctor's examination. Just 

as it is impossible for a doctor to make a diagnosis from 

questioning a patient so the interview is not enough to 

establish language proficiency. He agrees that an Oral 

Interview Test does have face validity because it tests 

the candidate's speaking ability. He does not feel that 

it is a true test of complete language competence because 

the vocabulary and structures used are limited to the ex

periences and interests the candidate has encountered in 

the second language. Another de ciency of the test, 

according to Lado, is that it only tests conversational 

ability with no consideration for extended formal speaking. 

It also does not provide for testing of the cultural fea

tures of a language. 

Lado believes that the Oral Interview Test should not 

be used in isolation to determine a candidate's proficiency 

in a target language. Although he recognizes the face 

validity of the interview to measure speaking ability, he 

feels that it should be further structured to provide a 

better sampling of situational and socio-linguis c com-



20. 

ponents of the language. The interview should not be used 

to measure listening skills. Grammar and vocabulary should 

not be measured by an interview. These important language 

factors should be tested in writing. 

Jones (1975) sees one of the biggest problems with the 

oral interview as that of evaluating at the higher proficiency 

levels. He claims that it is not difficult to distinguish 

between a 1+ and a 2 however, there is not a specific enough 

differentiation between a rating of a 4 and 5. The defined 

standards set by the Foreign Service Institute do not show 

a developed proficiency. One of the reasons for this might 

be that too few candidates reach these levels, and so the 

raters do not have as much experience in these ratings. 

Jones says that a candidate with a level 3 rating who has 

conf in language is aware of his weaknesses 

can probably talk fluently enough of his own interests, thus 

of·ten complet.ely evading the grammatical structures being 

tested. 'J.lhis type of examinee can overwhelm the ra·ters 

with the quantity and content of his speaking ability. 

Jones has loped four techniques that will enable 

examiners to elicit language samples at the 4 and 5 rating 

levels. These techniques are: 

1. a picture vocabulary task 

2. an anecdote telling task 

3. a repetition task 

4. a situational task 



He conducted an experiment in the German language; using 

ten native speaking Germans as a control group against ten 

non-native German bilinguals. For the picture vocabulary 

task he assembled pictures of common items that are pro

bably not listed on routine vocabulary lists. The items 

included a bottle cap, the calf of a leg, a dog's nose, 

a dumbbell, a hubcap, an earlobe, a weather vane, a ball 

of yarn, a gas pump, and a placemat. After presenting the 

pictures to both groups and asking for an identification 

of the objectst he found that among the native Germans 

three used the target words, five chose synonyms for some 

of the objects and two were unsure of what some of the 

pictures represented. Of the non~native German 

no one could identify more than three of the objects. 

Some of the examinees knew the word for yarn but not the 

word for ball of yarn. Most knew the word for leg but 

nat for the calf of the leg. The same thing occurred with 

the distinction between ear and earlobe. 

The second task involved the telling of an anecdote 

in German. The German speakers tended to enhance 

the story by adding filler and transition words, whereas 

the non-native speakers tended to follow the story exactly, 

committing many grammatical errors while concentrating on 

telling the anecdote. The third task, consisted of re

peating sentences of increasing lengths. The native speakers 

had little or no difficulty with this task while the diff 



culties experienced by the non-native speakers increased 

as the sentences lengthened. The fourth task involved the 

setting up of a situation by the examiner such as: You 

are looking for the post office. You ask directions by 

saying or You are invited to a party 

you don't wish to attend, You say Jones 

believes that tasks such as these should be incorporated 

into the Oral Interview Test to identify ratings above a 

3+. 

ew outside of the United 

Despite the questions raised. about the Oral Interview 

Test it is presently in use by many establishments outs 

of the United States government. In addition to the Foreign 

Service Young Universi one of the 

most ongoing comprehensive cultural and language training 

programs in·the United States. There are three hundred 

language instructors providing intensive language training 

to some five to six thousand candidates yearly. There are 

between seventy-five and eighty certified Foreign Service 

Institute testers on the campus. After an eight week im

mersion program in a target language students are given 

the F S I Oral Interview Test before being sent out abroad 

to serve as missionaries for two years. The University also 

trains raters in the procedures of the Oral Interview Test 



(Graham, 1978). 

Stephen L. Graham (1978) of Brigham Young University 

reported on an in-house evaluation of the F S I testing 

program. In 1977, 6,193 interviews in twenty four languages 

were given at Brigham Young. Of these, 763 were selected 

for evaluation. The target languages were Spanish, French, 

German, and Japanese. Of the 763 chosen interviews there 

were 156 discrepancies between the original ratings and 

the reevaluated taped ratings of the interviews. Of these 

156 discrepancies, 155 were a +e Therefore, in the re

sults of the in-house evaluation at Brigham Young Univer

sity in the four languages selected, the testers agreed 

92.7% of the time without consulting one another. In 

few cases of disagreement the difference was rarely more 

than a +. The study concluded that F S I Oral 

Test fulfills the requirements of the large language 

training program at Brigham Young University. 

