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Resumen

El presente estudio pretende determinar el grado en el cual las actividades
disenadas y su implementacion en el curso Shaping Words: Inglés para
Estadisticos cumple con los principios fundamentales del enfoque de aprendizaje
basado en tareas (TBLT por sus siglas en inglés) de acuerdo con la percepcion de
los estudiantes y los supervisores del curso y segun los resultados de las
evaluaciones realizadas durante el curso. Este fue un curso de Inglés con Fines
Especificos (ESP por sus siglas en inglés) dirigido a un grupo de tres estudiantes
de pregrado y tres profesores de estadistica de la escuela de Estadistica de la
Universidad de Costa Rica basado en sus necesidades, deseos y carencias con
respecto al uso del idioma inglés en su ambito profesional. Este estudio utiliza el
método de investigacion mixto al recopilar y analizar datos de caracter cualitativo y
cuantitativo. Para determinar y solventar las necesidades de los estudiantes se
utilizaron varios instrumentos para la recoleccion de datos entre los cuales se
incluyen: una entrevista semi-estructurada, un cuestionario, y una prueba de
diagnéstico de conocimiento del idioma. Durante la implementacion del curso
también se usaron dos escalas Likert para obtener la percepcion de los
estudiantes y los supervisores con respecto a las nueve tareas evaluadas.
Ademas, se usaron dos pruebas orales, una prueba corta de comprension auditiva
y otra de comprension de lectura, una prueba de comprension de lectura, y la
simulacién de una conferencia con el fin de medir el logro de las tareas por parte
de los estudiantes y de responder nuestra pregunta de investigacion. En general,
los resultados obtenidos muestran que las tareas implementadas cumplen, en
gran medida, con la mayoria de los principios establecidos por el enfoque de
aprendizaje por tareas. De igual manera, las evaluaciones sumativas demuestran
que los estudiantes lograron realizar las tareas de forma satisfactoria. Finalmente,
el disefo e implementacion de tareas fueron elementos esenciales para ayudar a

los estudiantes a solventar sus necesidades y a alcanzar los objetivos del curso.

Palabras clave: diseno de tareas, implementacion de tareas, aprendizaje por
tareas.
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Abstract

The present study aims at investigating the extent to which selected main tasks
and their implementation in the course Shaping Words: English for Statistics
complied with Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) principles according to the
students and the supervisors perceptions, and the summative evaluations
administered throughout the course. This was an English for Specific Purposes
(ESP) course designed for a group of three undergraduate students and three
professors of the Statistics school at the University of Costa Rica, based on the
students’ needs, lacks, and wants in their academic environment. The study
follows the mixed methods approach as both qualitative and quantitative data were
collected and analyzed. In order to determine and attain the students’ needs,
several instruments were used to collect data, which included a semi-structured
interview, a questionnaire, and a language diagnostic test. During the course
implementation, two Likert scales were used to obtain the students’ and the
supervisors’ perceptions regarding the nine main tasks that were evaluated. Also,
two speaking test, a listening comprehension quiz, a reading quiz, a reading test,
and a conference simulation were used to collect quantitative data, to determine
task achievement, and to answer our main research question. In general, the
results obtained show that the main tasks implemented complied with most of the
TBLT principles at a great extent. In the same way, the summative evaluations
demonstrate students’ task achievement at satisfactory level. Finally, task design
and implementation were essential elements to help students fulfill their needs and

to meet the course goals.

Key words: main task design, main task implementation, TBLT principles.
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English has become an international language and an essential instrument
for Costa Rican professionals of all areas to have access to new technologies,
information. and better job positions. For this reason. English for Specific
Purposes (ESP) has become a very important branch of English language teaching
due to the globalization of communication, technology, and industry, trend that will
continue to grow. According to Dudley-Evans and St. John (1998), ESP can be
defined by its absolute characteristics and “it is designed to meet specific learners’
needs, makes use of the underlying methodology and activities of the discipline it
serves, and is centered on the language... skills, discourse, and genres
appropriate to these activities” ( p. 5). With this in mind, the Master's program in
teaching English as a foreign language at the University of Costa Rica (UCR)
requires student-teachers to design an ESP course named Shaping Words based
on a group of students’ needs. lacks and wants following the Task Based
Approach. In this case, the target population is composed of a group of professors
and undergraduate students from UCR'’s school of Statistics.

