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Abstract

Although today's educational environments are to a great extend multilingual, large-scale
foreign language examinations test heterogeneous groups with homogeneous examination
practices, without taking all ecolinguistic parameters into consideration. Trying to minimize
this limitation by calibrating examinations to the sociolinguistic and intercultural competence
definitions of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR),
secures to an extend construct validity. However, the question still arises, if "one test fits all".
This paper focuses on oral foreign language assessment discourses, where discursive co-
construction and social nature of performance prevail. Adopting the ecolinguistic approach
(Fill, 1996) the paper investigates the notion of symbolic competence (Kramsch & Whiteside,
2008) in the context of oral language examinations. By analyzing oral data the paper seeks to
address, how ecolinguistic parameters concur in examination discourses and to what extend

this effects the validity of measurement.
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1. Introduction

The observations and questions that are about to follow, undoubtedly mirror the
author's own observations both as an examiner and as an on site observer for the Greek state
oral examination for the German Language! with a different cultural background than that of
the target language and later as a trainer of a corpus of oral examiners, in their majority of
Greek origin with German either as their second/foreign language, acquired at a secondary
education level, or as their bilingual skill acquired during their (mostly monolingual)
upbringing in a German-speaking country. Some also were brought up in bilingual home
situations with one German-speaking parent either in Greece or a German-speaking country.
Although the specifications for joining the KPG examiner corpus did not pay attention to the
examiner's linguistic/cultural background, a distinction between nativeness and non-
nativeness was very present in examiners' self- and other-perception, with those born in
German-speaking countries being perceived as native, regardless of the other features of their
linguistic environment. This perceived distinction between nativeness, non-nativeness and
native-speakerism (Holliday, 2006, p. 1) from the examiner's side has primarily spurred the
research presented in this paper. Along with the above observation came the question, what
language are we really testing, when examiner and examinee possess the same linguistic
conventions, express themselves in the same annotative/connotative sphere, though different
from those of the target language. And because nativeness, non-nativeness and native-
likeness reflect an identity, to what extend does identity manifest in oral examination
discourses and could this influence the course and outcome of the discourse, which in testing

terms would mean a washback on the validity of evaluation.

! As a module of the Greek State Examination for Foreign Language Proficiency, henceforth referred to as KPG.
The KPG Examination is a high-stakes nationwide examination that certificates language proficiency in the
following languages: English, French, German, Italian, Spanish and Turkish.
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Having witnessed a significant amount of testing situations, especially on C-level of
proficiency?, where examiners evaluated candidates as fully linguistically, sociolinguistically
and pragmatically competent for the examined level and still "felt something was not in
order", or situations where communication between examiner and examinee failed for
completely different reasons than the ones expected, reasons other than non-proficiency of
the examinee or lack of examiner experience, and this came across in the rating, the author
began to examine the dynamics in oral examination discourses from a new perspective that
would allow us to better grasp, how the blurry (for the most of us and the most of language
teachers and testers) concepts of declarative knowledge, skills and know-how and ‘existential’
competence, as described in the CEFR, make their appearance in oral examination
discourses, what does this mean for test constructs such as tasks, rating grids, training
material etc.

In the first section of this paper, the author briefly discusses the weaknesses of both
the communicative and the intercultural competences in globalized learning and testing
environments, while sketching the need for an ecolinguistic approach. The notion of symbolic
competence as well its role in second/foreign language teaching and testing are presented in
Section I1. Section 111 briefly discusses the methodological path followed and presents the
oral data used as well as preliminary results of the analysis, in order to provide fruitful
insights into how historicities as part of symbolic power manifest in oral examination

discourses. It will then offer suggestions for further research.

2. Towards an Ecolinguistic Approach
Ecolinguistics could and should be seen by researchers as a theoretical model for

interdisciplinarily approaching questions that remained up until now unanswered in a

2 According to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (henceforth CEFR).
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monodisciplinary context. The fundamental objective of ecolinguistics was explained by
Steffensen & Fill (2014) with the following metaphor: "For the last few decades, ecological
linguists [...] have sought to re-orientate linguistics to 'external landmarks' that could lead the
language wanderer from the structural wasteland into a fertile terrain of human activity,
saturated by language, interactivity and co-existence" (Steffensen & Fill, 2014, p. 7). The
term linguistic ecology was first introduced by Norwegian-American linguist Einar Haugen
(1972), himself an immigrant, who adapted the notion of ecology from the works of German
philosopher and biologist Ernst Haeckel (1866) into the realm of language and interaction.
Haugen (1972) gave a most precise definition of the field of ecolinguistic study, that reflects
the universality of the approach: "Language [...] only functions in relating these users to one
another and to nature, i.e. their social and natural environment. Part of its ecology is therefore
psychological: its interaction with other languages in the minds of bi- and multilingual
speakers. Another part of its ecology is sociological: its interaction with the society in which
it functions as a medium of communication. The ecology of a language is determined by the
people who learn t, use it, and transmit it to others” (Haugen, 1972, p. 325). The ecological
perspective on language considers different linguistic codes, different discursive patterns,
speakers or groups of speakers, social and cultural constructs and natural surroundings as
interrelating agents in the sphere of linguistic functionality, as dynamic entities of an
ecosystem. Therefore, adopting an ecolinguistic approach means bridging small (or even
larger) gaps between micro- and macro- fields of humanities research and not overlooking
one parameter® that could be difficult to predict. Since quantification is often the case in
language testing research, where the distant small island of oral language assessment still
remains uncharted territory, because its dynamic ecosystem is difficult to measure, quantify

and standardize, it could prove to be a fruitful research field for adopting the ecolinguistic

