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Abstract

The increasing number of Chinese students studying in North America has highlighted the need to
evaluate their English proficiency, particularly in high-stakes language tests like the TOEFL iBT.
While the TOEFL speaking test is often a challenge for these students, their consistently low speak-
ing scores have prompted discussions about the underlying causes, including the rating scale de-
scriptors used to assess their performances. This paper aims to assess the degree to which these
descriptors, particularly for the integrated speaking tasks, accurately reflect the linguistic features
produced by Chinese test takers. Using empirical data, this study focuses on Task 2 of the TOEFL
speaking test, which combines reading, listening, and speaking sKkills. This study selected four Chi-
nese students who participated in TOEFL preparatory courses to analyze their spoken answer re-
cordings, all of which received a score of 3 out of 4. The analysis is grounded in a content analysis
framework that examines the three sub-constructs of the TOEFL speaking test’s rating scale: deliv-
ery, language use, and topic development. The findings of this study highlight several discrepan-
cies between the linguistic features exhibited by the test-takers and the descriptors in the TOEFL
rating scale. In the area of delivery, the study found that the linguistic features of the students’
responses—such as fluency, pronunciation, and intonation—only partially aligned with the corre-
sponding descriptors. While most responses were intelligible, the students did not exhibit the de-
sired level of fluency. For instance, the fluency of the responses did not fully meet the descriptor’s
expectation of “some fluidity,” suggesting that fluency and intelligibility may not always correlate.
This misalignment may suggest that these two constructs should be assessed separately, as they
may reflect different aspects of speaking performance. For language use, several inconsistencies
were found in the students’ use of grammar and vocabulary. While some lexical accuracy was evi-
dent in the students’ speech, there were significant issues with grammatical accuracy and sentence
complexity. These discrepancies often resulted in incomplete or imprecise communication. The
descriptors for this sub-construct, which mention “some imprecise or inaccurate use of vocabulary
or grammatical structures,” failed to clarify the degree of permissible error, leaving room for in-
terpretation by raters. This lack of clarity could result in inconsistencies in how responses are
rated, depending on the rater’s subjective interpretation of the language use. The analysis of topic
development also revealed some issues with the TOEFL speaking test’s descriptors. While the re-
sponses were generally coherent, they often lacked specificity and completeness, failing to fully
address the task requirements. Instances of choppy or disjointed ideas were identified, which
made it difficult for the researchers to match the linguistic features of the students’ responses with
the descriptors in the rating scale. The vagueness of the descriptors for topic development, such as
“incomplete or inaccurate information,” allowed for flexibility in rating but may not reflect the true
extent of the students’ performance. The findings suggest that while the TOEFL iBT speaking test
descriptors provide a useful framework for evaluating test-taker performance, there are notable
mismatches between the descriptors and the linguistic features produced by the test-takers. These
discrepancies may influence the accuracy and fairness of the scoring process. The paper calls for
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further research in this area to ensure a fairer and more valid assessment of students’ speaking
abilities.
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1. 5|

BEE EAL SR A I h [ AR R R AU K, AR A A6 R AR EIE ) RE AR R
[1]. T IERMFFEAR iBT Hil2 IR ME fACHIS, HT & “fHEIEsaE AL bRiE S
BES” [2]o & RS S SF B AN IERLESE2]. BB RS R, H E 22 A4 i w TR
AHETT, BOHBATE DB AR B, 1025 145 R AT REX AT TR Ak AR ™ A B KRS 3]
Sy A PHE A BUBAR TR T 42 B B 5 kb, ERXIFA—E H R ARSI R, WmFs &
LIS [A] o FEAR 2> BOE F R IE DR P S5 G AR 5 25 A BT S R AEAR UL RO R AR B, X 7R
AR EWAES]. 2T BT S, AWTIU S A E 25 A 5 SRR [P LR WE T e A

FOAR BB 1P 20 S5 2 I HiA A 22 KRR FE B 526 45 (3 35 R AR DL D ?