This Portfolio contains three sections: Needs Analysis, Syllabus Design, and
Course Evaluation Report. The needs analysis collected data concerning the
population, the tasks the learners need to carry out in English, their deficiencies
regarding the use of English, and the most relevant contents and skills in order to
design the syllabus of the course. Finally. the Course Evaluation presents the
results about the compliance of Task Based Language Teaching principles in main

task design and implementation to achieve the course objectives.



Chapter |I: Needs Analysis

A. Procedures

The initial stage of the needs analysis process involved the implementation
of several instruments in order to obtain qualitative and quantitative data. The
mixed-methods approach was used to achieve an understanding of the students’
target situation (Dornyei. 2011). The research team carried out semi-structured
interviews for the stakeholder and experts in the field to gather information about
the population. Then, a questionnaire and diagnostic test were administered to
obtain objective numerical data.
B. Instruments

a. Semi-structured interviews

The first step to gather information was to meet the stakeholders by
reaching the contact person. a professor at the School of Statistics at UCR. As
recommended by Hutchinson and Waters (1987), the use of a semi-structured
interview with open-ended questions helped to establish specific information about
statisticians’ use of English in their field as well as in future jobs. The contact
person agreed on a face-to-face interview which took approximately sixty minutes
and included questions about academic and work-related tasks that involve the use
of English, job demand, authentic materials that statisticians handle, and the type
of speakers they might interact with in English. among others (see Appendix A).
After that, a specialist in the field was contacted. This person is a graduate student
of the bachelor’s program, current student of the master’s in statistics, and

presenter at national and international conferences and symposiums. She was



interviewed in order to collect more information regarding the type of tasks
statisticians carry out at work, the kind of texts they need to work with, and possible
job positions (see Appendix A). Further communication with the contact person
and specialist was possible through email.

b. Questionnaire

The following step to determine the target population’s needs was the
administration of an online questionnaire. Questionnaires are useful data-
collection instruments to obtain quantitative and qualitative information based on
some open-ended questions (Ddrnyei. 2011). By using a questionnaire that
contained factual and attitudinal questions. the research team was able to gather
data about the participants” personal information. interests, immediate and future
needs, learning preferences, and perceived level of proficiency in the four macro
skills. among other aspects (see Appendix B). An email was sent to the
participants to introduce the student-teachers and explain the purpose of the
English course that was going to be designed. After that. another email was sent
to explain the goal of the questionnaire and to provide a link of the online-based
questionnaire. which was sent to 17 people; however, only 15 participants
submitted their answers.

The questionnaire, which took approximately fifteen minutes to complete,
was elaborated following the steps and suggestions recommended by Dérnyei
(2011) in terms of main parts (title. general introduction. questionnaire items. and
final thank you), length (a four-page limit), layout, and item sequence (pp. 110-111)

in order to obtain a reliable and valid instrument. Elena Andraus, a professor from
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the School of Statistics, revised the questionnaire and provided feedback before its
administration.

c. Follow-up interviews

After administering the online questionnaire, the interviews were carried
out. Thus, students were interviewed to obtain detailed information and to confirm
data about their perceived language proficiency level as well as to elicit concrete
examples of the use of English in their major and at work, among other aspects
(see Appendix A). The follow-up interviews intended to provide a better
comprehension of the participants’ target needs, the skills they considered more
challenging. and the ones they would like to focus on during the ESP course.
C. General description of the institution

As it was mentioned before, most of the participants were either statistics
professors or students at the University of Costa Rica. This institution, which was
founded in 1940, is one of the most important public universities of this country.
Since then, it has contributed to the education of thousands of professionals from
all over the country in a variety of fields. The School of Statistics was created in
1943, and it was originally part of the School of Economic Sciences. Later, in 1971
the department of statistics became an independent school. originating the
Bachelor's program degree in Statistics. In addition, the Master's Program in
Statistics has been offered since 1992. and the Licenciatura program was
eliminated two years later in order to strengthen the master's. The school’s

mission seeks to educate undergraduate students with sound academic level and



professional ethics as well as to contribute to scientific research in order to ease
decision-making processes to improve society’s quality of life (Escalante, 2017).
D. Description of the Work Field

Statistics as defined by Oxford (2018) is “the practice or science of collecting
and analyzing numerical data in large quantities. especially for the purpose of
inferring proportions in a whole from those in a representative sample” (n.p.).
Considering this, statistics is a very important major in which students are trained
to obtain. organize, and interpret data that is fundamental to solve problems
effectively in different fields.