Use of s of the F S I Oral Test 

As more and more states are adopting bilingual edu

cation programs the language proficiency of prospective 

bilingual teachers must be evaluated. New Jersey is one 

such state that has already enacted a law providing man

datory bilingual education in the public schools. In order 

to receive certification in English as a Second Language, 

teachers must provide evidence of native or near native 



competency in Englishs All teachers in the bilingual pro

gram must demonstrate verbal and written proficiency in 

English and one other language. Once the standards were 

spelled out by the state department of education it was 

necessary to find an examination that would measure a 

teacher's ability to function in the classroom in English 

as well as a target language. Teachers must have the 

ability to comple-tely comprehend. the "talk" of children 

and parents. 'flhey must also have the ability to communi

cate with children and parents on school related topics-. 

In addition they must also be able to present subject 

matter in the classroom, carry on class discussion, ask 

and answer quest s, explain concepts, and discuss special 

interest topics (Brown, 1976). 

The New Jersey Department of Education went to the 

Foreign Service Institute for help in developing a test to 

fit the requiremen-ts of bilingual certi cation. An Oral 

Interview Test was developed specifically for New Jersey 

and named the Language Proficiency Interview. This new 

test allows for a shorter interview because most of the 

people in the field of language testing seem to concur 

that the first f minutes of an interview establishes 

a rating and the remainder of the time verifies the pro-

ficiency of the However, depending on the can-

didate's ability and the examiner's incl ions the inter-

v may take as long as thirty minutes. 



25. 

Once New Jersey decided to use the Language Proficiency 

Interview as a means of assessing bilingual teachers, it be

came necessary to select and train interviewers. Since the 

Educational Testing Service is located in Princeton, it was 

decided to use this site as a training location. A two-day 

workshop was planned to train and certify potential inter-

viewers. The interviewers who were selected from the various 

state colleges and the state university are either native 

speakers of the test language or who have an S-4 rating in 

that language as established by the Foreign Service Institute. 

Since these interviewers would be rating prospective bilingual 

teachers who wish to be certified it was suggested that the 

interviewers be from different areas of New Jersey, that they 

be language teachers with some experience in evaluation, that 

they be comfortable with recording equipment, and that they 

have effective interviewing skills. Once these raters have 

been certified, they would then conduct Language Proficiency 

Interviews at their individual colleges and universities to 

assess future bilingual teachers. 

Certification for teachers in bilingual education, modern 

foreign languages, and English as a Second Language went in

to effect in Massachusetts September 1, 1982. In addition to 

demonstrating language competency candidates in Massachusetts 

must also exhibit a knowledge of the culture and history of 

the target language. Five levels of competence were established 

in the areas of Speaking and Listening, Writing, Reading, and 



History and Culture. The requirements in Massachusetts 

which are already in affect seem to be quite rigid as the 

candidate must achieve a level 4 rating in the target lan

guage to receive bilingual certification (Language and 

Culture Proficiency Criteria, Massachusetts 1980). 

When New Jersey selected the Language Proficiency 

Interview (LPI) developed by the Foreign Service Institute 

as a means of assessing language proficiency, it was fol

lowing examples set by Massachusetts and Illinois. In 

Massachusetts the scale used by the Foreign Service 

Institute was adopted for certification purposes, and 

Illinois uses it to establish a "cu-t score" for certi 

cation. It is also used in Illinois to screen applicants 

entering a training program for bilingual teachers. 

anish Variat at. the Univers izona 

Veronic~ Carlisle-Zepeda and Macario Saldate IV (1977) 

at the University of Arizona addressed themselves to the 

problem of developing a test to assess a native English 

speaker's proficiency in Spanish. They were very concerned 

about students entering a bilingual program without a solid 

foundation in the Spanish language.. They recom.rnend that 

as a prerequisite for entering the program the establish

ment of some basic tompetencies in the second language, 

which, this case is Spanish. "In no instance can one 

assume that a teacher already involved in bilingual, hi-

26. 
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cultural instruction is somehow automatically proficient 

in the second language .... Some sort of measure is also 

needed at this level' 1 (Zepeda/Saldate, 1978, p. 320). The 

authors developed a proficiency test, "The Zepeda/Saldate 

Language Proficiency Test 11 that assesses the proficiency 

needed by classroom teachers in a bilingual program, The 

test content and scoring is modelled after the Foreign 

Service Institute Oral Interview Test. The test does not 

attempt to the extremes but rather concentrates on minimal 

language proficiency needed by a classroom teacher in a 

program .. 

Conclusion 

The Oral Interview Test has been in existence for more 

than twenty years and it is still cons as a model for 

language proficiency testing. It was originally developed 

for the government; and today it is being tested, modified, 

and adapted for use in university language programs through-

out the United States. 



