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● 1. Background: 
○ We tested foreign language students at our 

universities using ACTFL Proficiency tests of 
speaking, listening, and reading from 2014-
2017. 

● 2. Results: 
○ Overall (all data): Where do students get to? 
○ At the individual institutions: What 

background variables or other factors account 
for outcome differences? 

● 3. Ongoing Initiatives
○ Combining databases 
○ Impacting curricula, articulating evidence-

based, background informed, realistic goals

Overview
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1. Background Information (Institutions)

University of Utah03
● Languages tested: Arabic, Chinese, 

Korean, Portuguese, and Russian
● Number of tests administered: 2,772

University of Minnesota02
● Languages tested: Arabic, French, 

German, Korean, Portuguese, Russian, 
and Spanish

● Number of tests administered: 6,952

Michigan State University01
● Languages tested: Chinese, French, 

Russian, and Spanish
● Number of tests administered: 14,000+ 

3● Tests used: ACTFL OPIc, RPT, LPT



2. Results

● We will show you average learner results 
by language, by year in program for
○ OPIc (speaking) 
○ RPT (reading)
○ LPT (listening)
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Trends:
1. Many students do 

reach Advanced 
low in their 
foreign language 
by 4th year, but it 
tends to be in 
reading.

2. Plateauing fits the 
ACTFL proficiency 
model, in that 
there is more to 
learn later on, so 
vertical growth 
“slows” (or is not 
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Results: Background Information Collected (Survey 
Data)

Importance of Language 
Learning

05 ● Likert scale rating importance
● Speaking, Reading, Writing, Listening 

Activities Outside of 
Classroom

04
● Activities in the language such as

○ interaction with native speakers
○ using social media
○ playing games

Abroad Experience03 ● Formal study abroad experiences
● Other abroad experiences

Formal Education02 ● Prior experience with the language before entering 
tertiary education 

Context of Exposure01
● Family members
● Community
● Friends 

Purpose of Language 
Learning

06
● Why are they studying the language?

○ Complete a graduation requirement, prepare for 
studying abroad, learn about heritage, travel, fun, etc.
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Individual Highlights - Michigan State - Advanced 
Learners136 Advanced language learners with background-survey question data: 
● 41 (30%) were Advanced in speaking
● 40 (29%) in listening
● 115 (85%) in reading

They made up 7 groups according to the their advanced skill profile: Advanced 
in... 

1. Speaking only (N = 18)
2. Reading only (N = 70)
3. Listening only (N = 1)
4. Speaking and reading (N = 8)
5. Speaking and listening, (N = 2)
6. Reading and listening (N = 24) 
7. All three skills (N = 13)
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What predicted their Advanced status? 
(What characteristics did they have in 

common?)Video-
watching 
is number 
1!
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Take-aways from this MSU study on Advanced 
Learners: 
● Strong benefits related to digital L2 media use. 
● Digital media use is not sufficiently fostered within the 

classroom as much as it should be. (It may be fostered now 
through heritage connections or study abroad 
experiences.) 
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AT MSU, we also looked at how individual 
students did when they took multiple (two or 
more)  OPIcs and filled out our background 
questionnaire. 814 learners: 

144 Chinese 
251 French 
46 Russian 
374 Spanish
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From 2014-2016 data pool: 

Out of 814 participants:
● Growth = 370 (45%)
● No Change = 323 (40%)
● Decrease = 121 (15%)
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Take-aways from looking at repeat test takers: 

Inter-individual differences explained initial proficiency and 
growth substantially. Overall, students did better when they 
took the OPIc subsequent times. Thus, the OPIc measured 
growth, but with some noise. 
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Decline of the solo major; Growth of the 
secondary majorGroup at MSU Languag

e
Count Speaking Reading Listening

Secondary or 
Dual Major

French 186 27% 48% 32%

Russian 20 1% 15% 1%

Spanish 553 11% 55% 25%

Total 759 15% 52% 26%

Language-
only Major

French 41 54% 71% 46%

Russian 2 0% 0% 0%

Spanish 82 30% 72% 48%

Total 125 32% 70% 46%Percent of majors reaching Advanced in the skill.Icons by freepik.com



Take-aways from changes in the major: 
● Foreign language programs should collaborate with academic 

units that commonly share dual majors with them. 
● Our data question a strong, traditional emphasis on literature 

for majors. 
● Dual language majors often cannot study abroad; thus they 

may need additional experiences (media engagement, 
experiential learning) to mirror the growth that solo-language 
majors gain from study abroad.



Minnesota: Previous Exposure 
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● Number of years of high school study
● Point of entry into postsecondary curriculum

Influence of previous exposure to language on 
university proficiency



Individual Institution Highlights – Minnesota
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Spanish 4th Semester

Spanish: Ratings by Semester Point of Entry
Testing at end of 2nd Year Testing at end of 4th year



Individual Institution Highlights – Minnesota
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6th Sem: Effect of High School 
Experience

3 of 18 with less than 3 years = 17%

3 of 15 with less than 3 years = 20%

French



Take-aways from UMN study on 
Pre-University Language Exposure: 

● Higher proficiency students retain proficiency advantage throughout

● Language major  programs are highly dependent on students who did 
not begin at the university

● Students should have opportunity to learn more languages for 4 years 
in high school.
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Individual highlights – Utah
Vocabulary and Reading Proficiency

● Participants = Chinese - 46; Russian - 48; Spanish - 61.
● Learners took the RPT and the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT). 
● The VLT measures how many of the most frequent 4,000 (Chinese) or 

5,000 (other) words a learner knows.
● Cross-tabulations and linear regression analysis showed that:

● 1000 and 2000 word knowledge generally correlated with ACTFL Intermediate reading level
● 3000 and 4000 word knowledge generally correlated with ACTFL Advanced reading level
● 5000 word knowledge was associated with ACTFL Superior level
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Take-aways 
● Vocabulary sizes of the participants included in this study were 

not impressive.
● Second and fourth semester students generally did not have 

mastery of the most frequent 1000 words.
● Upper division students without an extended immersion 

experience did not evidence large receptive vocabulary 
knowledge, e.g., only one traditional third year Russian student 
had mastered the 1000 most frequent words.

