A106 Duncan McArthur Hall
511 Union Street

Kingston, Ontario, Canada K7M 5R7
October 15, 2011 

Valerie Campbell
Managing Editor, 
Canadian Journal of Applied Linguistics/ 
Revue canadienne de linguistique appliquée
Re:  REVISION AND RESUMMISION ––The Influence of the Social Interactional Context on Test Performance: A Sociocultural View
Dear Valerie:

Thank you for the detailed review of my manuscript, The Influence of the Social Interactional Context on Test Performance: A Sociocultural View. Given the quality of the reviewers’ feedback, I have revised and am resubmitting the paper to Canadian Journal of Applied Linguistics/ Revue canadienne de linguistique appliquée. I have carefully attended to each of the reviewers’ comments and feel that their suggestions have served to greatly strengthen the paper. Please find attached a detailed list of revisions made to the manuscript. 

I am eager to publish this paper in Canadian Journal of Applied Linguistics/ Revue canadienne de linguistique appliquée as I fully agree with the reviewers that examining the influence of the social, interactional context on test performance is of great importance in language assessment. Further, I believe that Canadian Journal of Applied Linguistics/ Revue canadienne de linguistique appliquée is an ideal journal for this work given the Canadian context where this study took place and previous published articles in the area of language assessment. Should you have any questions or concerns regarding my revisions, please do not hesitate to contact me at youyi.sun@queensu.ca. I look forward to the outcomes of the review. 
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Youyi Sun
PhD candidate
Faculty of Education,

Queen’s University, Canada

Canadian Journal of Applied Linguistics/ Revue canadienne de linguistique appliquée
- List of Revisions -

Title: 
   The Influence of the Social Interactional Context on Test Performance: 
A Sociocultural View
Author: Youyi Sun
Contact: Youyi Sun (youyi.sun@queensu.ca)
In response to the reviewers’ feedback, I have made several substantial revisions to the manuscript. Please find below a list of reviewer recommendations and my responses and revisions made to the text. In addition, I have reviewed the manuscript for grammar, APA, and clarity. 
Reviewer B
1. It is unclear what the authors are investigating. They say that they are investigating the influences of a social, interactional context on test performance, but as they stated earlier in the paper, context is inseparable from performance. 

Response: The purpose of this study has been reworded to make it clearer what was investigated by this study. Now it reads:
Drawing on sociocultural theory, this study aims to investigate the influence of the test method as social interactional context on test performance in a small group oral language test in the English for academic purposes (EAP) context as a source of evidence for test validation. (p. 4)
2. Furthermore, context cannot generate cognitive and strategic processes. Context may influence these processes, but it does not generate them. The dialogue in the students’ performance creates context which in turn influences the trajectory of the dialogue. To understand that, you have to be prepared to see two things happening simultaneously when speaking.   On the one hand, it is the manifestation of cognition, and on the other hand it is an artifact to be responded to.  In other words, speaking is simultaneously process (cognition) and product (an utterance). The authors only seem to be seeing one part of this simultaneous process.
Response: Following the reviewer’s suggestion, additional references have been inserted in different sections of the text to support the claim that language use is both the manifestation of cognition and an artifact to be responded to. For example:

From an SCT perspective, language is one of the symbolic tools we use to “mediate and regulate our relationships with others and with ourselves and thus change the nature of these relationships” (Lantolf, 2000b, p. 1). Language use is both a socially communicative act and a medium for the internal organization of experience. Therefore from the SCT point of view, language is both the result of and the tool for social interaction. It owes both its origin and its continued activation and use to social interaction. (p.4)
Jacoby and Ochs (1995) noted that as interaction unfolds interactants are constantly monitoring, determining, and responding to interactional event, and that “every interactional moment is a unique space for a response to which subsequent interaction will be further responsive” (p. 178). When discussing contextual interaction, Douglas (2000, p. 43) points out that context is “dynamic, constantly changing as a result of negotiation between and among the interactants as they construct it, turn by turn” (quoted from Chalhoub-Deville, 2003, p. 374). (p.6)

3.  The paper is centred around the concept of “incorporating a sociocultural approach” (p. 5) in order to investigate the influence of context on test-taker performance. It is unclear what they mean by the term sociocultural approach, as they have not defined it. They do offer that according to sociocultural theory that context and performance may not be separated, but I’m not sure what they mean by incorporating a sociocultural approach. Are the authors suggesting that they are attempting to understand students’ cognitive processes by accounting for the cultural/contextual variables interacting with test performance? 

