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PREFACE

Mitsuko Suzuki, Second Language Studies

The 22 Annual Graduate Student Conference of the College of Languages, Linguistics & Literature (LLL) at the
University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa was held on Saturday, April 7 , 2018. As in past years, this conference offered the
students in the six departments across the college, East Asian Languages and Literatures, English, Indo-Pacific
Languages and Literatures, Languages and Literatures of Europe and the Americas, Linguistics, and Second
Language Studies, the opportunity to come together and build a stronger community across the college by sharing
their work with one another. This annual conference provides an opportunity for students to become socialized into
academic practices, such as presenting at a conference and producing a paper for publication in these proceedings.
It also allows students to take on various roles in the academic community, as all conference chairs, proceedings
editors, coordinators, and volunteers for the conference are themselves graduate students.
nd

th

As the twenty-second iteration of this conference, it was the perfect opportunity to celebrate all the outstanding
achievements of LLL graduate students. This year’s conference theme, “L : Languages, Linguistics & Literature for
Life,” well attests to the importance of all the creative and intellectual work done in our college that contribute
toward lifelong learning and enrichment.
4

The conference opened with a heartfelt address from Dean Laura E. Lyons, followed by an eye-opening keynote by
Dr. Gary Holton, Professor of Linguistics, titled “Language Documentation: What Is It and What Is It Good for?” on
the topic of endangered languages. Like last year, we welcomed featured talks by this year’s LLL Excellence in
Research award winners: Dr. Subramanian Shankar (English), Dr. Katie Drager (Linguistics), PhD candidate Wenyi
Ling (SLS), and PhD candidate Rain Wright (English). Throughout the day, there were 32 graduate student
presentations.
The conference was chaired by Lisa Chow (English), Chiyeon Huang (EALL), R. L. Hughes (SLS), Uy-Di Nancy
Le (SLS), Taylor Lewis (SLS), Sydney Ludlow (Linguistics), and Mitsuko Suzuki (SLS). They were supported by
the guidance and conference advisory of Jim Yoshioka, the Events Coordinator for the College of LLL; Dr. Julie
Jiang, Assistant Professor of Chinese in the EALL department; and Karin Mackenzie, the Director of the Office of
Community and Alumni Relations for the Colleges of Arts and Sciences. Further support for the conference was
provided by the College of LLL, the Colleges of Arts & Sciences Alumni Association, the Francis and Betty Ann
Keala Fund of the Colleges of Arts & Sciences, and the National Foreign Language Resource Center. Student
volunteers from several departments in the College of LLL helped make the conference a success by giving their
time to help organize, plan, and run the conference, including moderating presentations, managing registration, and
providing technical support for the presenters.
We would like to give a big mahalo to all of the student volunteers and everyone who participated in both the
conference and the compiling and editing of the proceedings. Of the 32 student presentations at the conference, 5
presenters submitted their papers for publication in the proceedings. We are grateful for the help of our copy editors
who worked over the summer to provide feedback and helped prepare the papers for publication: Kripa Bhagat, Lin
Chen, Susanne DeVore, Reginald Gentry, Jacob Hakim, Jon Iriondo-Garcia, Yu-Han Lin, Laurabeth Merritt, Di
Sun, Giang-Chau Truong, and Kristen Urada.
We hope you enjoy the papers in these proceedings, which represent a diverse and rich scholarly community. We
are glad that our work can help unite the College of LLL and that through the conference and proceedings a
stronger, trans-departmental academic community is built.
Honolulu, 2018
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PLENARY HIGHLIGHTS
LANGUAGE DOCUMENTATION: WHAT IS IT, AND WHAT IS IT GOOD FOR?
Gary Holton, University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa
ABSTRACT
What does is mean to “know” a language? At the very least speakers must know a few thousand words and some
grammatical rules for putting those words together into meaningful utterances. But is that all? Surely linguistic
knowledge consists of more than lexicon and grammar. Even speakers with limited fluency are able to recognize
humor, emotion, and levels of politeness that may be opaque to those whose knowledge of the language is derived
from dictionaries and grammar books. Speakers’ linguistic knowledge may even influence their non-linguistic
behavior, for example the choice to express directions as left and right as opposed to west and east. In this way
Language Documentation provides a window on the world, revealing the diversity of human experience.
But this diversity is currently under threat: more than half of the world’s languages are endangered, and most of the
remainder are vulnerable, as speakers shift to languages of wider communication such as English, Spanish, Arabic,
Chinese, and other world languages. The field of Language Documentation seeks to record this diversity by creating
an enduring record of the “linguistic practices and traditions” of the world’s endangered language communities
(Himmelmann 1998). Because language is inextricably tied to cultural practice, language documentation is an
inherently interdisciplinary enterprise, cutting across fields as diverse as anthropology, biology, history, astronomy,
mathematics, and geography (Holton, to appear). Moreover, language documentation is inseparable from Language
Conservation, which seeks to reverse the process of language shift.
In this presentation we review the history of Language Documentation, from the early days of 20th century
American linguistics to its reemergence over the past two decades as a distinct subfield, with its own methodologies
and research practices. We contrast Language Documentation with more traditional descriptive approaches, noting
the theoretical and practical advantages of the documentary approach. Drawing on examples from Indonesia, the
Pacific, and Alaska, we argue that language documentation—and the archival record it creates—has great and
largely untapped potential to benefit not just the field of linguistics but many other fields as well.
Gary Holton
Dr. Holton currently works as a Professor of Linguistics at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa. He serves as Codirector of the Bio-cultural Initiative of the Pacific and is the Director of Catalogue of Endangered Languages. He
firmly served as an Affiliate at the Center of Excellence in the Dynamics of Language at the Australian National
University and Affiliate Professor for the Alaska Native Language Center at the University of Alaska Fairbanks.
Dr. Holton started his academic career earning his B.S. in Mathematics at the University of Alaska Fairbanks, and
his M.S. in Mathematics at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor. His Ph.D is from the School of Linguistics
from the University of California in Santa Barbara.
As a documentary linguist his work focuses on the documentation and description of indigenous languages,
especially the Dene (Athabascan) languages of Alaska and the non-Austronesian (Papuan) languages of eastern
Indonesia. Most of these languages are in danger of disappearing, and their systematic documentation preserves
endangered knowledge systems while also contributing to an understanding of the way human languages are
structured.
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2018 LLL EXCELLENCE IN RESEARCH AWARD PRESENTATIONS
Dr. Katie Drager
Katie Drager is an associate professor in the Department of Linguistics. She specializes in sociophonetics, which
examines the link between sounds and social meanings. She is especially interested in how expectations about a
talker can influence how sounds produced by that talker are perceived, and the ways in which phonetic variants
contribute to a language user’s construction of style. Her work contributes to our understanding of how sounds,
words, and social information are produced and perceived, and helps to expose ways in which stereotypes affect
listeners’ interpretations of speech.
Drager’s work can be found in journals such as Journal of Phonetics, Language Documentation & Conservation,
and Language. Her second book, Experimental Research Methods in Sociolinguistics, was published by Bloomsbury
earlier this year.
Dr. Subramanian Shankar
Subramanian Shankar is a novelist, literary and cultural critic, and translator. His third novel, Ghost in the Tamarind,
which was published in September 2017, is set against the background of the anti-caste movement in South India
during the 20th century. His most recent critical book is the award-winning Flesh and Fish Blood: Postcolonialism,
Translation and the Vernacular.
Shankar is the editor of Caste and Life Narratives and the translator of Komal Swaminathan’s Tamil play Thaneer,
Thaneer (Water!). His writings have appeared in publications in the United States, India, and Europe.
Shankar is currently a Senior Fulbright-Nehru Fellow for 2017-2018. He has also received the College of Languages,
Linguistics & Literature’s Award for Excellence in Teaching and has been honored with scholar-in-residence
appointments at SOAS University (London, UK) and at the University of Houston (Downtown).
Wenyi Ling
Wenyi Ling, a PhD candidate in the Department of Second Language Studies, is writing her dissertation about
perceiving, processing, and learning Mandarin language tone by second language speakers. Ling earned her BA and
MA degrees from East China Normal University, where she also earned accolades for her graduate work.
Before arriving at UH Mānoa in 2014 to pursue a PhD, Ling was a visiting scholar at Reed College in Oregon. In
fall 2017, she conducted research at Peking University on a scholar exchange award. Ling has published several
papers in peer-reviewed journals and presented her work in field-famous conferences.
Currently, Ling is analyzing eye-tracking data from a research study she designed on using tonal information to
recognize Mandarin words.
Rain Wright
Rain Wright is a doctoral candidate in the English department whose research interests include Contemporary Life
Writing, Creative Writing Pedagogy, and Critical Ethnic Studies Theory. Her dissertation is titled “Everything Turns
to Light.”
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Rain has been published in Hawai’i Review, Mud Season Review, Connotations Press: An Online Artifact, Madras
Magazine, Summit Magazine, and Hawaiʻi Pacific Review. She won the 2014 University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa
Biography Prize for her work “A Way With Water.” In 2015, she won second place in the Ian MacMillan Writing
Awards for her creative nonfiction piece titled “Shrines.” Rain won first place in the Stryker Prize (2016) in fiction
for “We Came Up the Hill” and third place in the Saiki Prize Contest (2016) for “Keʻei Stories.” Rain was the
Nonfiction Editor for Hawaiʻi Review (2016).
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TAKING A KNEE: COLIN KAEPERNICK’S PURSUIT OF STASIS
Justin Clapp, English
ABSTRACT
As each day passes, it seems that the political and social beliefs of Americans become increasingly disparate. As the
divide widens, it is important for these varied viewpoints to engage with one another, rather than silence or ignore. In order for a
disagreement to have the opportunity to be resolved, both parties must achieve stasis. Using Colin Kaepernick’s NFL National
Anthem protests as a framework, this paper investigates how stasis can be achieved between disparate parties. Kenneth Burke’s
theories of identification and terministic screen contribute to framing the discussion while Krista Ratcliffe’s theory of rhetorical
listening provides a path forward.

