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Spoken English (TSE) and the IELTS Interview
with Respect to their Authenticity
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Abstract

This study is an attempt to investigate the nature of authenticity
in two interviews: the interview section of the TOEFL (TSE) and
the speaking module of the IELTS. After defining the term
authenticity based on Bachman (1990}, and Bachman and Paliner
(1996) it is argued that the IELTS interview is a more authentic
test than the TSE. This is done in two ways. First, by using
Bachman and Palmer’s framework of test task characteristics, it
is demanstrated that the TELTS interview test tasks are more
similar to the features of target language use contexts. Second, by
collecting data from a number of participants who took both tests,
it is found that the IELTS interview replicates real life
performance more than the TSE.

Introduction

As two well-established international examinations, both the TOEFL and
the IELTS are now widely used in many countries of the world. Teachers as
well as university professors have trusted these two exams for a long time
on the grounds that they are both valid and reliable measures of their
students’ level of proficiency in English as a foreign langnage.

An important section of both the TOEFL and the IELTS is the spoken part
in which the students are given a chance to demonstrate their spoken ability

in English. The interview section of the TOEFL is called the Test of Spoken
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English, and the interview section of the IELTS is known as the speaking
module. However, for the purpose of brevity from now on the former will
be referred to as the TSE and the later as the IELTS interview.

This study aims to evaluate both the TSE and the IELTS interview in terms
of authenticity — a much debated term in both language teaching and
language testing in recent years. As Spence-Brown (2001) rightly observes,
“over the last few decades there has been a growing concern to ensure that
language tests reflect the use of language in the ‘real world’ as well as the
knowledge of language as a system. One catchword for this concern is
‘authenticity’, which has become firmly established as a central concern in
test design and test validation” (p.463). Likewise, Hoekje and Linnell
(1994) citing Spolsky (1985) argue that “statistical validity alone can no
longer qualify a test as a good language test; that in some important sense,
the test must be authentic [emphasis added] as well as statistically viable™
(p.122).

As a final remark, to emphasize once more how authenticity in language
testing has become a matter of paramount importance in recent years, it is
interesting to note that one rather long chapter of Bachman’s classic
Fundamental Considerations in Language Testing is fully devoted to this
issue. Similarly, Bachman and Palmer (1996) regard authenticity as one of
the six important qualities of a useful language test.

Based on the above arguments, this paper is devoted to the concept of
authenticity. In the following sections, a brief overview of the historical

development of this term will be highlighted.
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Authenticity in Language Teaching
In its traditional sense awuthenticity, i.e. the use of authentic materials in
language teaching classes grew out of dissatisfaction with artificial,
decontextualized pattern drills of the audio-lingual method in language
teaching. Observing that the majority of the students who had learned a
foreign language through audio-lingual classes were not able to use it in
real life situations, language teaching professionals in the late 1970°s and
early 1980’s advocated the use of authentic materials as an important
principle of communicative language teaching (Johnson and Morrow 1981;
Littlewood 1981). Authentic materials according to Terry (1998) include
print materials, videotapes, satellite broadcasts, audio recordings, film, etc.
which are produced for any purpose other than language teaching. As I just
mentioned, about two decades ago there were a number of language
teaching theoreticians who were firmly of the opinion that using these
materials would lead to a truly communicative classroom. However, even at
that time there were other scholars like H.G. Widdowson who argued that
authentic texts do not necessarily guarantee authentic language teaching.
Widdowson (1978, p.80) drew a scholarly distinction between the terms
authenticity and genuineness.

Genuineness is a characteristic of the passage itself and is

an absolute quality. Authenticity is a characteristic of the

relationship between the passage and the reader and has to

\da with appropriate response.
Thus according to Widdowson, newspaper articles, extracts from novel and
short stories, radio broadcasts, etc. are genuine materials, but not

necessarily authentic,
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Authenticity in view of Widdowson (1979) “is not a quality residing in
instances of language but as a quality which is bestowed upon them, created
by the response of the receiver. Authenticity... is a function of the
interaction between the reader/ hearer and the text which incorporates the
intentions of the writer/speaker” (p.165). Thus as Widdowson argues
authenticity does not lie in texts; rather it is something which should be
created as a result of interaction between the texts and the students. Hence it
is possible, at times, that the language presented to students is genuine, but
as “it does not engage native speaker response it cannot be realized as
authentic [emphasis added] discourse” (Widdowson 1990, p.45).
Having argued how authenticity in language teaching is defined in recent
years from a Widdowsonian point of view, it is time now to explore its role
in language testing.
Authenticity in Language Testing
Published in 1990, Bachman’s classic Fundamental Considerations in
Language Testing has been an influential work on our current
understanding of authenticity in language testing. In this book Bachman
talks about two major approaches in defining authenticity: the “real-life”
(RL) approach and the “interactional/ability” (IA) approach.