B RE B U2 VR SR HEAT VR 0 A B RTAT 1, AT A TR LB SR G R bR Y 3
T3 TR RLIRE R HR (LI % A), BRI AR 2 Hrb [ 22 AL BT AL KK O 1 283X — PP SR I 2 i (1
HARHAE, A SCRAE SCHRERA o SR 5 100 55 G R K SC B & L BORT P i FEAR 1P 00 55 Rl BEAT VEAN
e T E#R R RIS, AR A ot TRSEER. RE, B P AR B,
SIUFT RIS R . BT As KAV CEEEAR BT Bl A it 2% .

2. XahsEd
2.1 EROBEREDIRE

TS W B AT B L B CPRE S RE ), W IEFRARVE S SJORVPE WL R [6]. Bk
PR DU SRS 5 PR, AR AR RE LB =AM & (R AR RIE « 1 5 8 AT U T ) 6 T 240 1)
BOLPHE A)o MRIE=DSHILRE I, B MEFSRIZPIRT 0 2 4 KR 05 4 5 (EIE LI
HA& WA =M@ KRR AL, TR 1 812 0 252 /0 B A AN E T RFIE[ 7] AR VR0 8 A
AR A REARIARIAE R [8]. HEHIRATE T IS BRI, R HARPRIE S R
TR IIBERL, (BN T8 5E VP> SRR S R AIE 2 AR TEE BETE S A US R I SEAIE B0 i 2 AN A
T E RO A FRHAE[9]-[11]. ST, SXLERE T A OREAR (B B T RE TR B R Z B B e 4, BN
ARIRAE S X LLARSETE BHE A G BARE B . Bk, R Le 7 b v B 3BT frf e S 24 B P20
SRR M, AN AR A AR (RO R VAt AR S A A2 B DG L

2.2. KRS RESIHHEE
N T HE LR DEAESS P UK I 5 RBURFIE, AT RARYE 2 A FEA8 DB 25 UM R = 400
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2.2.1. BiKBRR

RARBRREE UGS WA, K& B TEEE7]. XANKCFR A % B — e i
PERNE G AP BRARRE o RS 1 AT AT PR R A S I E IR 2R A EE A, B2 Jenkins K
T RE U (R A) 7 B ) A AT B AR ) B R AR [12] . SR, 5 AR B AR AT B AR P 5 A RS R AL A7 A ) A
BRI A %35 FHAE R B 3 A (91 R — 2 WA . IE 20 North and Schineider g Hif, 215 84N 5 T SAT hy B gh
MSHEE, FARCKEENE T —Rdra” [13]; Kk, 30 Bl FORE AR a1 25 () n 25 A R AR
TEARBEFL R, PR B BRI B AR R b R H bR A (B X AR AR I S am]) A« AR SEIE TR0 1048
BEGRRIPY, DI AR SR BT R T E AR R [11] o ASREAR (31 R 30 R K e 1 R
DR A 8 S R SR B ) — A B R AE A« B RBIVE D M E E R R [7]

22.2. BEEA

H K T A 0 BT R B BB VR AR, R R LA R R B e . XA K I [T
R R “AFAE TR BB V5 ) ) — SRS i Tl AN T B £ FH DR BT (56 P 4 WS R BT R PR [14] i it
B, X PR AT BE R R, (AR E R R E . BARIX R TR AN KR 1 R
FTARTE & B ANRAF L ™ T 4AE BRI, X IEA — e RER F & IS briE 5 R . IAh,
ELARVE 5 A8 FH I Rl P th i 0% BT v, (R IXAM AR LU B (I 2.2.3).

YF EREE, BSHEHSAI 2%, 1) #eESA T 5100, 18— ML A K ILFTE WA B RS
WR[15]; 2) PS4 PES) S 4 7 92 SR (N 35 1B LA A R Bair)) e mf ;. 3) DRSS T B A7
WETHA], XA AR TE B 2 I iR bR —[11]; 4) {8 P 3E T M £% (1) VocabProfiler I Ll & 454
BEAREIZ ) TTR $645[16], M A ifiC 4 & B 5) e ™ E T BARE I X K.

2.2.3. BET R

BV AR TG RTT, B EIE S8 BTSN M fETH” , SIES AN
REHEZ[7] [17]. RBTAETF SRR, PLOKFRIERETT K2 & E MW, HEf R
SERE . NHER . N2 B LR B SR T AN B IR A [14] . DRI IS SR T 1) 1 2 0 AT A AR [
e, WEFCHE AT DGR SRS e i TH . 1) ST S ZR M OCHAE BAHLL, e, HORAER G B
2) ATATAFAE B S B A S AT B X3, IR & 3P0 A VEA .