1.0. INTRODUCTION
Colin Kaepernick’s National Anthem protest during his tenure in the National Football League embodies
the polarized nature of our society today. On one hand, his actions represent the fight for equality, understanding,
and social justice. On the other hand, his actions are disrespectful towards the flag, the country, and the brave
Americans who fight for both. The longer that this conversation continues, the more divided it becomes. Rhetorical
concepts, such as identification, terministic screen, and stasis, lend themselves to analyze how society has arrived
and remains in this disconnected position and how both sides have a responsibility to work together toward a
meaningful resolution.
2.0. RHETORICAL STRATEGIES FOR ACHIEVING STASIS
Kenneth Burke’s theories of identification and terministic screen exemplify how viewpoints can become
increasingly disparate over time. Identification is an intrinsic part of life within contemporary society. Each decision
made, or not made, aligns an individual with a particular group, belief, or idea. According to Burke, “Identification
is compensatory to division” (“Identification” 22). Identification can be made in support of one cause or in
opposition to another. Nevertheless, the moment an individual identifies with one cause, they simultaneously ascribe
themselves in opposition to another. Identification, and the binary relationship it creates, goes on to influence one’s
terms and viewpoints by creating a “corresponding kind of screen; …[that] necessarily directs the attention to one
field rather than another” (“Terministic” 50). Once identification has been made, the individual’s viewpoint is
shaped by the relationship, which subsequently influences their outlook on society. A terministic screen is the lens
through which an individual sees and interprets the world based on the sum of all previous identifications. Two
individuals could be provided with the same information yet arrive at drastically different conclusions based on their
respective terministic screens. The terministic screen creates further division, beyond sole identification, as their
perspective then reinforces the differences between opposing groups on various topics. In regard to Kaepernick’s
situation, an individual’s identifications, and the resulting terministic screen, influence their response. One identifies
as either for or against the civil rights protest, or for patriotism, and then frames an argument to justify it. For those
who do not support the protest, patriotism provides the strongest rhetorical argument for why he should stand and
ultimately end the protest. These disparate positions on the same issue exemplify the division caused by
identification, which is followed and then compounded by one’s terministic screen.
In any disagreement where a mutual resolution is desired, it is imperative to understand and respond to the
values of the opposing side. If one solely relies upon their own identification and terministic screen within a
disagreement, a mutual resolution will not be found. According to Sharon Crowley and Deborah Hawhee, stasis, the
point where “two sides can agree that they disagree,” provides grounds for productive discussion by identifying
where the debate should begin (56). Effectively identifying the point of disagreement creates a kairotic moment for a
resolution as opposing sides can address and debate the point of contention. Crowley and Hawhee go on to describe
how opposing sides “must know the precise issue on which they disagree; otherwise, they may just talk past one
another,” leading to unproductive and futile discussions (56). If both sides are not clear regarding the point of
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disagreement, the issue cannot be resolved. Both sides will talk around and over each other without addressing the
crux of the discussion. Avoiding stasis, actively or accidentally, all but ensures ongoing disagreement.
For stasis to be achieved, one must willingly acknowledge and interact with ideas and viewpoints that differ
from their own identifications. Often times, these positions stand in contrast to those held by a society’s dominant
ideologies. Michael Warner describes how counterpublics invariably are formed due to “conflict with the norms and
contexts of their cultural environment, and this context of domination inevitably entails distortion” (63). Since
counterpublics, like Kaepernick’s protest on behalf of minorities, differ from a society’s dominant ideologies, they
have to rely upon unconventional rhetorical strategies to be heard. Kaepernick’s means of protest draws attention to
a cause that dissenting opinions previously refused to engage. Shifting the discussion from civil rights to patriotism
hinders the path to achieving stasis and allows the disagreeing party to avoid discussing the uncomfortable topic. As
long as stasis is not reached, the argument will continue (Crowley and Hawhee 60). In this case, the lack of stasis
allows the dominant faction of society to avoid confronting alternative and uncomfortable viewpoints.
The efficacy of democracy relies upon discussion and debate elicited from an active and engaged public;
however, it can be difficult for one to acknowledge and encounter ideas contrary to one’s own identifications. Eli
Pariser’s concept of the filter bubble, where individuals are only exposed to beliefs and opinions in line with their
identifications, describes a world without stasis (Pariser). If individuals never encounter opposing opinions and stay
rooted within their own beliefs, the effectiveness of democracy declines. Since debate is a significant component of
a healthy democracy, it is the responsibility of all citizens to engage in public debate, instead of resting upon
established beliefs. A lack of stasis leaves opposing sides engaging in fruitless discussion regarding contentious and
dissimilar topics, limiting the effectiveness of democracy. In instances where stasis escapes a disagreement,
rhetorical listening proves to be a fruitful exercise. Krista Ratcliffe proposes that individuals “locate identifications
in discursive spaces of both commonalities and differences” with the goal of achieving an understanding by listening
not only the speaker’s intent, but also listening for more than that which serves our self-interests (204-5). Such
identification makes infinitely various communities built upon similar interests, thoughts, or actions; often times, the
formation and function of these very communities hinder communication across and beyond community boundaries.
Where identifications and terministic screens can impede stasis, enacting rhetorical listening can provide a path
towards it. Ratcliffe describes rhetorical listening as having “the potential to function productively as a code of
cross-cultural conduct” by helping parties to temporarily circumvent their identifications and terministic screens to
understand one another’s motivations and concerns (203). Distancing oneself from the limitations of their own selfinterests, in combination with enacting rhetorical listening, enables productive discussion.
While rhetorical listening provides a means to pursue and achieve stasis, it ultimately proves ineffective
when disagreeing sides do not actively engage with one another. Colin Kaepernick originally chose to sit during the
National Anthem as a means to protest racial inequality and social injustice in the United States following a series of
high-profile shootings by police against minorities. He stated, “I am not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for
a country that oppresses black people and people of color. To me, this is bigger than football and it would be selfish
on my part to look the other way” (Around the NFL staff). In response, many derided Kaepernick’s protest as
disrespectful towards the military, demanding that he stand. One of the most notable critics, Nate Boyer, a former
Green Beret and NFL veteran, penned an open letter to Kaepernick. In this letter, Nate wrestled with his staunch
support for the National Anthem in contrast with his attempts to confront and understand Kaepernick’s concerns.
Boyer unknowingly advocates for the use of rhetorical listening, stating, “There are already plenty of people fighting
fire with fire, and it’s just not helping anyone or anything. So I’m just going to keep listening, with an open mind”
(Boyer). Realizing the importance of stasis, Boyer resists the urge to demand conformation and willingly enters into
a difficult conversation that challenges his beliefs. After encountering this letter, Kaepernick initiated a
conversation with Boyer to achieve stasis, which led to Kaepernick adjusting the means of his protest. Nate
described in an interview to HBO’s Real Sports that, after meeting to discuss one another’s viewpoints, they “came
to a middle ground where [Kaepernick] would take a knee alongside his teammates,” out of respect for both the
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nation and his cause. Boyer described kneeling as more respectful than sitting since, for example, “Soldiers take a
knee in front of a fallen brother’s grave…to show respect” (Real Sports). In transitioning to kneeling instead of
sitting, Kaepernick was able to more effectively control the rhetorical velocity of his message and the manner in
which others would interact and appropriate his protest in the future. According to Jim Ridolfo and Danielle DeVoss,
rhetorical velocity encompasses the “strategic theorizing for how a text might be recomposed (and why it might be
recomposed) by third parties, and how this recomposing may be useful or not to the short- or long-term rhetorical
objectives of the rhetorician.” By transitioning to kneeling, Kaepernick brings attention to his message in a way that
respects the flag and the minorities who have lost their lives due to social injustice under it. This compromise
exemplifies that stasis was reached and, in doing so, Kaepernick recast his protest in anticipation and response to
anti-patriotic backlash.
While Boyer and Kaepernick reached a level of stasis, this understanding did not extend to the greater part
of society. Boyer advocates for society to practice rhetorical listening, using himself as an example: “If I just listen
with an open mind, [and] try my best to fight the judgments that are going on in my head because we all have those
too, you might hear something that resonates with you” (Around the NFL staff). Unfortunately, the NFL, and
prominent figures in society, do not heed Boyer’s advice and instead continue to shift the point of discussion from
social injustice to patriotism, ironically subjecting Kaepernick to the very inequality he is protesting.
Peaceful protest, public debate, and achieving stasis are all cornerstones of democracy and the political
process. Habermas, a noted German philosopher, claims that, in order to have an effective democracy, the public
sphere must be a location for rational-critical public debate, eventually forming a public opinion (219). The
exchange between Boyer and Kaepernick exemplifies the effective use of the public sphere by achieving stasis and
resolution. Conversely, those with power, such as President Donald Trump, can influence the public sphere through
creating, as Habermas describes, “institutionally authorized opinions” which reduce the ability for and effectiveness
of rational-critical public debate (245). These authorized opinions have the potential to carry even greater influence
in the public sphere by translating arguments into “symbols to which again one cannot respond by arguing but only
by identifying with them” (Habermas 206). In response to Kaepernick’s protests directing attention towards the
systemic oppression of people of color in the United States, President Donald Trump states, “Wouldn't you love to
see one of these NFL owners, when somebody disrespects our flag, to say, 'Get that son of a bitch off the field right
now, out, he's fired'” (Stelter). Trump translates the argument against Kaepernick’s protest into one focused solely
on patriotism; therefore, any citizen who believes that respect should be shown towards one’s own country will
refute Kaepernick’s protests and urge conformity and respect for national symbols. Instead of participating in
rational-critical public debate, Trump’s rhetoric complicates the ability to achieve stasis by his refusal to engage
with individuals whose experiences and viewpoints differ. Since society generally identifies with and supports the
notion of patriotism, the institutionally authorized opinion allows society to effectively escape the debate
surrounding Kaepernick’s cause by shifting the topic. Conversely, Boyer points out Kaepernick’s actions are
inherently patriotic. In reference to Kaepernick’s protests, he argues, “That is what the flag represents to me and
what the anthem means to me. He’s being an American” (Around the NFL staff). Therefore, those who identify with
patriotism should identify with Kaepernick as he utilizes his platform to exercise his first amendment rights of
peaceful protest and freedom of speech to advocate for those who can’t advocate for themselves. Nevertheless,
while Boyer has shown a willingness to achieve stasis, others, including Trump, refuse to do so as it conflicts with
their previous identifications.
3.0. CONCLUSION
To avoid the difficult conversation regarding systemic oppression, it is easier for hegemonic institutions to
shift the topic to patriotism in an effort to end the conversation without ever addressing the problem. In this
particular instance, evading stasis becomes a strategy rather than a miscommunication. In an effort to ignore
Kaepernick’s stand against oppression, President Donald Trump amplifies anti-patriotic rhetoric surrounding the
protest, going so far as to suggest that Kaepernick “find a country that works better for him” if he won’t stand in
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respect for the one he lives in (Wilder). Kenneth Burke explains how conversations can be avoided to “protect an
interest merely by using terms not incisive enough to criticize it properly.” Trump protects his interest, which
involves exploiting those who hold less power than him, by refusing to acknowledge the purpose of Kaepernick’s
protest and, instead, demanding Kaepernick to conform to his beliefs. Burke goes on to describe how an individual,
such as Trump, can engage in “overplaying” as “a way of amplifying a statement so that it carries better to a large or
distant audience” (36). Anti-patriotic rhetoric most effectively shifts the conversation by allowing supporters to
avoid confronting uncomfortable topics of racism and oppression within American society. These topics often differ
greatly across cultural and racial communities. For individuals that fall outside of the oppressed community, it is
easier to avoid acknowledging injustice, particularly when one remains unaffected by it. Trump’s strategy of
continuously overemphasizing anti-patriotic notions surrounding the protests in the public sphere delineates his
unwillingness to work towards stasis, which ultimately influences individuals that share identifications with him.
As a society, we must resist the temptation to close ourselves off from opposing viewpoints and, instead, engage
with them and work towards achieving stasis. An inherent part of democracy is encountering various viewpoints,
some of which may conflict with one’s own; however, in a politically and socially polarized time period, we must
enter into conversations with one another, as uncomfortable as they may be at times, in order to learn and understand,
instead of argue and insult.
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF QUEER SPECIFICITY IN KIM SA-RYANG’S “INTO
THE LIGHT” (1939)
Yijun Ding, East Asian Languages and Literatures
ABSTRACT
This paper aims to examine whether Kim Sa-ryang’s story Into the Light (1939) can be read as a critique of Japanese
colonialism or a justification of the legitimacy of colonial rule and colonial ideology of naisen ittai (Japan-Korea as One Body),
through analyzing the queer specificity on the relationship between the two male protagonists, the self-claimed “Japanese” boy
Yamada Haruo and his Korean teacher Minami/Nam. By employing Judith Butler’s (1993) elaboration of performativity and
what Homi Bhabha (1994) calls hybridity and ambivalence, this paper argues that the queer specificity does not offer a
fundamental and effective critique of colonial discourse.

1.0. INTRODUCTION
In the story Into the Light, the tension and affection between the male child Yamada Haruo, who is roughly
ten years old or younger, and his male Korean teacher Minami/Nam is the very focus of the story, and their
relationship is marked by a sense of homoerotic undercurrent. The ambiguous relationship between Haruo and
Minami can be portrayed as follows: a seemingly familial bond between a son and a motherly/fatherly figure, a
strange homosocial bond between a little boy and a young man; and a romantic bond between two men filled with
affection, erotic attraction, and a mixed feeling of love and hatred. It is difficult to categorize their friendship or
close male-bonding as homosexual, as the story does not depict any sexual scene between Haruo and Minami/Nam.
However, the degree of intimacy between them does suggest an erotic attraction between them. Characterized by the
ambiguity and non-normativeness, I call their relationship “the queer specificity,” an in-between of homosocial and
homosexual one. Such a relationship is further manifested by the various roles they play in different social and
familial relations, showing their identity as performance. The term performativity, as explained by Butler (1993: 2),
is the external performance of one’s internal identity, and it functions as “the reiterative and citational practice by
which discourse produces the effects that it names.” Thus, in order to accommodate oneself to the dominantsubmissive relations, one learns to externalize their racialized and gendered subjectivity with deceptive behaviors
during their constant role-play.
2.0. THE QUEER SPECIFICITY IN THE STORY
In the story, the queer relationship between Haruo and Minami/Nam can be revealed through their split and
contradictory identity performance in their various relationships as student-teacher, son-motherly figure, JapaneseKorean (although Haruo is not full Japanese), and colonizer-colonized, respectively. Despite being a student, Haruo
performed his “colonial” power towards his teacher, Minami/Nam, the colonized ethnic Korean, in order to “pass”
as a Japanese. On one hand, Haruo is “mean-spirited” to Minami/Nam, because of his “warped sense of superiority”
(Kim 1939: 18) as a Japanese. Right after he knows Minami’s real ethnic identity is Korean, Haruo begins to “attack”
Minami’s Korean ethnicity and discriminates anything Korean. As Minami narrates: “When I would get hung up on
a word or something and become tongue-tied, he [Haruo] was the one always imitating me and laughing at my
expense. There is no question he had me pegged as Korean from day one…… All he did was trail along after me
like a restless shadow, waiting for me to make a blunder so he could gloat in the corner.” (Kim 1939: 18). In order to
be acknowledged more as a Japanese, Haruo tries to mimic colonizer’s speech and behaviors by punching a little girl
in the classroom and chasing after her, screaming “[g]rab that Korean” (Kim 1939: 18), although the girl is not
Korean. Finally, Minami/Nam loses his temper and slaps Haruo on the cheek. On the other hand, their shared ethnic
suffering and colonial discrimination as Korean or “partial” Korean enable them to form a close bond and warped
love. As the story gradually reveals, Haruo has “impure” Japanese heritage, as he is born of a Korean mother and a
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half-Japanese-half-Korean father. Although he has a Japanese name, his low economic and social status makes him
different from normal Japanese and prevents him from becoming the upper-class Japanese. At the beginning of the
story, Haruo is depicted as having a dirty appearance, and he is probably the “good-for-nothing Korean kid” (Kim
1939: 21) in other teachers’ eyes. Their shared pain of being Korean under Japanese colonialism has gradually
transformed the hatred between the two into sympathy and affection towards each other. Thus, Minami/Nam treats
Haruo better than other kids. Minami/Nam wonders whether Haruo always stalks and plays tricks on him because
“he [Haruo] felt a kind of affection” (Kim 1939: 18) for him. On one stormy night, instead of visiting his sick
mother in the hospital, Haruo comes to Minami’s room and sleeps right beside him. Sentiments and emotionally
charged moments are exchanged between them. The moment when Minami/Nam closely gazes at Haruo’s face
evokes a sense of erotic attraction and simultaneously implies homoerotic overtones: “To me, it was the most
touching sight in the world. His eyes sparkled, and his lips shone with a cute smile. He seemed to trust me with all
his heart.” (Kim 1939:24). Later, Minami/Nam confesses, “I loved Haruo so much.” (Kim 1939: 27). The affection
and the intimacy revealed from this moment suggest a strong erotic tendency between the two male protagonists,
which seems beyond the socially acceptable boundaries of male friendship.
Their queer relationship can further be revealed through Haruo’s twisted yearning for his Korean mother.
Yet he refuses to accept her because of her Korean ethnicity. Thus, Haruo has secretly projected his love to his
mother onto his male teacher Minami/Nam. It is a twisted longing for maternal love, as Minami contemplates: “It
must be a warped expression of love for his mother redirected at me. Maybe that’s the real reason why he came to
my place instead of visiting the hospital.” (Kim 1939: 25). More interestingly, the author may intentionally set the
stage for their queer relationship (or the male-male erotic potential) to grow by emphasizing Haruo’s resemblance to
his father, Hanbei, and meanwhile emphasizing Minami/Nam’s resemblance to Haruo’s mother, Teijun. When
Minami gazes at Haruo’s face, he suddenly realizes that “He [Haruo] is Hanbei’s kid.” (Kim 1939: 27). Immediately,
Minami/Nam recalls the time when sharing the same prison cell with Hanbei and sleeping right next to him. His
internal monologue goes: “How long had I spent watching Hanbei sleep just like this? Now his kid is sleeping right
beside me. He looked just like his father, from the way his mouth lolled open to the dark rings around his big eyes,
like those of an old man.” (Kim 1939: 27). The author further dramatizes the intimacy and the erotic tension
between Minami and Hanbei when the narrator (i.e., Minami/Nam) recalls the chummy moments: “Eventually, I
wound up sitting directly across from Hanbei and sleeping shoulder to shoulder with him. He had warmed toward
me by then, but sleeping together was pure torture for me. His breath was unbearably foul, but even worse was the
way he noisily scratched his crotch all night long…… Late one night, he became strangely chummy.” (Kim 1939:
28). Their intimacy involves physical contact and evokes erotic fantasies. In fact, Minami/Nam admits that they
become strangely close only after they have “slept” together. Just like Haruo projects his love to his mother onto
Minami/Nam, Minami/Nam’s affection towards Haruo may result from his affection towards Haruo’s father, Hanbei.
Thus, in the queer relationship with Hanbei or Haruo, Minami/Nam is much like an effeminate man, who is
characterized by the traits of feminine sensitivity and motherly tenderness. It is unknown whether or not the author
intentionally portrays Minami’s resemblance to Haruo’s mother. Maybe it is merely a misrecognition or a gender
bending, but the author seems to show gender as a masquerade that is complex and difficult to define. The ambiguity
and contradiction of Minami/Nam’s gender performance may signal the author’s meditation on the suffering and
dilemma of the protagonists, or of Zainichi Koreans by and large, when they confront a new cultural and political
space in the colonial discourse.
3.0. THE LOGIC OF THE QUEER SPECIFICITY
What is the logic of their queer relationship coming into being? I argue that it results from the protagonists’
own identity crisis for being colonized Korean or impure Japanese under colonial suppression. Marked by a negative
hybridity (as Haruo is mixed blood) and “inferior” ethnicity (as Minami/Nam is an ethnic Korean), they strive to
become Japanese or to “pass” as Japanese; however, they can never “completely” become Japanese, nor can they
ignore the fact that they are somehow different from “pure” Japanese. The society never let them forget about that.
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As a result, they become strange and tragic figures who are estranged from the family and alienated from the society.
In order to negotiate a way out of this impasse, the alienated subject “seeks to form connections with other abject
and fragmented characters by virtue of the shared sense of pain from their exilic conditions.” (Kwon 2015: 70)
As for Haruo, the lack of harmonious familial and social relations led him to seek help and strength from
others who are also labeled as “Other,” and that is Minami/Nam. The marriage between Haruo’s father (Hanbei) and
mother (Teijun) is a disaster, which is operated by Hanbei’s domestic violence. Their marriage provides a formula
and a place where all sorts of colonial oppositions can be played out in the story—Japan vs Korea, colonizer vs
colonized, powerful vs powerless, and superior vs inferior. All these oppositions are mediated through the
fundamental contradiction between the “so-called” Japanese husband (although Hanbei is not pure Japanese) and the
Korean wife, through linking ethnicity to sexuality in colonial discourse. Hanbei is represented as the embodiment
of the colonizer, Japan, as he has half-Japanese heritage and is portrayed as big, masculine, and violent. Teijun is
represented as the embodiment of the colonialized Korean, who is a “pure” Korean by birth and is portrayed as
small, fragile, and abject. The domestic violence and family members’ internal struggle for being Koreans under
Japanese colonialism can be seen from Teijun’s wounded body and injured face cut by her violent “Japanese”
husband, who is also discriminated by “pure” Japanese. Minami/Nam narrates how Hanbei transfers his oppression
to the weaker inmates in prison by mimicking the violence of the colonizer: “He [Hanbei] ruled that cell with an iron
fist. Everybody feared him, but they also secretly despised him. He lived in the fear of the guards and their prying
eyes, so he took out his anger on the newcomers and the weaklings instead.” (Kim 1939: 28). In order to pass as
Japanese, Haruo rejects his Korean mother, as he declines to visit her in the hospital and refuses to acknowledge her
ethnic identity as a Korean: “My mom is not Korean!” (Kim 1939: 22). Although Haruo seems to have reconciled
with his mother in the end, it is still very ambivalent, because the story does not directly mention if Haruo indeed
has visited his mother in the hospital and has accepted her wholeheartedly.
Not only is he estranged from family, but Haruo is also estranged from both the Korean community and
Japanese society, as the story shows that he is always the one left out by other kids (Kim 1939: 27). Being aware of
his “impure” Japanese identity, the way Haruo accesses the world is always marginalized and awkward. Haruo
seems too powerless to access to the story in a direct and frontal way. Instead, the author seems to place him into a
hidden place where he always peeks at other people. As the story shows, “Haruo always kept to himself, watching
the other kids from a safe distance. …laugh at them behind their backs” (Kim 1939: 15); “Yamada had snuck in
through the open door and was hunched there, peering into the room” (Kim 1939: 18); “Yamada Haruo is hiding in
the clothes-drying platform on the roof, his gaze fixed on the line of children stretching out into the distance.” (Kim
1939: 18). Haruo also likes dancing in the dark, “with the lights off” (Kim 1939: 20). Neither can be full Korean nor
pure Japanese, Haruo perceives himself on the margin of the colonial system, without any blood relatives, friends, or
alliances. The only solution for him is to find a sense of belonging from the “Other,” who shares the same ethnic
suffering, split identities, and social discrimination with him. It is this “identification with the other divided selves,”
in Kwon’s term, that enables one to “find meaning in one another” (Kwon 2015: 70). For Haruo, “the other divided
self” (Kwon 2015: 70) must be and can only be Minami/Nam. He serves not only as Haruo’s mentor (i.e., a fatherly
figure) and caretaker (i.e., a motherly figure), but also as the only link to access to the public world, by teaching
Haruo English. It is a warped familial bond between Haruo and Minami/Nam, a strange homosocial bond between a
little boy and his English teacher, but also an erotic bond between two men who are filled with affection and hatred.
As for Minami/Nam, although he is not mixed-blood, he also suffers an identity crisis which traps him in
the dilemma of being neither complete Korean or Japanese. His physical Korean appearance does not match his
adopted Japanese surname “Minami” or the “elite” class that he belongs to. Minami/Nam’s student Yi addresses that
Minami/Nam’s physical features make him realize that Minami/Nam is Korean, but he “never once acted like a
Korean.” (Kim 1939: 17). Minami feels comfortable to be assimilated into Japanese society, as he not only gets used
to being called by his Japanese-style surname by his colleagues and students, but also teaching English—a linguistic
marker showing his elite class status—at a night school. However, his identity performance as a Japanese never truly
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allows him to pass as Japanese; his “true” split identity emerges when he confronts Yi’s challenge: “Why is that
even someone like you tries to hide his surname?” (Kim 1939: 17). Minami becomes speechless, and suddenly he
admits to himself: “Maybe I was a hypocrite after all.” (Kim 1939: 18). Like Haruo, Minami is a tragic figure who
can never fully adapt to the Japanese society, no matter how hard he tries to mimic the Japanese ethnic marker—
shown in his doubled names as “Minami/Nam.” He cannot claim himself as a Korean, or a Japanese, within the
colonial system. The shared identity crisis and identification between Haruo and Minami/Nam push them to form a
queer relationship, which functions as an antidote for them to obtain familial love, affection, attachment, and a sense
of belonging.
4.0. A CRITIQUE, YET NOT FUNDAMENTAL
Identity is shown as a negative power here, but it also could be an agent and operation of power. The queer
relationship between Haruo and Minami/Nam offers them a new kind of identity, which is characterized by
ambiguity and elusiveness, difficult to be defined in any fixed discourse of sexuality. It is a subversive power with
the potential to destabilize the traditional understandings of gender identity and the conventionally fixed
presentations of genders and sexualities. By voluntarily subscribing to this queer discourse, Haruo and Minami/Nam
seem to have acquired a new cultural, political, and social identity to negotiate their dilemma of being Zainichi
Koreans in Japan. Thus, their queer specificity can function as an agent to resist Japanese colonialism by mobilizing
and rejecting all sorts of colonial oppositions that have been imposed on them—Japan vs. Korea, colonizer vs.
colonized, powerful vs. powerless, and superior vs. inferior.
The employment of queer specificity can function as a critique to Japanese colonialism, not only because
the ambiguity of their queer relationship mirrors the author’s meditation on the collective identity crisis and the
struggle of being Zainichi Koreans and “impure” Japanese” under colonial oppression, but also because the close
bonding between the two men who are ethnically different potentially challenges and destabilizes the binary colonial
discourse that is based on the fixed ethnicity and distinctive cultural differences and hierarchies. It is not a
justification of the colonial ideology, naisen ittai (Japan-Korea as One Body), as Haruo is not pure Japanese and
Minami/Nam refuses to claim himself as Korean. As Kwon (2015: 75) argues, “by focusing on the pained and
broken moments of singular experiences, the story performs the breakdown of the slogan of collective imperial
harmony. It goes further to accuse the violent contradictions of discriminatory racist structures embedded within the
imperial system.”
However, on the other hand, the queer specificity does not offer a fundamental critique of Japanese
colonialism, as the ending of the story may suggest that Haruo and Minami/Nam can reach complete recognition
mutually only when they immerse themselves into an isolated “colonial utopia” or “another hiding place” to pass
their identity as Japanese1. After Minami/Nam promises Haruo that he will dance with Haruo, Minami/Nam
contemplates, “Yeah, one of these days we will move into an apartment or something near the co-op. For once, it
will just be the two of us. At least that’s what I told myself.” (Kim 1939: 37). At this moment, the potential for
intimacy between them is still evident, and it seems that their “strange” homosocial bond can only succeed in this
isolated “hiding place” without any interference from the outside world. Their mutual recognition is finally reached
when Minami/Nam takes Haruo out to the highly developed shopping areas within the Ueno Park, a symbol of the
imperial space of Japanese modernity. However, they enter a mysterious space by accident where they “somehow
had lost track of time” and soon found themselves “passing through a grove of old trees.” (Kim 1939: 37). This
scene very much resembles the opening of a Chinese fable, Peach Blossom Spring (桃花源記; Taohuayuan ji),
written by Tao Qian (376–427). In the Chinese story, a fisherman comes across a forest of peach trees in bloom
when he has lost track of time and how far he has gone. He enters this mysterious place called Peach Blossom
Spring where people live harmoniously without any oppression, discrimination, or the change of dynasties. In
Chinese literature, the Peach Blossom Spring is a well-known cultural trope alluding to the ideal model of society,
the utopia, where everyday life happens in an apolitical space, and the people in that society have been completely
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cut off from the outside world. Immersing himself in this apolitical space that is similar to the Peach Blossom Spring,
Haruo asks: “Mr. Minami, I know what your real name is…… Mr. Nam, right?” (Kim 1939: 38). Minami/Nam feels
liberated, which suggests his acceptance of his Korean identity in this depoliticized place (i.e., Ueno Park) within the
Japanese empire.
Being “apolitical” does not mean “unpolitical;” this apolitical space is a “colonial utopia”— in Glade’s
term—that can never exist in reality, but only in their own imagination and longings. It is a failed negotiation for
Zainichi Koreans when they confront with colonial legitimacy, as they have to carve out an autonomous space for
themselves within the Japanese empire, instead of resisting and struggling to be independent. Thus, the queer
specificity employed by the story, on one hand, does challenge the binary system of colonial discourse; however, on
the other hand, the ending signals that it is very much a passive response to their identity crisis under colonial
oppression, and the story does not offer any effective and fundamental solutions.

