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Abstract

This study examined the domain definition inference for the AP Japanese exam,
which aims to measure language proficiency in situations reflecting real life. For
the domain definition inference, this exam attempts to claim that (a) features of
examinee performance that provide evidence of language proficiency have been
identified, and (b) the assessment tasks are relevant to and representative of the
real-life domain. Focusing on the computer-simulated conversation task of the AP
Japanese exam, four assumptions underlying these claims were investigated: (1)
the target domain is clearly identified; (2) critical language skills and knowledge
needed in the target domain are identified; (3) assessment tasks that are
representative of the target domain are identified; and (4) assessment tasks that
require critical skills and are representative of the target domain are simulated.
Backing for these assumptions was gathered through analyses of exam-related
documents and test task characteristics, including context, input language, and
scoring criteria. This study found reasonable backing for the first two assumptions
and partial backing for the others. Therefore, this paper argues that the two claims
that the exam attempts to make for the domain definition inference are not fully
supported. It also discusses possible ways to improve the validity argument.

1. Introduction

Computer-based language assessments have become common, especially
for large-scale testing. Examples include the ACTFL Assessment of
Performance toward Proficiency in Languages (AAPPL) and the
Standards-Based Measurement of Proficiency—4 Skills (STAMPA4S).
Many of these tests include tasks that assess oral communication skills.
However, they often lack an interpersonal component—a shortcoming that
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Roever and Ikeda (2022) identify as a case of construct
underrepresentation. Most tests target only one-way/presentational oral
communication skills using monologic tasks. Against this backdrop, more
recent computer-based tests have started to include tasks assessing
interpersonal skills to achieve broader construct representation (Ockey and
Neiriz 2021). Nevertheless, the validity of such assessment tasks has not
been sufficiently investigated. In this context, validity refers to “an
integrated evaluative judgment of the degree to which empirical evidence
and theoretical rationales support the adequacy and appropriateness of
inferences and actions based on test scores or other modes of assessment”
(Messick 1989, 13; italics in original). This paper explores the validity of
computer-based assessment of interpersonal speaking through an analysis
of the computer-simulated conversation task on the AP Japanese Language
and Culture Exam. Specifically, the study focuses on the domain definition
inference as a component of the broader validation process.

1.1. AP Japanese Language and Culture Exam

The AP Japanese exam was first administered in 2007. More than 3,000
students take the exam every year (College Board 2024). The intended
test-takers are high school students enrolled in the AP Japanese course
whose first language is not Japanese and who have received the equivalent
of 300 hours of college-level introductory Japanese language instruction.
The exam is designed to assess communicative language skills and
learning objectives outlined for the AP Japanese Language and Culture
course (College Board 2020, 19-21). The AP Japanese course
“emphasizes communication (understanding and being understood by
others) by applying the interpersonal, interpretive, and presentational
modes of communication in real-life situations” (College Board 2020, 7).
The interpersonal mode involves spontaneous, two-way communication.
The interpretive mode refers to one-way communication, where listeners
or readers interpret meaning. In the presentational mode, the speaker or
writer prepares and shares information with an audience in one-way
communication. Key aspects of communication skills emphasized in the
course include vocabulary usage, language control, communication
strategies, and cultural awareness.

The exam is approximately two hours long and consists of six
sections: Listening, Reading, Interpersonal Writing, Presentational
Writing, Interpersonal Speaking, and Presentational Speaking. Each
section targets specific modes of communication in the World-Readiness
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Standards (National Standard Collaborative Board 2015), as shown in
Table 1.

Table 1: The AP Japanese exam format (2009-2024)

Target mode of Number of

Skill Task type communication items Weight Time
Listening ~ Multiple choice Interpretive 30-35 25% 20 min. (Response

time: 12 sec. per
question)

Reading Multiple choice Interpretive 35-40 25% 60 min.

Writing Text chat Interpersonal 6 12.5% 10 min. (Response
time: 90 sec. per
question)

Writing Compare and Presentational 1 12.5% 20 min.

contrast article
Speaking Conversation Interpersonal 4 12.5% 3 min. (Response time:
20 sec. per question)
Speaking Cultural Presentational 1 12.5%  Preparation time: 4
perspective min. Response time: 2
presentation min.

The AP Japanese Conversation is an asynchronous oral communication
task designed to assess interpersonal speaking. Students first see the name
and photo of their simulated interlocutor, along with a brief explanation of
the situation in English. No other non-verbal cues, such as gestures or eye
gaze, are available during this task. Students then participate in a simulated
conversation by responding to four pre-recorded prompts (utterances
and/or questions) that they hear from the computer (see Appendix).
Students have twenty seconds to respond to each prompt without any
preparation time.

After the exam, the series of student responses is separated by prompts
and scored individually by human raters—teachers of Japanese at either
the high school or college level—who have received rater training from
the College Board. The College Board’s standard practice is to assign one
rater per response. The scoring rubric (College Board 2023) uses a 7-point
holistic scale, ranging from Score 0 to Score 6. A rater assigns a single
score based on three aspects: task completion, delivery, and language use.
Table 2 shows sample criteria for the conversation prompt score of 6,
which indicates the highest level of spoken interpersonal communication
skills.
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Table 2: Scoring criteria for the AP Japanese conversation prompt score of 6 (College Board
2023)

Task completion e directly addresses [the] prompt and provides a
very thorough and appropriate response;
includes elaboration and detail

Delivery e natural, easily flowing expression
e natural pace with minimal hesitation or
repetition

e pronunciation virtually error free
e consistent use of register and style appropriate
to [the] situation

Language use e rich vocabulary and idioms
e excellent use of grammar and syntax with

minimal or no errors
Note: Each conversation prompt score ranges from 0 to 6.

The College Board claims to use a variety of validity measures for all
AP exams (College Board 2020; n.d.-a; n.d.-b), including college
curriculum surveys, test development by subject matter experts, and
college comparability studies of test scores. For the AP Japanese exam, the
College Board (Baum 2007b; Tohsaku 2009) states that it periodically
conducts a college curriculum survey to ensure that the targeted topics,
skills, and knowledge covered on the AP Japanese exam are equivalent to
those covered in a college-level intermediate Japanese language course.
However, the results of the college curriculum survey have never been
made public.

Regarding test development, Tohsaku (2009) documented the brief
history of the creation of the AP Japanese exam. In 2004, the College
Board formed the AP Japanese Task Force with target-language experts to
define the target settings and draft the objectives, format, and
specifications for the AP Japanese exam based on the college curriculum
survey, the Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century
(National Standards in Foreign Language Education Project 1999), and the
ACTFL’s proficiency guidelines (Breiner-Sanders et al. 2000). The
College Board then formed the AP Japanese Development Committee in
2005 with target-language experts. This committee, together with ETS
assessment specialists, finalized the AP Japanese exam specifications and
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scoring criteria. This committee is currently responsible for reviewing
periodic curriculum surveys and writing new exam questions based on the
test specifications.

Regarding college comparability, Baum (2007b) reported that the
College Board conducted a study by administering a subset of the 2007
AP Japanese exam to college students and confirmed that the cut scores of
the exam grades were comparable to the grading standards of
corresponding college courses (e.g., A, B, C, D). However, Baum (2007b)
is the only document that reports the results of the AP Japanese exam
comparability study. As a result, it is unknown whether other
comparability studies have been conducted for the AP Japanese exam in
subsequent years.

Despite the College Board’s claim, the validity of the AP Japanese
exam has rarely been publicly discussed by the test developers or scholars.
In fact, even for other AP world language exams, publicly available
validity studies and documents explaining specific validity measures and
results are extremely limited. Several previous studies have examined
various aspects (e.g., college curriculum, psychometric structure, score
comparability) related to the validity of AP world language exams,
including Spanish, French, German, and Chinese (Arendt and Morgan
1995; Baum 2007a; Bischof 2005; Bischof et al. 2004; Ginther and
Stevens 1995; Liskin-Gasparro et al. 1979; Modu et al. 1975; Modu and
Weeks 1982; Morgan and Mazzeo 1988; Wimmers and Morgan 1990).
However, all of these studies, with the exception of Baum (2007a) for
Chinese, were conducted using older test formats. Furthermore, no
previous study has comprehensively examined the free-response sections
such as speaking and writing. To address this gap, the author initiated a
validation research project for the AP Japanese exam, focusing on the
speaking tasks (Suzumura 2020; 2022). This paper reports findings from
the initial phase of this project.

1.2. Theoretical Framework

The present study adopted an argument-based approach to validity
(Chapelle et al. 2008b) as an overarching framework. In the field of
language testing, validity is considered a multifaceted yet unitary concept
(Messick 1989). Validity concerns not only the traditional sense of
construct validity (i.e., whether the test measures what it intends to
measure) (Lado 1961) and the use of test scores, but also the value
implications and social consequences of the test. Several validation
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models have been proposed based on Messick’s unitary validity
framework. One of the prominent models developed using this framework
is the argument-based approach, first proposed by Kane (1992) and
extended by Chapelle et al. (2008b).

