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1. INTRODUCTION

Studies attempting to establish an index of second language
(L2) development, based on T-unit analysis, have been conducted by
a number of L2 researchers (Larsen-Freeman and Strom 1977; Larsen-
Freeman 1978, 1983; Kameen 1979; Vann 1979; Harrington 1986} .
Larsen-Freeman (1983) suggests that this index would. be an
objective measure as & developmental yardstick by which to assess
a learner’s global L2 proficiency reliably and objetively (p.287).
Such an index would be of great use to program administrators,
teachers, and researchers (Larsen-Freeman 1983: 301).

1.1 The effectiveness of objective measures

The T-unit, or minimal terminable unit, 1s a measure of
syntactic complexity/maturity which has been applied widely by
first language (L1) researchers (Hunt 1965 and others) and later
by L2 researchers.' Hunt(1970) defined the T-unit as an indepen-
dent clause and any subordinate clauses or nonclausal structures
attached to or embedded in it.

While some L2 studies (Monroe 1975; Cooper 1976; HKameen 1973)
found that the average number of words per T-unit (mean T-unit
length) increased with proficiency levels, and it was effective 1n
discriminating among adult L2 learners at different levels of
proficiency, other studies in English as a second language (ESL)
(Scott and Tucker 1974; Larsen-Freeman and Strom 1977; Larsen-
Freeman 1978, 1983) favor as an objective and useful measure of

overall L2 proficiency an error-free T-unit (EFT), a T-unit that
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takes the elimination of errors into account. Larsen-Freeman
(1983) states that error-free measures are "more powerful measures
(il.e., ones giving us both higher correlations with another
measure of proficiency and giving us greater variance or
dispersion of scores among proficiency levels)" (p.288).

In their attempt to construct an index of L2 development,
Larsen-Freeman and Strom (1977) found that the best discrimination
measures were the average number of words per T-unit (mean T-unit
length) and the total number of KFTs per composition; the total
number of EFTs increased linearly and significantly although the
linear increase in mean T- -unit length was statistically nonsignif-
icant across the five groups.

In her pursuit of an index of L2 development, Larsen~Freeman
(1978, 1983) investigated the sensitivity of T-unit measures to
discriminate between proficiency levels. Larsen-Freeman (1978)
found that the measures that increased linearly with proficiency
and that discriminated among different proficiency levels were:
mean T-unit length, the percentage of EFTs (the ratio of EFTs to
total T-units), and the average number of words per EFT (mean EFT
lengéh); the best discriminators among the five levels of ESL
proficiency were found to be the percentage of EFT and mean T-
unit length.

Larsen-Freeman (1983) further examined the effectiveness of
objective measures on which to bagse an index of L2 development in
three kinds of ESL studies: 1) oral tasks; 2) controlled versus
free writing; and 3) the effect of time on writing. Statistical
analysis revealed ghat the different measures were of varied
sensitivity in discriminating between proficiency levels: a
measure worked well in one case, but not in another cage. For the
average number of words per EFT, she noted that this measure did
not dlscr1m1nate significantly between all adjacent proficiency
levels (e.g., level 1-level 2, level 2-level 3) in her three

studies, although it has been reported as a more powerful measure
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of L2 proficiency.

In EFL, less work has been done on the adequacy of objective
measures of overall English proficiency as an index of EFL
development. The results of studies by Kadota (1990) and Tomita
(1990) preferred EFTs to mean T-unit length in assessing Japanese
learners’ 6verall EFL proficiency. Hirano (1990; (in press))
investigated the argumentative writing of Japanese EFL university
students by using a number of objective measures of proficiency
that have been claimed to discriminate among various levels.
Hirano (in press) found that regardless of audience, the most
powerful of the ten objective measures in discriminating between
all adjacent proficiency levels of Japanese EFL university
students at three levels were mean T-unit length, the total number
of words in EFTs, the percentage of EFTs, and the total number of
EFTs; however, mean T-unit length did not prove to be as valid and
discriminatory a measure as is.desired in ESL.

1.2 The effects of task variables on objective measures

The effect of task variables, such as audience, age, mode of
discourse, and cognitive style, on syntactic complexity has been
examined in L1 studies (Smith and Swan 1978; San Jose 13872; Hunt
1965) and L2 studies (Dvorak 1987; Hirano (in press)).

A number of studies have examined the effect of mode of
discourse on syntactic complexity in speech and writing. L1 and L2
studies have found that different modes of discourse result in
different levels of syntactic complexity of written language in Ll
elementary and high school students (San Jose 1972; Perron 1977;
Crowhurst and Piche 1979; Crowhurst 1980) and of spoken and
written language in FL university students (Dvorak 1987). All
these previous studies indicate that syntactic complexity is
greater in the argumentative mode than in other modes of writing.
For example, San Jose (1972) and Perron (1977) found that the mean
length of T-units was greatest in argumentation, followed by

exposition, narration, and description. Crowhurst and Piche (1879)
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and Crowhurst (1980} concluded that age norms of syntactic
development must take into account differences in mode of
discourse.

Much less work has been done on the effect of task variables
on the ecflectiveness (i.e., validity and discriminatory power) of
objective syntactic measures of ESL/EFL proficiency, in comparison
to L1 and LZ studies on the effect of task variables on syntactic
complexity. Larsen~Freeman (1983) found that a controlled writing
task did not seem, particularly more discriminating among profi-
ciency levels than free composition although any given measure did
not prove to be effective in all cases. Dvorak (1987) found that
Lthere were no significant interactions between proficiency level
and mode of discourse among learners of Spanish as a foreign
language. Hirano (in press) investigated the effect of audience on
the sensitivity of objective measures of EFL proficiency in
Japanese university students. She found that assigning an audience
had no significant effect on the validity and discriminatory power
of objective measures; however she suggested the need for further
research on audience effect.