NOTES
1.

Jonathan Glade (2007:53) uses the terms “colonial utopia” and “another hiding place” in his article,
Assimilation through resistance: Language and ethnicity in Kim Saryang’s ‘Hikari no naka ni’. Southeast
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LEARNER SELF-EVALUATION FOR DEVELOPING ENGLISH
COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE: A PILOT STUDY
Hoa T.V. Le, Second Language Studies
ABSTRACT
This study focuses on students’ self-evaluation of their communicative competence in English at the Foreign Trade
University in Hanoi, Vietnam. The researcher developed a survey questionnaire with 18 Likert scale items that address six
constructs of learners’ communicative competence. Responses from 357 university students were collected and analyzed using
factor analysis and descriptive statistics. The results show that although the current questionnaire demonstrates fair reliability and
validity, the revised version should include more items for each construct, and some items should be reversed and more specific.
Suggestions for future research based on this pilot study are also addressed.

1.0. INTRODUCTION
In response to the globalization trend and in order to improve foreign language education, in 2008, the
Vietnamese Prime Minister signed a decision to pass the National Foreign Language 2020 project with an estimated
budget of 9.4 billion Vietnamese dongs (approximately $427.3 million USD) for the period of 2008–2020. One of
the aims of the project states that, “[b]y 2020, students who graduate from high school, vocational schools, colleges
and universities will be confident in using foreign language in everyday communication, will be capable of learning
and working in multi-cultural, multi-lingual environments, will be able to use foreign language as a competitive
aspect in the process of the country’s industrialization and modernization” (Office of Prime Minister, 2008). Under
this project, in 2014, the Vietnam Foreign Language Framework (VFLF) was developed as an adaptation of the
Common European Framework of References for Languages (CEFR). It is expected that university graduates can
achieve at least level 3 of the VELF (equal to level B1 in CEFR).
At the Foreign Trade University (FTU), one of the major public universities in Vietnam where the
researcher was a lecturer at the Department of English for Specific Purposes (DESP), the bar is set higher. By the
time of graduation, students are now expected to achieve level 4 within this VFLF framework. The Englishspeaking general description for level 4 (i.e., Intermediate level) is: “Learners can communicate fluently and
naturally with native speakers.” In order to achieve this goal, since 2015, DESP, a unit that is in charge of English
education system at FTU, has decided to apply major reforms in its curriculum, materials and even its teaching
methods. The process, however, requires a step-by-step procedure and thorough research on the existent curriculum.
This research was borne out in response to that demand from the department and the support of the university.
The current study focuses on students’ self-evaluation of their communicative competence in English. To
date, there has not been one comprehensive test that could measure this capacity well. Some studies used several
tests concurrently to measure some, but not all aspects of communicative capacity such as pragmatics (Roever, 2014;
Yamashita, 1996), and grammar and linguistics capacity (Verhoeven & Vermeer, 2002). There had been no studies
that used students’ self-evaluation. It is believed that self-evaluation or self-directed learning is one way to raise
students’ awareness and help them to shape their own learning strategies (Bachman, 2005; Nunan, 1988). This
method is often considered economical and, if carried out well, it could serve as a viable source of information. The
benefits of self-evaluation combined with a lack of literature in this area are the inspiration for this study. As a pilot
study, this project also aims at testing the reliability and the validity of the questionnaire and providing insights from
which a revised version of the questionnaire can be developed and consequent research steps in the future research
can be generated.
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2.0. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. English Language Communicative Competence
One of the first scholars who came up with the term communicative competence was Dell Hymes in the
1960s (e.g., Hymes, 1967). The term was coined to reach a more comprehensive explanation for one’s language
capacity, as opposed to the linguistic competence definition developed by linguist Chomsky (1965). The concept of
communicative competence and its taxonomy was later evolved by the contributions of many other scholars. In 1980,
Canale and Swain attempted to define it in a way that could support both language assessment and pedagogical
application. The two researchers called for the equal importance of both sociocultural and linguistic aspects of one’s
language capacity. They argued that just as linguistic rules become meaningless without the existence of
sociolinguistics, so does sociolinguistic competence without the existence of linguistic competence. They supported
the idea that communicative competence should be referred to as “the relationship and interaction between
grammatical competence, or knowledge of the rules of grammar, and sociolinguistic competence, or knowledge of
the rules of language use” (Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 6). In addition, they also added strategic competence as an
essential aspect into Hyme’s original theory of communicative competence, which only consisted of sociolinguistic
competence. While the sociolinguistic descriptions aimed at explaining “the interaction of language and social
setting” (Hymes, 1967), the strategic competence of each language learner was defined as the verbal or non-verbal
acts that help solve communication breakdown due to the lack of competence or a variety of performance variables.
In the mid-1990s, Celce-Murcia, Dörnyei, and Thurrell (1995) proposed that actional competence should
also be a part of communicative competence. Their sets of principles for communicative competence were much
influenced by previous scholars, including Hymes (1967, 1972), Canale and Swain (1980), and Canale (1983).
Actional competence was defined as the ability to comprehend and produce all significant speech acts and speech
act sets (Celce-Murcia et al., 1995) and was as important as sociolinguistic competence (as they modified it into
sociocultural competence which referred to the cultural background knowledge needed to interpret and use linguistic
effectively). In addition, Celce-Murcia et al. continued to keep the discourse component that was proposed earlier by
Canale (1983). The term communicative competence was later developed to its most rounded taxonomy by CelceMurcia herself in 2007. So far, this is the most up-to-date definition of the term and therefore is the basis for this
study. The principle set of communicative competence is presented in Figure 1 below.
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Figure 1: Revised Schematic Representation of “Communicative competence”
(Adapted from Celce-Murcia, 2007, p. 45, Figure 3.3).
It is noted that while discourse competence is the center of all principles, it is affected by all other factors as
well as give influence on all. Sociocultural is in the top-down position because of its natural relation to the overall
language use, while interactional is in the bottom-down position dealing with specific contexts of communication.
Linguistics and formulaic competencies remain the cognitive aspects of the sets and were put in two sides equally.
The last principle—strategic competence—floats around and affects all other components and the overall
communication process.
2.2. Assessing Learner Communicative Competence in English
There has not been much research in the area of assessing learners’ communicative competence. One of the
reasons could be it is a cumbersome concept that constitutes six complex constructs. In their article in 2002,
Verhoeven and Vermeer addressed this issue: “The various components are difficult to assess in an objective
manner and are thus difficult to compare across subsamples of language learners” (p. 370). In addition, there had not
been many measuring instruments available in the literature; so, in order to measure it well, researchers may have to
develop their own measurement tools, which has no guarantee of success and may involve high costs. The other
reason seems that the second language studies field has lately departed from the communicative approach, which
was the foundation of communicative competence. The rise of World English demands also lessens the trend of
considering native speakers’ speech as the norm. As a result, few empirical studies have addressed communicative
competence as a multifaceted construct, but are often confined to one or two components of communicative
competence, as described in Yamashita (1996).
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Among studies that attempted to measure communicative competence, Verhoeven and Vermeer (2002) is
one of the most cited. The study examined the relations between communicative competence and one’s personality
in 241 children in the Netherlands. To determine the communicative competence of the first and second language
learners of Dutch, the authors used a broad array of linguistic measures including teacher judgment data. They
followed Bachman’s (1988) theoretical framework and assessed the children’s communicative competence through
separate tasks aimed at their organizational, pragmatic, and strategic competencies. Organizational competence in
Dutch was evaluated using four different tests: Word Definition; Sentence Reproduction; and Text Comprehension
subtests from the Language Test for Nonindigenous Children. In addition, the standardized Functional Reading tests
which consist of 20 multiple-choice items indicating the ability of different genres of written texts were also
administered. For pragmatic competence assessment, the researchers developed an observational instrument which
was constructed of eight pragmatic tasks involving different role-playing situations for the students. Strategic
competence was operationalized by having the teachers judging their children’s strategic competence with a rating
scale that was also developed by the researchers. While this was a great attempt to measure the multi-dimensional
aspects of language communicative competence, it can be difficult to replicate because most of the tests used are in
Dutch and some other instruments were developed specifically for the Dutch children in the study.
2.3. Using Self-assessment on Learner Language Competence
Self-assessment is an approach that involves learners in the assessment process. In addition to receiving
feedback from their peers or teachers, self-assessment allows students to receive feedback in their learning progress
by reflecting what they have learned (Chen, 2008). This assessment method is favored because it is “a way of
enabling learners to structure their progress” (Orkarsson, 1978, p. 5).
The important role of self-assessment has been emphasized in many research in the literature. Oskarsson
(1989) pointed out six benefits of self-assessment: (a) to help improve learners’ learning process; (b) to develop their
knowledge in a particular field; (c) to improve self-management to achieve goals; (d) to expand the scope for
learning process assessment; (e) to reduce the teachers’ burden in assessing students; and (f) to sustain the benefit
even after a course finishes. In addition, other research has also proved that self-perception promotes second
language acquisition. It directly affects the learning process, such as reducing anxiety and increasing learners’
motivation in learning (Kitano, 2001; MacIntyre, Baker, Clément, & Donovan, 2002; Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, &
Daley 1999).
One of the most popular ways to conduct self-assessment is using questionnaires, in which the participants
are asked to rate their perceived language proficiency or language capacity (e.g., Oskarsson, 1984). It should,
however, be noted that despite the benefit of self-assessment as a learner-competence measuring tool, there are
important rules to make this tool effective. Besides, the content of the assessment tasks or the areas of language
ability to be assessed need to be clearly specified (Bachman, 1988).
3.0. CONTEXT
The DESP at FTU is responsible to deliver all general English- and business-specific English classes to
students in all regular programs. These students come from one of seven departments: Economics, International
Economics, Law, Business Administration, International Business, Accounting, and Finance and Banking. From
2007 to 2015, the total number of English classes that a typical FTU student needed to take was 630 hours, in which
they had 450 hours of general English and 180 hours of business English. The main textbook is Market Leader by
Pearson (New Edition). The program is divided as below:
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Timeline
First semester
Second semester
Third semester
Fourth semester
Fifth semester
Sixth semester
Seventh semester

