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Introduction 

Story-retelling speaking tests (SRSTs), as developed by Hirai and Koizumi (2009), aim to 

test learners’ speaking ability by having them read a brief story, answer comprehension 

questions, and then retell the story without looking at the original text.  This is a convergent task; 

test-takers are provided specific content to talk about, and this content can be targeted to 

particular domains and levels through the choice of stories. Typical interview tests, with prompts 

like “talk about your favorite movie,” cannot be so easily targeted to elicit specific words, forms, 

genres of speech, or extended discourse, making SRSTs easier to evaluate in reference to specific 

scoring criteria. SRSTs also benefit students who are less comfortable talking about themselves, 

so they can more easily avoid the cross-cultural concerns that can arise in interview tests (e.g. 

asking a refugee to talk about their hometown, or asking a potentially undocumented immigrant 

to explain how they came to the U.S.).  In an SRST, the story provides necessary vocabulary and 

structures, further leveling the playing field (though arguably privileging students with greater 

memory capacity).  Creativity and flexibility are encouraged, and the test itself is valuable 

practice in paraphrasing and summarizing, skills that are often difficult.  

Using an SRST in speaking placement at Mori no Ike will help us place our students 

quickly, fairly, and in a way that promotes the kind of language use we want to encourage.  An 

SRST may also help learners feel more confident, competent, and in control during the 

placement testing process; creating positive impressions of the program in this way on the first 

day is very important for us. 



Context of Language Use 

 This test will be used to place high-school-aged beginning and low-intermediate level 

Japanese learners at Mori no Ike, a summer Japanese immersion program operated by Concordia 

Language Villages (CLV) in Dent, Minnesota. These learners are enrolled in a four-week 

immersion program that grants high-school-level academic credit. The total number of students 

in the program at any one time is typically between 30 and 70; in most cases, not more than one-

quarter of the participants are studying Japanese in school. Many study with private tutors or on 

their own with books; as many or more do not study at all between summers, or are coming to 

study Japanese for the very first time. Many have also participated in our own noncredit 

program, which focuses on comprehension and speaking, all but ignoring reading and writing.  

Given the extreme variation in learners’ backgrounds and the curricula they have [not] been 

exposed to, our levels have to be as broadly defined as possible.  

Purpose and Intended Use of the Test 

 CLV expects us to incorporate as much “self-placement” as possible into our placement 

processes, but we have found learners increasingly hesitant to speak up and to rank themselves 

during traditional “self-placement” activities, where learners would speak with each other and 

move themselves up or down a line or from group to group in relation to their peers.  Most 

recently, we have moved self-placement out of our speaking test and onto our needs analysis 

questionnaire (see Appendix A).     

 Mori no Ike shares a proficiency framework with the other fourteen Language Villages; 

learners have a booklet called the “Explorer Journal” that lists can-do statements for each level, 

grouped with reference to the “Top Ten Tasks”.  These “Top Ten Tasks” were determined by the 

CLV administration, and include asking questions, expressing opinions, describing people, 



places, and things, and telling stories. These last two tasks (see Appendices B and C) are 

particularly relevant for the SRST.   

Stakeholders 

 The primary stakeholders for this test are the credit facilitator, who makes the final 

placement decisions; the credit teachers, who teach the courses; and the learners.  Unlike a high 

school or college program, being placed too low or too high at Mori no Ike can only frustrate 

learners; it cannot increase or reduce the time needed to “complete” the program, as there is no 

other program we articulate with.  This is a very low-stakes testing situation; learners can change 

levels up to a week after the placement test, with teacher approval.  Learners who need a specific 

level printed on their transcript for transfer purposes are usually given what they ask for, as U.S. 

schools do not have consistent standards of any kind for what constitutes “Japanese 2” or 

“Japanese 4”. (We do not give AP credit.)  The stakeholders need a test that is accurate, quick, 

easy to use, and meaningful to the learners.  Maintaining the students’ morale is most critical for 

us; the students quickly develop bad attitudes when they feel that they have been treated unfairly, 

or when they perceive an activity as unhelpful or “too much like school”.    

