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1 • Introduction 

According to C. W. Stansfield (1985) dictation is one of the oldest means of testing. 

Dictation was originally used as a means of transmitting course content from a teacher 

to pupils. Then, it came into the second language classroom in the sixteenth century. Attitudes 

toward dictation have been cyclical. For example, in the nineteenth century, the influence 

of the natural method advocated by Gouin resulted in less popularity of dictation because 

the natural method assigned minimum importance to reading and writing. But dictation 

regained its popularity at the end of the nineteenth century due to the infulence of the 

direct method, and again became popular during the 1930's and the 1940's due to the influence 

of the reading method. During the 1960's dictation became unpopular again because of the 

influence of the audio-lingual method. At the same time, dictation tests were criticized for 

not being discrete-point tests. Lado (1961, p.34) criticized dictation as follows: 

Dictation is favored by many teachers and students both as a teaching and testing 

device. However, on critical inspection it appears to measure very little of language. 

Since the order of words is given by the examiner as he reads the material, it does 

not test \vords. Since the words are given by the examiner, it does not test vocabulary. 

It hardly tests aural perception of the examiner's pronunciation, because the words can 

in many cases be identified by context if the student does not hear the sounds correctly. 

The student is less likely to hear sounds incorrectly in the slow reading of the words 

which is necessary for dictation. 

(Lado, 1961, p. 34) 

Since a dictation test is not a discrete-point test, it is Mimpossible to tell what the results 

of the test really showsw (River, 1968, pp.290). Similarly, Harris (1969, p.5) regarded dictation 

as Mgenerally both uneconomical and imprecisew because a dictation test doesn't provide the 

teacher with much systematic diagnoses about the phonological, grammatical, and lexical 

weaknesses of the students. Furthermore, Heaton (1975, p.l85) complains about the difficulty 

in interpreting the responses that the students make in taking dictation: 

It is difficult to judge, for example, whether a mistake in a dictation has been made 

because of the student's inability to 

(i) spell a word 

(ii) Mcatch W what has been said 
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(iii) remember a. word by: Jhe time. he writes it -. 

(iv) understand the· general context 
- -. -.. - .. : -. - - -. 

(Heaton, 1975, p.l85) 

Thus, attitudes toward dictation remained negative throughout the 1960's. Yet, dictation 

gained popularity again mainly because of numerous empirical studies conducted by Oller 

in the 1970's. Since then, dictation has been a popular device in foreign language teaching 

and testing (again, see C. W. Stansfield (1985), pp.121-7 for a more detailed disCussion 

on the history of dictation). The basic assumption of Oller seems to have been accepted 

without being greatly questioned. For example, dictation is still being used as a pedagogical 

device in the Japanese classroom as well as a part of the university entrance examination. 

However, Cziko (1982, pp.367-9) pointed out three problems of a dictation test. The first 

problem is that a dictation test has oom used as a norm-referenced test with scores interpreted 

only with reference to group norms. That is, it is difficult to identify in any meaningful 

way the level of the student's proficiency based on a particular test score, since the test 

scores are not meaningful in and of themselves. Thus a dictation test is not a 

criterion-referenced test. The second problem is that dictation "requires considerably more 

time and care to score than most other tests requiring written responses" such as cloze tests. 

The third problem is the choice of an appropriate level of passage for a particular group 

of learners. The first problem is related to the current tendency to construct criterion-referenced 

tests, as opposed to norm-referenced tests. The scores on norm-referenced tests can only 

be interpreted in comparison to the scores of the others who have taken the same tests. 

For example, 80 points out of 100 in a test is regarded as high score when the mean score 

of the test is well below 80. However, the same score is regarded as a low score when the 

mean score is well above 80, so it is difficult to determine the level of language proficiency 

of a given subject without reference to the scores of other subjects. A criterion-referenced 

test can, on the other hand, tell us how proficient the subject is at given point of time, 

as well as how proficient the subject has become in the course of his language learning. 