An advantage of the argument-based approach to validity over
checklist-style evidence-gathering approaches —such as the test
usefulness model (Bachman and Palmer 1996) and socio-cognitive model
(Weir 2005)— is that it provides a clearer roadmap for logical and
systematic validation (Chapelle and Lee 2021; Shepard 1993). Although
both approaches view validity as a multifaceted concept (e.g., content,
construct, social consequences, etc.) and aim to accumulate evidence, the
checklist approach does not provide a framework for determining where
to begin, how to proceed, and how to integrate findings related to different
facets. It is also unclear how much supporting evidence needs to be
gathered to make a validity claim. The argument-based approach, on the
other hand, breaks down the validation process into stages; these will be
further explained in the next section. This approach suggests that all claims
and underlying assumptions should be laid out and examined by gathering
supporting evidence at each stage. This roadmap allows researchers to
organize the validation process and integrate findings more systematically.
It also helps researchers organize findings from other studies and clarify
the interpretive arguments and assumptions targeted in those studies.

The argument-based approach conceptualizes validity as a multi-stage
interpretive argument linked by different types of inferences, including
domain definition, evaluation, generalization, explanation, extrapolation,
and utilization, as shown in Figure 1. Each stage of an argument consists
of a claim, warrant, assumption, and backing. A warrant for a claim is
based on some assumptions. Therefore, each underlying assumption must
be examined for its backing in a validation study. All the evidence gathered
in the assumption-checking process is integrated to make an evaluative
judgment of a claim. The evaluative judgment at one stage serves as the
ground for the next stage.
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Figure 1: Interpretive Argument Structure for the AP Japanese Exam (Chapelle et al. 2008b)

Domain Definition Evaluation Generalization Explanation Extrapolation Utilization
A 1A A A A A

Target | 3 |Observation|t |Observed | T |Expected| t |Construct| 7 |Target| 4 | Test
i i | Use

Domain Score | i | Score Score
Warrant Warrant Warrant Warrant Warrant Warrant
- Assumptions - Assumptions - Assumptions - Assumptions - Assumptions - Assumptions
-Backing - Backing -Backing - Backing - Backing -Backing

Domain definition is the very first stage of inference for an interpretive
argument. It aims to establish a link between performance in the target
language use (TLU) domain and performance observed on the test. A TLU
domain is “a specific setting outside of the test itself that requires the test
taker to perform language use tasks” (Bachman and Palmer 2010, 60).
Language ability in the TLU domain is what we want to generalize based
on inferences drawn from the test score.

In the context of the AP Japanese exam, for example, domain
definition inference generally concerns with how (clearly) the TLU
domain is identified and how well the assessment tasks developed
represent tasks in the target domain. In other words, it pertains to the
situational and interactional authenticity of the assessment task (Bachman
1990). Since the domain definition inference serves as the basis for
subsequent stages of inference, strong evidence for the domain definition
is critical to building a solid foundation for the validity argument.
Evaluation inference aims to ensure the intended relationship between
observed performances and scores on the exam. In other words, it
generally concerns whether the established rating criteria and scale are
appropriate and have been applied as intended. Generalization inference
addresses how reliable the observed scores on one exam or task are in
estimating the expected scores on parallel test forms or tasks. Explanation
inference addresses how the expected scores are attributed to a construct
of language proficiency. Extrapolation inference is concerned with how
the expected scores account for the quality of Japanese language
performance in real-life situations (target scores). Utilization inference
links the target scores to the decisions based on the scores, such as
awarding a certain number of college credits or placing in an advanced
course.

1.3. Domain Definition Inference
The focus of the present study is on domain definition inference. For large-
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scale tests, studies and documents related to this type of inference may
exist but are often not publicly available due to concerns such as test
security and intellectual property. As a result, it is difficult to find out what
kind of supporting evidence exists for many of these tests. One exception,
however, is Chapelle et al. (2008a), which publicly presented evidence for
domain definition inference for the Test of English as a Foreign Language
(TOEFL) iBT using an argument-based approach.

In their project, an interpretive argument for domain definition is
presented as follows:

The domain definition inference is based on the warrant that observations of
performance on the TOEFL reveal relevant knowledge, skills, and abilities in
situations representative of those in the target domain of language use in
English-medium institutions of higher education. This warrant, in turn, is
based on the assumptions (a) that assessment tasks representing the academic
domain can be identified, (b) that critical English language skills, knowledge,
and processes needed for study in English-medium colleges and universities
can be identified, and (c) that assessment tasks requiring important skills and
representing the academic domain can be simulated as test tasks. (Chapelle
2008, 322)

To support these assumptions, the test developers, including content
experts, conducted several studies. First, they analyzed the domain of
interest (academic life) and identified the test domain; the TOEFL iBT
targets “the communicative language ability of people whose first
language is not English” and measures their “English-language
proficiency in situations and tasks reflective of university life in North
America” (Jamieson et al. 2000, 10). They then reviewed relevant theories
of communicative language ability and language tasks, identified task
characteristics (e.g., situation, text material, and test rubric), and
operationalized the variables involved in each characteristic (Butler et al.
2000; Douglas 1997). Using this information, the test developers designed
test task prototypes that simulated target tasks in non-test situations
(Jamieson et al. 2008). These prototypes were piloted, and examinees’
performance was analyzed to adjust the test tasks (Enright et al. 2008).
Based on the results of these studies, Chapelle (2008, 325) concluded that
“test users can be confident that the performance test takers display as they
take the test reflects their academic language ability and use in the
academic domain.”

Adapting the argument structure used in Chapelle et al. (2008a), the
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present study proposes the interpretive argument shown in Figure 2 for the
AP Japanese exam. Note that the College Board did not specify claims,
warrants, and assumptions for the AP Japanese exam using an argument-
based approach, so the author instead proposed those based on Chapelle et
al. (2008a) and available information from the College Board.

Figure 2: Overview of the domain definition inference for the AP Japanese exam (adapted
from Chapelle (2008, 323))

Claim 1: Features of the examinee’s Claim 2: Test tasks that the examinees

performance that provide evidence of complete are relevant to and

language ability are identified. representative of the target domain.
|

Warrant: Observations of performance on the AP Japanese Since
exam reveal knowledge, skills, and abilities in situations =~ [®========rrrrrmaeey
representative of those in the target domain of language use.
I I I I
Assumption 1: || Assumption 2: Assumption 3: Assumption 4:
Target domain || Critical language Test tasks that are Test tasks that require
is clearly skills and representative of the || critical skills and are
identified. knowledge needed || target domain are representative of the
in the target domain|| identified. target domain are
are identified. ‘ ‘ simulated.

I I
Backing: Backing:
Analysis of the College Board’s documents on || Analysis of test task characteristics:
the AP Japanese exam and related literature situation, input language, and scoring
criteria

JJUAIJUT UONIULI([ UTRWO(]

Grounds: The target language use domain I

There are two claims that the author assumes the College Board wants
to make with the target language use domain as grounds: (a) features of
the examinees’ performance that provide evidence of language ability are
identified, and (b) the test tasks that the examinees complete are relevant
to and representative of the target domain. The former relates to the
construct, and the latter relates to task and content authenticity. These
claims are based on a warrant that examinees’ performance on the AP
Japanese exam reveals their knowledge, skills, and abilities in situations
representative of those in the target domain of language use. There are four
assumptions underlying this warrant: (1) the target domain is clearly
identified; (2) critical language skills and knowledge needed in the target
domain are identified; (3) test tasks that are representative of the target
domain are identified; and (4) test tasks that require critical skills and are
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representative of the target domain are simulated. The validity of the
domain definition inference for the AP Japanese exam depends on whether
there is sufficient support for all of these assumptions.

1.4. Context and Purpose of the Present Study

This study is part of a larger research project examining the validity of the
AP Japanese speaking tasks (Suzumura 2020; 2022). The author is an
independent researcher not affiliated with the test developers. To
investigate the four assumptions in the context of the simulated
conversation task, the present study addresses the following research
questions:

1. What is the target domain of the AP Japanese exam? Is it clearly
identified? (Assumption 1)

2. What are the critical skills and knowledge in the target domain?
Are they clearly identified? (Assumption 2)

3. How is the conversation task operationalized? Is it representative
of the target domain? (Assumption 3)

4. How well do the characteristics of the conversation task
correspond with the characteristics of the target domain task?
(Assumption 4)

2. Method

2.1. Document Collection and Analysis

For this study, documents related to the AP Japanese conversation task
were collected from the College Board website
(https://apcentral.collegeboard.org/courses/ap-japanese-language-and-
culture/exam). Table 3 lists the documents collected and the research
questions for which they were primarily used.