The RL approach defines authenticity as the extent to

which test performance replicates some specified non-test

language performance (Bachman 1990, p.301).
Based on this approach an authentic language test is one which indicates
how similar a test taker’s performance is to what he is likely to do in a real-
life situation, In other words, the more similar a test task is to what happens

in real life the more authentic it will be. This approach to authenticity,
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however, has been sort of criticized by Spolsky (1985) who observes that
no test setting exactly resembles its real-life counterpart. He thus concludes
that “any language test is by its very nature inauthentic, abnormal language
behavior, for the test taker is being asked not to answer a question giving
information but to display knowledge or skill” (p.39).

The second approach to defining test authenticity, i.e. the IA approach is a
function of interaction between the language user, the context, and the
discourse. Thus an authentic test in this sense is one that involves the test
taker to fully benefit from his communicative abilities as well as contextual
cues 1o cope with a given test task. As Lewkowicz (2000) observes, in
defining authenticity in this way Bachman seems to have built on the ideas
previously proposed by Widdowson.

In dealing with this controversial issue, Bachman does not stop here. He
and his collegue, Palmer, later modify their interpretation of authenticity by
distinguishing it from another term which they call interactiveness
(Bachman and Palmer 1996). Seen from a new perspective, Bachman and
Palmer (ibid) define authenticity as “the degree of correspondence of the
characteristics of a given language test task to the features of a target
language use (TLU) task” (p.23). In other words, the more we can
demonstrate that performance on alanguage test corresponds to language
use in a specific domain, the more authentic our language test in question
will be. Authenticity in this sense, according to Bachman and Palmer, is
important in two ways. First, it enables us to investigate the extent to which
score interpretations generalize beyond performance on the test to non-test
language use situations. This links authenticity to construct validation, for
in construct validation we are concerned with the generalizability of test

score. Second, it affects the way test takers perceive a given test, and hence
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can facilitate the test taking process. This is quite casy to imagine. As a
simple example, we can think of the reaction of a candidate applying for a
position as a steward on international flights to translating a business letter
used as a test to qualify him for this job!

As mentioned before Bachman and Palmer (1996) draw a distinction
between authenticity and interactiveness. They define interactiveness as the
extent to which a test taker’s individual characteristics such as his language
ability, topical knowledge etc. is involved with the test task itself. However,
as the primary goal of this paper is to investigate the authenticity of TSE
and the IELTS interview based on Bachman’s (1990) RL approach and
Bachman and Palmer (1996) I will not extend the present discussion to the
concept of interactiveness.

Now that the framework for evaluating the authenticity of the TSE and the
IELTS interview has become clear, it is time to formulate the two research
questions of this study as follows:

1) To what extent do characteristics of the TSE and the IELTS
interview test tasks  correspond to the features of target language
use contexts?

2) To what extent does performance on the TSE and the IELTS
interview replicate real-life language performance?

Before making any attempt to answer these two questions, I think it would
be better to familiarize ourselves with characteristics of test tasks in these

two interviews and then judge about their authenticity.
Test of Spoken English (TSE)

As I mentioned in the introduction of this paper, the TSE is the interview

component of the TOEFL. According to ETS (2001), the TSE is an audio-
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taped test of oral communication in English, which consists of 12 items,
each of which requires test takers to perform a particular speech act. Some
of these speech activities include narrating, recommending, persuading, etc.
The test starts with three unscored practice questions, which help the test
takers to warm up for the test and adjust the recording equipment if
necessary.