BT B oHr, FEAE MBS S g, AL T “RE” AR R AFR S L “CEE A
R BRIT” A S — A SR, AT IR B T AAE A 2 KRS B TR R . R,
PP S RIHEIA 5 25 A 118 5 RFAE 1 TT RO RS B 30 75 B — S0 IR R

3. A%
3.1. OiBESH

T ARG B 5T 226 DB TR b, S8 T — AP/ J3/1BAE 45 (B Task 2). iZAF 55 EREA
TEFE— R Sl —Fr KRB SR BRI A ) A, Wr—B S EEAFAXE@E . w5 iZ
NERREW), RE%EE—08REZ,

3.2. OIBHEA

WP 1 DAL T A AR R DR REAR AT . X EE2 R AT S N B 708 AR AR . A AT
BEXT 3.1 hiR )R] — AL S5 R R, O ELARAS 22 A A FEAR B s & ST 24538 3 Jr. IXEEREA
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ARSI TAIA I P SRl 1), 255 53 0 2 A T A 25 RDHS R BOFEAR D5, IR 1 HARE 4
MARSE A SR T 2B IR, DA R B (AR
33. MRPR]

KHNREITNED T W EIFPAREER, W REMENE BT EFXMINERFIOVEE &R “IES
AT AP R PR [18]. 1% Krippendorff < N A HTHITE U7 ET, B EWEIET ok, R)A
AR5 PP 3 85 45 3 Hr (L SRR AR 8 ) T R HORS Lo e ROHESR (L PN 3% BYBEAT St . Dy R GRS T SE 1
G, W AR ETE R A F AR R R A AT XU S . UK, A Cohen f-R A 2 206 2 25 i 7]
IR EEVE[19]0 25 T-Gh%, AR — R M GE RO R AR S B PRI 5 R AL IR IR B T 10 AL, R f fi A
T7E 7T LR B 5 PRI

4. MRERSR
4.1. BFRRR

e 1 pR, RS RE R R 45 /N RS L A3 (3 BH T B ) LA BB S (R IR R ) e — e F2 ¥ B 53R
IR SRR A ICHD . PRI AR LU (FRAE 22 = 0.06 [0.02])3 BARE A [A] 45 v 1) K 22 B 80 4] /2 7T B2 AR IF
KGR “UHESAIEN, B E EARMEAE" MAF[14]. FERAM B (PR = 3.12 [0.38])K W] Y
420 HR R L AR AR B B R . 5 Munro A1 Derwing $2 (AR BEE # 3ARIEH (4.7) M EL, AREA ]
Z IS8 SR BRI FE LR [20] . AT, BT “—&” XA MBI, XARHEA—E Hiiid “FRiE
BA—@ MRy rE” HITER.

Table 1. Intelligibility and fluency of the sample responses (n = 4)
= L NEEERIAIERRE AR FIE(n = 4)

TR E TA B ()
ANHERE =S SEIE (b - SEIE (b
s E. 151 %) =T Eb 5] %)
R1 [H%& 1 10/138 0.07 193 3.2
R2 [H% 2 11/110 0.1 158 2.6
R3 A% 3 8/139 0.03 0.06 (0.02) 212 35 312 (0.38)
R4 1% 4 9/146 0.05 195 3.2

T AR, TR AR R (R R 8 B R 1) 018 5 R I — 2 R 5, 1812 2(R2) 51N 2.6,
FEVUAN [l 2 B AR, o] BB FANHER L8 0.1, X R B FEAE T 11X AN K SF45- 43 10 2 IR =] st
JERH “ RAFRITTERRE” A1 “— M TE " o 1K 30— 0 R R URURI B R AT B AR R A2 1% 40 S T R )
PN 22 13] .