3 Haarmann (1980, p. 199) determined basic ecological parameters, such as the social, cultural, psychological
interactional, ethnographic and linguistic. Recent bibliography also identifies individual traits and discursive,
ideological, historical, chronotopic, narrative motifs etc. as such.
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approach, with main aim to develop a sense of the way reality is co-constructed in the context
of oral language assessment.

Before discussing the advantages of taking on an ecolinguistic approach to
Second/Foreign Language research, a brief account of the history of Ecolinguistics as a
subfield of Applied Linguistics as well as of the weaknesses of both the communicative and
the intercultural approach in Second/Foreign Language Teaching and Testing is in order?.
Haugen's (1972) aforementioned thoughts on the ecological approach to language were firstly
adopted by applied linguists in the 1990's. From linguistic diversity research, code-switching,
language death and revitalization and language rights (Miihlhdusler, 1996, 2001a; Fill &
Miihlhdusler, 2001; Crystal, 2000; Coronel-Molina, 1998) to Second Language Acquisition
(van Lier, 2004) fragments of ecolinguistic thinking appeared, either explicitly or implicitly.
Since Halliday's plenary talk at the IX. AILA World Congress in 1990 and the 1993 and 1996
AILA Symposia (Alexander/Bang/Deer, 1993; Bang/Deer/Alexander/Fill/Verhagen, 1996)
Ecolinguistics became the focus point of the working Research Group for Ecology, Language
and ldeology (ELI), University of Odense, Denmark® the Ecolinguistics Association,
University of Gloucestershire, with a stronger focus on language and environment/nature and
advertising discourse, the AILA Scientific Commission for Language and Ecology, and other
various important ecolinguistics circles and researchers. As already said, the holistic
paradigm of ecolinguistics does do its name justice, its diverse spectrum of applications from
education to environment and to market discourse, points to a dichotomy between a
metaphorical and a non-metaphorical notion of ecology (Fill, 2001, p. 43), with the first one

anchored in sociolinguistics and the second one in discourse analysis. Though both in

4 A more detailed review of bibliography on Ecolinguistics and on the transition from the communicative to the
intercultural and finally to the proposed ecological approach to language in the field of Second/Foreign
Language Teaching is set out in the author's doctoral dissertation (work in progress).

5 Steffensen (2007) describes the roots of Ecolinguistics, its importance as a field of Applied Linguistics in the
AILA context, while discussing the radicality of both the ecolinguistic approach and of Dialectical Linguistics
within the ecolinguistic scope.
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Steffensen (2007, p. 7) and Steffensen & Fill (2014) it is argued, that nature and culture, real
ecologies and metaphorical ecologies, need to be seen (according to their interpretation of
Haugen's aforementioned definition of the environment of a language as both psychological
and sociological) as "inseparable aspects of a complex and dynamic system with certain self-
organizing characteristics” (Steffensen, 2007, p. 9) and in fact only in a multilingual/-cultural
context. Based on this, four ecologies of language were proposed: symbolic, natural,
sociocultural and cognitive (Steffensen & Fill, 2014, p. 7).

Steffensen & Kramsch (2008 and reviewed version, personal communication,
September 2015) defined the above categorization as the ground upon one needs to
understand the development of ecological perspectives on second language acquisition and
socialization (Steffensen & Kramsch, personal communication, September 2015). Although
the development of communicative competence in the 1980s indicated the turnabout of SLA
research towards social contexts, the pedagogy of communicative competence "still reflects
the strong structuralist leanings of its audiolingual predecessors - it focuses on student recall
of information rather than on the analysis of that information” (Swaffar, 2006, p. 247), in the
sense that particularly at basic and independent levels of proficiency®, learners are socialized
in the target language mainly in generic, normative contexts formed by specific conceptual
categories and domains of usage, as defined in the CEFR. Kramsch (2015, Athens
presentation) argued that "foreign language teaching demonstrated the correct and incorrect,
appropriate or inappropriate ways of using language and learners are taught to distinguish
between these ways", so that this knowledge could then be validated through standardized
practices. Rarely in the field of second/foreign language learning and testing are those
categories put in diverse social, cultural, physical, historical, ideological contexts, which

results to a fixed, artificial habitus. The reason therefore lay in the fact that in second/foreign