Table 1. English Program at FTU from 2007 to 2015.
Content of Instruction
Pronunciation + Market Leader + Writing paragraph
Pronunciation + Market Leader + Writing short essay
Presenting + Market Leader + Writing five-paragraph essay
Presenting + Market Leader + Writing five paragraph essay
Market Leader + ESP
Market Leader + Writing business emails
Market Leader + Contract translation

From 2015, the department proposed major changes in the program, mostly in the first two years of the
program. The new curricula employed more integrated skills in each class. The third and fourth years of the new
curricula stayed mostly the same. The proposed program for the first two years is presented below:
Table 2. Proposed English Program for the First Two Years at FTU in 2015.
Timeline
Content of Instruction
First semester
Reading and Writing (Textbook: Skillful English); Market Leader
Second semester
Listening and Speaking, Market Leader
Third semester
Reading and Writing, Market Leader
Fourth semester
Listening and Speaking, Market Leader
English teachers are urged to teach more speaking skills and adopt a communicative approach through the
application of case studies from the textbook. However, there is no detailed instruction of how to implement either
of these approaches so most teachers do it on their own. Junior and senior students do not have a speaking test,
which is similar to the curriculum before 2015.
4.0. RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This pilot study has three research questions:
a. What is the students’ perception of their communicative competence abilities?
b. To what extent do students view themselves differently from their teacher’s views of their
communicative competence?
c. What is the validity and reliability of the instrument?
5.0. METHODS
5.1. Participants
There were two groups of participants in the pilot study:
Students: Three hundred and fifty-seven students were recruited in this study. All of them were from the
FTU-Hanoi. The 357 students included 77 freshmen, 100 sophomores, 90 juniors, and 90 seniors. The reasons the
researcher chose students across the years of study were to cover students in all four years and to see if there were
any trending differences across the years. Most participants were in Hanoi campus because it is the largest campus
and the researcher was the instructor there. Among 357 survey responses from students, one had five unanswered
items, and therefore, was deleted before applying all the quantitative equations.
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Teachers: Eleven teachers participated in this study. Among them, three had over 10 years of teaching
experience at FTU, five had from 5 to 10 years of teaching experience and three had less than 5 years of experience.
Among those 11 teachers, seven of them were teaching from freshmen to juniors; two teachers were only teaching
freshmen and sophomores; and two teachers had taught students from freshmen to seniors. It is believed that, with
their wide range of teaching experiences, they would be able to evaluate their students’ communicative capacity in
English across the years in this study.
5.2. Materials
The survey questionnaire had 18 items divided into six sections and was created by the author based on
previous research about communicative competence in English (Celce-Murcia et al.,1995; Celce-Murcia, 2007). The
six sessions include Sociocultural competence, Linguistics competence, Discourse competence, Formulaic
competence, Interactional competence, and Strategic competence. The number of items in each session ranged from
two to four. Two sets of questionnaires were designed: one for students with the items mostly starting with the
subject I (e.g., “I employ strategies in learning English communication”), and one for teachers with the subjects
changed to students (e.g., “Students employ strategies in learning English communication”). The questionnaire
administered to the teachers also had one open-ended question which asked them to write any comments that they
had about the survey. The student survey did not have this open-ended question. For each item on the student
questionnaire, the students could evaluate themselves using a Likert scale from 0 to 4, with 0 meaning “strongly
disagree” and 4 meaning “strongly agree”. The items in the questionnaire can be seen in Table 2 below.
5.3. Procedures
Two sets of surveys, teacher and students, were administered in January and in March 2017. In January
2017, the researcher and three other teachers in the team came to 16 classes ranging from freshmen to seniors to
administer the paper survey to the students. The researchers asked permission from teachers who teach those classes
for five to ten minutes at the end of the lesson to let the students do the survey in class. The survey was then
collected and the data was entered into Excel. In March, surveys for the teachers were sent out. At the time of
administrating the pilot study, there were 34 full-time English teachers at the ESP department. The researcher was
able to approach 11 teachers to administer the survey. Those teachers were selected because they attended a faculty
meeting and agreed to stay after the meeting to do the survey.
6.0. RESULTS
The results of the pilot study are presented in three sections as below.
6.1. Students’ and teacher’s assessment about students’ communicative competence
As described in section 5.1, one student’s survey response had five unanswered items, therefore was
deleted, which results in a total of 356 responses from the students. There were also eleven responses that had one or
two items unanswered. In such cases, the unanswered ones were replaced by the mean value of the item so that they
did not affect the overall result.
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Table 3. Mean Scores from Teacher’s and Student’s Results.
M
Teacher
(n = 11)
1. Sociocultural competence
2.10
2. Discourse competence
2.37
3. Linguistics competence
2.43
4. Formulaic competence
2.23
5. Interactional competence
2.58
6. Strategic competence
2.15

Students
(n = 356)
2.11
2.02
2.19
2.24
2.40
2.07

The descriptive statistics for both teachers and students are presented in Table 3. The table presents the
overall assessment by both teachers and students through six constructs, which are the six factors of communicative
competence. Columns two and three on the right present the mean scores for these sub-categories. As the researcher
used a five-point Likert scale, the average range from one category to another is 0.8 points. Therefore, a “strongly
disagree” response had a score ranging from 0.00 to 0.08, “disagree” ranged from 0.81 to 1.60, “neutral” ranged
from 1.61 to 2.40 points, “agree” ranged from 2.41 to 3.20 points, and “strongly agree” ranged from 3.21 to 4 points.
According to Table 3, in general, the students rated themselves quite low in all components of
communicative competence. There is no one mean value that was above or equal to 2.41, which was the cut-off
point that showed whether they agreed or strongly agreed with the statement. However, students rated themselves
high on the Interactional Competence (M = 2.40). The lowest aspect that they rated themselves on was the Discourse
Competence (M = 2.02). The teachers showed a somewhat more positive assessment of their students’ capacities.
The linguistics and interactional items had a mean larger than 2.41, which is highlighted in bold. There was also a
slight difference in the teachers’ results compared to the students’ results.
To have a clearer interpretation of the quantitative data, the results for each item of the questionnaires are
presented in Table 4. The means and standard deviations from the teacher and student assessments are listed below.
The “agree” and “strongly agree” percentages for the students are reported due to their size and contribution to our
understanding of their perception of self-evaluation.
From Table 4, the three items that received the highest scores from the students are Q10 (I know exactly
how to use fixed phrases and formulaic chunks in communicative English (e.g., of course, all of a sudden, how do
you do? What’s up? etc.)), Q15 (I use appropriate body language in communication”, and Q16 (I know how to use
non-linguistic utterances with interaction import (e.g. Ahh! Uh-oh. Huh?)). As Q15 and Q16 both belong to
Interactional competence, this confirms the results in Table 3. However, besides those three items (i.e., Q10, Q15,
and Q16), the students rated the remaining items lower than 2.41, which means that they were not positive about
aspects of their communicative competence.
For the teachers’ assessment, in general, they rated their students’ ability higher than the students
themselves. Out of 18 questions, there were only four questions that had a mean lower than the students’ (Q2, Q10,
Q11, and Q16). Teachers also thought that students performed best in grammar skills (Q9 has the highest mean of
2.82). Similar to the students’ assessment, teachers also rated the ability to use idioms (Q11) as the lowest among all
18 items (M = 1.72).
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Table 4. Communicative Competence Results from Learners’ Self-evaluation.
Teachers
Students
(n = 11)
(n = 356)
Agree and Strongly
M
SD
M
SD
Agree (%)
I. Sociocultural competence
1. I have knowledge about the life, tradition and
culture of English-speaking countries (e.g.,
2.11
0.73
2.11
0.94
37.8
America, England, Australia, etc.)
2. When communicating in English, I understand
native speaker’s pragmatics and cross2.17
0.87
2.24
0.87
37.9
cultural implication.
3. I’m confident that I use good politeness
2
0.94
1.98
0.92
30.1
strategies in communicating in English
II. Discourse competence
4. I’m capable of selecting appropriate words in
communication.
5. I know how to sequence and arrange words,
structures to achieve a unified spoken message.
6. I can communicate in a cohesive and coherence
way.
III. Linguistic competence
7. I have good English pronunciation (including
segmentals and suprasegmentals)
8. I have good knowledge of vocabulary
9. I can use good grammar.
IV. Formulaic competence
10. I know exactly how to use fixed phrases and
formulaic chunks in communicative English (e.g.,
of course, all of a sudden, How do you do?, What's
up?, etc.)
11. I know how to use English idioms (e.g., to kick
the bucket, to get the axe, etc.)
12. I know how to use well verb object collocations
(e.g., looking for, spend money on, etc.)
V. Interactional competence
13. I’m good at interacting with people when
communicating in English (e.g., I know how to
open conversations; how to establish and change
topics; how to interrupt; etc.)
14. I have knowledge of how to perform common
speech acts and speech act sets in the target

2.33

0.86

2

0.83

29.1

2.56

0.88

2.16

0.89

37.3

2.22

0.9

1.89

0.9

23.8

2.28

0.92

2.21

0.93

40.9

2.17
2.82

0.85
0.92

2.07
2.3

0.83
0.88

31.1
47.6

2.56

0.9

2.6

0.87

58.3

1.72

0.92

1.78

0.93

20.7

2.44

0.94

2.34

0.87

47.6

2.56

0.91

2.2

0.85

39.5

2.5

0.9

2.28

0.9

44
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language involving interactions (e.g., responding to
people’s feelings and problems like complaining,
blaming, regretting, apologizing, etc.
15. I use appropriate body language in
communication.
16. I know how to use non-linguistic utterances
with interaction import (e.g., Ahh! Uh-oh. Huh?)
VI. Strategic competence
17. I employ strategies in learning English
communication (e.g., outlining, summarizing, note
taking, self-evaluation, strategies in memorizing
new words, etc.)
18. I employ strategies when communicating in
English (e.g., strategies of approximation,
circumlocution, using phrases that allow for selfrepair, time-gaining, etc.)

2.56

0.87

2.47

0.83

51.9

2.56

0.93

2.63

0.88

62.5

2.11

0.86

2.06

0.9

31.1

2.17

0.9

2.07

0.87

31.1

6.2. Students’ assessment results across the years that they are in their university
Figure 2 presents the mean scores of students ranging from freshmen to seniors. There seems to be no clear
trends or correlations between the different stages of students into college. Students in their senior year did not seem
to find themselves more capable of English communication than students in their junior year.

3.00
2.50
2.00
------freshmen
----- sophomore
------juniors
------seniors
------overall

1.50
1.00
0.50
0.00
Discourse
Strategic
Sociolinguistics Linguistics
competence competence competence
competence

Formulatic Interactional
competence competence

Figure 2: Means of Students’ Assessment across the Years.
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6.3. Reliability and Validity Of The Questionnaire
6.3.1. Internal reliability of the questionnaire
A Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient was calculated for each construct of the questionnaire to find the internal
reliability. The results are presented in Table 5 below:
Table 5. Summary of Cronbach’s Alpha of the Questionnaires.
Cronbach’s
Measurement
Alpha
Self-assessment of one’s communicative competence

Number of items

.905

18

Sociocultural Competence

.673

3

Discourse Competence

.798

3

Linguistics Competence

.675

3

Formulaic Competence

.661

3

Interactional Competence

.706

4

Strategic Competence

.765

2

As can be seen from Table 5, Discourse Competence (a = .789), Interactional Competence (a = .706) and
Strategic Competence (a = .765) have the Cronbach’s Alpha falling in the acceptable value range (from .70 to .80).
Linguistics Competence (a = .675) and Formulaic Competence (a = .661) has somewhat questionable value. It
should be also noted that the number of items in each construct of this pilot questionnaire is quite modest (ranging
from two to four items), which may have also affected the value of Cronbach’s Alpha. The results from this table
will be used to revise the questionnaire for better internal reliability. More details will be presented in the later part
of this paper.
6.3.2. Validity of the questionnaire
To evaluate whether the items in the questionnaire really measured different aspects of communicative
competence in English, factor analysis was performed through SPSS 19.0 for Mac (2014). The questionnaire was
designed to contain six different subscales. Therefore, an exploratory factor analysis with six factors was used to
make sure that the six subscales in the questionnaire were indeed measuring different constructs of communicative
competence. Eighteen questions in the student survey were treated as 18 variables respectively in the factor analysis.
Varimax rotation was then applied to the result. Figure 3 and Table 6 below display the output.
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Figure 3: Scree Plot.
The scree plot shows a fairly flat line after the third eigenvalue. However, from four to six, the line slightly
decreases but not so sharply. It is therefore difficult to conclude for six factors clearly from this scree plot. Data
from Table 6 however, show loadings for the six factors.
As can be seen from Table 6, the six factors are formed clearly. Discourse Competence loads heavily on
Factor 1, Formulaic Competence loads heavily on Factor 2, Strategic Competence loads heavily on Factor 3,
Interactional Competence loads on Factor 4, Linguistics Competence on Factor 5, and Sociocultural Competence
heavily loads on Factor 6. However, there are also a few “complex” items, which mean the items that load highly on
more than one factor. These are Q8, Q9, Q13, and Q14. There are also items that load on the wrong factors such as
Q10 and Q11. Meanwhile, Q11 should have loaded heavily on Factor 2, but instead loads highly on Factor 1; Q9
should have loaded higher on Factor 6, but instead loads heavily on Factor 2; additionally, Discourse Competence
and Q10 and Q11 loaded incorrectly on to Factor 1.
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Table 6. Factor Analysis Results.