Documents related to the 2020 conversation task were not included in
this study since they are not published on the College Board’s website.
Information about scoring procedures was also gathered through personal
communication with the Director of the AP World Languages and Cultures
at the College Board and with AP Japanese Readers. The scoring criteria
were used to identify the critical language skills and knowledge specified
by the College Board for the conversation task. The criteria were also
examined to assess their relevance and representativeness in the target
domain.
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Table 3: Documents Collected and Research Questions Addressed

Document RQI RQ2 RQ3 RQ4

AP Japanese Language and N4 N4 N4
Culture: Course and Exam

Description (College Board

2020)

AP Japanese Language and v v v
Culture:  Teachers  Guide
(Tohsaku 2009)

AP Japanese Language and N4 N4 N4
Culture Scoring Guidelines
(College Board 2023)

15 sets of the AP Japanese N v
conversation task (College

Board 2007a; 2008a; 2009a;

2010a; 2011a; 2012a; 2013a;

2014a; 2015a; 2016a; 2017a;

2018a; 2019a; 2021a; 2022a)

(see Appendix)

Sample student responses and v N4
scoring commentary (College

Board 2007b; 2008b; 2009b;

2010b; 2011b; 2012b; 2013b;

2014b; 2015b; 2016b; 2017b;

2018b; 2019b; 2021b; 2022b)

Chief Reader reports on student N v
performance (College Board

2007¢; 2008c; 2009¢c; 2010c;

2011c; 2012c; 2013c; 2014c;

2015¢; 2016¢; 2017c; 2018c;

2019c¢; 2021¢; 2022¢)

For Research Questions 1 and 2, the author primarily examined AP
Japanese Language and Culture: Course and Exam Description and AP
Japanese Language and Culture: Teacher'’s Guide to find out how the
College Board defines the target domain and the skills and knowledge
required in the target domain. For Research Questions 3 and 4, the author
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primarily examined the AP Japanese Language and Culture Scoring
Guidelines, fifteen sets of the AP Japanese conversation task, sample
student responses and scoring commentaries, and Chief Reader’s reports
on student performance to find out how the College Board operationalized
the conversation task, whether the task is representative of the target
domain, and how well the test task corresponds to the target domain task.
More specific procedures for the task analysis are described in the next
section.

2.2. Analysis of Task Characteristics

Characteristics of the AP Japanese conversation task were examined to
address Research Questions 3 and 4. A variety of models for describing
test characteristics have been proposed by various researchers (Bachman
and Palmer 1996; Fulcher 2003; Weir 1993); however, they all state that
no model is exhaustive or perfect for all test contexts, and thus recommend
selecting aspects and categories that are salient to a test context of interest
and useful for subsequent analysis. Following this recommendation,
context and situation, input language, and scoring criteria were selected as
aspects to focus on in this study, because the preliminary analysis of the
test task suggested that these aspects would change each year for the
conversation task. Other aspects, such as setting, structure/format,
instructions, and time allotment, were not focused on primarily because
the AP Japanese exam is already in operation and many of these are
already established as common features across the AP world languages
and culture exams and are consistent from year to year.

2.2.1. Context and Situation

Before starting the simulated conversation, the AP Japanese conversation
task provides examinees with contextual information in English. The types
of contexts represented in the task were analyzed based on this information.
Specifically, the study looked for information about the interlocutor,
setting, topic, familiarity, occasion or purpose, and register. The author
categorized the occasion or purpose.

2.2.2. Input Language

The Japanese used in the conversation prompts was examined for its
pragmatic characteristics. These were analyzed in terms of speech acts
(Searle 1979) and discourse features. All fifteen sets of prompts (see
Appendix) were coded by the author and the second coder. When there
was a disagreement, the coders discussed the rationale for the codes and
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resolved the disagreement. When the agreement between the author and
the second coder was not high, the third coder was involved. All coders
were native Japanese speakers and were trained in the relevant concepts,
categories, and coding procedures.

2.2.2.1. Speech Acts

There are three major types of speech acts that are relevant to this study:
directive, commissive, and expressive. Directive speech acts generally
prompt the listener to react in some way, such as asking information
questions, making requests for information or action, and extending
invitations. An information question is defined in this study as a speech
act that expects examinees to verbally provide information related to facts,
descriptions, opinions, preferences, reasons, and so on. A request for
information also expects examinees to provide information, but in the form
of a request, such as ~ oshiete kudasai “Could you tell me ~?” In
commissive speech acts, speakers commit themselves to some future
action, such as stating a plan, ~tai to omoimasu “(I) would like to do ~.”
Expressive speech acts include greeting, thanking, expressing feelings,
and encouraging.

On the AP Japanese exam, each conversation prompt contains a few
utterances; therefore, one prompt may consist of multiple, differing speech
acts. In real life, speakers more likely react to each speech act as it occurs
(Sacks et al. 1974; Tanaka 1999). However, this is not possible with the
current design of the conversation task. In a context where multiple speech
acts are presented at once and examinees have a time limit for responding,
it seems natural for examinees to think that some speech acts are more
worthy or urgent to respond to than others. Thus, this study coded the most
salient speech act when multiple speech acts were observed in one prompt.
For example, Form 2016 Prompt 2 (see Appendix), Arigatoogozaimasu
dooshite kono nihongo kyanpu ni hairitai to omotta n desu ka “Thank you.
Why do you want to come to this Japanese camp?,” was coded as a
directive information question. Although this prompt consists of a thank
you and a question, the thank you was used here to close the interactional
sequence initiated in Prompt 1, Hajimemashite nihongo kyanpu no Suzuki
desu mazu hajimeni kantanni jikoshookai o shite kudasai “Nice to meet
you. (I am) Suzuki from the Japanese camp. First, please briefly introduce
yourself.” Therefore, directive information question was judged to be the
most salient speech act in this prompt. Coding of speech acts was done
based on the pragmatic function and meaning of the utterance. In other
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words, this study does not consider speech acts to be inherent to
grammatical forms.

The present study analyzed the utterances by the speaker of the
prompts without considering how examinees reacted to them. This is a
different approach from the “next-turn proof procedure” (Hutchby and
Wooffitt 1998, 15) used in Conversation Analysis, which aims to
understand the meaning or function of an utterance by examining how the
next speaker responds to it. However, it is debatable whether hearers or
analysts can identify a speaker’s intentions with certainty (Streeck 1980)
since “one and the same utterance may constitute the performance of
several different illocutionary acts” (Searle 1969, 70). Therefore, in the
present study, when the coders identified two equally salient speech acts,
they were combined to form a single category rather than two separate
categories. Form 2008 Prompt 1 is an example of such a prompt:
Konnichiwa Misaki desu senshuu kita bakaride gakko no kurasu no koto
toka yoku wakaranai n desu iroiro oshiete kudasai “Hello. (I) am Misaki.
(D) just came (here) last week and (I) do not know much about classes at
school or other things. Please advise me on many things.” The prompt ends
with the -fe kudasai “please do ~” structure, which is typically associated
with a directive request, but the content of the request is vague.
Considering that this utterance was the very first prompt that examinees
heard, it may also function as a greeting. As a result, “greeting/request”
was added as a new category. Two coders applied one speech act code to
each prompt. The inter-coder agreement, defined as the agreement rate
across all sixty prompts, was 96.9%. The numbers of different types of
speech acts were tallied and compared across test forms.

2.2.2.2. Discourse Features

The conversation prompts were also analyzed in terms of the sequential
organization of talk, such as the opening and (pre-) closing of talk, topic
shifts and speech acts, and acknowledgment the other speaker’s response
(Schegloff 1982). When these moves occur in real-life interaction, they are
often accompanied by certain types of linguistic resources, including
formulaic expressions and discourse markers, to achieve coherence
(Tanaka 1999; Tateyama 2000). Therefore, this study examined what types
of discourse moves related to sequential organization occurred in the
conversation prompts and whether they were accompanied by linguistic
resources that are commonly observed in spoken interaction. Two coders
examined the prompts, and a total of 291 discourse moves and
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accompanying linguistic resources were identified by at least one rater.
The inter-coder agreement was 89.7%.

2.2.3. Scoring Criteria

Scoring criteria are often examined at the evaluation inference stage within
the argument-based approach to validity. At that stage, test developers
typically aim to confirm that the established rating criteria and scale
function as intended. However, the present study examines the scoring
criteria as a resource to identify the critical language skills and knowledge
specified by the College Board for the conversation task, as well as to
assess their relevance and representativeness in the target domain. Thus,
the scoring criteria were examined as part of the domain definition
inference in this study.

To evaluate how well the scoring criteria reflect the characteristics of
language use in the target domain, the scoring guidelines, sample student
responses and commentaries, and Chief Reader reports on student
performance listed in Table 3 were examined. Preliminary analysis of
these documents revealed that thoroughness, elaboration, and detail were
emphasized as key features of task completion, regardless of prompt type.
In other words, the test developers seem to expect substantive utterances
that are typically produced in extended turns at talk (Schegloff 2007).
Therefore, the present study specifically explored whether elaboration and
detail were appropriate or expected for each prompt in a given context.

Specifically, the prompts were coded into one of the following three
categories: (a) a detailed and elaborate response is hardly expected; (b) a
detailed and elaborate response may be given but is not commonly
expected; and (¢) a detailed and elaborate response is highly expected. The
author initially planned to report the number of prompts for each category
based on agreement between two coders. However, the exact agreement
between the two coders was 66.7%. A third trained coder was then asked
to code the same data independently. Inter-coder reliability was assessed
using Krippendorft’s alpha (Marzi et al. 2024) for ordinal data with more
than two coders. The resulting value was 0.554 (95% CI: [0.393, 0.676]),
indicating moderate but not strong agreement among the coders. In fact,
only 41.6% of items had full agreement across all three coders, and 56.7%
showed partial agreement between any pair of coders. These results
suggest that the expectation of thoroughness, elaboration, and detail varies
even among native speakers. Therefore, the present study instead reports
when the coders agreed or disagreed and discusses the implications for the
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relevance and representativeness of the critical skills assessed in the test
task in relation to the target domain.