The following graded criteria are an example of what a candidate might be asked to do 

in a criterion-referenced test. The number of the questions up to which a candidate can respond 

correctly may indicate his / her level of language proficiency. 

1. The candidate should be able to reproduce ba sound. 

2. The candidate should be able to reproduce any single word presented in isolation. 

3. The candidate should be able to reproduce four words given in a sentence. 

4. The candidate should be able to reproduce more than ninety percent of the words in 

a sentence. 

5. The candidate should be able to summarize what is said on a 1V programme in English. 

Suppose that a candidate could respond yes up to question no.2 two years ago, and now 

can respond yes up to question no.4. You can easily know the progress of the candidate's 

language proficiency over the two years without any reference to performance of other 
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candidates. 

:Inorder to overcome the three problems' described above (especially, the problem :of 

norm-referenced tests), a series of studies by Cziko (1982, 1984, 1986) were~conducted.From 

the result of these studies, Cziko proposes a "graduated dictation test" as a measure of 'testing 

language proficiency. A graduated dictation test is formed of segments of increasing length. 

Therefore the task of writing down each s~gment becomes harder and harder. it is then 

assumed that the longer segments the subject can cope with, the more proficient he is. Thus, 

Cziko proposed a "graduated dictation" as an excellent testing device of language proficiency 

based on the results of his studies. This testing technique is new and worth discussiiIg because 

it may give usa device to measure the proficiency level of the student in a criterion-referenced 

manner. It may also allow us to know the extent to which the student has become proficient 

in the course of language learning. However, this testing technique assumes that the length 

of segments corresponds to the difficulty level of the task or to the proficiency level of 

the subjects, which may not be the case. The main purpose of this paper is to take a critical 

look at the assumptions behind graduated dictation tests, based on findings of an empirical 

study. 

2. Purpose and Method 

This paper first tries to deal with the procedure of investigating students'response patterns 

in a graduated dictation test. This will be conducted to see the extent to which the students' 

response patterns can reveal reliably their "language proficiency" (the problem of whether 

a graduated dictation test can measure "language proficiency" is beyond the scope of this 

paper). The graduated dictation test is formed of approximately 12-14 segments of increasing 

length (see Table 1). It is expected that the difficulty increases in proportion to the length 

of a segment. For example, Segment 1 is the least difficult because it is formed of the fewest 

number of words. It is also expected that the more proficient the subject is, the more difficult 

or the longer a segment he can write down. However, such a complete correlation between 

Table 1 

Length of Segments and Theoretical Difficulty 

Segment No.of Difficulty 

No. Words Level 

1 2 least 

2 3 difficult 

3 3 t 

11 15 ~ 
12 17 most 

13 19 difficult 

the length of segment and its difficulty may not be expected. Therefore, in this paper, the 
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difficulty of the segment is defined as being the number of the subjects who have written 

it down correctly. Thus it is assumed that SI is the most proficient because he wrote down 

accurately every segment in the test passage. Therefore. he is placed first on the chart. It 

is also assumed that Tl is the easiest task because every subject can do it accurately. 

Therefore. it is placed on the left of the chart. If Sx has the ability to write down Ty 

correctly. he should be able to write down T(y-l). T(y-2) ...• Tl. since Ty is more difficult 

than T(y-l).T(y-2) ...• Tl. For example. S2 has the ability to write dO\m n. he is expected 

to write down correctly T3. T2 and Tl (see Table 2). However. a complete match as shown 

on Table 2 cannot always be guaranteed because unexpected errors are inevitable as with 

any other statistical devices. If Sx could write dO\\n Ty correctly. but couldn't write do\\n 