Q1
Q2
Q3
Q4
Q5

Factor
1
.314
.198
.421
.632*
.673*

2
.126
.193
.144
.138
.198

3
.245
.234
.068
.184
.205

4
.318*
.626*
.518*
.229
.113

5
.057
.124
.063
.112
.155

6
.135
.068
.193
.121
.061

ℎ"
0.297
0.543
0.512
0.532
0.575

Q6

.687*

.175

.109

.260

.168

.192

0.647

Q7
Q8
Q9
Q10
Q11
Q12
Q13
Q14
Q15
Q16
Q17

.259
.525
.370
.169
.405
.167
.437
.400
.066
.202
.147

.066
.219
.378
.534*
.228
.695*
.333
.465
.150
.171
.174

.186
.129
.195
.083
.250
.146
.119
.120
.150
.178
.696

.226
.182
.087
.369
.328
.105
.246
.158
.065
.091
.086

.251
.037
.089
.195
.047
.130
.287
.321*
.860*
.403*
.186

.444*
.480*
.248
.191
.249
.039
.118
.000
.155
-.001
.170

0.417
0.605
0.395
0.531
0.450
0.562
0.473
0.519
0.817
0.272
0.607

Q18

.238

.106

.702

.260

.179

.030

0.661

% of
0.156
0.089
0.080
0.079
0.076
0.043
0.523
variance
Note: * and bold = loadings greater than .300 on the corresponding factor; bold = complex (i.e., loadings
higher than .300 but factor different from the corresponding factor)
These unideal items can be the result of the fact that there are insufficient numbers of items for each factor.
Most factors only have 3 items, and Factor 6 only has 2 items. These issues may have prevented each factor from
being clearly distinct from the others and one item may have fallen on both as a result. For example, item Q11 (I
know how to use English idioms well) fell on both the discourse analysis and the interactional competence, but not
the formulaic competence.
Because the number of items for each factor was quite limited, when using another factor analysis run with
the complex items being eliminated, the results did not generate much difference. Therefore, in the revised
questionnaire, more items were added to each factor with an aim to make each factor more distinct from each other.
Vague items such as Q9 (I can use grammar well) and Q6 (I can communicate in a cohesive and coherent way) were
also changed to more detailed questions. The revised questionnaire will be presented following the end of this pilot
study section.
7.0. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
So far, I have analyzed the questionnaires’ reliability and validity using Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients and
factor analysis. I have also analyzed descriptive statistics based on the teachers’ and students’ answers for Likert
scale items in the questionnaires. Interestingly, in most aspects of communicative competence, the teachers rated
their students’ competence higher than they did their own, except for sociocultural competence and formulaic
competence. However, for both of these aspects, the difference between the teachers’ and students’ mean ratings
was only 0.01 point different. Therefore, in the future study, an interview with both groups will probably
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demonstrate this point better and we will be able to find out whether there is such a difference in the assessment and
if yes, why they are different.
There are a few things that need to be taken into consideration in the revised questionnaire. First, each
construct of communicative competence needs to have more items to clearly identify and distinguish themselves
from others. Secondly, the questions should be more specific. There are several items that asked the participants
more than one thing in one statement (e.g., Q6, I can communicate in a cohesive and coherence way). In addition,
there is also a need for qualitative data to strengthen and clarify the quantitative data results from the questionnaires.
This can be done in the form of open-ended questions and semi-interviews.
7.1. The Revised Questionnaire
Table 7 presents the revised questionnaire. Notice that the questions have been mixed up and not labeled
under any constructs. There are also some reversed statements to test the reliability of learner’s responses (Q4, Q13,
Q15). The number of questions is now 30 (i.e., 5 items for each construct). All of these questions will also be
translated into Vietnamese when the research is implemented.
7.2. Limitations
Self-assessment has always been questioned by researchers for its validity and accuracy (e.g., Ekbatani &
Pierson, 2000). Despite the fact that this kind of measurement can be a viable source of information and its benefits
in raising awareness for the participants on specific topics that are assessed, using this method only will not be
sufficient to give an overall picture of what the level of communicative competence is for FTU students. The ideal
approach will be combining this survey with an English communicative competence test to evaluate more accurately
the students’ ability. However, this can be challenging at the moment because of the lack of available tests and the
costs that involve developing and administering one.
The fact that communicative competence has not received a lot of attention in recent research also makes it
difficult to measure this ability well. One of the reasons is that the communicative approach has strongly been
criticized by researchers (e.g., Bax, 2003) and is no longer a popular teaching method in modern teaching. However,
in the context of this study when the Vietnamese framework is the only standard measurement, and in which,
communicative competence is an important part, this research is still necessary to respond to that needs in the
society.

Table 7. The Revised Questionnaire.
Questions
1. I have good/sound knowledge about the life and traditions of English-speaking countries (e.g.,
America, England or Australia, etc.)
2. I can use a variety of linking words efficiently to clearly mark the relationships between ideas.
3. When communicating in English, I am aware of cross-cultural differences.
4. I have limited knowledge about issues such as social structure, political and educational systems of
English-speaking countries.
5. I can use formal language to identify elements of speech such as conversation, narrative, interview,
service encounter, report, lecture, and sermon.
6. I am capable of using reference, substitution (switching words), conjunction and lexical chain to
make my conversation cohesive.
7. I know how to sequence words and arrange sentence structures to achieve a unified/clear spoken
message.
8. I can effectively participate in conversations about abstract or cultural topics such as music and films
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in English.
9. I am unable to use cohesive devices to link my utterances into clear spoken messages.
10. I can express myself confidently, clearly and politely in a register appropriate to the situation
(formal/informal) and person(s) concerned. (5a/5b)
11. I have clear, natural pronunciation and intonation.
12. I have a wide range of vocabulary for matters connected to my fields and most general topics.
13. I have some lexical gaps which often cause hesitation and circumlocution.
14. I have solid grammatical control of my speech.
15. I often make grammatical mistakes which lead to misunderstanding by the audience.
16. I know exactly how to use fixed phrases and formulaic chunks in communicative English (e.g. “of
course”; “all of a sudden”; “How do you do?”; “What’s up?”)
17. I know how to use English idioms (e.g. “kick the bucket”; “get the axe”)
18. I know how to use verb object collocations (e.g. “looking for”; “spend money on, etc.)
19. I know how to use adverb-adjective collocations (e.g. “statistically significant”; equally important)
20. I know how to use adjective-noun collocations: (e.g. tall building, legible handwriting)
21. When communicating in English, I know how to open or end conversations;
22. When communicating in English, I know how to establish and change topics;
23. When communicating in English, I know how to interrupt and take turn when appropriate.
24. I use appropriate body language in communication.
25. I know how to use mono-linguistic utterances (e.g. “Ahh!” Uh-oh. Huh?)
26. I employ strategies in organizing information while communicating in English (e.g. outlining,
summarizing)
27. I employed learning strategies in English communication such as notetaking, self-evaluation,
strategies in memorizing new words, etc.)
28. I use metacognitive strategies (i.e. engaging in self-evaluation of my success on a given tasks or
overall progress.
29. I use memory-related strategies that help me recall or retrieve words through the use of acronyms,
images, sounds (rhymes), other clues.
30. I seek out native speakers to practice with, actively look for opportunities to use the target
language.
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YAMBEN: A PREVIOUSLY UNDOCUMENTED LANGUAGE OF PAPUA
NEW GUINEA
Andrew Pick, Linguistics
ABSTRACT
This paper introduces Yamben, a previously undocumented language of Madang province, Papua New Guinea. I
present the social and cultural background of the language, discuss why Yamben has not been previously documented by
linguistic science, and give an overview of Yamben lexicon, phonology, morphology and syntax.

1.0. SOCIAL AND CULTURAL BACKGROUND OF YAMBEN
Yamben is spoken in Yambarik village, located in the Aldelbert mountain range in Madang province,
Papua New Guinea. Yambarik is about a three-hour hike from the village of Tokain, located off the coast highway
running between the cities of Madang and Bogia. Although the road to Yambarik is rough, trucks can, and do, drive
it. Many residents of Yambarik make the journey to the coast relatively frequently, in order to go to the market or
health post at Tokain, attend school, or catch a truck into Madang city.
Yamben, like most (or perhaps all) indigenous languages in Madang, is endangered. While most children
can speak and understand Yamben, their primary language is Tok Pisin. Yamben is thus in better shape than the
neighboring coastal languages, where the youngest generation has very limited proficiency.
The Yamben-speaking community is not particularly isolated or remote. Its speakers are in daily contact
with neighboring language groups, who are well aware that the people of Yambarik speak a language that is distinct
from neighboring languages. Yamben speakers are present at the Tokain market almost every market day. A
number of Yamben people have also settled in Malas, a village located directly on the coast road, and have been
living there for decades. It is possible to walk the road to Yambarik from the coast highway in a few hours-- yet
Yamben has been overlooked in the linguistic literature, while many more remote, harder-to-reach languages have
not.
Yamben was not recorded in previous linguistic surveys of the area, including the foundational work of J.
A. Z'graggen (1971, 1979, 1980), whose linguistic survey of Madang resulted in published wordlists for nearly
every language in the region, including all of Yamben's closest neighbors in the northern Adelbert range and nearby
coastal region. Nor is there any information on Yamben in the public records of the missionary organisation the
Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL), which has a long history of language work in Madang, aimed at the
production of Bibles in indigenous languages.
The reason that Z'graggen failed to record Yamben in his linguistic survey of Madang is simple: he
conflated it with the similarly-named language Yaben, found further west into the Adelbert mountains. Yaben itself
is also poorly documented, with Z'graggen's (1980) wordlist being the only published data on the language that I am
aware of. However, Yaben appears to be closely related to the much better documented Usan, which has a grammar
by Reesink (1987). In the Madang language map in Z'graggen (1980) the Yamben-speaking area is marked as an
exclave of a larger Yaben-speaking territory. In fact, as apparent in the comparison presented in Section 2, Yamben
does not closely resemble Yaben; they are perhaps only distantly related. Any Yamben speaker familiar with Yaben
could tell you that the two languages are very different. However, while speakers of coastal languages near
Yambarik are aware that their own languages are very different from Yamben, most of them probably wouldn't have
any idea how dissimilar Yaben and Yamben are from each other, since Yaben speakers are rarely present in

25

Andrew Pick
significant numbers in the coastal communities. Since Z'graggen marked Yambarik as Yaben-speaking territory on
his Madang language map, it is likely that he heard of a language "Yamben" and assumed it referred to the same
language as Yaben, and never visited Yambarik himself, or worked with a Yamben speaker.
It is a bit curious, however, that Yamben has been overlooked in the extensive language work conducted by
SIL, which has been active in most of the neighboring communities, and apparently even Yambarik itself. I was
extremely surprised when a resident of Yambarik told me that a couple affiliated with SIL had lived with her for an
entire year in the early 2000's, and had come back to visit several times over the years since then. However, there
are no materials on Yamben listed on the SIL website at pnglanguages.sil.org, or any mention of the language at all.
This neglect is dismaying, since SIL is the organization charged with assigning ISO codes, and should be expected
to, at the bare minimum, record the existence of languages which its affiliates encounter.
2.0. LEXICON
Table 1 lists twenty items of basic vocabulary in Yamben, Yaben, and three of Yamben's nearest
neighboring languages, Manep, Gabak, and Barem. Manep, Gabak, Barem and Yaben are all related to each other,
and are hypothesized to belong to a Croisilles linkage, a subroup of the Madang language family, a branch of the
putative Trans-New Guinea phylum (Ross, 2006). The Yaben data are from Z'graggen (1980), while data from the
other languages comes from my own fieldwork. These twenty items are not a random sampling, but they are
representative of the basic vocabulary. A sampling of any other twenty items of basic vocabulary would show a
similar lack of correspondence between Yamben and the other languages. A fuller list of Yamben vocabulary is
found in the appendix.
gloss
1. man
2. name
3. fire
4. tree
5. louse
6. bird
7. house
8. tooth
9. head
10. eye
11. leg
12. blood
13. arm
14. heart
15. rain
16. sun
17. water
18. moon
19. black
20. white

Table 1. Basic Vocabulary in Yamben and Neighboring Languages.
Yamben
Yaben
Manep
Gabak
dambu
munanu
munu
mur
buɲim
uɲim(u)
unim
vin
aŋgaji
muta
andup
akut
aŋgan
namu
mundu
ŋam
aŋgun
gunu
gunu
igun
akiem
malʌgwanu
nambe
liweŋ
mʷan
muɲi
amun
kaven
ananji
nʌna
nanaŋ
anek
kumu
tazi
kumu
daut
mambudum
magiɲo
musaŋ
mek
juwa
goatanu
ain
aŋin
ket
ʔʌdu
kakat
yaŋembup
ben
ubatu
imben
aven
amendur
waʌbi
gaman
daromer
bim
atu
timbi
tep
bos
wayamu
kamu
urume, kegin
yem
yagu
yek
yaŋgu
namere
naunu
naun
goŋkel
kitun
ʔulunu
kurun
guleŋge
uyan
ʔawanu
uyan
lapdiŋge

Barem
mamunden
unim
munduv
wam
gun
munuŋgan
amun
nanaŋ
sa
muaŋ
ain
sivi
omben
gaman
ivor
undem, kam
yaŋ
tkun
kurun
oyan

A comparison of the twenty items from Yamben and Yaben in Table 1 shows they are distinct languages
whose vocabularies do not closely resemble each other. None of the vocabulary items are identical, and less than
half appear to be possibly cognate1 (such as items 2, 5, 7, 12, 13, 17, 19 & 20). A comparison of Yamben with
Manep, Gabak and Barem yields similar results. Only one Yamben word is identical in form with a word from one
of the other languages: uyan, the Yamben and Manep word for 'white'. Yamben and Manep share a number of

26

Yamben: A Previously Undocumented Language of Papua New Guinea
words that are identical (or nearly so) in form and meaning, such as talal 'stone axe', taiwer 'cassowary', yaŋi
'yellow', and Yamben sirekur and Manep siregur 'betelpepper vine'. Manep-speaking villages in the foothills of the
Adelbert mountains are the communities closest to Yambarik, and many Yamben speakers are conversant in Manep
as well. It is thus likely that many of these identical forms in Yamben and Manep are borrowings either from
Manep into Yamben or vice-versa, rather than cognates inherited from a proto-language ancestral to both languages.
3.0. PHONOLOGY
Table 2 is a tentative inventory of Yamben consonant phonemes. This phoneme inventory has several
features typical of a Papuan language, including stops at three places of articulation, a small number of fricatives
and liquids, and two glides (Foley, 1986, pp. 55–63). A palatal nasal is not found in most of Yamben's closest
neighbors, but is not uncommon in Papuan languages, especially in the Sepik (Foley, 1986, pp. 60–61). More
noteworthy is the presence of labialized velar stops and the labialized bilabial nasal. Whether these labialized
consonants should be considered phonemic, or are better considered stop-glide clusters, or perhaps conditioned
allophones, requires further analysis. Although labialized consonants are not found in most of the surrounding
languages, labiovelars seem also to be present in Karian2, a language closely related to Yaben. A labiovelar series,
either coarticulated labiovelar stops or velar stops with secondary lip rounding, is not uncommon in Papuan
languages (Foley, 1986, p. 61). As for vowels, Yamben has a basic five-vowel system, common in Papuan
languages (Foley, 1986, p. 52).
Table 2. Yamben Consonant Morphemes.
stop
nasal
affricate
fricative
trill
lateral
glide

bilabial
/p/ /b/
/m/ / mʷ/

/w/

alveolar
/t/ /d/
/n/
/s/
/r/
/l/

palatal
/ɲ/
/d͡ ʒ/

velar
/k/ /kʷ/ /g/ /gʷ/
/ŋ/

/j/

Although Yamben phonology requires further investigation, I have identified some widespread
phonological processes in the language. Intervocalic lenition of stops is a common process in Papuan languages
(Foley, 1986, p. 55), and is present in Yamben, where /b/ lenites to a voiced bilabial fricative intervocalically, a
process which does not affect the alveolar or velar stops3.
There is also a widespread morphophonemic process of nasalization, whereby stops surface as a nasal-stop
cluster when preceded by a nasal within the same word, but across a morpheme boundary. This occurs frequently
with some tense/person-marking suffixes when affixed to roots containing a final nasal, as in (1) below, where /b/
surfaces as [mb]. When there is no preceding nasal, as in (2), /b/ lenites, surfacing as a fricative. Nasalization only
applies to a stop when the immediately preceding consonant is a nasal, but not when there is an intervening nonnasal, as in (3). As mentioned above, it also does not apply, synchronically at least, within the same morpheme,
since there are monomorphemic words which contain stops (or a bilabial fricative) following a nasal, such as kunivir
'back of head', minadur 'fast', and unyakur 'holiday'. A similar process of nasalization is found in the nearby
language Pamosu, where stops become prenasalized when the preceding consonant is a nasal within the same
phonological word, but with an intervening morpheme boundary (Tupper, 2012, pp. 114–117).
4

27

Andrew Pick
(1)

/ɲiɲ-ebi/
laugh-2/3pl.Realis
'They laughed.'