The test items are grouped into five sections. The first section contains
questions about a map in the test booklet; the second is related to a picture
sequence; the third is based on topies of general interest; the fourth
concerns a simple graph; and finally, the last section is related to a revised
schedule printed in the booklet. The time allowed for the tasks varies
between 30 and 90 seconds (Luoma, 2001). A copy of an original TSE
taken from ETS (2001) appears in Appendix A.

The IELTS Interview

The IELTS interview according to Jakeman and McDowell (2000) is a
conversation between a candidate and an examiner and takes some 10 to 15
minutes. There are five sections which are as follows:

i. Introduction. In this section both the candidate and the examiner
introduce themselves and the candidate is encouraged to talk briefly
about his/her life, home, work and interests.

ii. Extended Discourse. In this section the candidate is encouraged to
speak at length about some familiar topic of general interest or of
relevance to their culture, place of living or country origin. This will

involve explanation, description or narration.
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iii. Elicitation. In this section the candidate is given a task card with
some information on it and is encouraged to take the initiative and ask
questions either to elicit information or to solve a problem.

iv. Speculation and Attitudes. In this section the candidate is
encouraged to talk about his/her future plans and proposed course of
study, Alternatively the examiner may choose to return to a topic
mentioned earlier.

v. Conclusion. In this section the interview 1s brought to an end.

A copy of an IELTS interview appears in Appendix B.
Now that these two inierviews have been introduced, it is time to address

the two research questions which were previously formed.

Correspondence between Test Tasks and Target Language

Use Domain
In order to answer the first question, i.e. to what extent do characteristics of
the TSE and the IELTS interview test tasks correspond to the features of
target language use contexts, I will use Bachman and Palmer’s framework
of language task characteristics, which in Bachman (1990) was referred to
as test method facets. This framework refers to five main dimensions of a
test as follows:
1. The testing environment (e.g. familiarity of place and equipment
as well as time of testing).
2. The test rubrics (e.g. test organization, time allocation and
instructions).
3. The input presented to the test taker (e.g. the format and the nature

of language used).
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4. The nature of the expected response (e.g. the format and the nature
of language elicited).
5. The relationship between the input and the response (e.g.
reciprocal or nonreciprocal or adaptive).

Below I will provide a brief analysis of these two interviews in terms of
dimensions 2 through 5.
The first dimension along which the TSE and the IELTS interview vary is
related to the characteristics of the test rubrics. In the TSE timing is fixed,
Le. for each question the test takers have a limited time to answer varying
between 30 and 90 seconds. In the IELTS interview, however, the timing is
not fixed, and hence the test taker is not under the pressure of saying
something in as short as 30 seconds oras long as 90 seconds. Thus with
respect to this first facet, the IELTS interview appears to be more authentic
in nature than the TSE.
The second dimension along which these two tests vary is the nature of the
input which is presented to the test takers. The TSE is an audio tape
mediated test. The input the test takers receive is, as Bachman (1990) puts
it, “Canned” human input. In the IELTS interview, however, the face-to-
face format provides “live” human input from the interviewer, who
determines the structure of the interview. Thus with respect to this second
facet, again the IELTS interview seems to be more authentic than the TSE.
The third dimension to consider is the type of response expected from the
test takers. Due to the limited time available to the test takers to answer
each question in the TSE, their responses would be short chunks which at
times might not even be complete. In the IELTS interview since the test
takers are not pressed for time, we can assume that they will be encouraged

to produce larger language chunks. Besides, one section of the IELTS
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interview is designed in such a way that it allows test takers to ask their
interlocutor some questions on a given topic. None of the five sections of
the TSE gives this chance to the test takers. Thus with respect to this third
facet, the IELTS interview again seems to be more authentic than its
counterpart.

The last dimension to be discussed is the relationship between the input and
the expected response. Seen in this light, a test could be either reciprocal,
nonreciprocal or adaptive. As Bachman (1990) puts it, a reciprocal test is
one “in which the test taker’s response affects subsequent input, and in
which the test taker receives feedback on the relevance and occurrence of
his answer” (p.150). In light of this observation, the TSE is a nonreciprocal
test in which the input is not influenced by the response and besides, the test
taker does not get any feedback on his performance. The IELTS interview,
on the other hand, is a reciprocal test in which the two important features of
interaction and feedback are available. Thus with respect to this last facet,
again we can argue that the IELTS interview is more authentic than the

TSE. The following table summarizes what was discussed above,

Test method facets TSE IELTS interview
Test organization Fixed timing Flexible timing
Input Canned human input Live human input
Expected response Short chunks of discourse | Long chunks of discourse
Relationship between input Nonreciprocal Reciprocal
and response

In order to answer the second research question, i.e. to what extent does

performance on the TSE and the IELTS interview replicate real-life
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language performance, the following qualitative, small-scaled study was

conducted.