● To facilitate higher reading proficiency, we may need to take a 
more intentional approach to vocabulary learning.
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Individual highlights – Utah
Proficiency and grading practices: what the data show

● Are grading practices aligned with proficiency?

● Does the relationship between course grades and proficiency 

outcomes vary depending on the language or the course level?

● What role does immersion experience in the language play in this 

relationship?
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Individual highlights – Utah
● Arabic, Chinese, Korean, Portuguese, Russian
● We acquired final course grades for all students tested in 2015-17.
● Letter grades were converted to grade points using the following scale:

○ A = 4.0, A- = 3.7, B+ = 3.3, B = 3.0, B- = 2.7, C+ = 2.3, C = 2.0, C- = 1.7, 
○ D+ = 1.3, D = 1.0, D- = 0.7, E = 0.0

● Assessment scores were converted using the following scale:
○ 0 = 1; 0+ = 2; 1 = 3; 1+ = 4; 2 = 5; 2+ = 6; 3 = 7; 3+ = 8; 4 = 9; 4+ = 10; 5 = 11

● Composite scores were calculated by averaging speaking, reading, and 
listening assessments scores. Composite scores were only calculated for 
students who took all three assessments at the end of a given semester.
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Take-aways

● Grading practices are not clearly aligned with proficiency 

development. 
● This lack of alignment is more evident when students have a 

non-classroom learning background. 
● This may indicate that grading is based to a large extent on 

classroom-related behaviors (attendance, participation, extra 
credit, etc.) and other factors that are unrelated to (or separate 
from) proficiency.
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Open Science/transparency

Thorough reporting

Availability of materials

Data

Pre-registration 

“Proper inference requires full 
reporting and transparency” 

(ASA, 2016)

Open Science Badges



Open Science/transparency

Replication

Greater comparability of 
results

More informed critiques of previous research

Researcher Training

Efficiency

Our 
Database



Replication (Marsden et al., in press; Plonsky, 2015; Polio & Gass, 
1997; Porte & McManus, 2019)

Why? (NOT as a means to find fault, but…)

● To refine results and test generalizability
● Science is (or should be) self-correcting
● Because studies are often based on small samples       

unstable
● To teach/learn how to do research. 



Replication

+Citations lead to impact!
and…

+Prestige

The three journals with the most replications (also rated as 
most prestigious (LL, MLJ, SSLA)



Replication



3. Ongoing Initiatives: Combining Databases 
● We are creating a combined, 

publicly available database
of the Proficiency Flagship 
Initiative data.

● From 
○ Minnesota
○ MSU
○ Utah
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Who can use the data
● Three main groups can use the data:

○ Researchers to conduct primary or secondary research.
○ Instructors and students to teach or study statistical 

methods using a robust and large data set of language-
learning data. 

○ Future principal investigators and researchers for an 
example of a data-management plan for funding proposals 
or to archive primary-research data.



What we are uploading
The Data

1. Test data and basic demographic variables collected by testing 
companies (gender, university A, B, or C)

2. Background data on the individuals who tested

Metadata (called the technical documentation or the codebook), which are 
critical to effective data use as it conveys information that is necessary to 
analyze the data and then to interpret results.

● Codebook with a listing of the variables, along with their definitions, and 
what data values represent. 



Where we are uploading the data

Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social 
Research



Uploading “Flatsheets,” with unique identifiers

Student Data



Uploading “Flatsheets,” with unique identifiers

Enrollment Data



Uploading “Flatsheets,” with unique identifiers

Exam Data



Uploading “Flatsheets,” with unique identifiers

Coming next! Background Data



Still left to do (before November 2019)
Background-data flatsheet being combined now; complicated 
as background surveys changed over the three years and 
were not aligned across institutions until the final year.

We are writing the codebook. 

Disclosure review to ensure data anonymization: Final review 
and cleaning of the data for anything that identifies any 
individual.



What the data cannot be used for
Evaluating programs

Example:  Showing that the Arabic program is ‘better’ than the Spanish 
program because students reach higher levels of proficiency in Arabic.

Example 2:  Showing that students at University 1 are better than 
students at University 2 with the implication that the program at University 1 
is better than the program at University 2.



What the data can be used for
Example 1:  Assume that you have been asked to investigate a proposal to 
fund a program of Chinese in the public school system.  You could go into the 
database and locate data for Chinese students who began their study in high 
school versus those who began at the university.

Example 2:  Assume you have been asked to investigate the importance of 
establishing a program for heritage learners in your university.  You could 
look at results and show heritage and non-heritage students are distinctly 
different.   

Example 3:  Assume that you want to gather information about the 
outcomes of study abroad.  You could find information that would allow you 
to compare students with and without study abroad and match those data 
with background information. 



Thank you! 
Questions?

Fernando Rubio & Jane Hacking, University of Utah 
Dan Soneson, University of Minnesota

Paula Winke & Susan Gass, Michigan State University
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