Justification and Procedure For This Test  

 Using a SRST-inspired test with groups of villagers will be practical, meaningful, quick, 

and fair.  We will keep the setup of our most recent speaking placement activity, with students 

divided into several groups, with each group at one table, and one teacher per group.  The groups 

are divided very roughly by level, but the number of groups is one larger than the number of 

class levels, so the credit facilitator can have one group, making the groups as small as possible.  

In the old test, teachers gave each group a topic to discuss, and then observed the students as they 

talked, making notes on their levels and eliciting more from students as needed.  Each teacher 



had a different topic, chosen to elicit different vocabulary, structures, and conversation skills, 

and after about ten minutes, each teacher moved to a new group.  This allowed learners to show a 

variety of strengths, to get ideas from each other, to be evaluated in a lower-stress environment 

than a one-on-one interview, and to be evaluated by multiple teachers and the credit facilitator.  

The entire group of students is evaluated within one hour, and the teachers compare notes later to 

finalize class placement. 

 Changing this to an SRST-inspired activity will be relatively simple; instead of 

discussion topics or questions, which privilege students who know the relevant vocabulary and 

who can generate ideas quickly, students will be shown a story, and then work to retell it in their 

own words, elaborating on it where feasible. Although Hirai (2001) found that learners preferred 

reading texts for this kind of task, because they could process the text at their own pace (as cited 

in Hirai & Koizumi, 2009, p. 154), our learners do not usually have the reading skills to process 

a text in the time frame needed for this sort of test; many do not read hiragana well or at all, and 

we have committed as a program to not allow this to affect course placement.  

 The stories will be presented through the use of Deai cards, large (roughly 12”x24”) 

laminated cards with a photograph on one side and a story explaining the photograph on the 

other. The teacher will read the Japanese story from the back of the card, two or three times, and 

then students will have time to retell the story in small groups or individually. Teachers will be 

permitted to paraphrase difficult parts, act out the story, and answer questions about vocabulary, 

and learners will be encouraged to expand on the story as much as they can. Rather than having 

the students answer comprehension questions, as Hirai and Koizumi did, learners will be 

encouraged to clarify their understanding of the story by asking questions as needed. This will 

reduce the feeling of being tested (as students cannot be put in a position of not knowing the 



answers if there are no questions), and further allow teachers to see what learners do and do not 

understand in the text. 

 Though my original plan was to use videos, showing multiple videos with acceptable 

sound quality to different groups simultaneously would be almost impossible from a logistical 

perspective, and would be inauthentic to our program’s context (where students have no access 

to computers, the Internet, MP3 players, or cell phones).  As we have three sets of Deai cards, 

and the cards are also available online (http://www.tjf.or.jp/deai/), this should remain practical 

for much longer than any test using computer or video files, which are often lost or removed 

from the Internet.   

 This test should be interesting and meaningful to the students because they will be 

working with authentic images and stories, which we do not always have at Mori no Ike; though 

stories more explicitly grounded in the camp context might be easier, they could give an unfair 

advantage to learners who have attended the camp before.  I have chosen Deai cards with stories 

about family members, school lunch, doing homework, cleaning the classroom, riding on the 

train, and reading for pleasure.  The vocabulary in these should be appropriate for learners with 

either Mori no Ike or school study experiences, and the content is largely relevant for all the 

learners.  Encouraging learners to elaborate on the stories presented, in addition to the basic task 

of retelling the stories in their own words, will help us elicit the greatest possible complexity. 

 Complexity, rather than fluency or accuracy, is the most important thing this test needs to 

measure. Fluency cannot be fairly tested when most learners have not spoken Japanese in a year 

and are somewhat unfamiliar with the content; accuracy is not so important, because the stress of 

the “testing” situation may lead to mistakes, and for placement, we want to know what kind of 

forms learners have been taught, not just which ones they can use confidently or correctly. 