> ɲiɲembi

(2)

/idXʒ-ebi/
climb-2/3pl.Realis
'They climbed.'

#
> idʒeβi

(3)

/mar-ebi/
go-2/3pl.Realis
'They went.'

> mareβi

4.0. MORPHOLOGY AND SYNTAX
The syntactic profile of Yamben has many typically Papuan traits, as have been outlined in overviews of
Papuan languages such as Foley (1986, Ch. 5–6), Foley (2000), and Pawley and Hammarström (2017). Yamben has
agglutinative, fusional verbal morphology characteristic of many Papuan languages. Tense and person and number
of the subject are marked by fusional suffixes, while person and number of the object are marked by prefixes, a
common Papuan pattern. Another common Papuan trait found in Yamben is the concordance of different
person/number combinations in verb endings. In the past and future tenses, second person singular and third person
singular are indicated with the same markers, as are the second and third person plural. Tense/subject markers are
given in Table 3 below.
Table 3. Yamben Tense/Subject-marking Suffixes.
1sg
2sg
3sg
1pl
2pl
3pl

Present
-em-im
-em-m
-p
-em-ebu
-em-ebi
-ip

Past
-im
-m

Future
-ine
-inen

-ebu
-ebi

-une
-unon

At this stage, I am able to make only general remarks on Yamben's clause-level syntax, but it appears to be
typically Papuan in many ways. Yamben is an SOV language, and makes use of serial verb constructions and
switch-reference morphology, all typical Papuan traits.
In addition to the features outlined above which are widespread in Papuan languages, Yamben also
possesses traits which are particularly characteristic of languages of Madang. One of these is suppletive forms of
the verb for 'give', with different verb roots depending on the person and number of the recipient. Another areal trait
found in Yamben is that the object-marking prefixes are used on only a subset of transitive verbs, while in the
majority of transitives objects are left unmarked.
5.0. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
Yamben is a previously undocumented language of Madang province, Papua New Guinea. While
possessing many features of phonology, morphology, and syntax characteristic of Papuan languages, as well as
some features characteristic of Madang languages in particular, Yamben is not obviously related to any other
language. More research is needed to determine whether it can be demonstrated to have a genetic relationship with
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other Papuan languages. Regular sound correspondences have not yet been established between Yamben and any
other language. However, a good number of basic vocabulary items resemble forms from neighboring languages.
Further research is necessary to determine whether these resemblant forms are cognate terms inherited from a
common proto-language. I tentatively suggest that Yamben is most likely related to other languages of the Madang
family of the proposed Trans-New Guinea phylum, but has no close relatives.

NOTES
1.
Regular sound correspondences have not yet been established between Yamben and any other language, so
judgements about whether forms are likely cognates is based on general similarity.
2.
Karian is also a severely underdocumented language. I have spent a few days working with Karian speakers,
but the only published data on Karian that I am aware of is the wordlist presented in Z'graggen (1980).
Z'graggen refers to the language as Bilakura, a name that Karian speakers do not use to refer to their
language. However, the data I collected for Karian matches closely with Z'graggen's Bilakura data.
3.
This process does not appear to be completely active synchronically, as there are a few apparent loanwords
which contain unlenited /b/ intervocalically.
4.
Many Papuan languages have prenasalized voiced stops which do not contrast with plain voiced stops.
This is not the case in Yamben, which has a phonological contrast between voiced stops and nasal-stop
clusters.
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from Z'graggen's wordlist which I did not collect, I have placed dashes in the Yamben column. Where I collected
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Item
Number

Gloss
(Z'graggen)

Yamben

Item
Number

Gloss
(Z'graggen)

Yamben

1

man

dambu

203

comb

kangejer

2

woman

uɲar

204

grass skirt

sumay

3

old (of humans)

--

205

g-string

--

6

child

piyat

206

hand drum

kimbem

9

boy

--

207

signal drum

duvum

10

girl

--

208

knife

asar, abusar, ausar

11

father

ada

209

wooden plate

timbire

12

mother

me

210

saucepan (clay
pot)

igin

13

sibling (s.s.
older)

baba 'older sibliŋ 212
(of either sex)'
keme 'sister
(older or youŋer)'

netbag

jinu

14

sibling (s.s.
younger)

maŋgen 'youŋer
brother'

213

loincloth

--

15

sibling (d.s.
older)

--

214

basket

--

16

sibling (d.s.
younger)

--

215

one

ija, jawan

33

head

kumu

216

two

arakare

35

brains

kumutup

220

good

nimeŋ

37

face

memina

221

bad

aŋgem

38

ear

davone

222

dirty

--

39

eye

mambudum

224

big

taŋ

41

mouth

bimiŋgan,
kakavager

225

small

baden, tum

42

nose

menasir

226

black

kitun

44

tongue

mʷanjir

227

red

ket 'red, blood'

45

saliva

sumaŋgir

228

white

uyan

46

tooth

ananji

229

yellow

yaŋi

47

chin

anaŋji kumban
'chin, jaw'

230

green

anam

49

neck

naŋgoren

232

cooked

--

50

throat

naŋgoren geger

234

full

--

51

nape

taken

235

empty

--

53

back

kavugen
kavuger

236

hot

merinambe

54

buttocks

mutap

237

cold

--
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55

arm

ben 'arm, hand'

238

heavy

timi

57

elbow

ben mʷaɲin

240

long

iver 'straight, long'

58

shoulder

mamaniŋgem

241

short

--

59

armpit

--

242

many

maraŋ, mereŋ

60

left (arm)

--

243

few

--

61

right (arm)

--

244

new

muŋgu

65

thumb

(ben) minjiminda 245

old (of objects)

kʷaken

66

fingernail

bem geger

248

sharp

anin

67

leg

juwa

250

straight

iver 'straight, long'

68

(upper) leg

punum 'thigh'

251

crooked

kaurken

70

calf

juwa ker 'calf'
garken 'shin'

252

wet

--

71

knee

anembina

253

dry

--

72

belly

kuna

260

hungry

--

73

stomach (guts)

kuna 'stomach'

261

this

kʷi

74

breast (woman)

aver, aber

262

that

--

75

chest

kakov geger, item 263

who

ame, amende

77

navel

kuna sisen

264

what

nanda

78

blood

ket

265

where

de

79

vein

murin, muririn

266

how many

--

81

liver

waragen

268
268b

morning
daybreak

tuvurbam 'morning'
uyavep 'dawn'

82

lung

inumdur,
waragen

270

afternoon

tuven tuven, tuvep

83

heart

amendur

271

night

tuvur

84

bone

geger

274

now

kamasa 'today'

85

skin

guan

275

yesterday

ɲamo

86

sweat

--

276

day before
yesterday

mensekʷi

87

sore

bura

277

before

koken

88

hair

ai, nai

278

tomorrow

wada

89

excrement

ɲem

279

day after
tomorrow

bam uyave

90

urine

susuwap

280

afterwards

--

91

penis

wimer

281

here

nene

92

shadow

kunduduken

282

there

kʷeni

93

name

buɲim

285

inside (the house)

--

95

vulva

ambi 'vagina'

287

near

jikir, jine
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96

bird

akiem

288

far

awar

98

wing

besiŋger

289

quickly

minadur 'fast'

99

tail (of bird)

--

290

slowly

ariyam 'slow'

100

egg

inum, inuŋ

291

yes

o

101

cassowary

taivir, kurumbun
taiwer

292

no

ke, ayap (negators)

102

chicken (tame)

tatari

293

always

--

103

chicken (wild)

irek 'small bush 296
fowl', mure 'large
bush fowl'

be

nav-

104

dog

mei

297

sleep

uɲa-

106

tail (of dog)

muma

298

sit down

samira-

107

male

--

299

stand

kanasa-

108

female

--

300

stand up

kanasa-

109

fly

kunduru, sivigum

cough

kanza

110

fish

--

302

die

uwa-

111

crayfish

navare

303

come

javo-

112

louse

aŋgun

304

go

mare-

114

mosquito

kasin

305

go up

ije-

115

pig

wasime

306

go down

minje-

116

meat

--

309

run

ararwo mar- 'run away'

117

fat

kavir 'grease, fat' 310

walk

--

118

crocodile

--

313

fall over (tree)

nom- 'fall over'

119

flying fox

kawak
bumarok

315

fly (v)

yen-

120

frog

umamur

316

jump

budo, budobudo

121

rat

buruburu

317

swell up (skin)

puvo-

122

snake

muŋgo

318

vomit
thundering
lightning

ɲir- 'vomit'
atem bare- 'to thunder'
manjere 'lightniŋ'

123

wallaby

wasi

319

give

ig- (1s)
iŋg- (2s)
ugʷ- (3s)
sinuŋg- (1p)
nanuŋg- (2/3p)

124

possum (tree)

wasime, wasibe

320

talk (itr)

matap ur-

125

possum (ground) sikani

321

talk to (tr)

--

126

butterfly

322

watch (itr)

--

bibitap
takʷaryem

301
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127

banana

aɲem

323

see (tr)

ake-

128

betelnut

dur

324

hear

sa- 'hear, smell'

129

betelpepper vine

serekur

325

bathe (itr)

igʷa-

130

lime

kavur

326

wash (tr)

--

131

alang-alang grass tamban 'kunai'

327

bite

muŋg-

132

pandanus

kalevi

328

carry (on
shoulder)

sapura-

133

potato

--

329

carry (on back)

kavo- 'carry'

134

sugar cane

taker

332

blow (on fire)

puse-

135

taro

mam

333

break (across the
grain)

puruge- 'break'

136

taro singapore

--

334

dig

pan-

137

yam

jibirim
we

335

split

--

138

yam (discorea
esculenta)

--

336

tear

--

139

tobacco

ikap

337

chop

--

140

sago

bayu

338

cut (with knife)

kundo-

141

coconut (tree)

matekur

340

fell (a tree)

--

142

ripe coconut

--

341

bury

--

143

green coconut

--

342

plant (v)

wa-

144

tree

aŋgan 'tree,
firewood'

343

buy

--

147

fill up (water)

uɲa-

344

roast

b-

148

fruit

aŋgan udur

345

boil

iguma- 'cook in pot'

149

sap

aŋgan ket

346

burn (tr)

kuma-

150

stump

aŋgan kumban

348

eat

ya-

151

top

aŋgan gov 'tree
top'

349

fight (hit)

kʷamo- 'to hit'

152

trunk

aŋgan ken,
aŋgen mer

350

kill

kʷo-

153

root

aŋgan murin

351

throw (stone)

mige-

154

piece of wood

--

352

shoot

--

156

cane

--

353

look for

biŋka-

157

stick

--

354

make

kere- 'to do'

158

bamboo

naŋgem

355

work (v)
sharpen (a bow)

mʷ- 'work'

159

bean

--

356

hold

guj-

160

vine

akem 'vine, rope' 357

pour out (liquid)

arogʷ-
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161

shrub

karati 'tanket'

358

pull

york(o)-

162

fire

aŋgaji

359

push

ur-

163

light (of fire)

biŋgap 'light'

360

put

mʷ-

164

ashes

kuyen
aŋgaji pwam

361

scratch

--

165

smoke

ikap

363

smell (tr)

sa- 'hear, smell'

166

garden

gep

364

swallow

ya- min- (lit: eat godown)

167

fence

iramarep

365

take

--

168

ground

ɲimi

366

tie
fasten

--

169

house

mʷan

367

call out

big-, bug-

173

moon

namere

368

cry

w-

174

mountain

tama

369

laugh

ɲiɲ-

175

path

bup

370

singsing
dance

daw- 'sing, dance'

176

sea

sasi 'salt, ocean'

371

turn (oneself)

--

177

shore

sirep 'beach'

373

think

--

178

sand

sirep, silep
'beach'

374

dream

umuɲ-

180

sky

ɲimi irukum 'sky, 375
cloud'

afraid (v)

ararkʷ-

181

cloud

ɲimi irukum 'sky, 380
cloud'

sick

waŋgar

182

fog

ikam 'haze, cloud'

183

salt

sasi 'salt, ocean'

184

stone

umoye,
parken

185

star

maŋgap

186

sun

bot,
bos

188

village

pan

189

woods

digop

190

water

yem

191

rain

bim

194

wind

uten

196

arrow

sambi

197

spear

marep

198

axe

talal 'stone axe'
kian 'metal axe'

34

Yamben: A Previously Undocumented Language of Papua New Guinea
199

bow

jomine

200

rope (of bow)

--
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EXAMINING THE VALIDITY OF CONVERSATION TASKS IN THE AP
JAPANESE EXAM: A DISCOURSE ANALYTIC PERSPECTIVE
Nana Suzumura, East Asian Languages and Literatures
ABSTRACT
The present study examines the validity of the Advanced Placement (AP) Japanese exam conversation task
from a discourse analytic perspective. In order to investigate the construct validity and authenticity of the task,
conversation prompts from 2007 to 2017 were analyzed for cognitive functions, linguistic complexity, communicative
intentions, and conversational expressions. Results provide some supportive evidence of the construct validity and
authenticity of the task, but also reveal issues related to descriptors in the scoring rubric and the overuse of certain
linguistic forms. Suggestions for improvement are discussed.