Table 2 

Schematic Presentation of Expected Responses 

easy+- -.difficult 

Task 

Subject Tl T2 T3 T4 T5 

most SI 

proficient S2 

t S3 

~ S4 

least S5 

proficient S6 

anyone or two of T(y-l). T(y-2) ...• and Tl. these unexpected responses are said to be 

deviatjuns because the subject either wrote down something he shouldn't have been able to 

do, or couldn't write down something he should have been able to do. If the chart contains 

a lot of such deviations, it is difficult for us to be confident in determining the proficiency 

level of a subject. The subject's proficiency may be higher because he wrote down more difficult 

segments than the segments he couldn't write down. Or the subject's proficiency may be 

lower because he couldn't write down less difficult segments than the segments he could 

write down. Therefore, the number of these unexpected responses or deviations can be used 

as an index of the extent to which wrong predictions are produced concerning the proficiency 

level of the subject. The measure of this kind of errors is referred to as the Guttman 

coefficient of reproducibility (Rep) and is defined by the following formula (Kaiho. 1986. 

pp. 64-5, Hatch and Farhady, 1982, pp .178-9, also see Sa to, 1975): 

Rep= 1-
total number of deviations 
total number of responses 

total. number of deviations 
= 1 - ---:-(n-u-m-=-b-=-=er':"::"-':o=-f=-=s=u=-b-=-=jec:""::ts::")---=('-'-nu-=mc:.=b=-=er=-o-f-s-e-g-m-e-n-ts-')-
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However, there are two additional steps that must be taken before we can conclude that 

our scale is real. First, the minimal marginal reproducibility (MMrep) must be computed 

by adding all the responses which are more frequent in each segment and dividing by the 

total number of responses. 'The minimal marginal reproducibility indicates real reproducibility 

excluding errors and is defined by the following formula (cf. Kaiho 1986, p.66): 

number of more frequent responses MMrep = -----:--=-=:....;--"---'-"-,..=-'-"--'=--""''-'--''----'-'-''------''-'--':''--'-'''''-'-----:--
(number of subjects) (number of segments) 

The difference between Rep and MMrep is referred to as the percent improvement in 

reproducibility and is computed by subtracting the latter from the former. The last step 

is to find the coefficient of scalability, which indicates whether a set of data is scalable, 

and is computed by the following formula (ibid. p.67, Hatch and Farhady, p.183): 

ff·· 't f 1 b·l·t % improvement in reproducibility 
coe lClen 0 sca all y = 1 MM - rep 

In order to conclude that a set 'of data is scalable, the Rep must be well above 0.90 and 

the coefficient of scalability must be well above 0.60. The question is whether there is a 

scale at all. 

If the difficulty order on the chart differs greatly from the theoretical order, then it 

indicates that the length of segment is not a reliable index of the difficulty level of the 

task. 

If no scale is found, then it indicates that the length of segment can not reliably predict 

the level of language proficiecy. 

3. Procedure 

A graduated dictation test was administered to 60 EFL (English as a Foreign Language) 

students at Kagawa University in Japan. 'The subjects were asked first to listen to the whole 

passage which was presented without interruptions, at a speed considered normal for a careful 

oral reading of a text. 'The second time, the passage w~s read with pauses for the subjects 

to write dovv1l exactly what they heard. The third time the passage was read with pauses 

after each sentence to allow the subjects to check their work. After the third reading, the 

subjects were given 1 minute to correct their work. The test was scored by giving 1 point 

for each segment written without an error. 'The passage contained 118 words, and was divided 

into 14 segments of increasing length, ranging from 3 words to 18 words (see Table 3). 
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Segment Number of 

No. . Words 

1 (3) 

2 (3) 

3 (4) 

4 (5) 

5 (5) 

6 (7) 

7 (6) 

8 (8) 

9 (0) 

10 (0) 

11 (11) 

12 (2) 

13 (6) 

14 (18) 

TOTAL (118) 

Table 3 

AUTOMATION 

In today's world 

human beings depend 

very much upon machines. 

The best example of this 

is the increase in automation 

New. machines do much of the work 

that people did fifty years ago. 

Machines make souP. assemble cars. and carry messages. 

There are even machines which are designed to make hotdogs 

and to test the meat for color. flavor. and quality. 