Sample Test Items 

 Here is Deai card YY-D07, “Eating lunch” (the English translation comes from the card): 

 

昼ご飯はカフェで食べます。カフェがいっぱいで座れないときは、廊下に座って食べることもあ

ります。おべんとう を持ってきていない日は、たいていうどんを買って食べます。おなかがとても

すいているときは、うどんといっしょにもう1品食べます。いつも、その日にあっ たことについて、

みんなとワイワイおしゃべりをしながら食べます。お昼は楽しい時間です。We eat our lunch in 

the cafeteria. Sometimes the cafeteria is so full we end up sitting on the floor in the hallway. On 

days when I don't have an obento (box lunch), I usually buy a bowl of udon noodles. When I'm 

really hungry, I buy an additional dish of some kind. We're always talking about the events of the 

day and laughing while we eat. Lunch is always a fun time. 

 

 



Here is Deai card YT-P11, “My Sister”: 

 美紀、20歳。短大に通っています。

お姉ちゃんとは仲がよくて、何でも言い

あえます。それにお姉ちゃんはぼく の

悩みをよく聞いてくれます。お姉ちゃん

と話をするのは、楽しいしおもしろい。

お姉ちゃんは忙しくてあまり家にいな

いけど、家にいるときは夜中までしゃべ 

ります。とてもおしゃれで、ファッション

について教えてもらうこともあります。ぼ

くを、いちばん理解している人だと思い

ます。お姉ちゃんも耳が聞こえません。お姉ちゃんががんばっているから、ぼくもがんばろうとい

う気になります。お姉ちゃんはぼくにとってすごく大きな存在です。My sister Miki is twenty. She 

goes to junior college. We get on really well; we can talk about anything and she listens when I 

have a problem or need advice. She's fun to talk to. She's out most of the time because she's so 

busy, but when she is at home we often stay up late talking. She's always stylishly dressed, so I 

sometimes ask her for advice about clothes. I think she's the person who understands me best. 

Miki also has a hearing disability, and seeing how strong she is helps me be strong, too. She is a 

really important person in my life. 

 

 

 



Important Considerations from this Course 

Validity 

 If we consider “validity” in terms of how justified we are in making judgments about 

learners based on this test (following Messick), this test should be more valid than interview-

style tests, for the reasons discussed in the Introduction.  Furthermore, allowing learners to work 

together and hear each other’s responses to the prompts may push them into their zones of 

proximal development (ZPD, following Vygotsky), allowing us to see not only their current 

capabilities in Japanese but their potential capabilities, arguably very important in a four-week 

course.  Still, the group-work aspect of the test does reduce the time that each teacher can spend 

listening to each learner, and introduces some competition among learners to be heard; this is 

mitigated by having multiple storytelling tasks and multiple teachers evaluating each student.      

Reliability 

 Though I want the teachers to help students interpret the meaning of the cards, which will 

affect the reliability of the test as the teachers may not scaffold in the same way every time, 

having the Deai cards as a base will increase the test’s reliability relative to any previous system 

we have had, where teachers have typically developed questions on the spot with little or no 

rationale behind their choices.  Furthermore, the extremely low-stakes nature of this test makes 

reliability somewhat less important.   

Washback 

 Students at Mori no Ike have no idea what the placement tests will be like before they 

take them; furthermore, they come from across the country, and not usually from school classes, 

so there is virtually no opportunity for them to study or “cram” for this test or for their teachers 

at home to teach to it. There is potential for this test to “wash forward” onto the lessons teachers 



give in the program, after the placement tests are over; hopefully this SRST-inspired task can 

serve as a model for teachers of a practical task-based language activity, and encourage them to 

find other ways to use the Deai cards with their students.  