1.0. INTRODUCTION
The Advanced Placement (AP) Japanese Language and Culture exam (hereinafter the AP Japanese exam)
is a large-scale high-stakes test for high school students in the United States. AP exam scores have a huge impact on
high school students because they are used for college admissions, higher-level placement, and receiving college
credits. Consequently, students may be able to save a lot of money and shorten their time for graduation.
Furthermore, AP Japanese exam scores are now used to award a State Seal of Biliteracy to high school students in
more than thirty states in the U.S. in order to recognize their proficiency in one or more non-English languages
(Californians Together, 2018). Despite the impact of the AP Japanese exam, its validity has only been investigated
in one study by Baum (2007). The present study aims to address this gap in the literature.
The AP Japanese exam is a computer-based test that consists of four sections: Speaking, listening, reading,
and writing. The present paper focuses on one of the two speaking tasks—conversation. This paper is derived from a
larger validation study on the speaking section of the AP Japanese exam being conducted by the present author. An
overarching goal of the larger study is to investigate the validity of the AP Japanese exam using Bachman and
Palmer’s (1996) test usefulness framework. The goal of the present paper is to examine the construct validity and
authenticity of the conversation task from a discourse analytic perspective.
The present paper analyzes 11 sets of AP Japanese conversation tasks which were used between 2007 and
2017. In order to investigate construct validity and authenticity, a total of 44 prompts are analyzed for cognitive
functions, linguistic complexity, speech acts (Searle, 1979), and conversational expressions. Results provide some
positive evidence of construct validity and authenticity; however, they also reveal some areas to be improved, such
as descriptors in the scoring rubric for non-directive prompts and the overuse of why questions. The present study
discusses some possible ways to create more authentic and appropriate conversation prompts for the future AP
Japanese conversation task.
2.0. THE AP JAPANESE EXAM AND ITS CONVERSATION TASK
The AP Japanese exam is a fully computer-based language test that started in 2007. Every year,
approximately 2400 high school students take this exam (College Board, 2017b). The goal of the exam is to assess
whether high school students have attained Japanese language proficiency that is comparable to 300-hours of study
or intermediate-level instruction at the college level (Tohsaku, 2009). The exam was developed based on the
National Standards (National Standards in Foreign Language Education Project, 1999); it has four sections: speaking,
listening, reading, and writing. The speaking section consists of two types of tasks: conversation and cultural
perspective presentation. The conversation task is designed to measure examinee’s ability to “engage in
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conversations, provide and obtain information, express feelings and emotions, and exchange opinions” (National
Standards in Foreign Language Education Project, 1999, p. 328) on a variety of topics. All test items are written by
the AP Japanese Development Committee, which is comprised of college and high school Japanese language
teachers.
The conversation task in the AP Japanese exam is a computer-simulated conversation. At the beginning of
the task, a conversational situation including an interlocutor and a topic is presented to examinees in English. They
then listen to four so-called “prompts” from the computer, which consist of a series of related utterances and
questions. Examinees are given 20 seconds to respond to each of the four prompts. The prompts are pre-fixed;
therefore, all examinees receive the same set of prompts regardless of how they respond to the previous ones.
Examinees’ performance samples are scored using a scoring guideline (College Board, 2017a); this is a holistic
rubric touching on three dimensions: task completion, delivery, and language use. Task completion evaluates if an
examinee “[d]irectly addresses [the] prompt and provides a very thorough and appropriate response; includes
elaboration and detail” (College Board, 2017a). Delivery addresses if an examinee’s speech is natural with minimal
hesitation, repetition, and error. It also addresses if the speech style and register is consistent and appropriate to a
situation. Language use is related to accuracy and the variety of vocabulary, grammar, and syntax.
3.0. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
The present study is a part of a larger study which investigates the validity of the speaking section of the
AP Japanese exam using Bachman and Palmer’s (1996) test usefulness model as the overarching framework.
Bachman and Palmer propose six factors to consider in order to assure decisions made based on test scores are
appropriate; these factors are reliability, construct validity, authenticity, interactiveness, impact, and practicality1.
Among these six factors, the present study focuses on construct validity and authenticity. Construct validity pertains
to “the extent to which we can interpret a given test score as an indicator of the ability(ies), or construct(s), we want
to measure” (p. 21). Authenticity refers to “the degree of correspondence of the characteristics of a given language
test task to the features of a TLU [target language use] task” (p. 23) in real-life. Authenticity also involves the
degree of “a correspondence between language test performance and language use” (p. 9) in non-test situations.
The College Board states that they periodically conduct validity studies and field-testing for each subject
(Tohsaku, 2009, p. 3); however, so far only one study by Baum (2007) is publicly available for the AP Japanese
exam. Baum conducted a college comparability study by administering a portion of the 2007 AP Japanese exam to
both college students and high school students. He compared test scores from the two groups in order to set the AP
grade standards to be “comparable to or higher than the grading standards that are applied by college professors
when evaluating the performance of their own students in corresponding college courses” (p. 4). While Baum’s
comparability study offers some evidence of the construct validity of the AP Japanese exam, it is insufficient for
several reasons. Firstly, the college comparability study was conducted only once, even though test validation
should be an on-going process (Bachman & Palmer, 1996). In addition, free-response items (i.e., speaking and
writing items) are not field-tested or statistically monitored at the item level, unlike multiple choice items which are
monitored every year according to David Jahner, Director of the AP World Languages and Cultures Program at the
College Board (personal communication, March 18, 2016). Furthermore, Baum’s study does not address other
aspects of test validity such as year-to-year reliability or authenticity. The validity arguments offered by Baum are
solely based on quantitative analysis of test scores and almost no evidence of the authenticity of test items is offered,
other than mentioning that the College Board conducted one college curriculum survey prior to 2007 and that the
content experts (i.e., AP Japanese Development Committee) created test items based on test specification. Therefore,
the purpose of the present study is to narrow this gap by scrutinizing the quality of the conversation task.
The present study takes a discourse analytic approach to examine language use in conversation prompts in
the AP Japanese exam. Discourse analysis has played a critical role in recent language testing studies (e.g., Johnson,
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2000; Johnson & Tyler, 1998; Tominaga, 2014) as it offers valuable qualitative evidence that complements findings
in quantitative studies. Through the examination of task characteristics, rubrics, actual performance during testing,
and rating process, discourse analysis can provide evidence related to authenticity and construct validity. The term
“discourse analysis” may have different meanings in different types of studies; here it means simply describing how
language forms and functions are used in conversation prompts.
4.0. FEATURES OF NATURALLY OCCURRING CONVERSATION IN JAPANESE
To evaluate the degree of correspondence between characteristics of AP Japanese conversation prompts
and those of real-life conversation for authenticity, it is crucial to understand features of naturally occurring
conversation based on empirical research. This is because even native speakers’ intuition and Japanese language
teachers’ knowledge may not accurately reflect how spontaneous conversation actually takes place (Jones & Ono,
2005; Mori, 2005). For instance, spoken language is often fragmented, loosely structured, and connected with
conjunctions and clause-combining (Chafe, 1982; Clancy, 1982; Iwasaki & Ono, 2002). Therefore, the traditional
notion of “sentence” is not appropriate for describing spoken language. Chafe (1987) proposes the notion of
intonation unit (IU), “a sequence of words combined under a single, coherent intonation contour, usually preceded
by a pause” (p. 24), to accommodate the dynamic nature of spoken language. There are three types of IUs:
substantive, regulatory, and fragmentary IUs. Substantive IUs convey propositional meaning; regulatory IUs
regulate interaction and information flow, and fragmentary IUs are mainly results of false starts.
Several studies have used IU as the unit of analysis to document the nature of spontaneous conversation in
Japanese (Iwasaki, 1993; Iwasaki & Tao, 1993; Matsumoto, 2001, 2003). For example, Matsumoto (2001, 2003)
examined face-to-face conversations and reported that of all the IUs, approximately 80% were substantive IUs and
17% were regulatory IUs. She also reported that 68% of substantive IUs were produced as clauses. Iwasaki and Tao
(1993) also examined face-to-face conversations; however, they reported that approximately 45% of substantive IUs
were clausal. One common feature reported across the studies was that many substantive IUs did not have an overt
subject.
Spoken language also tends to be less dense than written language in terms of the amount of propositional
content (Halliday, 1989). However, this does not mean that spoken language is simpler than written language. In fact,
spoken language includes many linguistic resources with non-referential functions catering to the particular
interaction at hand. The examples of such linguistic resources in Japanese include sentence final particles (Cook,
1990a, 1990b; Hayano, 2011; Morita, 2005; Squires, 1994), hedges (Lauwereyns, 2000, 2002), discourse markers
(Kawamori, Kawabata, & Shimazu, 1998), and other grammatical resources such as n desu (Iwasaki, 1985; McGloin,
1980) and tari (Taylor, 2010). These findings from previous studies provide reference for investigating to what
extent AP Japanese conversation task is authentic and measuring what is designed to measure.
5.0. METHOD
5.1. Data
Eleven sets of conversation tasks, each comprised of four prompts, from the 2007-2017 AP Japanese exams
were analyzed in the present study. Each set of tasks introduces a situation, a topic, and an interlocutor in English
and plays a series of four prompts in Japanese. A summary of topics and interlocutors are shown in Table 1. The
tasks cover various topics in daily life and about a half of the test forms use interview format. The majority of
prompts are given in formal speech style (i.e., desu/masu). All conversation prompts were created by the AP
Japanese Development Committee and recorded by native speakers of Japanese. A sample conversation task from
the 2015 AP Japanese exam is presented in Table 2.
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Table 1. An Overview of the Conversation Tasks.
Form
Genre
Topic
Interlocutor
Speech Style
2007
Interview
Student activities
a youth center representative
Formal
2008
Interview
Host family
a study-abroad coordinator
Formal
2009
Small talk
School life
a Japanese exchange student
Formal
2010
Conversation
Party planning
a friend
Casual
2011 First-time conversation
Recycling
a neighbor
Formal
2012
Conversation
Volunteer work
a friend
Casual
2013
Interview
Part-time job
a Japanese student
Formal
2014
Small talk
Study abroad
a study abroad assistant
Formal
2015
Conversation
Going to a concert
a friend
Casual
2016
Interview
Japanese language Camp
a camp director
Formal
2017
Interview
Global warming
a Japanese student
Formal
Note. “Formal” means a desu/masu speech style. “Casual” means plain speech style and forms.
Table 2. Sample Conversation Prompts from 2015 AP Japanese Exam (College Board, 2015).
Situation: You will have a conversation with Hiro Yamamato, a Japanese student, about an upcoming event.
1. Kinyōbi no konsāto na n da kedo, T shatsu to jīnzu de ii kana? Soretomo fōmaru na fuku no hō ga ii
kana?
‘Regarding the concert on Friday, I wonder if T-shirt and jeans would be fine. Or I wonder if more
formal outfits are better?’
2. A, sō. Sorede, konsāto no ato, doko ni tabe ni ikō ka?
‘Oh, I see. So, where should we go to eat after the concert?’
3. Tokorode, konsāto no basho ga yoku wakaranai kara issho ni itte kurenai?
‘By the way, I am not familiar with the venue of this concert, so can we go together?’
4. Kinyōbi no konsāto tanoshimi dane. Wakuwaku suru yo.
‘I am looking forward to the concert on Friday. I am excited about it.’
Note. Each prompt is followed by a 20-second gap for students to respond.
5.2. Analysis
The conversation prompts were analyzed with regard to four major aspects as shown in Table 3: cognitive
processing, linguistic complexity, communicative intentions, and conversational expressions. The prompts were first
segmented into intonation units in order to analyze language use in conversation prompts from a cognitive
processing perspective (Chafe, 1985, 1987). Segmentation was done by two coders and the inter-coder agreement
was 91.8%. IUs were then categorized into substantive, regulatory, and fragmentary IUs. Substantive IUs were
subsequently categorized into clausal IUs (an IU with a verbal, nominal, or adjectival predicate) or phrasal IUs (a
unit without a predicate). Proportions of different types of IUs were compared across the eleven test forms and with
the results of previous studies (i.e., Iwasaki & Tao, 1993; Matsumoto, 2001; 2003).
Aspect
Cognitive processing
- Cognitive functions
- Fragmentality
Linguistic complexity
- Information density
- Lexical/grammatical variety
- Syntactic complexity
Communicative intentions
Conversational expressions

Table 3. Aspects for Analysis.
Index
Proportions of substantive IUs and regulatory IUs per test form
Proportions of clausal and phrasal IUs per test form
The average number of morphemes per substantive IU in a test form
The number of different morphemes per test form
The number of coordinating and subordinating expressions per test form
Frequency of different types of speech acts per test form
Frequency of different types of conversational expressions per test form
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Next, linguistic complexity of the conversation prompts was examined and compared across test forms in
terms of information density, lexical/grammatical variety, and syntactic complexity. Information density was
measured by the average number of morphemes per substantive IU in each test form. All types of morphemes (i.e.,
free, bound, grammatical morphemes) were included for analysis. For example, nomemashita ‘could drink’ consists
of four morphemes: nom-e-mashi-ta. The number of different morphemes per test form was used as an index for
lexical/grammatical variety. Frequencies of coordinating (e.g., sentence initial conjunctions and clause-final
conjunctive particles) and subordinating (e.g., node ‘because’ and -to omou ‘think that-’) expressions per test form
were used to measure syntactic complexity.
The prompts were then analyzed for their communicative intentions based on Searle’s (1979) definition of
illocutionary acts (i.e., assertives, directives, commisives, declarations, and expressives). They were subsequently
coded into subcategories reflecting their discursive functions and meanings (e.g., asking for information, requesting,
and suggesting). The numbers of different types of speech acts were compared across test forms. Lastly, frequencies
of different types of conversational expressions (e.g., sentence final particles, back channeling, and fillers) were
compared across test forms.
6.0. RESULTS
6.1. Cognitive Processing
All the intonation units examined in the present study were found to be either substantive or regulatory IUs.
No fragmentary IU was found, due to that the conversation prompts were scripted. Table 4 shows proportions of
substantive and regulatory IUs by test form. Token counts of each type of IU are indicated in parentheses.
Table 4. Proportions of Different Types of IUs.
Form
Substantive (Token) Regulatory (Token)
Clausal (Token)
2007
76.2%
(16)
23.8%
(5)
37.6%
(6)
2008
69.2%
(9)
30.8%
(4)
66.6%
(6)
2009
76.0%
(19)
24.0%
(6)
36.9%
(7)
2010
56.3%
(9)
43.8%
(7)
66.7%
(6)
2011
58.8%
(10)
41.2%
(7)
70.0%
(7)
2012
92.3%
(12)
7.7%
(1)
33.4%
(4)
2013
88.9%
(8)
11.1%
(1)
50.0%
(4)
2014
73.3%
(11)
26.7%
(4)
72.7%
(8)
2015
71.4%
(10)
28.8%
(4)
70.0%
(7)
2016
53.3%
(8)
46.7%
(7)
62.5%
(5)
2017
76.9%
(10)
23.1%
(3)
70.0%
(7)
Note. “Form” means a test form, which is labeled by the year it was administered.

Phrasal (Token)
62.5%
(10)
33.3%
(3)
63.2%
(12)
33.3%
(3)
30.0%
(3)
66.7%
(8)
50.0%
(4)
27.3%
(3)
30.0%
(3)
37.5%
(3)
30.0%
(3)

Results show a wide range of proportions of substantive and regulatory IUs across test forms. For example,
92.3% of the 2012 prompts are substantive IUs, which express propositions, and only 7.7% are regulatory IUs,
which regulate the flow of interaction and discourse. On the contrary, in 2016, only 53.3% of the prompts are
substantive IUs, and 46.7% are regulatory IUs. Although the difference seems smaller in terms of token count, it is
worth noting that some test forms consist of considerably more regulatory IUs than others because the use of
regulatory IUs may help present information in a comfortably processable amount (Chafe, 1987). Furthermore, some
test forms have higher proportions of substantive IUs than the spontaneous two-party face-to-face conversation
examined by Masumoto (2003), who reported that 80.8% (1600 IUs) of her first language (L1) data were
substantive IUs and 17.1% (338 IUs) were regulatory IUs. Extremely high proportions of substantive IUs suggest
that some sets of conversation prompts maybe not very natural since they are too dense in expressing referential
meaning. As such, these prompts do not reflect how information is usually presented to an interlocutor in real-life
interaction.
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A wide range of difference is also found across test forms in terms of the fragmentation of conversation
prompts. Table 4 shows proportions of clausal and phrasal IUs in each test form. Some test forms (e.g., 2011, 2014,
2015, and 2017) have high proportions of clausal IUs. On the other hand, other forms (e.g., 2007, 2009, and 2012)
have high proportions of phrasal IUs. These differences in fragmentality across test form may cause a varying level
of difficulty in processing the prompts depending on the topic of conversation. In addition, some test forms have
higher proportions of clausal IUs than L1 face-to-face conversation examined by Iwasaki and Tao (1993) and
Matsumoto (2003). For instance, Iwasaki and Tao reported that 45.4% (343 IUs) were clausal IUs and 54.6% (413
IUs) were phrasal IUs. Matsumoto reported that 67.5% (1080 IUs) were clausal and 32.5% (520 IUs) were phrasal.
Thus, results suggest that some sets of conversation prompts in the AP Japanese exam are presented in a less
fragmented manner than in the unit of L1 spontaneous conversation.
6.2. Linguistic Complexity
Linguistic complexity of the conversation prompts is examined in three dimensions: information density,
lexical/grammatical variety, and syntactic complexity. Table 5 shows the average number of morphemes per
substantive IU for information density, the number of different morphemes per test form for lexical/grammatical
variety, and the numbers of coordination and subordination expressions per test form for syntactic complexity.
Table 5. Indices of Linguistic Complexity.