& According to the CEFR A-level basic use of language corresponds to Al- (Breakthrough) and A2- (Waystage)
levels. Similar to this, B-level independent use corresponds to B1- (Threshold) and B2- (Vantage) levels, while
C-level proficient use corresponds to C1- (Effective Operational Proficiency) and C2- (Mastery) levels.
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language teaching and testing language is regarded mainly as a means of code-
communication (learning objective was a common code and a sociocultural adaptation to that
code), and thus as a more standardizable variable, and not as a co-constructing, reality-
changing power. In this contradiction we can trace, what Steffensen & Fill (2014) criticized,
namely that language in itself was perceived as a different construct than language use.
Influenced by the audiolingual approach, the communicative approach to language learning
was built on the ground of the "written language bias" (cf. Linell, 2005 in Steffensen & Fill,
2014, p. 16). Following the communicative approach, we teach, and test for that matter, small
entities of languages and instances of communication, especially in basic and independent
levels, but also in proficient levels, as it will be argued as follows. Learning and being
evaluated in a second/foreign language in such a normative context in a consequential
manner ("learn and show me what you have learned in a specific timeframe, for a specific
situation™) creates a hiatus. The communicative approach dictates that "learners need to be
able to talk ("can do")’ about the concepts required (modified input: specific speech acts
generating specific actions)’ with their teachers and peers (controlled environment)’, to
participate in conversation about the issues, before they can be expected to apply the concepts
and the modes of reasoning in literate products” (van Lier, 2004, p. 161). Van Lier (2004)
then argues that although "in the short run students may achieve good test scores™ (van Lier,
2004, p. 161), "narrow test-based accountability cultures™ (van Lier, 2004, p. 161) oversee
the internationalization of symbolic representations, so that learners' proficiency, regardless
of level, is later challenged by cultural diversity and complex multilingual settings, as they
were formed in the last decade due to extensive migration, social mobility, internet
technology (Jacquement, 2005) and globalized (virtual) spaces. An ecolinguistic approach to

language learning would mean a re-evaluation of communicative settings and norms not only

" Author's personal comments.
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in the sense of incorporating different digital tools to old settings, but also in the sense of
incorporating the discourse that reflects the new settings. In this manner, language users will
consider each other's social reality. The consensus of focus on universalities (Flinn, 2006;
Stivers et all., 2009), that was suggested 40 years ago by communicative competence and is
still pursued as the cornerstone of second/foreign language teaching and testing has been put
to the question and so is the intercultural approach, that served the "one language - one
culture assumption”, as Blommaert (2005, p. 216) describes the dualities of national
languages (L1-L2) and national cultures (C1-C2). "An ecological approach to language
education does not seek dialectical unity, or bounded analyses of discrete events, but on the

contrary open-endedness and unfinalizability" (Kramsch, 2009, p. 247).

3. The Notion of Symbolic Competence

Open-endedness, unfinalizability and time/space-unboundedness channel the idea,
that "the meaning expressed through language operate on multiple timescales, with
unpredictable, often unintended, outcomes and multiple levels of reality and fiction™
(Kramsch, 2009, p. 247) and add a virtuality factor to linguistic experiences. "Sense-making
depends, to a large degree, on the attribution of semiotic values in the flux of the lived
experience" (Kravchenko, 2016, p. 110). Fluidity of space and culture (Kramsch, 2009) is
consistent with Santos' (1995) philosophical stance of diatopical hermeneutics: "The topoi of
an individual culture, no matter how strong they may be, are as incomplete as the culture
itself. [...] Incompleteness in a given culture must be assessed from another culture's topoi.
[...] The objective [...] is [...] to raise the consciousness of reciprocal incompleteness to its
maximum possible by engaging in the dialogue [...] with one foot in one culture and the other
in another” (Santos, 1995, p. 340 in Guilherme & Dietz, 2015, p. 3). Assimilation into the

target language/culture, as it was perceived by the intercultural approach, is now redefined by
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ecolinguists as a multiscalar 'embodied habit of interaction' (Steffensen & Fill, 2014), which
presupposes the effert of willingness to emerge one's Self to the Other's perspective (Byram,
1997) not only "on the micro-social scale of the interaction, but also on biographical
timescales [...], macro-social timescales of the institution, and ideological timescales of
society" (Steffensen & Kramsch, personal communication, September 2015). For the foreign
language learner the goal would now be to adapt her Self to the context of the Other, by
performing her identity®, by reflecting in historically contingent ways upon the Other's point
of view, by code-switching and reading contextualization cues (Canagarajah, 2007; Cenoz &
Gorter, 2011), in order to reframe symbolic reality (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008).

The notion of symbolic competence proposed by Kramsch & Whiteside (2008)
incorporates the aforementioned virtuality factor and the emerging historicities in human
encounters. The authors described the ability to operate between languages (MLA, 2007)
more precisely as "a particularly acute ability to play with various linguistic codes and with
various spatial and temporal resonances of these codes” (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008, p.
264). A more ecolinguistic definition of symbolic competence followed by Kramsch (2011),
that considered discourse, and not culture, as the driving force for constructing and reframing
our social and organizational reality®. On this basis Kramsch (2011) defined discourse as a
symbolic system as follows:

e SYMBOLIC REPRESENTATION. It denotes and connotes a stable reality

through lexical and grammatical structures (e.g. Saussure 1916/1959; Benveniste

8 Lemke (2002) gives a detailed definition of learner performativity: [...] the 'learner' includes not only the here-
and-now of his/her learning, but also memories of previous learnings, projections of future scenarios, as well as
subjective appraisals and fantasies, and identifications with remembered, relived, and potential selves
(Steffensen & Kramsch, personal communication, September 2015).