The main advantage of automation is that it makes products 

cheaper. 

Automation is efficient. because the machine does the same 

thing every time. 

However. automation also has disadvantages such as the high 

cost of buying and maintaining the equipment. 

Also. the use of machines may replace people. so in the future 

many workers may lose their jobs. 

Each segment was formed by dividing the passage at natural points provided by phrase. 

clause. or sentence boundaries. 

The performance of the 60 EFL students on a graduated dictation test is compared with 

that of 20 ESL (English as a Second Language) students at Georgetown University on the 

same test which was conducted in April of 1985 by Sasaki Miyuki (unpublished). 

Then. the Guttman Implicational Scaling was applied to the results of scores of both the 

EFL and ESL students on the graduated dictation test in order to first investigate whether 

there is. a scale at all : whether the difficulty level of the task corresponded to the level 

of his / her language proficiency. and secondly to compare the theoretical difficulty order 

with the actual difficulty order exemplified on the graduated dictation test. 

4. Results and Analysis 

Using the Guttman implicational scaling. the coefficient of reproducibility. the minimum 

reproducibility, and the coefficient of scalability for the scores of EFL students on the 

graduated dictation test were respectively 0.868. 0.7. 0.560 (see Table 4 and Table 5). The 

Rep. the MMrep. and the coefficient of scalability for the srores of ESL students on graduated 

dictation test are respectively 0.971.0.955.0.368 (see Table 4 and Table 6). As to the ESL 

students. the Rep is well below 0.9. So there is no scale. As to the EFL students. the Rep 
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is well above 0.9 but the coefficient of scalability is well below 0.6. Again, there is no scale. 

Therefore, we couldn't reliably predict the level of a subject's language proficiency by 

Table 4 

Rep, MMrep, Coefficient of Scalability for ESL and 

EFL Students on the Graduated Dictation Test 

Rep .MMn1> Scalability 
--

ESL 0.868 0.7 0.560 

EFL 0.971 0.955 0.368 

knowing his position on the chart. Therefore it follows that the difficulty level of the task 

does not correspond to the level of language proficiency. 

Table 5 ESL students 

Segment 3 4 6 7 1 2 5 10 11 9 8 13 

Student S13 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 CD 0 

S12 1 1 . 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 

S11 1 @ 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 

S20 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 

S14 . 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 @ 0 CD 0 0 0 

SOB 1 @ 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 CD 0 0 0 

S18 1 1 1 1 1 1 @ @ 1 0 CD CD 0 0 

S19 1 1 1 1 1 1 @ 1 CD 0 0 0 0 0 

S15 1 1 1 1 @ 1 1 @ 0 0 CD 0 0 CD 
S17 @ 1 1 1 @ @ 1 1 0 CD 0 CD CD 0 

SlO 1 1 @ CD 0 0 CD 0 0 0 0 

S16 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

S06 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

S09 1 1 @ 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

S03 @ 1 1 0 CD 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

S02 1 @ 0 0 0 0 0 0 CD 0 0 0 0 

S04 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

SOl 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

S05 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

S07 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
0= deviant score 

As is evident from Table 6, the graduated dictation test was very difficult for EFL students. 

They could write down at least some part of each segment correctly, yet not many of the 

students could reproduce what they heard without an error. Requiring the EFL students 

to write dO\\ll each segment without a single error is considered to be one possible explanation 

for such a result. A different cut-off point in scoring may have produced different test 
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results for the same test since many students could write down at least a part of each 

Segment 

8tudent 812 

Table 6 EFL students 

1 4 263 5 7 8 
1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 

9 10 11 12 13 14 

o 0 0 0 0 0 

810 1 1 1 @ 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

8401@IICDOOOOOOOOO 

801 1 1 0 0- 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

833 1 1 0 0 0 o· 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

S17 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

80711000000000000 

84211000000000000 

S60 10000000000000 

831 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

820 1 0 0 000 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

S22 1 0 0 0 00 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

S44 1 0 0 00 0 0 '0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

809 1 0 00 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
841 @ CD 0 O. 0 0 0 0 . 0 0 0 0 0 0 