CHAPTER THREE 

DESCRIPTION OF THE BROCKPORT ORPJ.L INTERVIEW 

ENGLISH LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY TEST 

The State University College at Brockport is among the 

colleges and universities in New York that offer teacher 

preparation in bilingual education. Bilingual education is 

being recognized by the State of New York as an area of 

education in which teacheis must be certified. As of 

September, 1983 a certificate extension in bilingual edu

cation is being issued in New York State. In addition to 

completing a course of study in bilingual education, those 

seeking this certificate extension must demonstrate lan

guage proficiency in both English and the language of in

struction used by the bilingual program. Since the State 

Education Department is not providing language proficiency 

testing but has designated that responsibility to State 

in bilingual education, such as the 

one at SUNY College at Brockport; it has become necessary 

to establish a method of testing language proficiency in 

English as well as second language. The second language 

of the bilingual program at Brockport is Spanish. 

SUNY College at Brockport has an excellent department 

of foreign languages in addition to the bilingual multi

cultural program there. Together, the faculty of the 

28. 



foreign language department and that of the bilingual 

multicultural program developed a Spanish language pro

ficiency examination. This is used to test students of 

either program. With the state requirement that appli

cants for a certificate extension in bilingual education 

demonstrate a proficiency in English as well as the other 

language, it became necessary to develop a test of English 

Proficiency. This project is a report of the development 

of such a test in English Proficiency, specifically of 

the oral interview. 

The Oral Interview 

The first task in creating an oral English language 

pro ciency test is to determine what should be included 
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in such a test. The proficiency requirements already 

established for certification by the states of Massachusetts 

and New Jersey, as well as those proposed by the Sate of 

New York, "The Zepeda/Saldate Spanish Language Proficiency 

Test'', and the Test Kit published by the Foreign Service 
-------~~---

Institute served as models for the development of the test. 

Once an oral interview was considered to be a part 

of the English language pro ciency test to be used at 

sue at Brockport, it became necessary to adapt it to the 

situation. The investigator was privileged to observe an 

oral interview in progress. The technique was being used 

to measure the Spanish language proficiency of a group of 



potential bilingual policemen who had just completed an 

intensive oral Spanish course. The interviews which 

lasted from ten to twenty minutes were conducted by two 

professors who took turns asking questions of the candi

dates. Each interview was taped and began with introductions 

which insured the identification of the candidate. The 

interviews were conducted in a friendly manner in an at

tempt to ease any anxieties. If the candidate demonstrated 

little or no ability to converse in Spanish, the interview 

was quickly brought to a close. If, however, the candidate 

was able to converse in Spanish, he was soon led into a 

role-playing situation which demanded more language than 

he was capable of. At the end of each interview the pro~ 

fessors reviewed their ratings. Only two disagreements 

between raters were noted among twenty candidates. These 

disagreements were only a half rating apart. Thus, the 

observed oral interviews supported the high inter-rate 

agreement maintained by the Foreign Service Institute. 

The Brockport Oral Interview English Language Pro

ficiency Test is intended to combine a controlled conver

sation led by interviewers with three particular questions 

or topics that should elicit a range of language ability. 

The first question is designed to put the candidate at 

ease and start talking about himself. The interviewer 

asks the candidate about his background in a casual manner 

interjecting specific questions if needed, in order to 



elicit responses. The second question or topic asks the 

candidate to present information and express an opinion. 

Again the interviewer is provided with specific back-up 

questions to give the candidate a chance to relate to 

the topic as well as help form a response. The third 

topic asks that the candidate support an argument. 
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The oral interview section of the Brockport test is 

seen as a demonstration of a hierarchy of language ability. 

The candidate is led from talking about himself to pre

senting a personal opinion and finally to s~ating and 

supporting a case. This is done by means of a simple 

conversation along the lines suggested by the Foreign 

Service Institute. Since this interview is being used 

to rate potential teachers topics two and three relate 

directly to education. 

Both the Foreign Service Institute and the Zepeda/ 

Saldate test use a scale to determine a candidate's pro-

ficiency. The scale is very important to the Foreign 

Service Institute testing because careers may rise or fall 

according to the rating given. Bilingual teachers, on 

the other hand, either have sufficient command of two 

languages to be in a bilingual program or they don't. 

This investigator feels that it isn't necessary to actually 

grade each candidate but instead determine if the candi

date has a minimal proficiency to perform in a bilingual 

classroom. This is why the Oral Interview Test presented 
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here has a pass/fail rating on each section. Each candidate 

is expected to pass each section of the test in order to be 

rated as having demonstrated oral proficiency in the English 

language. 