% The use of the term 'competence’ is discussed extensively in the author's doctoral dissertation (work in
progress). In the context of Kramsch & Whiteside (2008), Kramsch (2011), Steffensen & Kramsch (2008, 2015)
and related work, symbolic competence is nature-depended - an inevitable human disposition - without ruling
out the capability of subjective, arbitrary decision-making. In that sense, it is a competence, although
‘competence’, as translated in the context of second/foreign language teaching and testing, somewhat fails to
deliver the essence of the notion as a co-constructed power between speakers, that emerges through discourse
and differs from discourse to discourse and from environment to environment. Kramsch (2011) brought this
differentiation to light by defining discourse as a symbolic system and not symbolic competence per se.
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1966). These structures are to be seen as conceptual categories, idealized cognitive

models of reality that correspond to prototypes and stereotypes through which we

apprehend ourselves and others (e.g. Lakoff 1987; Fauconnier & Turner 2002).

Discourse as symbolic representation focuses on what words say and what they reveal

about the mind.

e SYMBOLIC ACTION. Through its performatives, its speech acts, speech genres,

facework strategies and symbolic interaction rituals (e.g. Austin 1962; Goffman 1967)

discourse as symbolic action focuses on what words do and what they reveal about

human intentions.

e SYMBOLIC POWER. Through the intertextual relations it establishes with other

discourses, the moral values it expresses, the subjectivities and historical continuities

(or discontinuities) it constructs, discourse as symbolic power (e.g. Weedon 1987;

Bourdieu 1991; Butler 1997) focuses on what words index and what they reveal about

social identities, individual and collective memories, emotions and aspirations.

(Kramsch, 2011, p. 357).

The above interpretation of discourse as reality-constructing and re-constructing
power demonstrates, in sum, that discourse, cognition, agency and institution define and build
upon each other in an ongoing cycle of mutual constitution (Markus & Kitayama, 2010).
Cognitive models profit from experience (Markowitsch & Staniloiu, 2011, p.141) and thus
symbols and concepts carry different connotations, quite apart from what they may 'represent’
(Bateson, 1972, p. 139). The correlation between utterance and intended meaning implies a
certain degree of subjectivity. Subjective meanings are then transformed by language into
fragments or reality and are categorized by the speaker in “semantic fields or zones of

meaning" (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 55), that encapsulate our individual historicities:

Unauthenticated
Download Date | 4/13/17 5:10 AM



Within it is possible for both biographical and historical experience to be

objectified, retained and accumulated. [...] By virtue of this accumulation a

social stock of knowledge is constituted, which is transmitted from generation

to generation [..]. My interaction with others in everyday life is, [...]

constantly affected by our common participation in the available social stock

of knowledge. (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 56).
Since the nature and the environment of most interactions nowadays are complex, ‘common
participation’ and foremost a common ‘available social stock of knowledge' cannot be seen as
the norm. Discourse intelligibility!® (Lorey, 1996), as a prerequisite of legitimization of
utterances and thus identities, needs to be understood and assessed under the ecolinguistic
scope. The legitimization!! (Benveniste, 1966) and naturalization of cultural identities
(Butler, 1997) is substantiated according to Kramsch & Whiteside (2008) in the symbolic
plane. It is through this plane, that speakers can cross historical boundaries and narrative
borders, re-frame a common view of the world and re-position themselves into the discourse
(Cherry, 1998; Rampton, 1998). Under the ecolinguistic scope, symbolic competence can
facilitate an interdiscursive personogenesis?, only on the ground of which communicative
competence can develop.
4. Symbolic Competence in Foreign Language Teaching and Testing

Although the main goal of communicative competence, as envisioned by Dell Hymes

(1966), was the pursuit of social inclusion and justice, communicative language teaching and

10 Lorey (1996) interpreted Judith Butler's (1997) celebrated concept of intelligibility as something "[...] that,
along specific historical regulating practices, is regarded as perceivable, standard, thinkable und speakable"
(Lorey, 1996, p. 33, author's translation from German).

11 Benveniste (1966) described the nature of performative utterances as 'legitimate’ or 'illegitimate’, while Austin
(1962) used the more affective terms 'felicitus' and 'infelicitus', same as Searle (1969, 1979) who referred to the
contexts of a legitimate performative utterance as the ‘conditions of satisfaction'.

