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Introduction

· Dictation is one of the oldest techniques known for testing progress in the learning of a foreign language.

· Until the end of the Middle Ages, it was used to transmit course content from master (teacher) to pupil in the first language classroom.

· Dictation is really a family of teaching and assessment procedures.

Dictation is an Assessment Procedure

· Dictation is more than a test of spelling and memory.

· DICTATION is particularly interesting as an ASSESSMENT PROCEDURE because, depending on how you set the scoring criteria, it can be either very narrowly focused on linguistic competence or more broadly focused on the communication of meaning – communicative competence being a more up-to-date conception of language.

Dictation is a Teaching Procedure

Even with a testing procedure as traditional as dictation, there are many directions a teacher can take to connect the assessment device to learning.

Extra time to review

For example, the simple step of allowing some extra time for students to review what they have written before the final reading of the stimulus material will help them to identify the gaps in the reproduced text.

The learners can then focus their listening during the final reading on those areas in which they are lacking information.

Exchange Papers

Another variation for making the task more communicative and for promoting students’ awareness in a nonassessment context is to have students exchange papers a compare their own work with their partner’s dictation.

Pair-work

In pair-work they can fill in the missing bits together, negotiation their understanding as they do so. In this sense, dictation can be used as a teaching/learning activity instead of (or in addition to) an assessment device.

Wesche’s Framework for analyzing tests

Every Test consists of FOUR parts 

· According to Wesche (1983), every test consists of four parts:

	1
	Stimulus Material

	2
	Task Posed to the Learner

	3
	Learner’s Response

	4
	Scoring Criteria


1. Stimulus Material

· Whatever LINGUISTIC OR NONLINGUISTIC INFORMATION is presented to the learners to get them to demonstrate the skills or knowledge we want to assess. 

· For example, in a standard dictation, the stimulus would be the Text read aloud by the teacher.

2. Task Posed to the Learner

· The TASK ITSELF, however, is often psycholinguistic in nature, and thus is not always observable 

· (For example, to understand the text well enough to reproduce it.)

3. The Learner’s Response

· It is the Observable Manifestation that he or she can indeed do the mental task that has been set for him or her. 

· For example, the students would demonstrate their understanding by writing the passage as they have heard it, word by word, with a certain level of morphological accuracy.

4. Scoring Criteria

· It is up to you, as the teacher, to decide what you are trying to assess (i.e., a validity issue) and what you want the students to attend to (i.e., a washback issue)

· For example, spelling errors may no be counted wrong these days if the learner’s meaning is clear and the text the student has written shows that he or she has understood the morphemes.

· Lernd, or lernd for learned it could be counted as correct

· The spelling scores do not correlate with other scores on a battery of language tests. As many native speakers are not good spellers.

Types of Dictation

	1
	Standard Dictation

	2
	Partial Dictation

	3
	Graduated Dictation


1 Standard Dictation

The procedure includes three reading sessions:

1. The teacher reads aloud a passage (or plays a tape recording)

2. Usually the passage is only about one paragraph in length.

3. First Reading. The students listen to get the main idea.

4. Second Reading. The teacher reads the passage again, this time pausing to break the paragraph into sense groups, phrases, or clauses called BURSTS.

5. The teacher pauses after each burst. During the pause, the students are expected to write down exactly what the teacher has just said.

6. Third Reading. The teacher reads the passage once more, without pauses, for the students to check their work.

7. Editing. In order to promote self-monitoring and careful editing skills, many teachers build in a minute for the students to review what they have written before this last reading.

	Standard Dictation
	

	Stimulus material
	The Text

	Task posed
	To understand the text well enough to reproduce it.

	Learner’s Response
	Writing the passage as they have heard it, word by word, with a certain level of morphological accuracy.

	Scoring Criteria
	It is up to the teacher (i.e., comprehension, spelling, listening skills, note-taking skills, 


How to change the difficulty level of the dictation tests

The relative ease or difficulty of any test will be affected by the following factors:

	· The speed and clarity with which the text is read

	· The complexity of the syntactic structures in the passage

	· The Learners’ familiarity with 

· Vocabulary, 

· The topic in general, and 

· The structure of the discourse genre (type)

	· The lengths of the “bursts” 

	· The pauses between bursts.


PAUSES between BURSTS
How long should the teacher pause between the bursts during the second reading?

Three rules of thumb 

1. The examiner should “subvocalize the spelling of each sequence of verbal material twice during the pause while the examinees are writing it

2. The examiner should repeat the entire burst silently to himself four or five times while the students are writing

3. The examiner should count the number of letters in the burst, divide by two, and follow each burst with a pause of that many seconds. So a burst containing 22 letters would be followed by a pause of eleven seconds, and so on.

2. Partial Dictations

As in a standard dictation, the teacher reads a passage aloud. What is different, however, is that instead of writing on a blank page, the learner is presented with a sheet of paper on which some parts of the text have already been reproduced.

	Partial Dictations
	

	Stimulus material
	It is altered

	Task posed
	It is more specific: instead of writing on a blank page, the learner is presented with a sheet of paper on which some parts of the text have already been reproduced.

	Learner’s Response
	To copy into the blanks of the page those parts of the text that has been omitted from the printed version, rather than to write the entire text.

	Scoring Criteria
	It is up to the teacher (i.e. used as diagnostic test, achievement test)


· A partial dictation may be less intimidating, particularly to lower-proficiency learners, than a standard dictation.

· The partial dictation is sometimes referred to as a “Listening cloze procedure.”

· You may choose to delete single words, phrases, clauses, or entire sentences.

· The choice rests largely on the purpose of the assessment.

· Given their tight focus on the deleted items, partial dictations can be useful as diagnostic tests.

Diagnostic Test

A diagnostic test, as the name suggests, is one that attempts to diagnose, or identify, a learner’s strengths and weaknesses, typically so that an efficient and appropriate course of instruction can be presented.

Achievement Test

Partial dictations can also be used profitably as achievement tests (or as part of an achievement test), in order to assess what your students have learned after a lesson or a unit of instruction.

3. GRADUATED DICTATIONS

A graduated dictation is one in which the bust at the beginning of the text are rather short. Successive burst gradually increase in length until they become quite challenging.

For example, the burst of a dictation are listed, along with the number of words in each item

The length of the items increases from 2 to 19 words in the subsequent burst of the stimulus material.

	Graduated Dictations
	

	Stimulus material
	It is altered from the standard dictation format (Successive bursts gradually increase in length)

	Task posed
	To comprehend the text

	Learner’s Response
	To reproduce in writing what thy hear and understand (rather than just hear)

	Scoring Criteria
	Used to assess comprehension (emphasis on meaning, rather than a routine copying process


What do you want your students to acquire?

	Objectives
	Do This

	Develop Listening Skills
	Standard Dictation

	Develop note-taking Skills
	Assess speed with which the examinees can write

	Spelling skills
	Assess accuracy in standard dictation

	Comprehension skills
	Graduated Dictation

	Taking timed exams skills
	Assess speed with which the examinees can write

	Assess lower-proficiency learners
	Use partial dictation

	Teach / Learn Activity
	· Give extra time to review

· Exchange papers

· Pair-work


EXERCISES

Think of a test with which you are familiar. Fill in the blanks below with brief comments:

	Name of test
	

	Stimulus material
	

	Task posed
	

	Learner’s Response
	

	Scoring Criteria
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