Training of Raters 

The F S I trains raters and administrators in weekend 

workshops~ The trainees receiv~ lectures about the history 

of the Oral Interview Test and see videotapes of the Oral 

Interview in use. After being given this b~ckground tSe 

trainees are divided into small groups of three or four 

led by trained personnel. The checklist and weighting 

system are explained and mock interviews are held. Finally 

the trainees are given tapes of previous interviews and 

asked to rate them. All personnel involved in the adminis

tration of the F S I Oral Interview must participate in 

refresher training courses every two years. Staff members 

who are located too far away from Washington, D.C. parti

cipate in retraining through the mail. This constant 

monitoring of F S I personnel is a contributing factor 

to the high rate of agreement among raters of the F S I 

Oral Interview. 

The development of the Oral Interview Test used at 

SUNY College at Brockport was done by an individual who 

was trained by members of the faculty at SUNY College at 

Brockport. The ty members had participated in a 



workshop training session at SUNY Brockport that was given 

by member of the staff at the Foreign Service Institute. 

This test developer was given a thorough orientation to 

the procedure required by the Foreign Service Institute. 

She was also given the opportunity to independently rate 

interviews conducted by the faculty members and partici

pated in discussions establishing ratings of these inter~ 

views according to Foreign Service Institute practices. 

Once she felt confident in the test procedure and rating, 

she met with two graduate ~tudents and explained the 

procedure and the test score sheet of the Oral Interview 

Test that was to be piloted at Brockport. Each interview 

was to be taped to allow monitoring of the test by the 

faculty members of the Bilingual Multicultural Program, 

and both of the graduate students were to serve as raters 

of the tapes after the interviews were completed. 

Scar Interview Test 

The questions listed on the Oral Interview Score 

Sheet (see page 41) that are to be answered by the test 

administrator enable the interviewer to gauge the candi

date's language proficiency without using a scale or 

weighting system. Each question relates directly to an 

oral language component; and when combined, establishes 
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the fact that the candidate either is or is not sufficiently 

competent in English. If the rater answers yes to each of 



the questions, the candidate has demonstrated a proficiency 

level necessary for a bilingual teacher. If the examiner 

is unsure of a rating, he/she can listen to the tape for a 

reassessment or ask another rater to listen and rate any 

segment for which there may be a doubt during the actual 

test .. 

The Score Sheet questions for the first topic focus 

on comprehension, intonation, and vocabulary. If the 

candidate doesn't understand what is being said directly 

to him/her, he/ she doesn't .have to be further tested; and 

a friendly conversation can be quickly brought to a close 

without distressing the candidate too much. 

The second question relating to the first topic 'Were 

you able to understand everything that was said?' rates 

the candidate's intonation patterns. Poor· intonation 

tern not always fere with a person's ability to 

cornmunicate if the listeners are patient and educatedi but 

since this test is serving as a measure for a future teacher 

of young children, the ability to cormnunica·te easily is 

cruc 1. The examiner may wish to continue the test in 

order to be sure of the candidate's control of English 

pronunciation and intonation patterns, but if the inter-

viewer must always be reminded that the is at-

tempting to demonstrate sufficient language competency to 

serve as a bilingual teacher who may be assigned to kinder-

garten and first grade classes. If the interviewer doesn't 



understand what the candidate is saying the interview 

should be brought to a close very quickly but in a 

friendly manner. 

The third question of the first topic, 'Did the 

candidate have sufficient vocabulary to talk comfortably 

about his/her background?,' relates to a very limited 

vocabulary. If a candidate can't easily talk about him

self and his personal background, he certainly doesn't 

have sufficient language ability in English to teach in 

a bilingual program. The first topic can be directly re

lated to the established S-1 rating of the F.S.I. Oral 

Interview. An S-1 rating is not sufficient for a teacher 

in a bilingual program. 

The second topic, the question relating to television, 

test the candidate's listening ability, al struc-

ture, and vocabulary.. \•Jhen the question is presented the 

candidate is asked to express an opinion as well as discuss 

two sides of an issue. There is no time limit for any of 

these questions and the candidate should be allowed 'thinking 

time;' but once he/she starts speaking, the examiner is 

listening for grammatical struc-ture as well as sufficient 

vocabulary to express an opinion and to be able to easily 

discuss an every day issue. Any candidate unable to pass 

this section can not be considered sufficiently proficient 

in English to function as a bilingual teacher. 



The third topic, which asks the candidate to state a 

case, is the deciding factor in this language proficiency 

test. This section should not be presented to a candidate 

who wasn't successful in the previous sections of the test. 

Although this interview test presently doesn't have a 

weighting scale, it is felt that the order of difficulty 

in the types of responses required by each topic is suf

ficient to determine the language proficiency of a pros

pective bilingual teacher. 

General Procedures for Admini the Test 

The test should be administered in as comfortable 

a se-tting as possible. It is recommended that it be con

ducted by two people: one who controls the interview, and 

the second who operates a tape recorder and rates the can

didate during the interview. At any time the rater may 

participate in the conversation, especially to clarify 

a certain point or no-te a particular grammatical structure. 