12 The author's adaptation to Rossler's et al. (2015) 'holly moment of personogenesis', where they describe how
elephant calves, as animals unable to smile, bond with their mothers through deep infrasounds produced by the
later, and imply that there might be a mechanism to cure autistic children of their smile-blindness by ‘acoustic
smile therapy', generating sounds that can be perceived as a smile and thus teach that function to autistic
children.
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testing have served as a ground for creating 'corporate’ learners and language certificate
holders, in the sense that it was mainly interpreted by the language learning market as the
ability to execute, that is: agreeing on problem-solving tasks and/or argue on predetermined
‘politically-correct' tasks, that created no friction between interlocutors. In the long run, this
approach served the purposes of standardization of knowledge and performance that is now
becoming even more and more difficult to apply to globalised communities and classrooms.
Today's language learners are 'potentially heteroglossic narrators, whose utterances contribute
to the construction, perpetuation or subversion of particular cultural, historical, ideological,
aesthetic etc. contexts' (Kramsch, 1996). The newest pedagogical methods to foreign
language learning such as differentiated instruction, flipped classroom, linguistic landscapes
(Scollon & Scollon 2003; Shohamy & Gorter, 2009; Jaworski & Thurlow, 2010) etc. reveal a
tendency toward an anti-bias, social justice education (Tomlinson, 2001; Grant, 2007;
Santamaria, 2009; Valiande, Kyriakides & Koutselini, 2011; Shyman, 2012; Bannister,
2016), but, on the basis of the ecological approach to foreign language learning, it is through
symbolic competence that language learners can be aware of their own and their interlocutor's
multiscalar narratives and re-shape meaning in historically contingent ways. The mentioned
pedagogical strategies can help language teaching professionals to work toward that
objective.

On grounds of its institutional organization, foreign language testing has had its share
of commercialism, as a classification tool of working forces, that were certified in using
language in the 'corporate’ way discussed above. The economic trade 'high-stakes' metaphor
gives credence to the above observation. As already discussed, the sterile environment of
standardization of performance that was perpetuated in foreign language classrooms, effected
the structure of high-stakes language tests. As far as oral performance is concerned,

candidates are evaluated on the basis of generic contexts, that allow little room for personal
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narratives. Although the main principles of measurement and measurability are ensured, we
still can't claim that 'one fits all' and that subjectivities are guaranteed not to emerge in the
examination discourse. Examiner and examinee are 'heteroglossic narrators' (Kramsch, 1996)
as well: the texts they speak, though initiated by normative testing stimuli, express though;
they perform symbolic actions, reflect symbolic power and simulate social reality and are not

just "instances of grammatical or lexical enunciation” (Kramsch, 1996).

5. Objective, Data and Methodology

Since oral examination discourses undergo the same ecolinguistic patterns as
intercultural discourses, this paper aims to reveal how the third facet of discourse as symbolic
power (Kramsch, 2011), and more specifically how subjectivities and historical
(dis)continuities emerge in controlled and calibrated oral examination discourses between
examiner and examinees of different cultural/linguistic backgrounds and narratives and how
this may influence the evaluation process and outcome®2,

To support the above hypothesis, oral language examination data were collected,
transcribed following the HIAT-conventions (Ochs, 1979; Ehlich, 1992; Rehbein et al.,
2004)'* and analyzed on the principles of Critical Discourse Analysis (Fairclough, 1992,
1995; Van Dijk, 1993; Caldas-Coulthard and Coulthard, 1996; McKenna, 2004; Paltridge,
2006). Data was gathered by conducting oral language examination simulations®®, divided to
two groups: an experimental group comprised of one examiner of German background and
six examinees of Greek background, and a control group comprised of one Greek examiner

and six Greek examinees. Target-language of the oral examination was German. The

13 The examples presented in this paper are part of a larger study regarding all three facets of Kramsch’ (2011)
definition of discourse researched in multicultural oral language examination settings, conducted within the
scope of the author’s doctoral dissertation (work in progress).

14 The oral data used was transcribed with the EXMARaLDA Transcription and Annotation tool (University of
Hamburg, Hamburger Zentrum fiir Sprachkorpora, http://exmaralda.org/de/).

15 In consequence of the privacy data protection law of the Greek State, data from actual oral language
examinations cannot be acquired for research purposes. Audio and video recordings are prohibited.
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simulations were conducted according to the philosophy, test format and task typology of the
KPG Foreign Language Examination for the German Language. The KPG Examination is
calibrated to the CEFR and is destined mostly for Greek candidates, although participation of
citizens other than Greek is not prohibited®®. The examinees were evaluated at C-level'’, for
the reason that subjectivities, historicities and personal narratives are more likely to occur,
when lexical and grammatical competence are proficient and tasks allow the candidate at
some point to express her personal point of view.

Since calibrated to the CEFR, the KPG Examination follows the principles of
communicative language testing. The tasks chosen for the simulations were taken from
different past KPG examinations, in order to ensure authenticity and validity of the
simulations. Although task typology will not be extensively discussed in this paper, it is
worthy to mention that the KPG Examination offers for all three levels of proficiency
mediation tasks, both as oral and written activities (Stathopoulou, 2013, 2015), which could
serve as a ground for adapting the test to the ecolinguistic approach. As described by the
KPG Examination Guidelines, examiners were given two hours prior the simulations to read
through tasks. The examination’s natural settings were chosen on the same principles as the
actual KPG oral examination. All participants were informed about the objectives of the
study and consented in writing to participate in video recorded simulations.