3. Results
3.1. Target Domain
Two documents (i.e., the AP Japanese Language and Culture: Course and
Exam Description and the AP Japanese Language and Culture: Teacher's
Guide) published by the College Board were the primary sources of
information for determining how the College Board defines the target
domain of the AP Japanese exam. The College Board states that the AP
Japanese exam is intended to be a criterion-referenced achievement test
(2020, 2), which evaluates examinees’ performance against a specific set
of criteria, rather than comparing it to the performance of other students.
The exam is designed for high school students who have completed the
AP Japanese Language and Culture course, which is designed to be the
equivalent of 300 hours of introductory college-level Japanese language
instruction (Tohsaku 2009, 4). Based on the unpublished survey of college
curricula, the College Board (Baum 2007b; College Board 2020; Tohsaku
2009) broadly defines the target domain as real-life situations in which
Japanese language learners with proficiency levels ranging from the
Intermediate Low to Intermediate Mid on the ACTFL Proficiency
Guidelines (2012) come into contact with native speakers of Japanese.
The College Board organizes the target domain by modes of
communication—interpersonal, interpretive, and presentational modes
based on the World-Readiness Standards for Learning Languages
(National Standard Collaborative Board 2015). These standards explain
that interpersonal communication is two-way direct communication
“characterized by active negotiation of meaning among individuals” (32)
and that it “focuses on exchanging information, reactions, feelings, and
opinions by negotiating and clarifying meaning” (47). Drawing on this
framework, the College Board (2020) operationalizes spoken
interpersonal communication with the conversation task, which requires
the integration of listening and speaking skills. However, no further
description of the target domain of the conversation task is provided.

3.2. Critical Skills and Knowledge in the Target Domain

Three documents (i.e., the AP Japanese Language and Culture: Course
and Exam Description, and the AP Japanese Language and Culture:
Teachers Guide, and the scoring guidelines) were the primary sources of
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information for finding out how the College Board defines the language
skills and knowledge needed in the target domain. Following Bachman’s
(2002) recommendation, information related to the critical skills and
knowledge was examined in terms of construct and task.

In terms of the construct, the College Board’s documents make no
direct reference to any specific theoretical model of language abilities.
However, documents such as College Board (2020) and Tohsaku (2009)
emphasize the importance of cultural knowledge, communication
strategies, and language competence related to vocabulary, grammar,
syntax, pronunciation, intonation, organization, cohesion, and register.
These documents also state that the AP Japanese exam was developed
based on the Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st
Century, which were later updated as the World-Readiness Standards for
Learning Languages. The World-Readiness Standards state that knowing
a language means being able to “carry out a large variety of tasks in the
language” by “controlling the linguistic system (the syntax, morphology,
phonology, semantics, lexis) of a language” and by “access[ing] the
pragmatic, textual, and sociolinguistic aspects of language, including how
to use the language to achieve communicative goals in ways that are
appropriate to a particular cultural context” (National Standard
Collaborative Board 2015, 32), referencing Canale and Swain (1980),
Bialystok (1981), Savignon (1983), Hymes (1985), and Bachman (1990).
These documents suggest that the AP Japanese exam construct is broadly
tied to theories of communicative competence, although it is not clear
which model of communicative competence the AP Japanese exam draws
upon.

In terms of task, the author found the skills and objectives outlined for
the AP Japanese course (College Board 2020, 19-21). They are generally
organized according to the modes of communication, and those identified
for spoken interpersonal communication are presented in Table 4.

Some of these skills are related to grammatical and textual competence
(e.g., use of syntax, transitional expressions, and cohesive devices). Others
are related to pragmatic and sociocultural competence (e.g., initiate,
maintain, and close spoken exchanges, comprehend an interlocutor’s
message, provide and obtain information, use appropriate register and
greeting). Still others are related to strategic competence (e.g.,
circumlocution, clarification, and self-correction).
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Table 4: Critical Skills Identified for Spoken Interpersonal Communication in the AP Japanese
Course (College Board 2020, 20)

1. Understand and apply appropriate communication strategies in interpersonal

speaking.

a) Initiate, maintain, and close spoken exchanges.

b) Comprehend an interlocutor’s message in spoken exchanges.

¢) Provide and obtain relevant information in spoken exchanges.

d) Use appropriate register and greeting for the intended target culture
audience in spoken exchanges.

e) Use pronunciation and pitch that are comprehensible when interacting
with speakers of the target language in spoken exchanges.

f) Use effective intonation patterns, pacing, and delivery when interacting
with speakers of the target language in spoken exchanges.

g) Use communication strategies such as circumlocution, requesting
clarification, asking for repetition, and paraphrasing to maintain spoken
exchanges.

2. Understand and apply appropriate and varied syntactical expressions in

interpersonal speaking.

a) Use a variety of grammar and syntax in spoken exchanges.

b) Use transitional expressions and cohesive devices in spoken exchanges.

¢) Comprehend and produce simple, compound, and complex sentences in
a variety of time frames in spoken exchanges.

d) Monitor language production; recognize errors and attempt self-
correction in spoken exchanges.

Based on these identified skills, the College Board operationalizes the
skills to be assessed in the conversation task in the form of the scoring
guidelines (College Board 2023). Examinee’s performance is assessed on
the ability to “thoroughly address all aspects of the prompt with attention
to detail,” “connect sentences smoothly,” “demonstrate natural pace and
intonation, accurate pronunciation, and consistent use of register
appropriate to the situation,” “use varied and appropriate vocabulary,
including idiomatic language,” and “use a wide range of grammatical
structures” (College Board 2020, 168). In particular, the task completion
criteria emphasize thoroughness, elaboration, and detail as key features for
distinguishing different levels of language proficiency. This suggests that
the College Board views the ability to produce substantive utterances as
critical regardless of the language function of the prompt.

Communicative language use involves not only language ability, but
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also topical knowledge (Bachman and Palmer 1996). The College Board
(2020, 14) suggests six major themes to be covered in the AP Japanese
course: families and communities, personal and public identities, beauty
and aesthetics, science and technology, contemporary life, and global
challenges. Each of these themes has several subthemes as shown in Table
5.

Table 5: Themes to be covered in the AP Japanese Course (College Board 2020, 14)

1. Families and communities
a) Family structure/roles within families
b) Social customs, traditions, values, rites of passage
¢) Urban and rural communities and their development
d) Relationships, friendship and social networking
e) Perspectives of age, ethnicity, class, religion
f) Citizenship, social welfare, and social justice

2. Personal and public identities
a) National and ethnic identities
b) Heroes and national figures
¢) Gender and gender roles
d) Personal interests
e) Self-image and the role of the individual in society
f) National and global responsibilities

3. Beauty and aesthetics
a) Architecture
b) Defining beauty: perspectives of beauty in Japanese culture
c) Traditional and contemporary arts and music
d) Literature
e) Fashion and design
f) Visual and performing arts, film

4. Science and technology
a) Technology and access to technology
b) Health and wellness
¢) Climate and the physical world
d) Innovations and inventions
e) Effects of science and technology on self and society
f) Science and ethics

5. Contemporary life
a) Education and careers
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b) Lifestyles and pop culture

¢) Entertainment, sports, and leisure

d) Travel, transportation, and tourism

e) Holidays and celebrations

f) Food, nutrition, and meal-taking culture

6. Global challenges
a) Population and demographics
b) Obtaining, managing, and protecting resources
¢) Endangered species
d) Environmental issues
e) Economic trends
f) Japan’s role in international trade

3.3. Context and Situation

Table 6 shows a summary of the contexts and situations used for the
conversation task. Information about the interlocutor, setting, and topic
was provided in the pre-task instructions in English, and information about
familiarity, occasion, and register was provided through the Japanese
prompts. The task included interlocutors with various statuses and
occupations. In some test forms, the descriptions of the interlocutor (e.g.,
the director of an after-school program at a Japanese elementary school),
together with the register, provided more clues about the social distance
and power difference between the interlocutor and the examinee than those
in other test forms (e.g., a Japanese student). Information about the setting
was not provided, except for the airport (Form 2014) and the Japan Fair
(Form 2022).

The task covered various topics in daily life. However, some of the
topic descriptions were contextually ambiguous and insufficient, leading
to different interpretations of the situation among examinees. This may
raise a validity issue because examinees are expected to use their
imagination to compensate for the ambiguous and insufficient context,
suggesting that the task inadvertently requires imagination of the context,
although it is construct-irrelevant. In addition, the resulting different
interpretations of the situation may also affect the difficulty of the task and
quantity and quality of responses, and thus their scores, although this
requires empirical confirmation.

The Chief Reader reports documented many examples that illustrate
this point. For instance, in 2010, some examinees treated an upcoming
party as an event that they had already previously agreed to attend, while
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others treated it as an event that they might or might not attend. However,
Form 2010 Prompt 4 (Aa naruhodo itsumo arigatoo ja mata paatii no
tesudai yoroshiku “Oh, I see. Thank you as always. Okay, then I will ask
you for help later. Thanks!”) clearly assumes the former interpretation.
Then, for those examinees who would say that they might not attend the
party, this prompt may be more difficult because they have to suddenly
change their stance. To make the interpretation of the context similar
across examinees, the instructions should state that the examinees are
having a conversation about an upcoming party that they have agreed to
co-host.