Form
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017

Information Density

Variety

Average Number of
Morphemes (SD)
4.94 (3.05)
6.11 (2.18)
4.79 (3.55)
6.56 (3.69)
7.60 (3.98)
7.42 (4.48)
7.38 (3.60)
5.73 (2.89)
6.00 (2.61)
6.00 (3.57)
6.20 (2.89)

Number of different
morphemes
60
41
69
49
63
48
39
42
49
45
42

Syntactic Complexity
Coordination

Subordination

3
2
4
4
2
3
0
4
4
3
4

4
1
5
3
4
5
5
0
1
1
3

Wide variations are found in all three aspects. For instance, the information density of Form 2011 is 7.60
morphemes per substantive IU. Meanwhile, the information density of Form 2009 is 4.79 morphemes. These
indicate that prompts from 2011 entail approximately 50% more information in each substantive IU than prompts
from 2009. Regarding lexical and grammatical variety, the 2009 conversation task uses 69 different morphemes. On
the other hand, the 2013 conversation task uses only 39 different morphemes. In terms of syntactic complexity, three
sets of conversation tasks (i.e., 2009, 2012, and 2013) use 5 subordinate expressions, while the 2014 task does not
include any.
Despite a wide variation in each dimension, linguistic complexity seems to be relatively balanced when the
three aspects are examined together. For example, the 2013 conversation task has higher information density with
more subordinate expressions, but the lexical/grammatical variety is smaller than other test forms. It means a
relatively smaller set of morphemes are repeatedly used in the 2013 task; this seem to compensate for the potential
difficulty posed by the higher information density and more complex syntax. Similarly, the 2009 conversation task
has the largest lexical/grammatical variety with several subordinate expressions; however, its information density is
the lowest among all the test forms. The only exception is the 2001 task, which has the highest information density,
largest lexical/grammatical variety, and several subordinate expressions.
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6.3. Communicative Intentions
Utterances in conversation prompts were coded for major illocutionary acts (Searle, 1979). All the
utterances constitute directives, commisives, or expressives, as shown in Table 6.
Table 6. Frequency by Illocutionary Acts.
Form
Directives (Token)
Commisives (Token)
Expressives (Token)
2007
60% (3)
0%
40% (2)
2008
60% (3)
20% (1)
20% (1)
2009
75% (3)
0%
25% (1)
2010
80% (4)
0%
20% (1)
2011
80% (4)
0%
20% (1)
2012
100% (4)
0%
0%
2013
60% (3)
20% (1)
20% (1)
2014
50% (3)
0%
50% (3)
2015
75% (3)
0%
25% (1)
2016
67% (4)
0%
33% (2)
2017
60% (3)
0%
40% (2)
Average (Total)
69% (37)
4% (2)
28% (15)
Range
11
2
10
Note. “Range” means how many forms include a particular illocutionary act.
No instance of assertive or declaration was observed. Numbers in parentheses indicate token counts. When
multiple utterances with different discursive functions comprise one prompt, each utterance receives an appropriate
code; therefore, the total token count for each form is different. The majority of prompts consist of directives, which
try to get somebody to do something. Commisives are only used occasionally. At least one token of expressive is
used in each test form except in 2012. Although directive is the dominant speech act, each task includes at least one
other type of speech act.
Table 7 shows a breakdown of speech acts within each illocutionary act. Within directives, asking for
information and opinion is by far the most common speech act, while request, invitation, and asking for information
are also used occasionally. For commissives, statements of promise or planning have been used only twice in the last
11 years. Regarding expressives, a variety of speech acts are observed including greeting, welcoming, thanking,
encouraging, expressing feelings/reactions, and complimenting. Among all, greeting is the most common expressive
speech act followed by thanking.
Table 7. Frequency by Speech Acts.
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 Total
Directives
Asking for
information/opinion
Request
Invitation
Asking for confirmation

60% 60% 50% 60% 40% 75% 60% 50% 50% 33% 60% 55%
(3)
(3)
(3)
(3)
(2)
(3)
(3)
(3)
(2)
(2)
(3) (30)
0% 0% 0% 20% 20% 25% 0% 0% 25% 33% 0% 11%
(1)
(1)
(1)
(1)
(2)
(6)
0% 0% 17% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 2%
(1)
(1)
0% 0% 0% 0% 20% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
(1)
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Commisives
Promise

0%

Planning

0%

20%
(1)
0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

20%
(1)

0%

0%

0%

0%

20%
(1)
0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

Expressing feeling/reaction

20% 0% 17% 20%
(1)
(1)
(1)
0% 20% 0% 0%
(1)
0% 0% 0% 0%

20% 17%
(1)
(1)
0% 17%
(1)
0% 0%

0%

0%

0%

Compliment

0%

0%

0%

0%

2%
(1)
2%
(1)

Expressives
Greeting
Welcoming
Thanking
Encouragement

20%
(1)
0%

0%
0%

0%

17%
(1)
0%

0%

0%
0%

0%

0%

17% 20% 13%
(1)
(1)
(7)
0% 0% 0% 2%
(1)
0% 17% 0% 7%
(1)
(4)
0% 0% 0% 0% 2%
(1)
0% 25% 0% 20% 4%
(1)
(1)
(2)
17% 0% 0% 0% 2%
(1)
(1)

Note. The numbers in parentheses are token counts.
6.4. Conversational Expressions
Frequency of noteworthy conversational expressions is tallied across all test forms as shown in Table 8.
When an expression (e.g., n desu) has different discursive functions or meanings, separate categories are created to
reflect the different functions.
Table 8. Frequency of Conversational Expressions.
Total Range
Discourse markers (e.g., jā, dewa, tokorode, mazu, etc.)
13
9
Back channeling & acknowledgement
13
8
n desu ga/kedo & n da kedo (Preface/backgrounding)
13
8
kedo/ga (Preface/backgrounding)
4
4
n desu (Preface/backgrounding)
1
1
Fillers (e.g., a, anō, etc.)
13
7
Hedging (e.g., toka, nanka, to omou)
11
5
SFP (e.g., ne, yo, yone)
6
5
Comment/assessment (e.g., omoshiroi desu ne, waku waku suru yo)
2
2
n desu (involvement/affective stance)
2
2
Particle ellipsis
3
2
Incomplete sentence / clause ellipsis
1
1
Dōshite (why)
5
5
Note. “Total” indicates a total token count in eleven test forms. “Range” indicates how many
different test forms included a particular expression.
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Overall, a variety of conversational expressions commonly found in L1 spontaneous conversation are
employed in the conversation test prompts. The most common device used in the test prompts is discourse markers
(e.g., jā, tokorode, and mazu) at the beginning of prompts to indicate how upcoming utterances relate to previous
discourse. These discourse markers are found in nine test forms. Back channelings and acknowledgements (e.g., sō
desu ka, arigatō gozaimasu) are also common, appearing in 8 test forms. Preface or backgrounding is another
typical move in the prompts; this is typically done in the first prompt to introduce a topic using n desu/da +
pragmatic particle ga/kedo, the pragmatic particle ga/kedo only, or n desu. Preface or backgrounding appears in
almost all the test forms except two: 2013 and 2016. Fillers and hedging are also common, although there is a clear
gap between test forms. Several test forms include no fillers or hedging. Sentence final particles such as ne, yo, and
yone, are used occasionally to express speakers’ stance in five test forms. Particle and clause ellipsis are found in
few test forms. When lexical or grammatical items have style variations, conversational variations are often used
such as chotto for sukoshi ‘a little’, ippai for takusan ‘a lot’, docchi for dochira ‘which’, ko to ni natte ru for ko to
ni natte iru ‘is decided to be’, and cha ike nai for tewa ike nai ‘must not do’. Use of all these different conversational
expressions seems to contribute to the authenticity of the conversation prompts.
One interesting finding is the frequency of dōshite ‘why’ questions in the conversation prompts. Previous
literature reported that dōshite questions are not often used in naturally occurring conversation in Japanese. For
instance, Mori (2005) examined 15 interactions (approximately 8 hours and 20 minutes) among native speakers of
Japanese and found only two instances of dōshite questions that explicitly ask for reasons or explanation. Usually
reasoning and explanation are instead voluntarily supplied by speakers or induced by a listener’s response token
such as e? ‘huh?’ or honto? ‘really?’ (Ford & Mori, 1994; Mori, 1999). Meanwhile, dōshite questions are used in
five out of eleven test forms (44 prompts) in the AP Japanese exam, which is quite frequent.
Mori (2005) explains that native speakers of Japanese often avoid using dōshite questions because they
tend to carry an accusatory or disagreement tone. However, close examination of the five dōshite questions reveals
that only one instance may carry such a tone. Other four instances are rather neutral and used to ask for elaboration,
as exemplified in the third prompt from 2010 in Table 9. These elaboration-seeking dōshite questions in the
conversation prompts seem very similar to why questions that are often used by classroom teachers as a pedagogical
tool to encourage more elaborated thoughts and production (McCormick & Donato, 2000). This may explain why
the use of elaboration-seeking dōshite questions seems typical and natural even though they are actually rare in reallife interaction.
Table 9. Conversation Prompts from 2010 AP Japanese Exam (College Board, 2010).
Situation: You will have a conversation with Masao Hirano, a friend, about an upcoming party.
1. Kondo no pātī no koto na n da kedo, yoru ga ii? Soretomo, hiruga ii?
‘Speaking of the next party, do you prefer night time? Or day time’
2. A, ii ne. Kurasu no minna ga tanoshimeru pātī ni shitai n da kedo, nani o shitara ii kana?
‘Oh, that sounds good. I want to make the party enjoyable to everyone in class, but what should we do?’
3. A, sō. Dōshite so omou no ka, mō chotto kuwashiku hanashite kureru?
‘I see. Can you tell me more why you think so?’
4. A, naruhodo. Itsumo arigato. Jā, mata pātī no tesudai yoroshiku.
‘Oh, I see. Thank you. Then, please help me out with the party preparation.’
7.0. DISCUSSION
This section integrates the results of different conversational aspects and discusses the usefulness of the AP
Japanese exam conversation task with a particular attention to its construct validity and authenticity. Construct
validity is evaluated based on the degree to which a target construct matches an actual construct measured by the test
task. As mentioned in the literature review, a target construct of the conversation task is an examinee’s skill to
“engage in conversations, provide and obtain information, express feelings and emotions, and exchange opinions”
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(National Standards in Foreign Language Education Project, 1999, p. 328) on a variety of topics. The analysis of
speech acts reveals that on average 55% of conversation prompts include asking for information or opinion, 13%
include greeting, and 11% include requesting. Therefore, the target skill and the actually targeted skill seem to
match for the most part. However, the examination of the scoring rubric, particularly descriptors about task
completion, raises some questions. Task completion assesses if an examinee “[d]irectly addresses [the] prompt and
provides a very thorough and appropriate response” and if he or she “includes elaboration and detail” (College
Board, 2017). This descriptor works well for directive prompts, where a task is relatively clear and it is more natural
for examinees to voluntarily supply reasons and elaboration. However, the descriptor will not work well for
commisive and expressive prompts, where a definition of appropriate response is not as clear, and elaboration is a
mere option. In order to accommodate this difference in the nature of speech acts, separate rubrics may be needed
for directive prompts and non-directive prompts.
Authenticity is evaluated by the degree of correspondence between conversation test prompts and
characteristics of real-life conversation. The present study finds some pieces of evidence for authenticity. Overall,
the prompts share many characteristics with naturally occurring conversation including fragmentality of speech,
frequent use of hedging, fillers, back channels, and interactional moves for preface/backgrounding. In addition,
some prompts consist of expressives and commisives, in addition to directives. In this sense, the AP Japanese
conversation prompts seem fairly authentic in general. One issue is the overuse of dōshite questions. Although
dōshite questions are rarely used to directly ask for reasons and explanations in naturally occurring conversation
(Mori, 2005), it is used five times in the last eleven years on the AP Japanese exam. Moreover, many of the dōshite
questions are used to elicit elaboration of a previous response, which is a common pedagogical strategy in classroom
interaction. These elaboration-seeking dōshite questions should be either removed or replaced with alternative
expressions such as a news receipt token (Ford & Mori, 1994; Mori, 1999) in order to achieve higher degree of
authenticity.
Another issue is related to equivalency of test forms. Results show wide variations for many of the aspects
and indicate some sets of prompts are more authentic than others. This variation in authenticity may impact student
performance and it may become a threat to reliability. Therefore, the test developer should review previous
conversation prompts and learn how to make future prompts more authentic and reliable. For instance, analyses
from a cognitive processing perspective reveal that some test forms have an extremely high proportion of
substantive IUs over regulatory IUs; it suggests scripted prompts from these forms attempt to include too much
referential information at once. The amount may even be more than an L1 speaker can manage in an actual naturally
occurring conversation. This type of prompt may be revised by adding more fillers, hedging, or discourse markers.
Furthermore, some sets of prompts are delivered more in clausal units than in phrasal units; in this case, a test
developer may be able to specify how to segment scripted prompts before being recorded in order to achieve more
uniformity in delivery across test forms. Furthermore, analyses of linguistic complexity found some test forms (e.g.,
2011) are more complex than others. Those test forms have higher information density, greater lexical/grammatical
variety, and more subordinate expressions. Modifying such prompts by adding more repetition or simplifying
wording may reduce variations among test forms and contribute to greater reliability of the AP Japanese
conversation task; although whether and to what extent these variations in linguistic complexity will actually affect
student performance need to be investigated in future studies.
8.0. CONCLUSION
The present study investigated the construct validity and authenticity of conversation tasks in the AP
Japanese exam by drawing on Bachman and Palmer’s (1996) test usefulness model. Eleven sets of conversation
prompts were qualitatively examined using multiple measures, including cognitive processing, linguistic complexity,
communicative intentions, and conversational expressions. Results offered some supporting evidence as well as
potential threats to construct validity and authenticity. With respect to construct validity, results showed that the
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majority of prompts consist of speech acts of asking for information or opinion, greeting, or requesting, which
matches the target construct. However, the examination of the scoring rubric suggests that the descriptors related to
task completion are only appropriate for directive prompts (e.g., asking for information and requests) and may not
be appropriate for non-directive prompts (i.e., expressives and commisives) as it is not clear what constitutes an
appropriate and thorough response to non-directive prompts. Therefore, the present study recommends that separate
rubrics should be prepared for directive and non-directive prompts.
Regarding authenticity, results showed that conversation test prompts share many characteristics with
naturally occurring conversation; however, dōshite questions are found to be overused. Dōshite questions in the AP
Japanese conversation task are often used to elicit elaboration, which is not common in real-life interaction.
Furthermore, the present study found that not all test forms are equally authentic. Some sets of prompts seem to
focus primarily on conveying referential meaning and including more information than L1 Japanese speakers
usually do in naturally occurring conversation, whereas others seem to be created with additional attention on how
to convey referential meaning and how much information to include at once. This variability among test forms may
be a threat to authenticity and reliability. Therefore, the present study suggests test developers review previously
used conversation prompts and consider how to improve those in the future.
Development of a language test should be a continuous process even if the test is already in use. On-going
monitoring and revisions of test tasks and items is crucial to create a more useful language test, especially for a highstakes test with a huge impact like the AP Japanese exam. Conversation prompts of the AP Japanese exam are
created by a group of content experts according to test item specifications; however, the present study revealed that
even seemingly natural conversation prompts may actually be different from naturally occurring conversation. This
indicates that native speaker intuition and Japanese language teacher’s expertise may not be sufficient to judge the
construct validity and authenticity of spoken discourse appropriately. In this sense, the present study demonstrates
that discourse analysis is helpful to evaluate the usefulness of the current version of a test and to find areas to
improve in future versions of the exam.

NOTES
1.

Reliability relates to the consistency of test scores. Interactiveness entails “the extent and type of
involvement of the test taker’s individual characteristics in accomplishing a test task” (Bachman & Palmer
1996, p. 25). Impact concerns the effects and consequences of a given test at both the individual- and
society-level. Lastly, practicality relates to the availability and affordability of various resources associated
with test development and administration.
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