Both the German and the Greek examiner have similar professional profiles and
adequate experience as German language examiners. In the KPG examination each examinee
is evaluated by two examiners; during the examination Examiner A is the interlocutor, while
Examiner B is the observer. Examinees were chosen according to the profile of possible KPG

C-level examinees: on the time of the simulations they were learners of German either at C1-

16 "Candidates that are allowed to participate to the KPG Foreign Language Examination are citizens of Greece
currently living in Greece, expatriated persons that still hold the Greek citizenship, EU-citizens or foreigners,
who live, work and receive an education in Greece or outside Greece and who poses knowledge of Greek at a
basic level" (KPG online information, 2007, author's translation from Greek, retrieved 2016).

17 The KPG C-level examination is a graded exam, that evaluates both C1- and C2-level proficiency.
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or C2-level, they have had prior experience with oral language examinations and they were
informed about the format of the KPG examination. All examinees were adults from 20 to 30
years of age. The number of female and male examinees was the same. As the KPG
Guidelines dictate, the examinees were evaluated in pairs and were paired based on age.

In order to ensure validity of the study and support the analysis of data, the author,
following the principles of triangulation (Gilles & Edwards, 2005; Herringhton et al., 2007;
Lanwer, 2015) piloted, distributed and administered questionnaires at the end of each
simulation to examiners and examinees. The examiner questionnaires were used in
comparison to rating grids and scores, in order to examine, if and to what extend the
emergent subjectivies and historicities had a washback on rating process and test score

validity.

6. Preliminary Findings

At this point it should be stressed, that due to limited access to a larger corpus of data,
the study should be regarded as qualitative; a case study that wishes to reflect upon the
aforementioned objectives and develop a sense of the testing circumstances, on which
subjectivities and historical (dis)continuities emerge in normative contexts.

The data analysis revealed, that there are indeed instances in oral examination
discourses, where historical dimensions of the identity of interlocutors are brought to the fore.
Excerpt 1'® between the German examiner and one Greek examinee illuminates the above.
Together with these expressed historicities one can also detect the subjectivities, values and
emotions attached as well as the different indexicalities of concepts between German
examiner and Greek examinee and the emphasis that is put on these indexicalities by each of

the interlocutors.

18 The English translation of Excerpt 1 is to be found in Appendix B. Appendix B presents transcription
abbreviations.
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[91]

Pra [v]
Kb [v]

[92]

Hm Ahm Also Sie
Hm"

Pra [v]
[K]

glauben, achtzehn ist das angemessene Alter.
Pause ((2,1s)) zwischen Priifer- und Kandidatenduferung

[93]

Kb [v]

Njaaa * * * Ach, eh « Ich bin eeh ¢ nicht der Meinung, um diee/die « Wahlalt zu
lachelnd lachelnd

[94]

Kb [v]

erhohen, zum Beispiel zum zwanzig Jahren, das ist ¢ eeh ein bisschen iibertrieben.

[95]

Kb [V]
[K]

Eeh Also ja, ¢ » achtzehn ist ein gutes Alter.
Pause ((0,8s)) zwischen Kandidaten und PriiferdufSerung

[96]

Pra [v]
[k]

In Deutschland war das mal einundzwanzig.
Pause ((1,2s)) zwischen Priifer- und Kandidatendiufierung

[97]

Pra [v]
Kb [v]

[k]

Ja, bis in diee &h Anfang siebziger Jahre.

Mit einundzwanzig?
lachelnd, erstaunt

Pause ((1,1s)) zwischen Priifer-

[98]

Pra [v]
Kb [v]

[k]

War es

Das kannte ich nicht.
lachelnd

und KandidatendufSerung Pause ((2,7s)) zwischen Kandidaten- und PriiferdufSerung

[99]

Pra [v]
Kb [v]

also eine « sch/ schlechter Zustand damals. Das war doch ein schlechter
Eh Wie bittee?

[100]

Pra [v]
Kb [v]
[K]

Zustand. Vor neunzehnhundertsiebzig.
Eeeh

Pause ((1,1s)) zwischen Priifer- und Kandidatenduf3erung

[101]

Pra [v]

Kb [v]
Kb [K]

Also die
quasi fragend
ach eeenm ((4,1s)) eh, Entwchuldingung, ich eh blockiert. _Ha! Eeh...
verschlieBt die Augen mit der einen Hand
seufzend, unbeholfen lachend
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[102]

Pra[v] Entscheidung war richtig. Das déh auf achtzehn Jahre zu senken.
Kb [v] Vielleicht, aber ich eh ¢ weif nicht,

[103]
Kb [Vl ob/ was Sie sagen, dass die Wahlalt ist mit einundzwanzig Jahren, als hat eeh/ ist man in Deutschland

[104]

Fra N, jetzt nicht mef._Deasist  geéindert worden. »»* Das hat man newrzehnhundertsiebzig gefindert.
Kb[v]  miteinundzwanzig eeh...

[105]

Pra[v] Naa? Vorher war das so. _Jetzt ist es auch ¢ wie in Griechenland.