Response: A substantial literature review on sociocultural theory and its applications in and implications for L2 education and assessment in relation to this study has been added 
See the two sections entitled “Sociocultural Theory in Second Language Education” (p.4) and “Sociocultural Theory in Second Language Oral Performance Assessment” (p. 5)
4. The authors need to explain their conception of validity and sociocultural theory. Validity is complicated, with numerous conceptualizations and approaches to it. It is insufficient for the authors to not provide a detailed explanation of their interpretation/approach to validity when it is such a central aspect of their paper. The same sentiment needs to be expressed about their lack of addressing of sociocultural theory. The paper should include a review of this theory in second language education.
Response: These are useful comments in strengthening the paper. Following these comments, (1) a substantial literature review on sociocultural theory and its applications in and implications for L2 education and assessment in relation to this study has been added (see above); (2) the following paragraph has been added to explain the author’s interpretation/approach to validity:
Validation is an evaluation process which involves developing and evaluating evidence for proposed score interpretations and uses (Kane, 2006; Xi, 2008). Brown, Hudson and Bonk (2002) argued that the issue of validity must be dealt with for performance assessments just as it is for any other forms of testing “– in an open, honest, clear, demonstrable, and convincing way” (p.5), especially when the test score is used to make high-stakes decisions about students. Drawing on SCT, Swain (2001) suggests that when assessing proficiency, language testers should find a way to take account of the language that emerges during group interaction because cognitive and strategic processes are made visible in dialogue, and understanding these strategies and processes is important to an understanding of the construct being measured. Therefore, the dialogue among participants will be an important source of validation evidence. (pp.8-9)
5. I’m not sure what is meant by the term validation enquiry- is it to mean validation study?
 Response: The word enquiry is a typo, which has been changed to inquiry (pp.3; 17; 30; 31).The term validation inquiry is often used in educational assessment literature to refer to validation investigation or validation study

6. More information should be included about the EAP context. Since context is so integral to the study, it would be beneficial to the reader to understand the context in which the test is taking place. What are the stakes associated with the test? How many times are students permitted to take the test? What are the consequences of the use of the test? 

Response: More information has been included about the EAP context in the manuscript (pp.9-10):

CAEL Assessment scores are used to identify test-takers who have the ability to use EAP in university classrooms. The CAEL Assessment serves as a “gatekeeper” that allows or denies access to a program in universities. There are no restrictions on the frequency of test taking for students. At Carleton University, the CAEL Assessment is also used as a placement test in EAP support programs. Results of the test place the students into one of three main levels:

(1) Intensive ESL course level: for students whose English level is not high enough to begin credit courses;

(2) Credit ESL course level: for students who are admitted to a degree program but whose language skills require some additional support;

(3) English as a second language requirement has been satisfied. No ESL is required.

7. The authors state that Task 5 of the CAEL OLT is used in the study. No rationale is given for this choice. It is unclear how this task differs from the other tasks.
Response: Additional information about the tasks of the CAEL OLT has been included in the manuscript and the rationale for the choice of Task 5 has been given (p. 10):

Task 1 (2 minutes): making short presentations;

Task 2 (5 minutes): relaying information;

Task 3 (5 minutes): explaining choices;

Task 4 (5 minutes): summarizing main points

Task 5 (8 minutes): listening and responding to group discussion.
Since the current study focused on performance in group oral discussion, Task 5 of the CAEL assessment OLT was used.

8. The results show that the two groups that were created were of different abilities. What was the basis on which these groups were formed? Why were there not an equal number of students in the two groups?
Response: The following sentence has been inserted to explain this:

The participants were divided into two groups on a voluntary basis as the students were usually paired in this way in their classroom. (p.14)

9. I did not understand all of the differences between the different sections of the questionnaire that were used and how they contributed differently to the analyses and results. A sample of the questionnaire added to the appendix may help to add clarity.

Response (1) Following the reviewer’s suggestion, a sample of the questionnaire has been added to the appendix; (2) the section about the questionnaire has been restructured and additional information has been included (see pp.13-14) 

10. The questionnaire also attempts to address complicated constructs such as fairness. Yet, the authors do not discuss their conceptualization of the constructs and how the literature (i.e., theoretical conceptualizations) is guiding their development of the questionnaire.
Response: The following sentences have been inserted to link the construct with literature and the questionnaire:
 The co-constructed nature of interaction in a performance-based assessment situation presents challenges to language testers in terms of construct definition, reliability and fairness. (p.6)

The twelve questions in Part C were designed to elicit information on the students’ perception of the two test methods: the individual test and the group test, in terms of test validity (questions 15-18), test-related anxiety (questions 19-20), preference of test method (questions 21-22), test difficulty (questions 23-24) and test fairness (questions 25-26). (p14)
11. There are multiple instances where the sentence structure interferes with interpretation of the authors’ meaning. There are also instances of split infinitives, and other grammatical mistakes. The paper would benefit from a thorough edit.
Responses: Following this suggestion, the manuscript has been reedited for accuracy and clarity and for APA format.