42. iBSER

4.2.1. AFEFMEMIFTTEE

IR WA T SIS R (b2 = 0.58 [0.020)FIT- 48940 TS 26 P (bRl 22 = 1.67 [0.41])FF
TROLZE 2), A VAR AR [ 25 40 075 L 8 5 M B R K108 5 97 3 25 o AR S AR DE I 48T
SR IR 3 Al AN ACT IR A, B Brown 4 A BT 9 FR AR 85 K Pt S Hh 2K AL i B (TTR =
0.56) [11]. X— &It 5 Douglas [IHFF—%, %073 SRS 2 B v 1 2% A A8 3 YA A R — @ 1R
FASRICH% E[21],
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Table 2. Sentence complexity and lexical range of the sample responses (n = 4)
2. RERZEPHNATFERERMIFACER N = 4)

e o $ﬁ§@%5 I o ¥ﬁ§$M£
R1 17/10 1.3 78/138 0.57
R2 14/10 1.4 167(0.41) 58/110 0.53 0.53(0.02)
R3 20/9 2.2 70/139 0.5
R4 20/11 1.8 80/146 0.55

4.2.2. EEMIPOERMY
REEA) T EZERENCYE B T 1, W S iR S5 REA [ & 2 (M AE e W B — 8ok, (Hi g T
SR A 3).

Table 3. Task grammatical and lexical accuracy of the sample responses (h = 4)
= 3. INERIZERRIEEMIENLERE(n = 4)

VR M PEMEFREZE) AR A (FriEE)
R1 8/14(0.57) 44147(0.94)
R2 6/9(0.66) 37/38(0.97)
R3 4/9(0.44) 06(0.12) 64/70(0.91) 094 (0.03)
R4 8/11(0.73) 68/71(0.96)

A B A SR RE LA FH R A OC o R AR [0 B w10 S S8 1R Y A e D A (b o 22
=0.94[0.03])F& M “THCMHHAK” ; AW, BT FEEEEREGRHEE =0.6 [0.12])F B EEE A K
A 30 DR AR MEAF S BT A e [ 25 8 R s HH VT 20 85 4 b R ) TV RE A 1Y B B U R g5 [14]
AR, X IR AT s B H S Y I R A S A A F KT AR A 1) 2 A T L SE R L5

AR B AL R AR MR R HE R SR P R SR R R . B R UER M LA S
ZR, BN 073, By 0.44. X PP Z 50T BEAE BRI HH BRI BE A BIE R A R I — S A AE
BONERRAEF ” 5IRSI[14] . BOAIX SRR A B 8 U B IX AN /K 2 TH AT RV R AR, B L E A
T AR A B [17], E15PF5 38 1T AR 5 Huont [ 2 R IR AT V40 o SR, H T IX AMEDR (1 iR 48 FE A
[P 25 (11 5 AR VE RC s SR T R, VP20 38 B R0 & 50 BT 2 A2 AP RS2

TEREAR B LRI T 5 X PRI 2™ T P05 BRI AR A — Bz 4 [14]. ANBLR
FEAR I Z S R m] LAE H SRR A P A AN ff 2 AR BEAS T T = TS iRk, X R PE o
SRS TR

“He think to take a poetry writing course in a nearby state university will make unconvenient is unconvenient for students.”
(R3)

“So they should and the bus the transportation is not very close to their university.” (R1)

XL R IR T Fulcher BB, BIVED S RAUNAREK 7 VP E X H A RIBPIE R, MAZMATR I
S I[22].

423, RERFF

AT A3 9 AT AR AN 58 B B AN HE R A S8R0 BT ] 3% 5 5% 2 18] A B A R AT 2w, X BT DU AN R AR ]
B SS SE ARG DU ST EEAT TAS A, SEREA R . WE 4 Fon, FEREZEF L BEARE
BOANUER, B TS, N S5TEZEH R “ WA, AER . 5= B FITEE[14].
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“And the second reason is that he think to take a poetry writing course in a nearby state university will make unconvenient

is unconvenient for students because that will take more than one hours bus travelling to go to the other university to take that
poetry. And it is not worthwhile for them to take.” (R3)

“For one thing, he thinks that in this small size class, he can have more occasion from professor and get better feedback

from him. Also he can spend more time with professor.” (R4)
IR, 387 XA FIBH S SCIEAFAE AR IR B ) 5 RHE 5 PP 0 S8 20 o X DL E R ILC

Table 4. Task fulfillment and coherence of the sample responses (n = 4)
4 REREPHARTEEMERMEN=4)

