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For many years the Foreign Service Institute (FSI) of the United States conducted interviews of foreign language proficiency to measure the understanding and production of languages acquired by their staff. This test was also used by some other federal agencies and was adapted by some civilian language programs as a measure of their graduates. This test expressed performance using scores ranging from zero to five. For decades it was the best game in town. The problem is that both the interview techniques and scoring systems in the FSI exam were not as objective as needed for some persons, whose jobs required very specific scores that would be important to accomplishment of their missions.
 

Language proficiency testing needs have always depended on the terminal objectives of the students. In most cases, a well-designed comprehension test is adequate and may be used for language class placement, graduation criteria, determination of readiness for certain jobs, training, or education, etc. During my twenty years with the Defense Language Institute English Language Center, all students were tested with the English Comprehension Level (ECL) test, which was developed as an overall measure of listening and reading skills. This test was developed and maintained by individuals whose primary expertise was in valid measurement procedures assisted by a team of persons who developed multiple choice test items that were based more on their language expertise than math. Scores were in a sense arbitrary and didn't represent a "percentage" of anything. However the use of an ECL test to determine readiness for international military personnel from many countries to participate in U.S.military training was considered a very reliable source of measuring English-language readiness. The test measured listening and reading skills and was "loaded" with numerous structural, vocabulary and phonological factors. It was multiple choice and could be administered in an hour to a large group of students. Students went on from DLIELC for training as pilots, staff college attendees, electronics specialists, medical personnel, etc. and enjoyed a very low failure rate due to language factors. Often, the comprehension scores tended to reflect competence in spoken English, because most of these students had acquired English in a balanced environment of listening, speaking, reading and writing skills. The DLIELC program itself was fairly uniform in which all American Language Course materials were systematically provided for specific lengths of time to teaching staff trained to use specific methodologies. DLIELC students normally start their training in their home countries and later go to Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio to finish general English when their ECL scores meet predetermined criteria to continue to continue on to study specialized terminology.
 

In the 1980's a gentleman from the Central Intelligence Agency was tasked with the production of a more objective oral language measurement system than the FSI exam, with truly meaningful scores and criteria. He accomplished that mission and the new Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) examination was designed. That's the good news! The bad news is that it is both an art and a science to administer. A copy of the criteria and rating factors is below. It can be found at the DLIELC website at http://www.dlielc.org/testing/opi_profile.html  This OPI took care of the majority of the problems with the older FSI exam, including a very tight and variable interview system in which persons were taken to their highest level of oral communication. Both listening and speaking skills receive a score. The chart below reflects whole number judgments with a performance-based description of what the person being tested can do with the language. The problem is that even after two weeks of training persons to administer the test, there is a rather high failure rate among tester candidates. At one time potential interviewer failures rates were as high as 40%. Tests are administered by pairs of persons who have to agree on a score. I have seen persons with graduate degrees in linguistics fail to become certified interviewers and persons with much less technical expertise succeed and become very competent certified interviewers. The OPI is now used in numerous programs throughout the military, intelligence and diplomatic communities. It is NOT used in place of other valid testing instruments. It is reserved as a supplement for persons in which a known language production level is required. This may include persons who will be air traffic controllers or pilots in which verbal communication skills can be critical.
 

The ROTC programs at the University of Puerto Rico require OPI scores for their cadets who become officers in the U.S. military establishment. They also have required ECL scores, and candidates must also be verbally competent in spoken English to get their commissions and succeed in adequate communication for their jobs in the military. The required score to enroll in the ROTC program is an ECL of 75 and an OPI score of 2/1+. One year later the required ECL score is 80 with a 2/2 OPI. To be commissioned in the  U.S. Military the required ECL is 90 and the required OPI is 2+/2. The first number (2+) reflects listening comprehension and the second number reflects speaking ability. When we include the + (plus) designation, this means that the candidate performs at the next higher level at least 60% of the time. Therefore, if we go from 0 (no competence) to five (educated native speaker competence) there are eleven possible levels including the pluses. The difficult part for most interviewers is reaching the candidates' real levels, measuring objectively, and having each interview so different from the last one that the possibility of compromise through information sharing is very unlikely. An ECL score of 90 is equivalent to a TOEFL score of 550, which is adequate for an international student to get into many American universities. The American Language Course Proficiency Test (ALCPT) is made from expired ECL tests and can be made available to civilian institutions.
 

Why am I telling you about all of this? I was in management work at DLIELC when the OPI system was introduced and never had reason to become a certified interviewer. However, what I find exciting is that the OPI Rating Factor Grid below describes the natural sequence in which our ESL students acquire English. It is a recapitulation of the entire never-ending process of getting a new language. I'm guessing that average competent foreign language majors in a good university would graduate with a 3/3 OPI score in their target languages. The numbers in the OPI can only hint at how long and complicated a process we have to go through to really be truly functional in a second language. For travelling or living in another country for a while, 2/1+ is a very reasonable goal. The chart should give ESL instructors strong insight into both teaching objectives and what their students are going through.  
 

There is a short general article on my website about language testing at
 http://www.tedklein-esl.com/ESL/lang_tests.html  
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