Reflections on the Test Writing Process 

 As this test is not actually “written”, but performed by a group of teachers and students, it 

will undoubtedly evolve as soon as we begin using it.  I hope that using Deai in this way will 

have multiple positive effects that spread throughout the program, including increased cultural 

authenticity and opportunities for Mori no Ike villagers to learn about Japanese teenagers’ lives, 

concrete demonstration of how teachers can use Deai materials, and a simplified placement 

testing process.  Still, the Deai materials are at a relatively high level of Japanese, and using 

them “straight” may not be feasible; this plan is really only a vision for what could be done to 

improve speaking placement at Mori no Ike; actually using the activity and consulting with 

teachers and students will be crucial. 

Sources 

Hirai, A., & Koizumi, R. (2009). Development of a Practical Speaking Test with a Positive 

Impact on Learning Using a Story Retelling Technique. Language Assessment Quarterly, 

6(2), 151–167. 



Appendix A: Self-Placement and Needs Analysis 

Self-‐Placement	  for	  学生
がくせい

	  (Credit	  Villagers)	  
Which	  of	  these	  sounds	  like	  a	  description	  of	  what	  you	  want	  to	  be	  able	  to	  do	  by	  the	  end	  of	  these	  four	  
weeks?	  	  Circle	  it,	  and	  provide	  some	  details	  if	  you	  would	  like.	  	  	  
	  
Surviving,	  part	  1:	  I	  want	  to	  be	  able	  to	  use	  Japanese	  in	  my	  daily	  life	  at	  Mori	  no	  Ike,	  at	  a	  survival	  level.	  	  I	  need	  to	  
learn	  to	  speak	  and	  write	  in	  complete	  sentences.	  	  I	  want	  to	  be	  able	  to	  ask	  and	  respond	  to	  simple	  questions.	  

You	  might	  want	  to	  learn:	  hiragana,	  katakana,	  yes-‐no	  questions,	  who/what/when/where/why/how	  
questions,	  simple	  sentences	  with	  verbs	  in	  ます	  form,	  adjectives	  and	  adverbs,	  simple	  requests	  

	  
	  
Surviving,	  part	  2:	  I	  want	  to	  be	  able	  to	  use	  Japanese	  to	  talk	  more	  about	  my	  experience	  at	  Mori	  no	  Ike	  and	  tell	  
simple	  stories.	  	  I	  also	  want	  to	  become	  ready	  to	  survive	  a	  trip	  to	  Japan.	  	  I	  want	  to	  get	  better	  at	  forming	  sentences	  
without	  sticking	  to	  a	  memorized	  pattern.	  

You	  might	  want	  to	  learn:	  て	  form,	  asking	  and	  giving	  directions,	  how	  to	  describe	  things,	  people,	  and	  
experiences,	  kana	  and/or	  kanji	  

	  
	  
Exploring,	  part	  1:	  I	  want	  to	  be	  able	  to	  use	  Japanese	  to	  lead	  others	  in	  an	  activity	  or	  help	  others	  understand	  things	  at	  
Mori	  no	  Ike,	  so	  I	  need	  to	  be	  able	  to	  explain	  things	  in	  detail.	  	  I	  want	  to	  be	  able	  to	  write	  a	  full	  paragraph	  in	  Japanese.	  	  
I	  want	  to	  be	  able	  to	  respond	  with	  details	  when	  sensei	  ask	  complicated	  questions.	  	  I	  want	  to	  be	  able	  to	  solve	  simple	  
problems	  or	  give	  suggestions	  and	  advice	  in	  Japanese.	  	  