HiRA RS B AT
R1 3 1
R2 3 2
R3 4 3
R4 2 2

MR BN Hr il DA 518, DU TP GKCTREAR (B2 T8 5 IR — € FEE L 584 iBT HiE
AV SR B R eIk B — &8 7> i ULAC, 3X3CRF 1 North A1 Schneider FIWL AL, Bl “1F 35804
REPRAEA e WERGTE TP [18]. EB W @S JLFIr A = (LR MRE L 1 5 8 A58
TF) Bt IR RO B (R “— 58 7 ) PABTE 5 {8 F A SEPR R B L AH R IR 2 TR A — S ¢ . Ik i)
BB SEUG R, BN EAEEN % A N0E S RO S5 T 0. a0 50049 35 38 312 A= [R] 25 10— AN
I 5555 5 7K B A AN DL R B LAVT S, 1720 2 MG AR B S ET R B R [17]. BARPF> & 18 % X
AATFERIE TR B4R DT, IR0 North FTlJui, P50 Al REAS I8 AE PP S8 20 b MUE I B A dife, (H
A UE 2 B PP 20 A5 0 rh RO T BOR) S s8c il 7 1P 20 B WL [23] . IE4 Upshur A1 Turner ik, “Hi T3¢
Y EERIR ARG, VFE HIARHELE — PR i AR R BE e R A AR [B]. AL, TR RO AR RE
B R 7 L X AR AR [P ) o B AT FEVE . UAIE W R KPP0 S 00Tk, A — TN 3
(K 1m1 2 BE 5 58 A R = M RBP4 45 Douglas AUTE, XA ENE 2 @I 45 1075
W B X 5 A B R I RE[21] -

AT SRR, 5INPT PE o SRR — R R R TT 58 IX R BAT SE VR AR IR VT 20 S T Lk
PP A AR RE N ACT R I, TR = P i RE A B I o BRI (0 — SR STV 1A 0 A R
Oy S5 ORI B ATAR LG RILN T REPE[17] . ARG RAK AT RER H T SEFr, (EAZAT 7T AR 25 10N AT A
HHBUACHRT IR S5, — D ERUCE IR TT S0 kAT ok . i, T DA 6 25 A Hdls HR N
o MR B AR PERBORETE AR 0 F P LA R (R 587 XA B4R [24].

5. &

AHE T B VPG TERR BT Bl P H ER & DIEAL S M0 35 5. i A A DM 7T 1 AR &5 31
A% b S A R DA BEAS IR (3 ), 45 R R I e m] 5 rh R T8 5 AR B 2 5 1R 2 SR AR A
RAHUCHAS . BRI T P SRR T ) — e A — ez db. AR, BT URER R IRVE (R AS R g
M E AR, W C), ZilH fERrEIRIE.

PR RE BOAN — B HA AT RERC A AL, A 2 I B TER S AN AR UL . R AFALE
REEJR IR, HATE T Ja SR FeiR 4t 7071, B 6 i A 5 AT LASR FH Kl R 3l A 5 ok et 24 i
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T4, FRATVEE R AR Ty A6 T [ BR B0 5 v 0 v 0 e M e A 2 TR B B A M o B S T R s o SR
FEABATTRISCRE N, FRATTA 15 DURR I R & AU E R R TAE . R, FRATH BRI FEAR B0 2K
RS HAT i 22 AN 20 B B0 R 52 W, db AT Lo MR R R SCRERATT IR S N 56 3% - )
PATBE LR 7% Glenn Fulcher ZURAER Fi it B B ) E St WL, 2B T A TR 72 1 )™
Y ORI TR IREAN R, BEBIRAER BATKIE.
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The response fulfills the demands
of the task, with at most minar
lapses in completeness. Itis highly
intelligible and exhibits sustained,
coherent discourse. A response at
this level is characterized by all of
the following:

The response addresses the task
appropriately, but may fall short of
being fully developed. It is generally
intelligible and coherent, with some
fluidity of expression, though it
exhibits some noticeable lapses in
the expression of ideas. A response
at this level is characterized by at
least two of the following:

The response is connected

to the task, though it may

be missing some relevant
information or contain inaccuracies.
It contains some intelligible
speech, but at times problems.
with intelligibility and/or overall
coherence may obscure meaning.
Aresponse at this level is
characterized by at least two of the
following:

The response is very limited in
content or coherence or is only
minimally connected to the task.