In 2016, some examinees responded as campers, while others
responded as camp counselors. In this case, the former interpretation may
make the task easier, as the role of camper is likely to be more easily
associated with high school students, especially those with less work
experience, than a camp counselor. If the test developers intended
examinees to play the role of a camper, the instructions should state that
they are having a conversation about a Japanese language camp that they
are attending as a camper.

In 2018, some examinees interpreted a situation as them being tutored
by the interlocutor, while others interpreted it as them tutoring someone
else along with the interlocutor. Similar to 2016, the former interpretation
may make the task easier, as it is easier for high school students to
associate with the role of being tutored. If the test developers intended
examinees to play the role of a student being tutored, the instructions
should state that they are having a conversation about the Japanese tutoring
they will receive.

These reports suggest that the task needs to provide clearer contextual
descriptions regarding identity of the interlocutors and their relationship
to the examinees, the purpose of the interaction, and the presuppositions
about the examinees’ actions and knowledge prior to the interaction in
order to make the interpretation of the context more consistent across
examinees and to minimize the unintended effects of differing levels of
imagination of the context.
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As for occasions, nine out of the fifteen forms (60.0%) were
interviews, while six (40.0%) were everyday interactions. Interviews
tended to be presented as first-time encounters with a formal speech style,
although the relationship was not clear for Forms 2008, 2013, and 2017.
Everyday interactions were equally divided between the first-time
encounters with a formal speech style and familiar encounters with an
informal speech style.

3.4. Input Language

3.4.1. Speech Acts

The present study identified three major types of speech acts (Searle 1979)
in the conversation prompts, as shown in Table 7: directive, commissive,
and expressive. Information-seeking speech acts, consisting of
information questions (60.0%) and requests for information (6.7%), were
by far the most common speech acts. Information-seeking speech acts
were observed in all positions in the discourse (i.e., the first prompt,
second prompt, etc.), although they occurred most frequently in the second
and third prompt. Requests for action (13.3%) occasionally occurred in the
third and/or fourth prompt. An invitation occurred once (1.7%) in the
fourth prompt. Expressive speech acts were observed occasionally. All
greetings (15.0%) appeared in the first prompt; expressing feelings (1.7%)
and encouraging (1.7%) appeared in the last prompt. Overall, information-
seeking speech acts dominated the conversation prompts. In particular,
Form 2021 consisted entirely of information questions. Most test forms
consisted of two to three information-seeking speech acts and one or two
other speech acts.
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3.4.2. Discourse Features
The analysis of the conversation prompts identified five major
interactional moves in the conversation task: (a) opening of the interaction,
(b) shifting topics and speech acts, (c) developing a topic in hand with a
follow-up question or comment, (d) showing acknowledgment and
assessment of an examinee’s utterance, and (e) possible pre-closing of the
interaction.

Out of the fifteen forms, eleven included an interaction opener such as
a greeting (e.g., konnichiwa “Hello,” hajimemashite “How do you do?”,
and yoroshiku onegaishimasu “Nice to meet you.”) in the first prompt. A
self-introduction (e.g., ~ desu “I am ~”) and the introduction of a general
topic or reasons for the interaction (e.g., ~ nitsuite okikishitai to omoimasu
“I would like to ask you about ~”’) were often observed with greetings. The
remaining four test forms did not include a greeting or interjection to get
examinees’ attention. They instead started with the introduction of a
general topic using conjunctive particles such as ~ kedo “but” and ~ n da
kedo “but,” then they asked the first question, immediately after the
preface within the same prompt (see Form 2008, Prompt 1, in Appendix
as an example). Among these four forms without greetings, three forms
(2010,2012, and 2015) were presented as interactions between two friends
or acquaintances. The context for one form (2008) was not clear. The lack
of a greeting may not necessarily be an issue for interactions between
friends, especially if they are already in the same space prior to the
interaction. Nevertheless, the issue is that none of these four forms started
with any method of verbally getting attention (e.g., nee “hey,” anoo
“umm”) from the other speaker. In a computer-based test environment
where non-verbal contextualization cues are not available, it would be
more natural for the beginnings of interactions to be verbally marked.

Numerous shifts in topics and speech acts were observed among the
conversation prompts. Here a shift in speech act means a shift in discourse
orientation and organization, such as from greeting to asking questions,
from asking questions to a request, and from asking questions to a pre-
closing sequence. The majority of shifts in topics and speech acts were
marked by discourse markers such as conjunctions (e.g., ja “then” and
sorekara “and then”), adverbs (e.g., mazu “first”), fillers (e.g., anoo
“umm”), and conjunctive particles for prefaces (e.g., ~ kedo “but” and ~ n
desu ga “but”). Meanwhile, seven shifts occurred without any discourse
markers (see Form 2013, Prompts 3 and 4, in Appendix as examples).

Acknowledgments (e.g., soo desu ka “1 see,” and wakarimashita “1
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understand”) and assessments (e.g., ii ne “(That sounds) good”) of an
examinee’s utterance were observed but not consistently. In real-life
interactions, acknowledgments and assessments are commonly used to
close question-answer and request sequences (Schegloff 2007). In fact,
acknowledgment and assessment in the third-turn position is a minimum
conversational obligation since it shows that a questioner or requester has
heard what was being said to them (Clark 1996). Therefore, the absence
of the third-turn utterance is a violation of this tacit rule of interaction.
Among thirty-seven question-answer or request sequences, twenty
sequences (54.0%) were missing the third-turn part (see Form 2008,
Prompts 1-2, in Appendix as examples). Five test forms (2012, 2013, 2014,
2019, 2022) were completely missing an acknowledgment and/or
assessment. Furthermore, there were four prompts that included neither
the third-turn part nor a discourse marker to indicate a shift in the
discourse; this does not reflect the features of real-life spoken interaction.
The lack of third-turn parts and discourse markers needs to be addressed
to increase the authenticity of the test discourse.

Topic development was observed five times in the fifteen test forms.
Four of the instances were follow-up dooshite “why” questions asking for
elaboration (see Form 2012, Prompt 3, in the Appendix as an example);
one instance (Form 2015, Prompt 4) was a statement of feelings towards
the general topic of the conversation. Among the four elaboration-seeking
why questions, two appeared in an interview context, and the other two
appeared in a casual conversation with friends (see Form 2010, Prompt 3,
in Appendix as an example). Asking explicitly for reasons or an
explanation may be common or somewhat expected in an interview
context; however, why questions are not often used in everyday interaction
in Japanese (Mori 2005). Usually reasoning and explanations are instead
voluntarily supplied by speakers or induced by a listener’s response token
such as e? “huh?” or honto? “really?” (Ford and Mori 1994; Mori 1999).
Moreover, native speakers of Japanese often avoid using why questions
because they tend to carry an accusatory or disagreeing tone (Mori 2005).
However, the two why questions in the casual conversations on the AP
Japanese exam did not carry such a tone; they were instead neutral. These
elaboration-seeking why questions in the casual conversations on the exam
seem very similar to why questions that are often used by classroom
teachers as a pedagogical tool to encourage more elaborated thinking and
production (McCormick and Donato 2000). In light of previous studies, it
seems that why questions are overused when the task is presented as a
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casual everyday interaction; the way these questions are used corresponds
more to the characteristics of institutional interactions (e.g., classroom
interactions) rather than to non-institutional interactions. The authenticity
of the test discourse in the everyday interactional setting could be
improved if the topic development were done without the use of explicit
elaboration-seeking why questions.

The last major discourse move observed in the conversation prompts
was the pre-closing of the interaction. A pre-closing sequence usually
refers to a stage where speakers confirm that there is no more to talk about
prior to a terminal exchange (Iwasaki 1997; Schegloff and Sacks 1973). In
the present study, however, pre-closing has a broader scope and refers to
steering the direction of the interaction towards closing or signaling that
the closing is approaching using a variety of strategies, including wrapping
up the conversation and summarizing what has been discussed. In the pre-
closing stage, speakers do not usually introduce a new topic into a
conversation (Schegloff and Sacks 1973); therefore, this notion was also
used to identify pre-closings. Out of fifteen test forms, two test forms
(2008 and 2010) included pre-closing utterances. They were marked with
the conjunction ja “then,” signaling a shift in discourse orientation, and
they summarized or wrapped up the conversation. A greater use of signs
of possible pre-closings would be helpful to make the test discourse more
authentic.

3.5. Expectation of Response Elaboration

Table 8 summarizes the three coders’ judgments about the expectation of
response elaboration. The mean (M) indicates the average ordinal score
across all three coders. Higher means indicate a stronger expectation of
response elaboration. As explained in the methodology section, out of
sixty prompts, only twenty-five prompts (41.7%) had full agreement
among all three coders. Meanwhile, thirty-four prompts (56.7%) had
partial agreement from two coders. One prompt (Form 2022, Prompt 2)
received different ratings from all three coders. These results suggest that
the expectation of a detailed and elaborate response varies even among
native speakers. Therefore, it is inadvisable to assume that this criterion
uniformly fits all types of prompts.
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Of the sixty prompts, six were rated by all coders as “detail and
elaboration are highly expected” (M = 3.00); these prompts all asked for
reasons directly. Another set of six prompts were rated by all coders as
“detail and elaboration may be given, but are not common” (M = 2.00). Of
these, four prompts asked the test-taker to make a choice (i.e., which); two
were information questions about description and location (i.e., what and
where). There were thirteen prompts that were rated by all coders as “detail
and elaboration are hardly expected” (M = 1.00); they all appeared as
either the first or the last prompt of the task. Of these, ten prompts carried
an expressive speech act function, such as greeting or encouragement; two
were requests for action.