849 @ CD 0 0 00 00 0 0 0 0 0 0 

821 @ CD 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

815 

839 

804 

830 

845 

825 

852 

802 

S03 

805 

@ CD 0 
@ CD 0 

o '0 0 '0 

o 0 00 

@ CD 0 0 0 0 0 

@ 0 CD 0 0 '0 0 

@ 0 CD 0 0 0 0 

o 
o 
o 
o 
o 

@ 0 CD 0 0 0 

@ 0 CD 0 0 0 

o 0 

o 0 
o 0 0 0 0 0 o 0 

o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 

o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 

o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 

o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 

o 0 0 0 

o 0 
o 0 0 0 0 0 

o 0 
O=deviant score 

o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 

o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 

segment. Nevertheless, there are many deviations suggesting that the theoretical order is 

not identical with the difficulty order indicated on the chart (Table 6). As for E8L students, 

the graduated dictation test is considered appropriate in difficulty. Yet, the theoretical order 

of the graduated dictation test differs greatly from the actual order shown on the chart 

(Table 5 and 7). The comparison between the theoretical difficulty order (bawl on the number 

of words in a segment) and the actual order (based on the number of segments correctly 

reproduced) was made using rank order correlation. 
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Table 7 

The Comparison between the Theoretical 

Difficulty Order (T) of Segments and the Actual 

Difficulty Order (A) on Scores of ESL Students 

Segment T A Segment T A 
---

I 1.5 5.5 8 8 13 

2 1.5 5.5 9 9.5 12 

3 3 1.5 10 9.5 8 

4 4.5 1.5 11 11 9 

5 4.5 7 12 12 10.5 

6 7 3.5 13 13 14 

7 6 .3.5 14 14 10.5 

. The theoretical difficulty order correlated with the actual order at the level of 0.732 (p 

< 0.05, df = 12). This result indicates that the number of words in a segment has something 

. to do with the difficulty level of each segment. However, the correlation is not strong enough 

to say that the number of words in a segment alone enables us to predict the actual difficulty 

level of the segment. 

5. Conclusion 

As George Miller (1956) wrote in his famous article "The Magical Number Seven, Plus 

or Minus Two : Some Limits on Our Capacity for Processing Information", we can hold 

abut 7 chunks in our short-term memory at 'one time. Therefore, if one word is counted 

as an independent unit, the.listener would possibly have difficulty holding more than 7 words 

in his / her short-term memory unless he uses some scheme of grouping, such as a single 

unit into a smaller number of chunks possibly with support from higher-order knowledge 

such as syntax and semantics. Thus it seems logical to assume that the longer the segment 

length becomes, the more difficult writing it down would become, and that the longer segment 

the subject can reproduce correctly, the more proficient he should be. Therefore the graduated 

dictation test seems to be a criterion-referenced test of "language proficiency" because the 

amount of information that the subjoct can hold in the short term memory can be considered 

as an index of his language proficiency. An analysis of a graduated dictation test, however, 

shows that longer segments do not necessarily mean more difficult task. It also reveals 

that the difficulty level of the task cannot be a reliable index of language proficiency since 

the longest segment the subject can answer correctly does not reliably predict how many 

of segments he could answer correctly. Therefore this result leads us to doubt the assumption 

that the number of words that the subject can process at one time can be an index of the 

level of language proficiency. 

In short, a graduatffi dictation test cannot be considered appropriate as a criterion-referened 

test. Therefore, it is necessary to devise another kind of criterion-referenced test that tells 

us how proficient the subject is at a particular point of time as well as how proficient 
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the subject has become in the course of his language learning. Since manipulation of segment 

length may not necessarily provide us with such a criterion-referenced test. it is necessary 

to further investigate fundamental elements that would make such tests possible. 
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