Speech may be largely unintelligible.

Aresponse at this level is
characterized by at least two of the
following:

Speech is generally clear, fluid and
sustained. It may include minor
lapses or miner difficulties with
pronunciation or intonation. Pace
may vary at times as the speaker
attempts to recall information.
Overall intelligibility rermains high.

Speech is generally clear, with some
fluidity of expression, but it exhibits

minor difficulties with pronunciation,

intonation, or pacing and may

require some listener effort at times.

Overall intelligibility remains good,
however.

Speech s clear at times, though

it exhibits problems with
pronunciation, intonation, or pacing.
and so may require significant
listener effort. Speech may not

be sustained at a consistent

level throughout. Problems with
intelligibility may obscure meaning
in places (but not throughout).

Consistent pronunciation and
intonation problems cause
considerable listener effort and
frequently obscure meaning.
Delivery is choppy, fragmented,
or telegraphic. Speech contains
frequent pauses and hesitations.

The response demonstrates good
control of basic and complex
grammatical structures that allow
for coherent, efficient (automatic)
expression of relevant ideas.
Contains generally effective word
choice. Though some minor (or
systematic) errors or imprecise use
may be noticeable, they do not
require listener effort {or obscure
meaning).

The response demonstrates fairly
automatic and effective use of
grammar and vocabulary, and fairly
coherent expression of relevant
ideas. Response may exhibit

some imprecise or inaccurate

use of vocabulary or grammatical
structures or be somewhat limited
in the range of structures used.
Such limitations do not seriously
interfere with the communication of
the message.

The response is limited in the range
and control of vocabulary and
grammar demonstrated

(sorne complex structures may

be used, but typically contain
errors). This results in limited

or vague expression of relevant
ideas and imprecise or inaccurate
cohnections. Automaticity of
expression may only be evident at
the phrasal level.

Range and control of grammar and
vocabulary severely limit or prevent
expression of ideas and connections
among ideas. Some low-level
responses may rely heavily on
practiced or formulaic expressions.

Speaker makes no attempt to respond OR response is unrelated to the topic.

The response presents a

clear progression of ideas

and conveys the relevant
information required by the task. It
includes appropriate detail, though
it may have minor errors or minor
omissions.

The response is sustained and
conveys relevant information
required by the task. However, it
exhibits some incompleteness,
inaccuracy, lack of specificity with
respect to content, or choppiness in
the progression of ideas.

The response conveys some
relevant information but is clearly
incomplete or inaccurate. It is
incomplete if it omits key ideas,
makes vague reference to key
ideas, or demonstrates limited
development of important,
information. An inaccurate response
demonstrates misunderstanding
of key ideas from the stimulus.
Typically, ideas expressed may not
be well-connected or cohesive so
that familiarity with the stimulus is
necessary to follow what is being
discussed.

The response fails to provide much
relevant content. |deas that are
expressed are often inaccurate,
limited to vague utterances, or
repetitions

(including repetition of prompt).

ratio

Grammatical accuracy

Error free T- unit

units

Category Subcategory Coding unit Calculation
Delivery Pronunciation and Divide the number of
intonation inaccuracy Incomprehensible words | incomprehensible words by the
ratios total number of words
Language use Divide the number of error free

T-units by the total number of T

Lexical accuracy ratio

Inappropriate use of
content words (i.e.nouns,

Divide the number of incorrect
content words by the total

number of content words

verbs, adjectives, adverbs)

Sentence complexity

Dependent clauses per T-
unit

Divide the number of dependent
clauses by the total number of T-

units

Vocabulary range

Type-token ratio (TTR)

VocabProfiler

Areas that seriously interfere with the

communication of the m

essage

Frequency counts

Topic development

Task fulfilment

Wrong/incomplete/
general information

Frequency counts

Choppiness in

progression of ideas

Incorrect use of logic
connectives

Frequency counts
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Mg C
Category Kappa
Grammar complexity | 0.96
Grammar accuracy | 0.91
Lexical accuracy 0.77
Intelligibility | 0.75
Task fulfilment | 0.72

Coherence 0.60
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