The taping of the interview allows for a reassessment at 

a future time, for a discussion of possible disagreement 

between the interviewer and the rater as well as for an 

aide in the training of future interviewers. The 

recorder should not be the primary focus of the setting. 

The candidate and the interviewer face each other along 

the side of a desk or table. The table should have papers 

and books on it to distract attention from the microphone 



and the recorder. The rater sits a little behind 

the interviewer next to the tape recorder and fills out 

the Oral Interview Score Sheet. The rater participates 

in the greetings and introductions, making sure that the 

tape recorder is on when the candidate is asked his/her 

name. He/she also makes sure that the candidate's name 

is correctly spelled on the score sheet. The interview 

should be conducted in a friendly manner with both the 

interviewer and the rater expressing genuine interest in 

whatever the candidate says. The candidate should be 

allowed time to formulate an answer, and all circumlo

cution should be received favorably. 

Although the examiner and the rater are to maintain 

a friendly conversational attitude they should be care

ful .not to supply words and verb forms. Questions may 

be asked in such a manner as to provide certain words 

that can be used in an answer to check whether or not 

the candidate uses these provided words. An example of 

this that the interviewer might ask relating to the se

cond topic, 'Would you allow your own children to watch 

T.V.?' The candidate's response to a question such as 

this gives the rater and the interviewer considerable 

insight the English language pro ciency level of 

the candidate. 

Throughout the interview the examiner and the rater 

must keep in mind that they are checking the language pro-
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ficiency of a 'would-be' classroom teacher in a bilingual 

program. As soon as the interviewer and the rater are 

satisfied that the candidate has demonstrated proficiency 

or lack of it, the interview can be brought to a close. 

The candidate should be dismissed from the interview with 

thanks and a friendly farewell. At this point the rater 

and interviewer should check to see if they are in agree-

ment with their individual ratings. If not, they should 

plan to reassess the interview from the tape at a later 

time. The rater and interviewer may also wish to exchange 

roles for the next interviewer. 

The Oral Interview Profici 
Test 

The following is the Oral Interview Test in the format 

to be used by the controller of the 

General instructions to be the candidate: This 

interview is being recorded not to intimidate you but to 

give us a chance to review your performance level. The 

interview is constructed around three topics that we feel 

you can discuss in English. One of the topics asks you 

to express an opinion, please be assured that we are not 

concerned with your opinion but with the language you 

employ to express your opinion. Please begin the inter-

view by identifying yourself to us. 



Topi:: One: Narrative background information 

You are presently enrolled in the Bilingual Mult 

cultural program here at Brockport. Would you please 

tell us why you chose this field of study? Include in 

your remarks when you began studying English. 

Specific backup questions: 

1. When did you begin to study English? 

2. Why did you come to Brockport? 

3. What subject or age group would you like to 
teach? 

4. Where would you like to teach? 

Topic Two: Presenting information and expressing a 
personal opinion 

Television is an important.part of li in the United 

Stat.es. It has both critics and supporters in the eld of 

education. Would you discuss some of the pas ive and 

negative aspects including a 1 opinion of television 

relating to education. 

s:e~:.qific backup questions: 

1. Do children watch too much television? 

2. How has television influenced American family 
life? 

3. What impact has television had on education? 

4. Would you use television in your classroom? 

c Three: Presenting an argument 

You are a member of a curriculum comrnittee along with 

four veteran teachers, which is to select a new reading 



series. Three teachers have expressed a preference for 

a series that you consider to be inferior. What might 

you say to convince them they should reconsider their 

choice? 

Specific backup questions: 

1. What are some of the features that you would 
expect to find in a good reader? 

2. What kind of follow-up activities should be 
included with each story? 

3. How should a reader develop a child's cognitive 
abilities? 



OR~L INTERVIEW SCORE SHEET 

CANDIDATE 
--------~-----------------------

I. NARRATIVE BACKGROUND 

p 

Did the candidate comprehend the question? 

Were you able to understand everything that 
was said? 

Did the candidate have sufficient vocabulary 
to talk comfortably about his background? 

Comments: 

F 

II. DISCUSSING AN ISSUE AND ING AN OPINION 

p 

Did the candidate mention at least one 
pos ive and one negative aspect of 
television? 

Did the candidate employ varied gramma
tical structures with minimal errors? 

Did the candidate express an opinion? 

Cornment.s: 

F 



III. STATING A CASE 

p 

Did the candidate demonstrate sufficient 
language ability to present an argument 
for his point of view? 

Does this candidate have enough command 
of English to function as a teacher in 
a bilingual program? 

Comments: 

F 

ORAL INTERVIEW: P F DATE: 

42. 