Method
Subjects

The participants in this study were 21 young sophomore students (11
females and 10 males) studying English at Allameh Tabataba’i University.
These participants were all my students and volunteered to take part in this
study of their own volition.

Procedure

The data for this study was collected through seven interview sessions
which T had with the participants of this study. In each session three
students were interviewed. In order not to make them biased about their
attitude to each of the two interviews, [ did not mention which interview
belongs to which international test. Thus the TSE was referred to as
interview No. 1 and the IELTS interview as interview No.2. The TSE
questions were recorded on a tape*, so in this way I tried to createa
simulated condition similar to what goes in an actual TSE. The following is
a description of what went on in each interview session.

At the outset, I had a chat with each of the participants of the study in which
I informed them about what they were expected to do. First I had them take
part in the TSE. After telling them they were going to participate in an
audio-taped interview of oral proficiency, | played the tape and they
answered the questions by following the instructions on the tape. After that
there was a short break during which most of the participants complained
about the limited time they had to answer each question. Next, I conducted

the second interview, i.e. the IELTS interview in a live, face-to-face
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manner. Having done this I had the participant leave the classroom, go to an
adjoining room and answer a number of questions. While he/she was busy
answering these questions, 1 called the next student inand followed the
above-mentioned procedure. The questions which the participants were
asked are as follows:
1) Which of these two interviews is more similar to what you are
usually expected to do in real life, i.e. a non-test situation? Why?
2) Which interview is a better indicator of your ability in spoken
English?
3) What are the strong points and weak points of each interview?

Please list as many points as you can.

* | am indebted to Mr. G.R. Salahi, one of my best colleagues, who took the

troublesome task of taping the TSE questions with extreme care.

Findings

Due to the qualitative nature of the study, the findings of this study will
mostly be reported in the form of quotations collected from the participants’
responses. What follows below is a gist of how the participants reacted to
these two interviews.

With respect to the first question, i.e. which of the two interviews is more
similar to real life, 18 participants had unanimously responded that the
IELTS interview is a better replica of real life situations. The other three
participants’ responses were somewhat ambiguous as if they had not

understood the question well. In this respect one of the participants said:
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The one which I spoke and answered questions [He means

the IELTS interview] directly to the interviewer. Because [

feel less nervous and also if I don’t get the picture in one

part I can inquire for more description. And also [ can

think better in this situation and answer better.
Another participant had favored the IELTS interview as it allows the
interviewees to use gestures and body language. Here is his response:

I think the first one isn’t as natural as the second is. In the

second one we see most of questions which are used in

real life and being the interviewer [he means the presence

of the interviewer] helps it. In the second one we can

transfer some of our goals by helping gesture and physical

signal.
With respect to the second question, i.e. which interview is a better
indicator of one’s ability in spoken English again the majority of the
participants (19 of them) had favored the TELTS interview. One of the
participants had probably had a similar experience. In response to the
second question he said:

The real one again which you talk to a real person instead

of a cassette player. I once had an interview on a tape but

couldn’t talk well and enough because you see there’s

nobody in front of you. It’s like you’re talking to the wall.

So | prefer to take [the second] kind of interview.
Another participant in this respect responds like this:

The second one because I have more freedom in choosing

the words and subjects. You can say a lot about a book

[she is referring to one section of the IELTS interview in
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which they were expected to ask some questions about a