You	  might	  want	  to	  learn	  “potential	  form”	  (e.g.	  食べられる,	  “I	  can	  eat”),	  how	  to	  make	  complex	  sentences	  
with	  words	  like	  “because”	  or	  “if	  a,	  then	  b,”	  or	  	  “while	  a,	  b”	  or	  “it	  seems	  like…”	  or	  “I	  think	  that…”	  

	  
	  
Exploring,	  part	  2:	  I	  can	  already	  converse	  and	  write	  pretty	  well	  (e.g.	  I	  can	  write	  in	  kana	  and	  maybe	  some	  kanji,	  and	  I	  
can	  write	  a	  full	  paragraph	  about	  something).	  I	  want	  to	  keep	  getting	  better	  at	  that,	  but	  also	  learn	  to	  do	  fancy	  things	  
with	  Japanese,	  like	  using	  けいご	  (honorifics),	  ぎたいご／ぎおんご	  (mimetic	  language,	  aka	  onomatopoeia),	  and	  
gender-‐specific	  expressions	  and	  ways	  of	  speaking.	  	  	  
	   You	  want	  to	  learn:	  (write	  your	  ideas	  here)	  
	  
	  
Engaging:	  I	  want	  to	  speak	  Japanese	  well	  enough	  to	  become	  a	  sensei	  at	  Mori	  no	  Ike,	  or	  survive	  an	  extended	  stay	  in	  
Japan.	  	  I	  want	  to	  be	  able	  to	  understand	  the	  main	  ideas	  of	  songs,	  movies,	  and	  TV	  programs	  without	  subtitles.	  	  I	  want	  
to	  be	  able	  to	  hold	  long	  conversations,	  talk	  about	  my	  opinions	  and	  explain	  my	  reasons	  to	  others,	  and	  paraphrase	  
and	  rephrase	  what	  others	  have	  said.	  	  I	  want	  to	  be	  able	  to	  initiate	  conversations	  about	  many	  different	  things,	  not	  
only	  my	  own	  experiences,	  and	  talk	  about	  possibilities	  and	  things	  that	  might	  happen	  or	  could	  happen.	  	  	  
	   You	  want	  to	  learn:	  (write	  your	  ideas	  here)	  

	  
• Would	  you	  prefer	  to	  be	  in	  a	  class	  that	  is	  a	  little	  too	  hard,	  or	  one	  where	  you	  would	  spend	  more	  time	  

reviewing?	  
• How	  do	  you	  learn	  best?	  (circle	  any	  or	  all)	  	  	  by	  listening	   by	  repeating	   by	  watching/visual	  aids

	   by	  writing	   by	  doing/acting	  out	   by	  asking	  questions	  

• How	  pumped	  are	  you?	  	  	  pumped?	   	   kinda	  pumped	   	  	  	  	  	  	  a	  little	  pumped	   pumped	  

	   REAL	  pumped	   super	  pumped	   	  	  off-‐the-‐charts	  pumped	  



Please	  check	  (✓)	  the	  columns	  that	  describe	  your	  skills	  and	  learning	  needs	  in	  Japanese.	  

Surviving	  and	  Exploring	  

	  I	  w
ant	  to	  	  	  	  

	  learn	  this	  	  

	  I	  need	  to	  	  	  	  
	  review

	  this	  

	  I’ve	  m
astered	  	  

	  this	  

I	  can	  introduce	  myself,	  exchange	  greetings,	  and	  ask	  and	  respond	  to	  “How	  are	  you?”	   	   	   	  
I	  can	  ask	  people	  for	  things	  and	  give	  people	  things	  they	  request.	   	   	   	  
I	  can	  express	  feelings	  (sadness,	  frustration,	  joy)	  and	  simple	  problems	  (I	  am	  tired,	  
hungry,	  etc.),	  and	  react	  to	  others’	  feelings.	  	  

	   	   	  

I	  can	  talk	  with	  someone	  about	  things	  I	  like	  and	  dislike.	   	   	   	  
I	  can	  give	  reasons	  for	  my	  likes	  and	  dislikes.	  	   	   	   	  

I	  can	  ask	  and	  answer	  simple	  yes/no	  and	  “wh-‐“questions	  (who,	  what,	  where,	  when,	  
why,	  how). 