KbV Ap I_Geindert. Not

[106]

Pra[vl Gut! Kommen wir zum/ zum zweiten Thema.
Kb [v]

Excerpt 1: Transcription segments 91-106© (Vovou, 2016)

6.1 Description of the Testing Situation

The task, in the context of which historicities emerged, has all the characteristics of
communicative testing tasks, as described in the CEFR: communicative context, theme and
typology of the task are CEFR-calibrated. The task is the first activity of three in total for the
whole KPG oral examination at C-level and is comprised of two subtasks. For the first
subtask each candidate is handed out a card with arguments in note form (one pro- and one
contra-card). Each candidate has to argue on the basis on her card. This task does not allow
the candidate to express her own opinion, but rather focuses on how effectively the candidate
understands, textually connects and somewhat expands the notes given. For the second
subtask each candidate has to answer (a) more general question(s) based on the same theme.
Here the candidate is asked to project her own thoughts and values and defend her own
personal stance. Each candidate has four minutes to handle both subtasks. The theme of the

task used in this simulation was "The right to vote' and the question of the second subtask,
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where the historicities shown in Excerpt 1 emerged, was formulated as follows: "Discuss

when in your opinion an individual should be regarded of legal age and why"!° .

6.2 Interpretation

In Excerpt 1 historical discontinuities between the German examiner and the Greek
examinee arise as a result of an ineffective answer of the posed question (subtask two). The
examiner repeats the question in a less elaborate manner as part of the 'topic reformulation’
control strategy and the 'lexical/grammatical simplification' and ‘request for clarification’
accommodation features (Berwick & Ross, 1993), in order to control answer timespan,
ensure comprehension and facilitate a communicatively effective answer. The examinee then
quasi answers the reformulated question; he acknowledges the utterance of the examiner and
agrees with it by reversing the examiner utterance content, but does not elaborate further,
which is the objective of the C2-level. In order not to abandon the topic sooner than the
predestined duration, the examiner brings a historical/social element to the discussion, and
later adds more information to that element. Communication begins to considerably fail,
when the examiner indexes the concept 'Zustand' in a different way than the Greek
examinee. The examiner gives historical meaning to the concept by implying connotations to
the sociopolitical situation in 1970's Germany, the German Autumn and the debate around
the concepts of 'democracy’ and the ‘age of (criminal) responsibility’. At that specific
instance, the oral examination discourse discussed was intertwined with other historical and
social discourses.

This caused the Greek examinee to lose his train of thought, make very long pauses,
both between examiner and examinee utterance and within her own utterance, use

paralinguistic features to express anxiety, use an affirmation signal in his L1, repeat some of

19 Author's translation from German.
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the examiner's utterances to try to affirm understanding, lose face (Goffman, 1967) and

eventually not fulfill the task and lead the examiner to task abandonment.

6.3 Washback on test scores

Based on the questionnaires filled out by both examiners, one gains the impression
that both the German and the Greek examiner think the examinee often experienced
‘communicative stress' because of Examiner's A German background. Apart from that, both
reported that they think the examinee's personal narratives and cultural awareness sometimes
influenced his utterances. When asked in the questionnaire, what evaluation criteria did the
above compromise, both examiners replied that 'task completion' was compromised. In the
corresponding question about the influence of cultural awareness on the examinee's
utterances, the German examiner replied that historicity gaps compromised not only ‘task
completion’ but ‘cohesion and coherence’, 'lexical range and appropriacy of linguistic choices'
and ‘fluency' as well. This could be a first indicator, that symbolic power is a variable to be
considered in oral foreign language assessment.

The rating grids revealed an interesting turn of events, as far as 'task completion’ is
concerned. Based on the answers of both examiners, one would expect that ‘task completion’
would receive a lower grade. Rating grids though showed that both examiners awarded 'task
completion' with the highest score. The ratings for 'cohesion and coherence’, 'lexical range
and appropriacy of linguistic choices' were in accordance with the thoughts revealed in the
questionnaires: the ratings of the German examiner were lower than those of the Greek
examiner. Although there is an obvious washback of the emergence of historical elements on
test scores, the highest score attributed by both examiners to 'task completion' could result
from parameters such as: the instance, on which historicities emerged, was only a subtask,

while the rating on the ‘task completion’ criterion reflects the evaluation of the first task as a
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whole; both examiners have experience and training in high-stakes oral language
examinations and regarded the emergent historicities as not indicative for determining, if the
examinee was C2-competent. This could also mean, that they both see a difference in
nativeness and native-likeness and don't regard the C2-level as near-native. Or they think that
even a same-aged German as the Greek examiner would not attribute the same indexical
value on 'schlechter Zustand' and the historicities would fail even then to come across. Task
completion’ descriptors may also have influenced the examiners' decision. If descriptors don't
reflect upon subjectivities, historicities, values and the indexes of cognitive processes they
bring out, then examiners could indeed have pointed out in their questionnaires that
'something did not feel in order’, but didn't know if and according to which exact criterion

this was supposed to be attributed.

7. Discussion

Apart from the above assumptions, many language teachers and examiners as well
could have also argued that a C-level examinee should have been in the position at least to
adapt to the communicative situation and use strategies to ensure effectiveness of her
utterances by requesting more information, by asking for the examiner to explain the
intentions of her utterances, by asking for the meaning of specific concepts etc. This would
be a first step towards operating between languages (MLA, 2007) but also towards tolerating
ambiguity and reframing reality (Kramsch, 2006; Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008) as well.