Similar tendencies were observed when two out of three coders agreed
on their ratings. The prompts directly asking for reasons had a higher
expectation of elaboration (M = 2.67). The prompts asking for descriptions
generally had a moderate expectation of elaboration, ranging from 2.67 to
2.33. The prompts asking the test-taker to make a choice (e.g., which,
when, how many times, and which day of the week) had a relatively low
expectation, ranging from 2.33 to 1.33. Prompts that expected a simple
yes/no response (e.g., yes/no questions, requests for action, and
invitations) generally had low expectations, ranging from 1.67 to 1.33.
One expressive prompt also had a low expectation (M = 1.33).

These results suggest that detailed and elaborate responses were
clearly expected for only a handful of the information-seeking prompts.
Many of the information-seeking prompts were rated as having a moderate
expectation of elaboration. Furthermore, all the expressive prompts were
rated as having a low expectation for elaboration. These results illustrate
that there is a mismatch between the critical skills identified in the target
domain and the critical skills required in the test task.

4. Discussion

4.1. RQ 1: What is the target domain of the AP Japanese exam? Is it
clearly identified? (Assumption 1)

Support for Assumption 1 comes from the results of the document analysis.
The primary sources of information used to examine RQ1 (Assumption 1)
were the AP Japanese Language and Culture: Course and Exam
Description and the AP Japanese Language and Culture: Teacher s Guide
published by the College Board. According to these documents, the target
domain of the AP Japanese exam is real-life situations in which Japanese
language learners with proficiency levels ranging from Intermediate Low
to Intermediate Mid on the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (2012) interact
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with native speakers of Japanese. For the conversation task in particular,
the target domain is spoken interpersonal communication in real-life
situations. Although this definition is relatively broad, it seems reasonable
as a general domain definition, given the variety of knowledge and skills
required in introductory college-level courses. As Kane et al. (1999, 8)
note, “[t]he target domain should be defined broadly enough to represent
the kinds of performances that are of interest to parents, teachers, students,
and state legislators (if appropriate), even if this leads to some fuzziness
in the boundary of the domain.” Moreover, the level of specificity in the
domain definition of the AP Japanese exam seems similar to that of a well-
researched test such as the TOEFL cited in the literature review. Thus, the
author argues that the target domain for the AP Japanese exam is
reasonably well defined. In other words, there is reasonable support for
Assumption 1.

4.2. RQ 2: What are the critical skills and knowledge in the target
domain? Are they clearly identified? (Assumption 2)

Support for Assumption 2 comes from the review of the AP Japanese
Language and Culture: Course and Exam Description, the AP Japanese
Language and Culture: Teacher’s Guide, and the scoring guidelines. The
document analysis revealed that the AP Japanese course and exam aim for
a construct- and task-based design. The critical elements for the construct
were identified somewhat in relation to theories of communicative
competence. Critical language skills in the TLU tasks were identified in
terms of modes of communication. Critical knowledge in the target
domain was identified in terms of major themes and subthemes, as shown
in Table 5. Specifically for the domain of spoken interpersonal
communication, several specific skills were listed as learning objectives
for the AP Japanese course, as shown in Table 4. This list suggests that not
only skills related to grammatical and textual competence, but also those
related to pragmatic, sociocultural, and strategic competence were
identified as critical skills for the target domain. Based on this supporting
evidence, the author argues that the critical skills and knowledge in the
target domain of the AP Japanese exam is reasonably well defined. In other
words, there is reasonable support for Assumption 2.

4.3. RQ 3: How is the conversation task operationalized? Is it
representative of the target domain? (Assumption 3)

Assumption 3 primarily concerns the task design and characteristics that
serve as a common framework across the different test forms. Support for

Japanese Language and Literature | jll.pitt.edu
Vol. 60 | Number 1 | April 2026 | DOI: 10.5195/j11.2026.309



Nana Suzumura-Smith | 115

Assumption 3 comes from the author’s analysis of the fifteen sets of the
conversation task and the review of the scoring guidelines. The College
Board operationalized the conversation task to represent authentic real-life
tasks in the interpersonal speaking domain (Tohsaku 2009). Several pieces
of evidence were found to support Assumption 3. In the conversation task,
examinees first receive contextual information to frame the subsequent
interaction. They then listen to a series of four related prompts and respond
to them without any planning time. The interlocutors for this task were
people of different social statuses and occupations whom examinees
would possibly meet in real life. The overarching topics of the task varied
within the six themes listed on the AP Japanese Language and Culture:
Course and Exam Description. Regarding the input language, both formal
and informal speech styles were observed in the fifteen forms. Most test
forms included information-seeking speech acts and at least one other type
of speech act, such as making a request for an action, inviting, greeting,
encouraging, or expressing feelings. The results suggest that the
conversation task reflects features of the real-life interpersonal speaking
domain.

Despite the positive evidence, there were a few areas of concern. First,
the College Board seems to use “conversation” in a very broad sense of
spoken interaction and does not distinguish between different types of
spoken interaction. This is evidenced by the fact that the occasion or
purpose for 60.0% of the conversation task was an interview, while for
40.0% it was an everyday interaction. These results suggest that the test
developers are treating interviews and everyday interaction as equivalent
speech events on the AP Japanese exam. This is a concern, since previous
studies of oral proficiency interviews (Johnson 2000; Johnson and Tyler
1998; Kasper and Ross 2007) have repeatedly pointed out that interviews
are a distinctly different type of interaction from ordinary conversation in
terms of turn-taking, topic nomination, and topic development, among
other features. For example, interactional roles are fixed in interviews,
while the roles can change spontaneously in ordinary conversation.
Therefore, it would be uncommon for an interviewee to initiate an
interaction or ask questions, although the initiation of interaction is one of
the critical skills in the target domain. In addition, these two types of
interaction do not share the same response expectations in real life. Thus,
when used for assessment, they may affect examinees’ performance and
scores, and the interpretation of the scores, although this needs to be
confirmed empirically. Therefore, the task definition should be clarified,
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and the type of speech event should be set accordingly to increase the
validity of the conversation task.

The second concern is how critical language skills in spoken
interpersonal communication were operationalized in the test task.
Grammatical and textual competence are clearly referenced in the scoring
guidelines (College Board 2023). In contrast, it is not clear to what extent
pragmatic competence (Bachman 1990) is considered in the test task, aside
from pragmatic aspects such as register and style, which are briefly
addressed in the scoring guidelines. The learning objectives for the AP
Japanese course (see Table 4) list knowledge and skills related to the
structure of talk—such as the opening and closing of an interaction and
adjacency pairs (e.g., how to use or respond to formulaic expressions)—
but criteria for these elements are not included in the scoring guidelines.
This suggests that grammatical and textual competence (Bachman 1990)
are emphasized much more than pragmatic competence in the test task,
relative to the list of critical skills identified in the target domain shown in
Table 4. In addition, asking for repetition (e.g., “Please repeat.”) receives
a score of 0 if it is the only utterance in the response, despite being
recognized as a communication strategy. In this test task, asking for
repetition in the target language is not considered evidence of competence
because the pre-recorded prompts in the computer-based testing
environment can only accommodate one turn per prompt.

Based on the above evidence, the author argues that the conversation
task design reflects many relevant features of the target domain; however,
it does not fully represent the target domain in terms of critical skills. In
other words, Assumption 3 is partially supported.

4.4. RQ 4: How well do the characteristics of the conversation task
correspond with the characteristics of the target domain task?
(Assumption 4)

Assumption 4 concerns how specific task characteristics were realized
across different test forms. Support for Assumption 4 comes from the
author’s analyses of the fifteen sets of the conversation task and the review
of the scoring guidelines, the Chief Reader’s reports on student
performance, and sample student responses and scoring commentary. The
results suggest that the characteristics of the conversation task partially
correspond to those of the target domain task. Similar to real-life
interaction, most of the conversation test discourse had an opening such as
a greeting. A variety of speech acts were included in the test discourse,
such as asking for information, requesting information, requesting action,
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inviting, greeting, thanking, expressing feelings, and encouraging.
Furthermore, utterances acknowledging and assessing examinees’
responses were also included, though only occasionally. Shifts in topics
and speech acts were mostly marked with discourse markers.

Nevertheless, the conversation test task fell short in several respects.
The contextual information provided in the test task was generally limited.
The insufficient interactional context in some test forms was reported to
lead to different task interpretations among examinees. The lack of
contextual information is inevitable to some extent for a test task for the
sake of practicality; however, it is essential for contextual information to
be sufficiently clear to avoid different task interpretations that could
contribute to response irregularity. Furthermore, elaboration-seeking
dooshite ‘why’ questions were overused in the everyday interactional
setting, but are infrequent in real-life everyday interaction (Mori 2005).
Another issue is related to the general lack of consistency in spoken
language features across test forms. For instance, 26.7% of the test forms
did not include an opening utterance. One test form consisted entirely of
information questions. Many of the question-response and request
sequences lacked an acknowledgment and/or assessment as the third-turn
part. Few test discourse interactions ended with a possible pre-closing
utterance. The lack of consistency across multiple test forms should be
addressed, as it may pose serious questions not only for the domain
definition inference, but also for the generalizability inference. Prompts
that elicit different types of responses should be included in a more
principled and balanced manner across test forms.