In this way. statisticians can perform a variety of tasks such as designing
systems that facilitate efficient data collection, designing data collection strategies
through probability sampling techniques, providing projections that describe the
behavior of a real life phenomenon, and establishing techniques and processes to
have control standards in industry (Escalante, 2018) among others. In addition,
statisticians can also be involved more specifically in

designing, implementing and analyzing clinical studies; monitoring, reporting

and modelling disease outbreaks; collecting data to monitor levels of air

pollution: collecting data to measure the toxicity of food additives; teaching
statistical methods and the theory of statistics; predicting demand for
products and services. (Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services,

2016)
and many other tasks. Statisticians can design questionnaires, databases, and

sample designs in a range of areas such as health. government. education.
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forensics, sports, transportation, and finance, among others (E. Andraus. personal
communication, March 16th, 2018 and A. Céspedes, personal communication,
April 15th. 2018).

E. Interests of Primary Stakeholders

The contact person for the group of statisticians is also a primary referent
regarding the interests of the participants. This person is an expert in statistics and
a UCR professor who knows the general characteristics of the population and their
need to improve the four macro skills, specially the reading and writing skills since
they have to frequently read research articles and books to stay updated. In
addition. the stakeholder expressed her concern about the low language
proficiency level of the participants since most of the literature available in their
field of expertise is in English. The gap between the participants’ proficiency and
the tasks they aim to perform is due to the lack of English courses that target their
needs. According to the stakeholder, the statisticians need to learn the language
to do research and to publish it in English, to participate in international
conferences as presenters and audience, to interact with other colleagues who do
not speak Spanish. and to take courses abroad. The primary stakeholder
mentioned that they need English to explain and describe sampling and data
collection techniques as well as to describe charts, graphs, mean, error. variability,
and percentages. among others. The stakeholder highlighted the importance of
performing these activities in English since they receive invitations to participate in

conferences and courses abroad approximately eight times a year.



F. Group Profile

a. Students’ educational background

Originally, the participant group consisted of 14 statisticians. Four of them
are undergraduate students. three of them already hold a bachelor's degree in
statistics and are getting their master’s, three of them hold a licenciatura degree,
and five of them hold a master’'s degree. In general. six of them are professors at
the School of Statistics. eight of them are students. and one is a member of the
school administrative staff, which means she is somehow acquainted with work
field tasks. Their ages range from 24 to 58 years old.

The present situation of the students in their professional field showed
common ground to take into consideration for further course planning. The
participants mentioned database design and teaching as their main daily activities
followed by sample and questionnaire design. psychometrics. and prediction
models.

The needs analysis revealed an overall low proficiency level of English in
this population. For example, Table 1 shows that five out of the fifteen participants
answered that they had never studied English before. The rest of the participants
said that they had studied English previously in private academies or had taken
free courses at FUNDATEC or UCR. Despite this prior knowledge, only three out
of ten participants had previously studied the language from two to five years: the
other seven students studied English from three months to one year only.
Moreover, their little knowledge of English matched their answers when they were

asked about their perceived proficiency level per macro-skill. Most of the



participants perceived themselves as beginners in listening. speaking. and writing,
and a similar number of students rated themselves as intermediate in reading.
Table 1

English Background of the Participants

Time of language study NP P

Never studied 5 33,3'%
Studied for less than 1 year 7 46,6 %
Studied for 1 to 5 years 3 20 %
Total 15 100 %

Note: NP = Number of participants; P = Percentages.

b. Description of the needs

Regarding the tasks that students most frequently do that require the use of
English. the results revealed a significant discrepancy between their current
knowledge and their actual needs. Around 85% percent of the students indicated
that they always need English to use SPSS and STATA software. In addition. 50%
of them stated that they always read manuals in English. Around 30% of the
participants said that they always need English to read articles; meanwhile, less
than 25% of the respondents indicated that they always need English to read
books and emails, watch videos, attend conferences, explain processes, and reply
to emails. Additionally, around 50% of the students pointed out that they always
use the reading skill, and 25% of them said that they always need to use the
listening skill. However, 20% of them considered that they always use the writing

and speaking skills.