------------~--

ADMINISTRATOR: 

RATER: 



CHAPTER FOUR 

PROCEDURES USED IN THE PILOT ADMINISTRATION 

The issuing of a teaching certificate in bilingual 

education by the New York State Department of Education 

has made it necessary for teacher preparation programs 

in this field to examine the language proficiency of their 

students. The State Department of Education requires that 

each registered s·tate program ascertain the language pro

ficiency of prospective bilingual teachers in both English 

and the language of instruction. Since SUNY College at 

Brockport has proposed one of the state registered pro

grams, it must language proficiency testing$ A 

ew of the literature regarding the use of oral 

view tests of language proficiency was completed, and 

principally that regarding the use and variation of the 

F S I Oral Interview. A test was developed following the 

general format of the F S I Oral Interview. This chapter 

describes the pilot use of the developed test. 

The test was administered on Saturday morning, April 

24, 1982, to 23 students enrolled in e the Bilingual 

Mult.icultural Teacher Training Program or the Spanish major 

of the Foreign Language Department of SUNY College at Brock

port. Some of the students were graduates but most were 

undergraduates. The primary language of s of the s·tu·-

43. 
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dents was Spanish, and the remaining seventeen had English 

as the primary language. 

The testing was done in Hartwell Hall of SUNY College 

at Brockport. The Oral Interview Test was given in con

junction with a written test of English proficiency, the 

Michigan English Language Assessment Battery. The students 

assembled in a large classroom on the second floor of Hartwell 

Hall. The purpose of the test was explained by a member of 

the faculty of the Bilingual Multicultural Program, and the 

personnel administering the test was introduced. 

The oral interviews were conducted in a small room adjacent 

to the room where the written test was A recorder 

with a remote microphone was the major piece of equipment used. 

The room contained several chairs and a table. The tape re-

was at the far end of ·t.able a cha 

beside for the rater. The score sheets were next to the 

tape record~r. Two other chairs were placed along side of 

the table in front of the rater's chair. The microphone was 

in the center of the table. Papers were on the table to re

duce the importance of the microphone. The two chairs, facing 

each other, were for the candidate and the interviewer with 

the interviewer sitting in the one in front of the rater. 

The pilot of the Brockport Oral Interv English Language 

Proficiency Test was administered by two graduate students of 

the Bilingual Multicultural Program at SUNY Col at Brock-

port. The students were interviewed at the same that 



the written test was being administered. They were pulled 

out one by one by a faculty member of the Bilingual Multi

cultural Program. This pull-out system was established by 

a faculty member in order to expedite the testing process. 

(It is not recommended that this procedure be used as the 

interruption of one testing situation for another may effect 

the outcome of the examination.) 

The interviews were conducted in a friendly manner. 

The rater and the interviewer changed roles frequently. 

Each interview lasted about twenty minutes. 



CHAPTER F'IVE 

RESULTS OF' THE PILOT TEST 

The purpose of this study was to develop a means of 

appraising the English oral language proficiency of stu

dents in the bilingual teacher training program. A review 

of the literature regarding the bral interview as a language 

proficiency test was completed; a test was developed and 

administered to a pilot group. 

Table IV (page 47} lists the results of the candidates 

who participated in the pilot. Of the twenty-three student~, 

seven were native Spanish speakers; and the rest were native 

English speakers. 

Table V (page 48} list the results by ec-

tions. It illustrates .two types of failures. Candidates 

#1 and #3 failed the second section of the test and there

fore were not presented with the third section. Candidate 

#5 passed the first two sections but was unable to pass the 

third sec·tion. 

Table VI (page 49) is a comparison oi the results of 

the test by native language. The sixteen native English 

speakers or 100% of the native English speakers passed the 

test. Of the native Spanish speakers, four or 57% pas 

the test while three or 43% of the native Spanish speakers 

led the ·test. 