book] and you can express yourself and yourideasina

more appropriate way. Because in my opinion the main

purpose of language isto communicate and express your

thoughts and emotions.
With respect to the third question, i.e. the strong points and weak points of
each interview the findings were rather amazing. For instance, some of the
participants argued that the audio-taped interview is stressful, yetsome
others had an opposite opinion. That is, they said that having a face-to-face
interview might make them embarrassed, especially if they cannot answer a
question. However, apart from this point, the majority of the participants
were of the opinion that a strong point of the IELTS interview is that it
gives the interviewees a chance to seek clarification if they do not
understand something well. Excluding the case of providing a less stressful
testing situation, which was observed by some of the participants with
respect to the TSE, there were no other considerable strong points
commended about it.
Summary and Conclusion
I started this paper — aiming to compare the authenticity of the TSE and the
[ELTS interview -—- with a rather lengthy discussion on the concept of
authenticity both in language Teaching and language Testing. In defining
authenticity in language testing I drew on two most frequently quoted
sources, 1.e. Bachman (1990) and Bachman and Palmer (1996). In doing so,
two research questions were formed, (a) to what extent do characteristics of

these two interviews correspond to the features of target language use
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contexts?, and (b) to what extent does performance on these two interviews
replicate real-life language performance?
In order to answer the first question, Bachman and Palmer’s (1996)
framework of language task characteristics was used to compare these two
interviews in terms of their rubrics, input, expected response, and the
relationship between input and response. The result of this comparison
revealed that the IELTS interview is more authentic than the TSE in terms
of these four test characteristics. In terms of test organization, the TSE has a
fixed timing, whereas the IELTS interview enjoys a fixable timing. The
TSE is conducted through “canned” human input, while the IELTS
interview benefits from “live” human input. The test takers inthe TSE
produce short chunks of discourse, yet in the IELTS interview they produce
long chunks of discourse. And finally, in the TSE the two important
elements of interaction and feedback are non-existent in the process of
conversation between the interlocutors, but in the IELTS interview both are
present. So the conclusion that can be simply drawn is that the features of
test tasks in the IELTS interview are more lifelike and hence this exam is
more authentic in terms of its test task characteristics.
In reply to the second question, I attempted to gather some data from a
number of university level students. These students took part in both the
TSE and the IELTS interview and afterwards they wrote their impression
about them. The analysis of their written answers revealed that the majority
of the students favored the IELTS interview in that it resembles real life
performance far more than its counterpart. Below is a summary of how the
participants reacted to the TSE.

— the tape is played only once, so the test takers do not have a chance

to seek clarification if they miss a point.
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— Lack of interaction makes the interview very boring.
— Ambiguity in what the test taker is supposed to do in certain cases
definitely affects their performance.
And this is a summary of how the participants reacted to the IELTS
interview.
— The interview session is more friendly and humanistic.
— The test taker is allowed to ask a question if he does not understand
something.
— The test taker is not under the pressure of time limitation.
— The test taker can use gestures and body language to make himself
better understood.
The only negative point which was mentioned about the IELTS interview
by some of the participants was the probable embarrassment that some test
takers might undergo if they did not know the answer to a question.
One point that should be acknowledged at the end of this paper is that due
to the limited number of participants in this study and due to its qualitative
nature, the findings of this study do not represent anything other than the
subjective views of these participants. Thus the findings do not have
enough generalizability, yet they shed light on and give insight into an area
of language testing which is becoming increasingly popular,
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Appendix A
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Sample of the IELTS Interview
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Section 1. Would you please introduce yourself, telling me something about
your life, work, interests, etc.
Section IL Give full answefs to the following questions.
1) Are traffic congestion and traffic jams a problem in your
hometown?
ii) Is your government trying to reduce the number of cars in
city centers in your country? If so, how?
i) What other ways could governments use to try to reduce the
number of cars in city centers?
iv) In your opinion, what is the best way? Why?
Section III.  The candidate is to find out as much information as possible
about buying a book.

Candidate’s cue card:

BUYING A BOOK

Your teacher recommended a good English language writing book to
assist students with written work.

Ask the examiner about: the level of the book
the title
the authors
the cost
place of purchase
extras — cassettes, answers
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Information for the Examiner:
the level of thebook ..................... It is valuable for students preparing
for university entrance and for

advanced learners of English.

the title. ..o e “Writing Academic English” or
another text you know of

the authors ..., by Walton and Hague

the COSt vvviiii i around $ 40/£20

place of purchase ...............oooeinei. Name a suitable bookshop in
the town.

extras — cassettes, answers .................. There is no cassette as it is only

a writing book. It does not
provide answers, but the
teacher could help with
corrections.

Section IV, Would you mind telling me something about your future plans?

Section V. Concluding remarks. Giving feedback to the interviewee.