Concerning the tasks that the participants do or will do in their jobs, which
require the use of English, the results are the following. Figure 1 shows that eight
of the students mentioned attending conferences. Seven of them indicated writing
reports, and six of them said that reading books is an activity they do or will do in
English. The figure also reveals that a smaller number of students mentioned
reading manuals, interacting with native speakers, and attending meetings as tasks
they need or will need to do.

In regards to the students’ proficiency level in each skill, the gap between
their self-acknowledge low level and their current needs prevailed. Even though
most of them reported reading and writing as present and future needs, eight of
them perceived themselves as having basic writing skills. and five of them reported
having a basic reading comprehension level. In addition, attending conferences
was described as a significant need: however. around seven students considered
that they have a basic listening comprehension level, and a similar number of
students indicated that their speaking skill is basic as well. This is worth
mentioning because listening and speaking are essential skills to attend
conferences either as presenters or as members of the audience. Similarly. when
students were asked to rate the level of importance of each macro skill in their
present or future jobs, eight of them indicated that listening. speaking. and reading

are very important, and seven of them said that writing is very important.
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Activities that Require the Use of English

Reading books M= ==

Reading articles T

Writing reports 0 ==

Attending conferences

Activities

Reading manuals
Attending meetings

Interacting with native speakers T

& 1+ 2 3 4 & 6 1 @8

Number of participants

Figure 1. The four most important activities students do in their jobs that require the

use of English.

In terms of the kind of documents the students have to use in their present
or future jobs, reading plays an essential role. Students mentioned that they have
to read books related to their field of study, for example, Applied Statistics,
Descriptive Statistics, SPSS software. and others that support their teaching and
academic activities. They also have to read specialized articles that are published
in journals or scientific magazines (see examples of authentic texts on Appendix C
in the diagnostic test and Appendix R in the lesson plans). In many cases, the
professors want to use information or articles published in these documents. but
they cannot do it because of the linguistic barrier (E. Andraus, personal

communication, March 16th, 2018). Furthermore, they also have to read statistics
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and data-analysis software manuals to know how to operate them. This population
needs to read invitations to participate in international congresses, courses, or

workshops.
c. Description of the wants

The participants showed interest in a variety of topics, skills. types of

classroom interaction and teaching-learning preferences.

c.1. Skills

In terms of skills. the learners wanted to improve their proficiency level in
two main skills. Based on the questionnaire results, 86, 7% of the population
selected speaking as the skill they were most interested in since they want to be
able to communicate with English speakers. and participate in conferences
presenting results. For instance, 80% considered that listening is relevant to
understand talks and attend conferences in the target language. In addition. 73,
3% of the participants rated reading and writing equally as they want to learn
reading strategies. write abstracts and reports. and interpret texts accurately.
Furthermore, the participants wanted to address technical vocabulary related to
statistics and its application. They also wanted to learn verb tenses and
connectors in order to express their ideas more appropriately in oral and written

form.
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c.2. Learning preferences

Regarding classroom interaction. participants showed interest in two main
kinds of interaction: pair and individual work. A percentage of 66. 7% of the
population indicated that they prefer working in pairs while 60% selected working
individually as their favorite classwork activity. Moreover, 46, 7% of the population
chose group work to interact with their partners. Whole class discussion was also

selected by 33, 3% of the respondents.

Class Activities

Class discussions
Oral presentations

Role-plays
Group discussions

e e
T EEE————
b - __-]
7)) Y
_-.i'_g Decision-making tasks mess——
% Opinion-exchange tasks m——
< Conversations  /m—"—"m————————
Problem-solving tasks w—————
Games
0 2 4 6 8 18 12

Number of students

Figure 2. Types of class activities chosen by participants.

in terms of teaching-learning preferences, Figure 2 shows that the majority
of the participants were interested in having conversations and games as part of
the class activities during the ESP course. Then, an equal number of students

would like to have group discussions and opinion-exchange tasks. Moreover,
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respondents also selected problem solving. class discussions, oral presentations.
decision-making tasks and role-plays as their preferences for class activities and

tasks.
c.3. Topics

The topics that the participants were interested in addressing during the
course included a variety of possibilities since this item was an open-ended
guestion in the questionnaire. This population works in a wide range of fields:
therefore. they were asked to mention contents and topics they consider
appropriate to be developed in the ESP course. Respondents mentioned software
manuals, technical language related to statistics, descriptive statistics, data mining,
data analysis and sampling as their priorities. Some participants also mentioned
probability, regression models. and big data. In addition. one of the participants,
who is a member of the administrative staff. was interested in topics related to
giving basic information to native speakers. Regarding the type of functions that
this population wanted to learn in the ESP course, the majority of the students
mentioned sharing opinions with colleagues. asking questions in conferences,
establishing conversations with English speakers. and presenting results in oral

and written form as they consider them essential in the statistics’ field.