	   	   	  

I	  can	  read	  and	  write	  hiragana.（ひらがな）	  	   	   	   	  
I	  can	  read	  and	  write	  katakana.（カタカナ） 	   	   	  
I	  can	  read	  and/or	  write	  some	  kanji	  (e.g.	  numbers,	  dates,	  days	  of	  the	  week).	   	   	   	  
I	  can	  read	  and	  write	  many	  kanji	  (>50,	  including	  nouns,	  verbs,	  or	  adjectives)	   	   	   	  

I	  can	  describe	  people,	  places,	  things,	  and	  activities	  at	  Mori	  no	  Ike	  in	  simple	  language.	   	   	   	  
I	  can	  ask	  and	  give	  simple	  directions	  to	  different	  places.	   	   	   	  
I	  can	  ask	  permission	  (“Can	  I…”)	  and	  state	  rules	  at	  the	  village.	   	   	   	  
I	  can	  carry	  on	  a	  simple	  conversation	  about…	   	   	   	  
…things	  I	  am	  interested	  in.	  	   	   	   	  
…daily	  life	  at	  home,	  or	  at	  Mori	  no	  Ike,	  or	  in	  Japan.	  	  	   	   	   	  
…activities	  or	  events	  that	  are	  going	  to	  happen	  (i.e.	  in	  the	  future).	   	   	   	  
…something	  in	  the	  past.	  (i.e.	  past	  tense:	  ～ました	  or	  ～た)	   	   	   	  

I	  can	  talk	  with	  my	  friends	  using	  informal	  speech	  forms	  (plain/dictionary	  forms). 	   	   	  
Exploring	  and	  Engaging	   	   	   	  
I	  can	  support	  my	  opinions	  and	  make	  recommendations,	  providing	  detailed	  
explanations,	  arguments,	  and	  reactions.	  

	   	   	  

I	  can	  discuss	  problems	  and	  suggest	  possible	  solutions	  to	  resolve	  the	  problems.	   	   	   	  
I	  can	  talk	  (write)	  about	  things	  that	  have	  happened,	  giving	  background	  information	  
along	  with	  the	  sequence	  of	  events.	  

	   	   	  

I	  can	  talk	  (write)	  about	  things	  that	  will	  happen	  in	  the	  future,	  giving	  explanations	  and	  
details.	  

	   	   	  

I	  can	  talk	  (write)	  about	  things	  that	  could	  happen	  in	  the	  future,	  giving	  some	  
explanations	  and	  details	  of	  the	  events.	  

	   	   	  

I	  can	  ask	  and	  answer	  a	  wide	  variety	  of	  questions	  on	  many	  different	  topics	  and	  ask	  
follow-‐up	  questions	  to	  keep	  the	  conversation	  going.	  	  	  

	   	   	  

I	  can	  rephrase	  what	  has	  been	  said	  to	  make	  sure	  that	  I	  understand. 	   	   	  
I	  can	  use	  honorific	  language	  (keigo;	  honorific	  and	  humble	  forms).	   	   	   	  
I	  can	  understand	  an	  in-‐depth	  conversation	  on	  a	  familiar	  topic.	   	   	   	  
I	  can	  understand	  major	  points	  and	  general	  television/radio	  programs	  if	  the	  topic	  
is	  familiar	  to	  me.	  

	   	   	  

I	  can	  find	  the	  basic	  information	  I	  need	  when	  I	  look	  at	  things	  like	  ads,	  schedules,	  
menus,	  phone	  books,	  and	  websites.	  

	   	   	  

I	  can	  understand	  short,	  simple	  readings	  on	  topics	  that	  I	  have	  talked	  about.	   	   	   	  
I	  can	  guess	  the	  meaning	  of	  some	  words	  by	  looking	  for	  familiar	  kanji	  and	  radicals	  
(kanji	  parts)	  and	  thinking	  about	  the	  context	  in	  which	  the	  word	  is	  used. 

	   	   	  



Appendix B: Proficiency Scale for Storytelling 



Appendix C: Proficiency Scale for Describing People, Places, and Things 

	  