The examinee was not able to adapt his personal narrative to the historicities emerged
in the discourse by the examiner’s utterance, even though the specific utterances were
believed by the examiner himself to be accommodative. One reason for this is that our
foreign language teaching, from basic to proficient use, still strongly focuses on language as a

structural and functional means of communication and not as 'a plural and flexible ground for
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communication' (Swaffar, 2006, p. 247). At this point, many language teachers will argue,
that this is not the case; interculturality is an important part of language curricula, stands out
in textbook activities and is embraced by most up-to-date pedagogical approaches. And their
arguments are more than valid: our objective in the FL classroom is to create
communicatively and interculturally competent speakers, but we do this within normative
environments, both real classroom environments and the environments projected by the
communicative situations we base our teaching and testing upon. The fundamental difference
of the ecolinguistic approach to foreign language learning is that it exceeds those normative
environments: cultural features of the target-language are not only taught, but students are
urged to "reflect on what is at stake historically, professionally, or cognitively in [...]
engaging in practices characteristic of" (Swaffar, 2006, p. 249) the other culture.

Some pedagogical applications have already given a priority on this kind of
adaptation and aim toward guiding the learner to transform her own narratives into new
contexts, and thus "engage students in more personally-evocative ways" (Fonken, 2008).
Kramsch (2009) proposes retelling and rereading activities, and even repetition tasks: “In an
effort to make language use more authentic and spontaneous, communicative language
teaching [...] has put a premium on the unique, individual, and repeatable utterance in
unpredictable situations. And yet, there is a value in repetition as an educational device:
utterances repeated are also resignified" (Kramsch, 2009, p.209). Larsen-Freeman (TESL
presentation, 2015) pointed to the language teaching strategy of technemes, a methodology
first presented by Stevick (1959), where the conditions for completing a task slightly change
from the first try to the next. This method also reflect fragments of the theory of embodied
cognition and would be an interesting aspect for further research. Interested teachers could

also look as well into the other pedagogical application proposed at an earlier point of the

paper.
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8. Conclusions and Future Research

The notion of symbolic competence as first described by Kramsch & Whiteside
(2008) should not be perceived as a measurable construct. To reveal resemblances between
oral examination discourses and multicultural discourses and acknowledging these
resemblances as part of a changing world and a changing literacy would be the future goal of
foreign language teachers and testers. A first step towards that goal would be to adapt the
‘communicative situations' proposed by the CEFR to new settings; change the surroundings,
the domains within which language is being used in classroom activities and testing tasks, in
order to learn, teach and assess language not only performance but performativity as well in a
Self- and Other-referential way, not against an idealized standard.

The broader research, upon which this paper is based, will reflect on the extent to
which symbolic power impacts on validity and reliability, on the extent to which discourse as
symbolic representation, action and power relates to test constructs such as tasks, rating grids,
etc., on how to foster examiner awareness of symbolic competence and dynamic complex

systems and on how test guidelines and specifications could make use of new domains.
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Appendix
English Translation of Excerpt 1

Excerpt 1 - English Translation

[91]

Pra [v] Hm Ahm So, you
Kb [v] Hm’

[92]

Pra[v] think, sixteen is the appropriate age.
[k] pause ((2,1s)) between examiner and examinee utterance

[93]

Kb[v] Njaaa e« Ach, eh « Ich bin eeh * not of the opinion, that the voting age should be
smilingly smilingly

[94]

Kb [Vl raised, for example to twenty years, that would be + eeh a bit exaggerated.

[95]

Kb[v] Eeh So yes, * * eighteen is a good age limit.

[K] pause ((0,8s)) between examiner and examinee utterance

[96]

Pra[v] In Germany it was twenty one.
[k] pause ((1,2s)) between examiner and examinee utterance

[97]

Pra [v] Yes, up until the seventies.

Kb[vl]  With twenty one?
smilingly, astonished

[K] pause ((1,1s)) between examiner and

[98]

Pra [v] The

Kb [v] | didn't know that.
smilingly
[k] examinee unterrance pause ((2,7s)) between examinee and examiner utterance

[99]

Pra[v] . conditions were ba/bad then. The conditions were

Kb [v] Eh Sorry?

[100]

Pra[v] bad. Before nineteen seventy.

Kb [v] Eeeh

[k] pause ((1,1s)) between examiner and examinee utterance
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[101]

Pra [v] So the
prompting

KDVl ach eeehm ((4,19)) eh, sorry, | eh blacked out. _Ha! Ech...

Kb [K] hand on eyes

sighing, smiling awkwardly

[102]

Pra[v] decision was right. To lower the age to eighteen.

Kb [v] Perhaps, but |

[103]

Kb[vl eh - don't know, if/ what you are talking about, the age is to twenty one

[104]

R No, not any more. _That is * changed. « + « That was changed after nineteen seventy.

Kb [v] that in Germany with twenty one ech...

[105]

Pra V] Yes? That was the case before. _Now it's * the same as Greece.

KbV An!_Changed. Now

[106]

Pra[v] Good! Let's go on to the second task.

Kb [v]

Excerpt 1: Transcription segments 91-106© (Vovou, 2016)
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