d. Description of the lacks
According to Hutchinson and Waters (2000), to determine the lacks of the
students, one needs to analyze their target proficiency, assess how they perform in

the target task, and compare those elements with the current proficiency level.
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The result of the differences between the target and current situation is the
learners’ lacks. The research team consulted an expert in statistics who stated
that statisticians need to learn English in order to participate in important research
projects in countries where English is used as the lingua franca or to keep
constantly updated with the most recent information. Moreover, the expert also
claimed that statisticians perform tasks that involve the four macro skills due to the
versatile nature of statistics in regard to data collection (A. Céspedes, personal
communication, April 15th, 2018).

The participants aim to perform different tasks involving the four macro-skills
at a high proficiency level. As aforementioned, they highlighted their need to read
and write articles, participate in conferences as speakers or members of the
audience, interact with native and non-native speakers among other similar tasks.
However, their limited English background and their perceived low level of the
language hints their lack of micro-skills to perform efficiently at the target
proficiency level.

G. Diagnostic Test

For a language test to have a positive impact on leaners, it has to meet the
principle of validity and reliability. Validity “refers to the accuracy of the inferences
and uses that are made on the basis of the test's scores” as defined by the
International Language Testing Association (ILTA, n.d.). In this way, the diagnostic
test complied with consequential validity, as test scores were “relevant and useful
to make decisions” and [draw inferences] about knowledge and skills” (Fulcher,

2010, p. 20) in order to determine the students’ proficiency level and part of the
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course contents. In addition, the fact that the test structure yielded useful
information related to the skills and abilities of the students means that the test
meets the requirement for validity as redefined by Fulcher (2010. p. 20).

Reliability refers to “fluctuations in the student, in scoring, in test
administration. and in the test itself” (Brown. 2004. p. 21). Based on this, the
diagnostic test sought to adhere to the reliability principles since it was
administered in similar conditions. the test length was moderate. and it involved the
four-macro skills in order to prevent situations that could alter the test results.

a. Macro and micro skills

According to Brown (2004), diagnostic tests need to be carefully designed
so that they can provide information about the students’ needs. which will be
addressed later in the course. Thus, to determine the learners' proficiency level, it
was necessary to design a diagnostic test that assessed the four-macro skills
(listening, speaking, reading and writing). The questionnaire and follow-up
interviews showed that the participants need the four-macro skills to perform real-
life tasks in their work field and academic environment. Thus, the tasks used in the
diagnostic test intended to mirror the type of tasks that will be developed in the
ESP course, which require the integration of the four-macro skills as well. The
micro skills selected were based on the strategies learners need to perform their
tasks in the field of statistics. Macro and micro skills were chosen taking into
account the information gathered from research and the data collection instruments
(questionnaire and semi-structured interviews) applied to the stakeholder, a

specialist on the field, and students.
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The first section of the test dealt with speaking, which aimed to assess the
micro skills needed in the field such as producing chunks of language of different
lengths. using an adequate number of lexical units, and using word classes and
grammatical systems (Brown & Lee. 2015). These were determined according to
the tasks students need to do in their current or future jobs such as explaining
results and sampling techniques as well as their most outstanding need, which is
attending conferences. In addition, participants required the functions of
introducing themselves, asking questions, asking for repetition, and asking for
clarification.

The second and third section of the test evaluated listening and reading
comprehension. The types of texts used in both sections were authentic and field-
specific, meeting the principle of content-related validity as test-takers performed
tasks they may encounter in real life (Brown. 2004). The texts were selected
based on topics provided by students in the needs analysis. For the listening
section, participants needed the strategies of listening for specific information,
note-taking and activating background knowledge. This part also assessed their
ability to process speech at different rates and to retain chunks of language in
short- term memory (Brown & Lee, 2015) especially in the third task in which
students had to take notes. In the reading section, test-takers were required to use
the reading strategies of guessing meaning from context. reading for specific
details and main ideas, activating their background knowledge (Coombe. Folse, &
Hubbley, 2007) as well as top-down and bottom-up processing (Nutall, 1996). In

addition, the test evaluated the students’ ability to recognize cohesive devices and
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their role in signaling relationships among clauses and paragraphs (Brown & Lee.
2015) especially in the last task in which students had to sequence a text. The last
section of the test was writing an email addressed to a specific audience in
accordance with the needs analysis results. This task was directly related to a
real-life need. Participants had to introduce themselves, request specific details.
and organize information to convey their message; this task also matched the
principle of content-validity proposed by Brown (2004) since students had to do a
real life task.