The current scoring guidelines implicitly assume that substantive
utterances are always supportive evidence for communicative competence.
However, this expectation is overgeneralized in the context of the AP
Japanese conversation task. The present study found that the expectation
of substantive utterances may not be appropriate for many of the
conversation prompts that were expressive, expected a simple yes/no
response, or required examinees to make a choice. In other words, the
current descriptors have a low correspondence with real-life response
expectations.

For instance, the opening and closing of the test discourse often
comprised phatic communion. According to Malinowski (Malinowski
1953 [originally published in 1923]), phatic communion is “a type of
speech in which ties of union are created by a mere exchange of words. ...
[L]anguage does not function here as a means of thought” (315). The main
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goal of phatic communion is to create or confirm the ties and relationship
between speakers and hearers (Suzuki 1981). Therefore, as long as a hearer
provides some response to confirm the tie, the response meets the social
expectation. In other words, thoroughness and elaboration of responses
may be observed in phatic communion, but they are not the central concern.
Moreover, phatic talk often occurs at the beginning and end of interactions
(Laver 1975), so speakers tend to avoid lengthy utterances and resort to
formulaic or other concise expressions (Schegloff 2007; Schegloff and
Sacks 1973). Thus, expecting thorough and elaborate utterances for phatic
communion does not reflect real-life expectations.

Furthermore,  for  utterances that expect a  yes/no,
agreement/disagreement, or acceptance/refusal response, elaboration and
detail are mere options, especially when speakers accept the request,
invitation, or assumption. Explanations or justifications of a response are
typically expected when the speaker has a dispreferred response, such as
rejecting a request or invitation (Schegloff 2007). Even then, a long and
detailed excuse may not necessarily be desirable. Similarly, for questions
about examinees’ preferred time (and date) for an activity, examinees are
expected to respond with their preference; however, they are not usually
expected to state the reasoning behind the preference unless there is no
time available.

These findings suggest that the appropriateness and completeness of
responses should not be judged simply based on thoroughness, detail, and
elaboration. Such characteristics are not typical of interactional turns as
opposed to transactional turns (Brown and Yule 1983) that primarily focus
on exchanging information and accomplishing tasks. To increase the
correspondence between the test task and real-life tasks, the task definition
should be clarified, as discussed earlier. If the College Board decides to
assess communicative competence in everyday interaction, the scoring
criteria should reflect its characteristics. Based on the above evidence, the
author argues that the characteristics of the conversation task partially
correspond to those of the target domain task, and thus Assumption 4 is
partially supported.

One way to improve the correspondence between the test task and the
real-life tasks is to refer to empirical studies on real-life spoken language,
discourse, and interaction (e.g., Ford and Mori 1994; Mori 1999; Mori
2005; Suzuki 1981) during task development (e.g., Biber et al. 2004; Kyle
et al. 2021; Kyle et al. 2022; Nishizawa 2024). Another way may be to
prepare different sets of scoring criteria to reflect the nature of each prompt
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in a given context; however, this solution is less practical since it would
be labor intensive. In addition, it would be difficult to standardize response
expectations for some types of prompts. In fact, inter-coder agreement for
the response expectation was low in this study. A more practical solution
may instead be to revise the scoring procedure to treat each series of
responses to a set of four prompts as one language sample instead of four
individual language samples. This may alleviate the impact of different
prompt compositions across test forms and the mismatch between the
nature of individual prompts and the response expectation set in the current
scoring criteria. Further research is needed to investigate how this
alternative scoring procedure would contribute to the validity argument of
the simulated conversation task.

5. Conclusion

The AP Japanese exam is a criterion-referenced performance test designed
to measure Japanese language proficiency in tasks and situations reflective
of real life. The present study explored the validity argument for the AP
Japanese exam at the domain definition inference stage. Focusing on the
computer-simulated conversation task, this study specifically examined
four underlying assumptions: (1) the target domain is clearly identified;
(2) critical language skills and knowledge needed in the target domain are
identified; (3) test tasks that are representative of the target domain are
identified; and (4) test tasks that require critical skills and are
representative of the target domain are simulated. The backing for these
assumptions was collected through document review and the analysis of
test task characteristics, including context and situation, input language,
and scoring criteria. The present study found reasonable backing for
Assumptions 1 and 2 and partial backing for Assumptions 3 and 4. These
results provide reasonable support for the claim that features of the
examinee performance that provide evidence of language ability are
identified. However, the test task was found to have somewhat limited
relevance to and representation of real-life tasks due to the limited
correspondence.

To build stronger validity arguments, this study recommended that the
College Board provide more contextual descriptions regarding the identity
of the interlocutors and their relationship to the examinees, the purpose of
the interaction, and the presuppositions about the examinees’ actions and
knowledge prior to the interaction to make the interpretation of the context
more consistent across examinees and to minimize the unintended effect
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of differing level of imagination of the context. However, this must be
balanced with practicality. This study also recommended that the College
Board review the role of pragmatic competence in the conversation task
and clarify the task definition to situate the speech event accordingly. If
the College Board decides to assess communicative competence in
everyday interaction, the test developers should draw on empirical studies
of real-life spoken interaction and discourse when writing prompts to
increase the authenticity of the test task. In particular, elaboration-seeking
dooshite ‘why’ questions should be avoided except for the purpose of
generating arguments. In addition, this study recommended that prompts
that elicit different types of responses should be included in a more
principled and balanced manner across test forms taking into account
different response expectations in real life. This study also suggested that
responses to a set of four prompts be treated as one sample rather than four
individual samples in order to mitigate the effects of different prompt
compositions across test forms and the mismatch between the nature of
individual prompts and the response expectation set in the current scoring
criteria.

One limitation of this study was its scope in analyzing the input
language. The speed, amount, and syntactic structures of the input were
not analyzed in the present study. Another limitation was the low inter-
coder agreement for response expectation. Nevertheless, the results of this
study provide a starting point for further validation research for the AP
Japanese exam. In general, validation studies for tests of languages other
than English have been scarce. In addition, this study could serve as a
useful reference when researching the wvalidity of other computer-
simulated conversation tasks in tests such as the AP Chinese exam and the
ACTFL Assessment of Performance toward Proficiency in Languages
(AAPPL).
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APPENDIX
Conversation Prompts from the 2007-2022 AP Japanese Exam

Form 2007

You will have a conversation with Naoto Moriyama, a representative from a

youth center, about student activities.

. FIHFELT, BRZ—REZ—DFKMLTT, LRIETT F— NI
ALTEIVWELT, HVNREITINE L,

“How do you do? I am Moriyama from the Japan Youth Center. Thank
you for answering the questionnaire the other day.”

2. T =HRIONTHEIDLE LBV LIEWATT N, HR7IZIER
TUTATIERBMETDDOE, TANL b T 50TRELLBHETT
2
“I would like to ask more about the questionnaire. Between doing
volunteer activities and having a part-time job, which do you like better?

3. ZHEEH LTTTRn?

“Why is that?”

4. b, THITT, Thrb, AEI HOE Y F—TEREAEDEEIZ OV
THEELTHDHRDEN) ZLTTR, EARBHETLLHIMN?

“Oh, I see. And then it seems that at our center next time we will have
you talk about high school students’ activities. What kind of talk will it
be?”

Form 2008

You will have a conversation with Yumiko Tanaka, a study-abroad program

coordinator, about staying with a family in Japan.

L. BADKALZ 7 IV =D LTTIFE, EARFERDNTT R,
“Regarding the Japanese host family, what kind of family would you like
to have?”

2. VONBNDETHR—LRATA L2V TT D,

“From when to when would you like to do your homestay?”

3. b, EOTIM RARAMTZ7 IV =& EARIENRLIZNTT N,
“Oh, I see. What would you like to do with your host family?”

4. MV ELI, Lo, BRI ODWEA 77 IV —2 /o0 E T
o, BHiplob AAGEOMIRERE > TE T IE S,

“Okay. Then I will do my best to find a good host family, so you should
also work hard with your Japanese studies.”

Form 2009
You will have a conversation with Misaki Saito, a new foreign exchange
student, about school life.
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TAITHIE, ERTT, LB IEND T, FROI FADFEREN, K
STFIPBIRNATE, xBTS,

“Hello. (I) am Misaki. (I) just came (here) last week, so (I) do not know
much about classes at school or other things. Please advise me on many
things.”

2. b0O, HEH. BEPRFERL R bRWVTRVATTITE, Eo
HOHRE LW EBNET D,

“Umm this semester, (I) have to take math or science, but which do (you)
think is more difficult?”

3. XTI, Thb, Fh KGEEZWVSIFZVED W EB->THHAT
TFE, AR FTEINGD DA T IEEN,

“I see. And then I think I want to make a lot of friends, but please tell me
what kind of club activities there are.”

4. b, F5TTh, HUREH>TINET, Ue#H, Lroleh, £
oo 727 VT TRIKR, —HICESETAD,

“Oh, I see. Thank you. Then, if (you) would like, why don’t we have
lunch together again?”

Form 2010

You will have a conversation with Masao Hirano, a friend, about an upcoming

party.

. BEON=T4—DZERAETE, BBV ZNE S, BBV
“Speaking of the next party, do you prefer night time? Or do you prefer
day time?”