12. They write in their conclusion:
“From this perspective, the social interactional context will not be seen as an additional source of measurement error, which jeopardizes test validity in terms of construct-irrelevant variance. Rather, it will be seen as part of what we are trying to measure.”
It seems to me that this statement should be the fundamental basis for their research, and not the conclusion. According to sociocultural theory, context and performance cannot be separated, which is essentially what the authors have stated here (i.e., it is their conclusion, not their starting point).
This finding is not new. I recommend that the authors re-visit this paper, beginning with a thorough review of sociocultural theory in second language education, and examine their data considering that speaking is simultaneously process (cognition) and product (an utterance).  

Response: These are valuable comments in strengthening this paper. Following these comments, the Introduction section has been restructured. The above statement has been moved to this section as the fundamental basis for this study. Now it reads:
The sociocultural perspective offers language testers interesting insights and has significant theoretical and practical implications for language testing. For example, since ability, context and performance are inextricably meshed in language use (He & Young, 1998), performance will not be seen as simply the manifestation of the individual’s ability. The more dynamic aspect of social interaction will not be considered simply as a source of construct-irrelevant variance that jeopardizes validity. Rather, it will be seen as part of what we are trying to measure, the absence of which may be a threat to test validity in terms of construct underrepresentation. As such, in test validation inquiry we need to describe and interpret the influences on test performance of the dynamic social interactional context from a sociocultural perspective.
A substantial literature review on sociocultural theory and its applications in and implications for L2 education and assessment in relation to this study has been added (see the two sections entitled “Sociocultural Theory in Second Language Education” (p.4) and “Sociocultural Theory in Second Language Oral Performance Assessment” (p. 5))

In both reviewing the literature and qualitatively analyzing the discourse data, the claim that speaking is simultaneously process (cognition) and product (an utterance) has been stressed.
Reviewer 2

1. There is too little research cited with regard to other investigations of paired oral/group interactions. The work of Swain and Lapkin in immersion settings has focused on co-construction (as have Swain’s students, see particularly Lindsay Brooks). Although some of this work is cited in the article, much more of their work should be cited here. Further, research reports abound on both the TOEFL iBT site and the IELTS site, as both of these major test developers have investigated co-construction as the basis of generating speaking samples in order to measure an individual’s proficiency in a language.
Response: More references have been added in the literature review section(see the two sections entitled “Sociocultural Theory in Second Language Education” (p.4) and “Sociocultural Theory in Second Language Oral Performance Assessment” (p. 5)). These additional references include some literature mentioned by the reviewer, e.g. Brooks (2009)
2. The article also needs to incorporate more research on testing and assessment that is informed by a social-cultural theoretical framework. A review of this work might well enrich the conceptualization of socio-cultural theory here 
Response: A section entitled “Sociocultural Theory in Second Language Oral Performance Assessment” has been added in the manuscript (p. 5).
3. Given the assertion by the researcher that sociocultural ‘context’ is important, ironically there is little (if any) consideration of the role of context in the study. Although test tasks are used to elicit talk across two situations (individual and group), this is not a testing context. There appear to be no or low stakes; this is not a test, this is more of a classroom activity and/or an activity undertaken for research; the group members are familiar classmates; the group talk occurs within the familiar setting of the classroom. How much ‘anxiety’ would be generated?  How is it possible to claim that the group setting generates less anxiety on a test? (p. 29) How is this relevant to a live-test context? There are clear limitations here that need to be acknowledged.
Response: By rewording the purpose of the study, it has been made clear that the social interactional context in this study is defined as the two different test methods. The influence of the test methods on test performance has been focused on throughout the data analysis and discussion. In addition, the following paragraph has been added to acknowledge the limitations of the study:
There are a number of limitations of this study that should be noted. First, as has been mentioned, because of the small sample size (N = 23), any results from the analysis of the current study should be only interpreted as suggestive. Second, although the study was conducted in the final examination context, stakes associated with this test should be lower compared with a live-test context. Third, the sample was taken from one class; the students were familiar with each other, and the EAP teacher, who was the rater of the classroom group work in this study, was also from the same class. Therefore, it is important to interpret the findings with these limitations in mind. (pp.28-29) 
4. There is a serious formatting problem in the article with such long passages of discourse (at times more than a full page in length). This formatting issue should be discussed with the editor. In other articles which deal with extended discourse, a table with two columns has been used: one column has the discourse itself, the other column has the running commentary. As it stands, the organization is ineffective.

Response: I have reedited these sections and would like to discuss this issue with the editor if/when the manuscript is accepted. 

5. The following sentence on p. 8 of the article is very confusing. “Each of these two tasks was used in parallel versions by changing test method facets.” Rewrite and explain (if you feel it is necessary to use the term test method facets, exactly what this term mean, where is comes from, etc.).

Response: It has been revised. Now it reads:
Each of these tasks was used in parallel versions by changing test methods.(p.12)