In general. the micro-skills assessed in the four-macro skills are listed in
Table 2, and they were adapted from Brown and Lee (2015) to match the tasks
developed in each block of the test.
Table 2

Macro and Micro Skills Used for the Diagnostic Test

Macro Skills Micro Skills

Speaking e Produce chunks of language of different lengths.
e Produce English stress patterns. words in stressed and
unstressed positions.
¢ Use grammatical word class (nouns, verbs, etc.),
systems (e.g.. tense, agreement, and pluralization), word
order, patterns, rules. and elliptical forms.
+ Express a particular meaning in different grammatical

forms.
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Use cohesive devices in spoken discourse.
Accomplish appropriately communicative functions
according to situations and goals.

(Brown & Lee, 2015. p. 350)

Listening

Retain chunks of language of different lengths in short-
term memory.

Discriminate among the distinctive sounds of English.
Recognize grammatical word classes, and patterns
Process speech at different rates of delivery.

Recognize that a particular meaning may be expressed in
different grammatical forms.

Recognize cohesive devices in spoken discourse.

(Brown & Lee, 2015, p. 327)
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Reading

Retain chunks of language of different lengths in short-
term memory.

Recognize a core of words. and interpret word order
patterns and their significance.

Recognize that a particular meaning may be expressed in
different grammatical forms.

Recognize cohesive devices in written discourse.
Recognize the communicative functions of written texts.
Infer links and connections between ideas.

(Brown & Lee, 2015, p. 401)

Writing

Produce an acceptable core of words and use
appropriate word order patterns.

Use acceptable grammatical systems, patterns and rules.
Express a particular meaning in different grammatical
forms.

Use cohesive devices in written discourse.

Appropriately accomplish the communicative functions of
written texts according to form and purpose.

(Brown & Lee, 2015, p. 437)
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b. Constructs behind the test

The Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) was chosen as
the base to assess the macro skills for several reasons. First, the CEFR offers
detailed descriptors of what the learners can do depending on their proficiency
level in the four macro-skills. Second, CEFR’s main goal is “to provide a common
basis for the elaboration of language syllabuses, examinations, and textbooks, by
describing in a comprehensive way what language learners have to learn in order
to use a language effectively for communication” (Kantarctoglu & Papageorgiou,
2012, pp. 82- 88). In addition, Willis and Willis (2007) stated that the Common
European Framework of Reference provide a helpful starting point to guide the
design of a syllabus by listing topics, situations and criteria for different levels.
Finally, CEFR’s approach is moving towards syllabuses based on "needs analysis,
real-life tasks, and purposeful notions and functions” (p. 26), which suit the ESP
goals of the course to be designed.

Each block of items was organized in the same order that the test was
administered, and according to the order of importance in which the test-takers had
rated the four macro-skills in the questionnaire previously administered. Therefore,
each macro skill received an equal weight in the test with an equal number of
points to ensure reliable results (Brown, 2004)

Each macro skill description involved the type of tasks and items selected,
their objectives, number of items per section and proficiency level. The proficiency
levels assessed through the diagnostic test were moderate and low as participants

rated themselves in the questionnaire and follow-up interviews as beginner or
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intermediate in the four macro-skills. Therefore. the test was designed to assess
the aforementioned proficiency levels as no one considered himself or herself to be
at an advanced level.

The different blocks of the test dealt with authentic tasks for statisticians. in
which language was used as naturally as possible, items were contextualized. and
topics and situations were meaningful for the test-takers as they represented real-
world tasks (Brown, 2004). Consequently. participants would perceive the test as
relevant and useful for improving their skills, thus meeting the principle of face
validity and content validity by having familiar and doable tasks that represent their
daily activities with the language (Brown, 2004).

c.1. Speaking

The speaking section was a productive type of item due to its nature in
generating responses rather than selecting them (Brown, 2005). The rubric
designed to evaluate the oral skill consisted of five constructs that accurately
represent this: task, content, grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation (Brown &
Lee, 2015); thus meeting the principle of construct validity since the performance
was assessed according to the constructs of “oral proficiency” (Brown, 2004, p.
25). Regarding the speaking tasks, they were designed considering the students’
job-related activities and the parameters provided by the Common European
Framework of Reference.