2. B, VW, I TADBAIRBEELD H8—T 4 —IZLTZWATET &
fiT % Lz H e 2
“Oh, that sounds good. (I) would like to have a party that everyone can
enjoy, but I wonder what we should do?”

3. B, O, ESLTEIRIDON, IbroL#FHLIFELTIND?
“Oh, I see. Can you tell me more about why you think that?”

4. bbb, DHIFE, WOob, HYBRES, L, Fl =T 1 —DFx
W, ALK,

“Oh, I see. Thank you as always. Okay, then I will ask you for help later.
Thanks!”
Form 2011

You will have a conversation with Keizo Nakamura, your new neighbor,
about recycling garbage.

1.

H, IFLHELT, BENGERICHBL TEFNTT, E9FLAL
< KAWL ET,

“Oh, how do you do? I’'m Nakamura, from Japan, who moved in next
door. Nice to meet you.”
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0O, PHRIFFIOATT LR, ZOITIEII LN A7 1L
M ESLTWVDHATT D,

“Um, tomorrow is the day to take the trash out, isn’t it? In this town,
what do you do with garbage and recycling items?’

HDH, IBIZA—TOEEERADNDIZS EAHDLATTITE, o
X0, U ATV LIHTRNNTL & 9D

“Um, I have a lot of empty coke cans at home, should I recycle them?”
ZHTTh, HO, bLTEIUT, FIH, FILHII, broLFr
STHELWEZNWATTIFE -« -+ -

“I see. Um, if it’s possible, would you be able to help me when I take the
trash out tomorrow?”’

Form 2012
You will have a conversation with Yumiko Tanaka, your friend, about club
activities.

1.

PITTDRT T A TIEHMOZ ERATZTE, RRDOES LT HDE
INFLEDWIRE P> ThIF 2D L EobIZT 5 ?

“About the volunteer activity for the club, which should we do: cleaning
a park or helping elementary school students with their studies?”
HE—ET2 2 LR o TDHART E, g DI L & 9

“We are supposed to do that once a week, but what time on what day of
the week should we do that?”

ZOWH EFERANNDOEES LT?

“Why do you think that time and day of the week are good?”

Lo, SEDI FTDI=T 47T, LI L2 HARITBAT
< ?

“Well then, at the next club meeting, can you tell everyone what we
talked about?”

Form 2013
You will have a conversation with Yumiko Tanaka, a Japanese student, about
working.

1.

4.

A HIE, BRAEDT AL MCOWTEME Lz BnEd, kAL
<BEWLET,

“Today, (I) would like to ask you about part-time jobs for high school
students. Thank you for your cooperation.”

BRI OERDAEFEL, EART AL M2 L THET I,

“What kind of part-time job do students at your school do?”

ERERT NN, R aT 0L LRVnO L, ELLR0NERNET
D

“Which do (you) think is better? For high school students to have a part-
time job or not to have a part-time job?”

TNASA R LIZWAIS, fipT7 RS 2 LTS ZEN,
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“Please give some advice to students who want to have a part-time job.”

Form 2014
You will have a conversation with Aki Yamashita, a study abroad program

assistant who is meeting you at the airport, about plans for the afternoon.
I BHANEDZZ, a7 I 87 VAL FOINFT T, FIHEL

<
“Welcome to Japan. (I) am Aki Yamashita, Program Assistant. How do
you do?”

2. BEMHERTT N, NAN=T =BT, £heb, HADRBTY
BONTT D,

“About your lunch, would you like a hamburger? Or would you like a
Japanese bento box?”

3. SHIZ, BRIGOHE, L LUFEMRH DA TTR, AN LIZNTT
D,
“Today after lunch, we have some time, what would you like to do?”

4. LIAT, BHAEPLFTIN, EOXIITHAFELMML TWDHAT
Th
“By the way, (you) are good at Japanese. How are you studying
Japanese?”

Form 2015

You will have a conversation with Hiro Yamamoto, a Japanese student, about

an upcoming event.

I S@RHOI Y= RARTE, Toy Y LY—r XATHWNR2 ZN
BT A=< NIRRDTTIINNDTR 2
“Regarding the concert on Friday, would a T-shirt and jeans be fine? Or
I wonder if a more formal outfit would be better?”

2. b, £H, ENT, arP— oK%, EIITBENIMTIIN?
“Oh, Okay. Then, where should we go eat after the concert?”

3. LIAT, art—rORIRLILIOnERNNL—FEIZTo TR
ANs
“By the way, I don’t know the concert location very well. Can you come
with me?”

4. PO Y —RELATZR, DD TDH L,
“I am looking forward to the concert on Friday. I am very excited about
it.”

Form 2016

You will have a conversation with Daisuke Suzuki, a camp director, about a

Japanese language camp.

. FEUOELT, BREBEX Y 7OHATT, TFEFLOIC, HICAD
AR LTS IEEN,
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“How do you do? (I am) Suzuki from the Japanese camp. First, please
briefly introduce yourself.”

HONEITENET, EILTIOAREF Y VU TICAD N E -5
oA TTD,

“Thank you. Why do you want to come to this Japanese camp?”

b, £HTTh, T ZOF¥ I TREARI L2 LIZNTT
73,

“Oh, I see. So what do you want to do at this camp?”

G0 FE LI, TIRZOF ¥ U FIZOWTIVERZ LT S0,
“Okay. So please ask some questions.”

Form 2017
You will have a conversation with Hiroko Kikuchi, the president of an
environmental club, about global warming.

1.

HIERRALIZOWTHBHE L7IZ2WATT R, IALSBBEWLET,
“(I) would like to ask you about global warming.”

FP. BETIR, HV I reffioBHLBREMORL, 60BN E
BNET D,

“First, about cars, between cars that use gasoline and cars that use
electricity, which do you think is better?”

EIOLTEIRSI DT

“Why do you think so?”

ZHTEh, EHAWTTR, boLahi LIZWATT 2, KTy 2530
WTIA,

“I see. (That) is interesting. I would like to talk with you more; when will
be good next week?”

Form 2018
You will have a conversation with Yumi Takagi, a Japanese-speaking student,
about tutoring in Japanese.

1.

WIHFE LT, SEBAREOMIROBFENET DI LICR-TomARD
HLEVVET, IAHLIBBENLET,

“How do you do? I am Yumi Takagi who will be assisting you with your
Japanese studies. Nice to meet you.”

FP. REAARBEZMIRL TODEINHRATIEINY,

“First, please tell me why you are studying Japanese.”

Z 9 TIh, HAFEOMIMOP T, oL EFITRY NI &IFIT
ERAS

“I see. What do you want to get better at in your Japanese studies?”
BNV ELE, T, NGO FTETT N - » - BWITFESVWEL
£ DD
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“All right. So, about our schedule...how many times a week shall we
meet?”

Form 2019
You will have a conversation with Takeshi Nakaura, a homestay coordinator,
about your upcoming homestay.

1.

BLHELT, FR—LATA « 3=FT 4 FX—=H—=OHPNTT, LAHLL
BREWNLET,

“How do you do? I am Nakamura, your homestay coordinator. Nice to
meet you.”

EILTHR—LATA Z LIZWDOPBZTLIESN,

“Please tell me why you would like to do a homestay.”

R—=LAT AL, —HEE—ADOT eI L0830 £T08, EHHN
DWNTTN?

“We have both one-week and one-month homestay programs...which do
you prefer?”

RARZ 7 Y —IZONT, FHlH ) —EFHELIZWATTR - - - 1D
DONTT N ?

“I would like to talk to you again next week about your host
family...when is a good time?”

Form 2021

You will have a conversation with Daisuke Yamamoto, director of an after-
school program at a Japanese elementary school, about volunteering in the
program.

1.

b, bLbL, BEFEF-TWELE, THLIFOEVHRATT
N, ZTHLHLDOEBRTULE 9 T,

“Oh, hello, I've been waiting for your call. It's raining terribly here. How
is the weather there?”

INFRETRT T 4T 2 LIeWE S TR, ZUTE D LTTT

“I heard that you want to volunteer at an elementary school, why is that?”
BBHIFE, ZOTRTT AMAPNEL N FLEDD 6 FAEEZTOHIIZS
MUWVET R ATEED 7 V=T R3NNTT

“Okay, this program has children in Grades 1 through 6. What grade
group would you like to work with?”

S E L, T RA—ERIETHE BV ATT R, VWokb
WETD

“Okay. So, I would like to have you come once next week to take a look
(at our program). When can you come?”
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Form 2022
You will have a conversation with Naomi Nakanishi, a booth staffer at a Japan
fair, about Japanese technology.

. HOT7—RZL)ZZ VR ZOT—RETRNLET,
“Welcome to the car booth! I will show you around this booth.”

2. ZZWE HLWT Y Y E ot ENEA H Y ETA, EARE
B B D F970
“We have a variety of cars here that use new technology. What kind of
cars are you interested in?”

3. Iamb, T2/ Y=, BEOEFIEHIEDD EHNET ),
“How do you think technology will change our lives in the future?”

4. BT, bo bERZMETZOVATIN, A4 0D7 »r— b #
DT o r— MIBEZX T EEWEEAD,
“We would like to hear more about your opinions later. Could you fill
out the online survey or the paper survey?”
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