46 .· 
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TABLE IV 

OVERALL RESULTS OF THE PILOT TESTING 

Student Pr I ------

1 Spanish Failed 

2 Spanish Passed 

3 Spanish Failed 

4 Eng lis~ Passed 

5 Spanish Failed 

6 English Passed 

7 English Passed 

8 Spanish Passed 

9 English Passed 

10 Spanish Passed 

11 English Passed 

12 English Passed 

13 English Passed 

14 English Passed 

15 English Passed 

16 English Passed 

17 English Passed 

18 English Passed 

19 English Passed 

20 English Passed 

21 Spanish Passed 

22 English Passed 

23 English Passed 
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TABLE V 

RESULTS OF THE PILOT TESTING BY TEST SECTIONS 

Student Section I Section II Section III - -------

1 pass fail 

2 pass pass pass 

3 pass fail 

4 pass pass pass 

5 pass pass fail 

6 pass pass pass 

7 pass pass pass 

8 pass pass pass 

9 pass pass pass 

10 pass pass pass 

11 pass pass pass 

12 pass pass pass 

13 pass pass pass 

14 pass pass pass 

15 pass pass pass 

16 pass pass pass 

17 pass pass pass 

18 pass pass pass 

19 pass pass pass 

20 pass pass pass 

21 pass pass pass 

22 oass pass pass 

23 pass pass pass 



TABLE VI 

COMPARISON OI!' RESULTS BY NATIVE LANGUAGE 

OF THE 

Native 

Spanish 

English 

CANDIDATE 

of Candida·tes 

7 

16 

Passed 

# 

4 

% 

57 

16 100 

Failed 

# 

3 

% 
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CHAPTER SIX 

SUMMARY, REFLEC'I'IONS, SUGGESTIONS 

AND RECOMIYlENDArriONS 

The New York State Department of Education is requiring 

language proficiency tests in order that candidates qualify 

for a bilingual extension to a teaching certificate. Lan

guage proficiency must be established in both English and 

the other language of instruction. The purpose of this study 

was to develop an oral test of English proficiency that could 

be used by the Bilingual Multicultural Teacher Training Pro

gram at SUNY College at Brockport. 

The test presented here is a variation of the F S I 

Oral Int.:erv that was developed after a evJ of 1 

showed that the Oral Interview Test of the Foreign Service 

Institute is considered to be the model of language proficiency 

testing. The F S I test was originally created for government 

use, but today it is being modified and used in university 

language programs throughou-t the United States. 

The oral test developed for use for the Bilingual Mult 

cultural Teacher Training Program at SUNY College at Brockport 

is a controlled oral interview. Since its purpose is to esta-

blish language prof~ciency of prospective ingual teachers, 

the questions asked are directly related to education. Although 

it might be possible to conduct this test with only one adminis-

50. 



trator, the test was developed with the idea of two examiners; 

one to conduct the interview and the other to rate the lan-

guage segments being produced by the candidate. The inter-

views are recorded for reassessment at a later time if it is 

so wished, for training other raters, for reexamining language 

segments that may have created a rating disagreement between 

the rater and the interviewer and for use as a check on general 

rate agreement .. 

The test was piloted in April, 1982, on twenty-three 

students enrolled in either the bilingual teacher training or 

the foreign language programs at SUNY College at Brockport. 

The results showed that twenty students passed the test and 

three were rated as unable to demonstrate sufficient English 

language proficiency to serve as bilingual teachers. The 

three students who failed the Brockport Oral Interview English 

Language Proficiency Test in the pilot study will be allowed 

to repeat the test in one year after further work on their 

English language proficiency. 

Refl 

The pilot of the Brockport Oral Interview English Pro

ficiency Test ran smoothly from an administrator's point of 

view. The rater and the interviewer reviewed the questions 

and checked the tape recorder before beginning the interviews. 

The test seemed to fulfill its intentions. Although the 

students were anxious before the test (both native and non-



native English speakers expressed anxiety) they relaxed to 

some degree once the test got going. The test was conducted 

in a friendly conversational manner and allowed the students 

to begin by talking about themselves. The second topic, 

television, is so much a part of the life and culture of 

the United States that almost all of the students were able 

to talk comfortably about television and express personal 

opinions. The third topic, relating to serving on a curri

culum committee was found to be too specific and difficult 

to answer. Many of the students had not yet taken the New 

York State required reading courses, and others had not yet 

done any student teaching. (The test developer assumed that 

all candidates taking the test would have completed these 

requirements.) The administrator and the rater recognized 

the problem with the third topic and decided to question each 

c about his program of s and ask particular 

information about one of the courses mentioned. third 

question, however, was presented as stated in the test to 

each candidate and the circumlocution was used only when 

necessary. 

The Brockport Oral Interview English Language Proficiency 

Test must be passed by all candidates seeking a teaching cert 

ficate in bilingual education from SUNY College at Brockport. 

The test can be repeated a year later as the Bilingual Mul 

cultural Program at SUNY College at Brockport of rs language 

proficiency tests every spring. Before the test 



the students should be offered a remedial course in both 

grammar and conversation. 

Oral Interview 

53. 

The Oral Interview Test should be offered at a separate 

time from the written English proficiency test. It could 

be done in conjunction with the written test, either before 

or after, but not at the same time. Candidates should not 

be pulled away from one testing situation and placed in an

other and then returned to the first. The interruption of 

a testing program probably greatly af s the outcome of 

the test especially in a second language. This pull-out 

method cannot possibly lower the anxiety level of the stu

dent that should be kept to a minimum in an oral language 

test. 

The review of literature that was completed for the 

development of this test included The Z Saldate sh 

Profic Test (Carlisle Zepeda, Saldate, 1977). 

An interesting feature of this language proficiency test is 

that it includes the testing of oral reading. Oral reading 

is an important skill that all teachers employ, and bilin

gual teachers are no exception. Oral reading tests are often 

employed by reading specialists to check comprehension and 

language facility. Oral reading testing has also been in

corporated into the Oral Interview used for English language 

placement tes by the British Council in Hong Kong. 