In the first speaking task. the student was required not only to introduce
himself/ herself but also to provide a brief description of a given graph. This task

was intended for a basic user of the language since according to the CEFR, at this
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level, the speaker is able to provide basic information about himself/herself,
construct simple sentences and phrases about familiar topics, and deal with limited
situations about his/her job (Council of Europe. 2018). The objective of the first
task was to evaluate if the participant was able to a) provide basic personal
information using appropriate structures and vocabulary, and b) describe a graph
using appropriate structures and vocabulary such as numbers, and months. In the
second task, the student was required to ask five questions about an investigation
presented in a conference. This task was also intended for a basic user because
as the CEFR (2018) stated, at this level, the speaker is able to ask simple
questions about the past and the present, which were the kind of questions
participants were required to construct (pp. 8-9). The objectives that guided this
section were a) to show command of language related to sampling methods, and
b) to request information about an investigation by asking appropriate questions.

In the third task, a speaker was supposed to have finished delivering a
lecture, and a member of the audience asked a question about his or her research,
which the test-taker had to answer by providing a detailed explanation. This task
required the use of variety of vocabulary and grammatical structures in order to
describe how a sampling technique was used. According to CEFR (2018), at an
intermediate level the speaker has enough vocabulary to talk about his/her
interests and work. to express abstract ideas, and to provide detailed explanations
about different subjects (pp. 6-7). In this section, the objective was to explain the
main steps of a sampling technique used in a previous study by using sequencers,

connectors, and variety of vocabulary. During the fourth task. the student had to
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provide three advantages and three disadvantages of random and non-random
data collection techniques. CEFR indicated that at this level (intermediate),
students should be able to express advantages. disadvantages. and points of view
clearly. In addition, they could participate in a formal or informal discussion and
give well-structured presentations. The objectives in this section were a) to
develop a clear introduction of a presentation by using relevant details and b) to
evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of a type of sampling technique by
using supporting points and comparative structures.

c.2. Listening

The listening part of the diagnostic test comprised four different tasks. Two
tasks were intended for low proficiency level. and the other two were devised for
moderate proficiency level. Two of the tasks were made of five receptive response
items (multiple choice and true false). and the other two corresponded to
productive response items (fill-in the blanks and short response) for a total of 20
points. Four authentic audios were used and played three times, one for context,
another one to answer, and the last one to check answers.

In the first task, students had to listen to an interview between a reporter
and a professor from the Oklahoma State University who was explaining the
difference between Data Science and Analytics. In this activity, students had to do
a multiple-choice exercise with five incomplete statements. Each statement had
three options for students to choose from and complete the statement. This
exercise was intended for a low-proficient student for two reasons: the speech rate

of the audio was slower than the others, and the task required students to focus on
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single words. which were either cognates or commonly used words in their area of
specialization such as Data Science and Analytics, among others. The objective
for this section required the participant to a) identify specific details from aural texts
by choosing the correct answers and b) show global understanding of audios from
recordings in English. The second task was also intended for low-proficiency
students because the speed rate was slow, and students had to focus on single
words to complete the task. In this activity, the students had to listen to a tutorial
about types of sampling methods as part of a course. This type of task matched
the kind of tasks statisticians need to perform at work or in their academic field, as
they have to listen to audios to be updated. Then. they had to complete five
sentences by writing characteristics related to unbiased sampling techniques. The
objectives for the second task were to a) identify sequencers in audios used to list
types of unbiased sample and b) identify specific details from a tutorial. In the
aforementioned tasks, the students had to identify specific words because
according to Lynch (2009), key word association and recognition are a common
level of processing among weaker listeners (p. 36). In addition, according to the
Council of Europe (2018), low proficient students are able to understand slow,
clear speech and recognize word and phrases related to familiar topics (p. 8).

In the third task, students had to listen to a professor explaining how to do
one sample T-Test using a specific computer software. The speed rate of this
audio was considerably fast and more appropriate for an intermediate level
student. This task required students to do two things: first, they had to answer two

questions about the explanation. and then, they had to complete two steps missing
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from a series of eight instructions they were provided. Even though the questions
required no inferencing processes, answering them required a higher
comprehension level than the previous tasks since they had to retain chunks of
information. The objectives required learners to a) appropriately report specific
details by taking notes from a T-Test explanation, and b) recognize steps of a T-
Test in order to complete the missing steps. In the fourth task. students had to
listen to another tutorial on how to use a given software. This task was intended
for a moderate proficient level: therefore. the speed rate was significantly fast as
well, and the process level was higher than in the previous task because the
activity required learners to determine if the given statements were true or false.
The objectives that guided this task were to a) show global understanding of main
ideas from a listening text by answering questions and b) identify specific details
about NCSS statistical software by choosing the correct answers. The last two
tasks mentioned were based on CEFR's descriptors. which indicate that at “an
intermediate proficiency level. students can follow a talk or a lecture within their
own field even if the organization and the language are both complex" (p. 11).

c.3. Reading

The reading part of the diagnostic test included four tasks. The first two
tasks of this section were designed for low-proficiency level while tasks three and
four were intended for moderate-proficiency level. The first two tasks were made
of five productive response items: fill-in and short answer, respectively. Task
number three was made of five receptive items of muitiple choice while the fourth

task consisted of sequencing five short paragraphs for a total of 20 points
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The text for the first task was an authentic invitation to an international
conference about education, research, humanities, and Statistics in the United
States of America. The objective of this exercise was to assess the participant’s
ability to identify keywords and chunks of language from the text by showing
understanding of synonyms and basic personal information. For this task, the test-
takers had to fill in five blanks with the required information from the reading.

The reading text for the second task was an authentic email provided by the
contact person. The reading material was an invitation from the Young
Statisticians' group in International Statistical Institute (YS-ISI) to participate in a
conference about ‘Statistical Computing and Data Visualization” and 'Statistics’ in
Kuala Lumpur. Malaysia. The objective of this exercise was to determine the
ability of the test-taker to identify correctly specific information in the reading. The
exercise consisted of answering five comprehension questions by extracting
information from the reading. The questions referred to the text. but the words
were carefully chosen to avoid answers from verbatim.

The aforementioned tasks were designed for low-proficiency level since
both tasks demanded low load of information that the test-takers had to process
from the text, the little amount of information they had to provide in order to answer
correctly, and the use of bottom-up strategies. Hence, according to the Council of
Europe (2018), low proficiency level students are able to understand short and
simple texts using high frequency language related to their jobs (p. 60).

The third task was an excerpt from a book called Essential Medical

Statistics. The objective of this exercise was to assess the test-takers’ ability to
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accurately a) distinguish main and specific ideas from the reading. b) distinguish
between literal and implied meaning, and c) summarize the global meaning of the
extract. The exercise consisted of five items of multiple choice with a number of
three distractors per item with one correct option. The task was designed for
moderate level since the length of the reading required more information
processing and a combination of bottom-up and top-down skills. In addition, at a
moderate level, the learner should have broad active reading vocabulary and can
comprehend texts on subjects related to his/her field satisfactorily (Council of
Europe. 2018, p. 60).

The last task was a short article titled Faulty Statistics Muddy FMRI Results.
The task consisted of five randomly organized paragraphs. The test-taker had to
reorganize the paragraphs by using numbers from one to five. The objectives for
this task required the participant to be able to a) show understanding of the
organization of a text by numbering the paragraphs correctly, b) recognize
discourse markers in the paragraphs to find connections among them. and c)
demonstrate global understanding of research descriptions through overall reading
comprehension. Each correct paragraph corresponded to one point. five points in
total. These tasks were designed for moderate level learners since students had to
recognize cohesive devices. rhetorical forms and communicative functions. In
addition, a person who successfully accomplished this task, according to the
Council of Europe (2018), is able to follow a sequence of events, by focusing on
common logical connectors, and understanding the role of key paragraphs in

overall organization of a text (p. 67).
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c.4. Writing

The writing section of the test comprised one guided writing task. The test-
takers had to reply to an invitation to participate in a congress via email by writing
four paragraphs: a paragraph introducing himself/herself, a second paragraph
requesting information about the location and cost of the conference, and the last
two paragraphs d