Michael Milanovic (198 reconwends that all oral language 

proficiency tests include oral reading testing. Oral reading 

can serve as a warm-up to actual language production and re-

duce the anxiety level of those taking the tests. Selections 

to be read orally may include recipes, labels, maps, signs 

and directions. A skilled interviewer could then begin a 

conversation relating directly to the reading selec-tion. 

More advanced reading selections could be taken from news

papers, magazines, and books. The interviewer could ask 

for an opinion, an agreement, or disagreement. A conver

sation skillfully controlled from an oral reading stimulus 

might elicit more authentic language and reduce the anxiety 

level at the same time. One suggested change to the Oral 

Interview Test that was developed at Brockport is the in

clusion of oral reading as a direct stimulus to language 

production. 

Another change to the pilot test that should be made 

is in relation to the third topic. Instead of a single 

topic directed toward the teaching of reading, the candidates 

could be offered a choice of topics, and each would be allowed 

to select that which he/she can handle comfortably. Instead 

of the candidate being asked to discuss the chosen , he 

can be offered an opportunity to role play with the inter

viewer. Although t.he.interviewer assumes a fairly passive 

role, he/she should respond in such a way as to stimulate a 

verbal reac-tion the candidate and thus ster more 



real language production. Situations or topics that could 

replace the third question in the Oral Interview Test that 

was piloted in Brockport might include: 

1. calling a parent and setting up a 
parent/teacher conference 

2. explaining to a parent that you 
believe his/her child has a vision 
problem 

3. requesting student testing from 
a reading specialist 

4. requesting a psychological work-up 
on a migrant child from a school 
psychologist 

5. requesting another teacher take 
over your lunch room duty. 

These situations could be presented to the candidate on in

dividual cards and the candidate could choose which situation 

he wants to use in a role play with the interviewer. This 

method of language testing should yield more natural language 

from the candidate as well as give the candidate some control 

of the conversation. It lessens the emphasis on the testing 

and creates a spontaneous conversation related to education 

while maintaining the interview which is to determine whether 

or not the candidate possesses enough English language pro-

ficiency to become a teacher in a bilingual program. 

A final recommenda-tion for improving the Oral Interview 

Test that was piloted at Brockport would be the inclusion 

of a weighted checklist to improve the scoring of the test. 

Since the test is serving to determine only whether or not 

a. c possesses ficient language proficiency to 



teach in a bilingual program, it is not necessary to employ 

as rigid a checklist as that used by the Foreign Service 

Institute. After careful evaluation of both the checklist 

and the definitions of the absolute ratings as developed 

by the F S I, a checklist considered to be sufficient to 

determine the English language proficiency of a prospective 

bilingual teacher would include three language components: 

accent, comprehension, and structure. 

It is assumed that the candidates being tested would 

have more than minimal tanguage proficiency. If a candi-

date demonstrated a very limited proficiency in each of 

the components listed he would be rated as a '1' and be 

recorrnnended for remedial English language instruction. If 

the candidate is a native English speaker he would be 

rated a '5'. The weighted checklist (page 57), presented 

here is offered as an aid in determining a language pro

ficiency cut-off point. The students in the Bilingual 

Multicultural Teacher Training Program at Brockport must 

achieve a '2+' to be considered language proficient in 

Spanish. That rating is from the F S I Oral Interview in 

Spanish that is used to determine oral Spanish pro iency 

by the Bilingual Multicultural Teacher Training Program at 

Brockport. The candidate would have to demonstrate the 

same minimal proficiency in English in order to success

fully pass the Oral Interview Test. 

56. 



Accent 

TABLE VII 

SUGGESTED WEIGHTED CHECKLIST FOR THE 

BROCKPOR'r ORAL INTERVIEW ENGLISH LANGUAGE 

PROFICIENCY TEST 

1 2 3 

foreign 
TIT m 

Comprehension incomple-t.e 
m m 

Structure inaccurate 
m m 

57. 

4 5 

native 
nr 

m 
complete 

accurate 
T9T 

To arrive at a final rating comparable to the ratings 

established by the Foreign Service Institute the values (the 

numbers given in parentheses) of each language component 

should be totalled and then divided by 5. 



Recommendations for Further Study 

The oral interview language proficiency test has been 

in existence for almost thirty years. During this time it 

has been tested and questioned by language experts, but it 

has still maintained a reputation for being the most re

liable method of oral language testing available. A further 

study of the Brockport Oral Interview English Language Pro

ficiency Test might be completed to determine if a weighted 

rating is necessary to determine the language proficienqy 

of bilingual teachers or if a pass/fail rating is sufficient. 

One of the many questions raised about using the in

dividual oral interview as a language proficiency test is 

the cost. Further study of this method of testing might 

be to determine if language proficiency can be assessed 

without an oral test. A study of correlational predictability 

of a group written language pro ciency test as compared to 

an oral intervi-ew group should be made. 
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