To my knowledge, no research has been done on investigating
whether mode of discourse will affect the sensitivity of objective
measures in discriminating between proficiency levels of Japanese
EFL university students. Is it possible to have an EFL index
independent of the effect of mode of discourse ? If not, does
mode of discourse affect some objective measures but not others?
What effects does mode of discourse have on objective measures in
the assessment of overall EFL proficiency for Japanese university
students ? It is obvious that in order to answer these questions,
studies are needed to examine whether mode of discourse will
affect the usefulness of T-unit measures for use as measures of
EFL proficiency in order to see under which writing assignment
condition objective measures are more valid and discriminatory

indicators of Japanese EFL development.
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The purpose of this study is to determine (1) the effect of
mode of discourse, i.e., description and argument, on the fluency,
complexity and accuracy of compositions written wunder time
pressure by Japanese university students; and (2) whether there
are significant differences between the two modes in the efficacy
(i.e.,Lhe validity and discriminatory power) of objective measures
of overall EFL proficiency in Japanese university students in an

attempt to establish an index of EFL development.

2. METHOD
2.1 Subjects

A total of B0 Japanese EFL students at Niigata University,
Joetsu University of Education and Niigata Prefectural Women's
Junior College served as subjects in this study. They consisted of
44 non-English majors (freshmen) and 36 English majors (33
sophomores and 3 graduates). No subject reported previous living
expgrience in an English-speaking country. The subjects were
idiVided into three ability groups: high, middle, and low. Their
assignments to high, middle, and low ability groups were based on
their scores on the Comprehensive English Language Test for
Learners of English (CELT), 2 with a KR21 reliability of .789 on
the structure subtest, .826 on vocabulary, and .727 on listening.
The CELT scores {(converted scores) ranged from 34.00 to 87.00
with a mean of 55.00 (out of a possible 100)--the equated score
derived from adding the converted scores on the three subtests:
structure, vocabulary, and listening. As indicated in Table 1, the
high group kZS % of the total subjects), which consisted of 20
subjects, had a mean score of 69.62, with CELT scores of 61.00
and above. The middle group (50 %), with 40 subjects, had a mean
score of 55.00, scoring from 46.67 to 60.67. The low group (25
%), with 20 subjects, had a mean score of 40.37, with CELT scores
less than 46.00. One-way analyses of variance (ANOVAs) found

significant differences among the three proficiency levels in
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Lheir average scores on the CELT (F(2,77)=186.85, P< .001).
2.2 Procedure

Each student wrote in two modes of discourse, i.e., description
and argument. These two modes were chosen since description was
shown to be least syntaétically complex and argument most syntac-
tically complex in previous studies (Perron 1977; Crowhurst and
Piche 1979). In order to counterbalance the order of presentation
across the subjects, they were randomly assigned to either
argumentation-first or description-first tasks. The topics in each
mode differed; they were, therefore, not controlled.

The instrucltions for the description assignment were to
describe in written form a series of pictures in twenty minutes
(see Appendix).? For the argument assignment, students were asked
to write in thirty minutes on the topic of whether they would
prefer to live in a large city or in a small town. The topic and
time limit were equivalent to those in Larsen-Freeman's (1978)
study. However, Larsen-Freeman's procedure was used with slight
modifications. That 1is, the essay length was not assigned.
Students were given the following instructions: "Begin with the
sentence ‘1 prefer to live in a large city/small town.' Then give
reasons why you prefer to live in a large city/small town and

develop ybur main idea." Students were told to write as much as
possible. No dictionaries were permitted. No subject reported
previous writing on this topic in either English or Japanese.
Whereas, in previous studies, subjects wrote in different modes
and were given the same amount of writing time or were allowed to
write at their own speed, the subjects in the present study were
given different restricted time limits to write in each mode: they
were given 20 minutes for description and 30 minufes for argument.
The reason the differing time allowances were chosen for subjects
writing in the different modes was that the degree of time

pressure differs across writing tasks. Time limits were determined

on the basis of the results of the questionnaire filled out by
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students in a preliminary study. They reported that 20 minutes for
description and 30 minutes for argument were not enough to
complete the tasks adequately. It was assumed that it would be
better to collect the data by differentiating time limits
depending on the difficulty of writing tasks in the present study.
A restrictive time limit seemed beneficial in conducting this
study.
2.3 Data analysis

The written compositions were analyzed using ten measures (see
Table 2). Unintelligible strings or fragments(e.g., "The reason...
and abound in nature") were not counted as T-units. Exclamations
and parenthetical expressions were counted as T-units. The re-
searcher and another Japanese rater, who had had practice with the
segmentation system, independently segmented 12 descriptions (15 %
of a total of 80) and 12 arguments (15 %) into T-units and
dependent clauses and calculated them. Interrater reliability on
the number of T-units was .996. All other writings were segmented
by the researcher. Following Larsen-Freeman and Strom's (1977)
procedure, this study counted as error-free any T-unit that was
perfect in all aspects, including spelling and punctuation. Errors
in each of the students"compositions were identified indepen-
dently by two native English speakers and the researcher. When
differences of opinion in the identification of errors occurred,
another native English teacher was asked for his or her judgment.

For word count, numbers (e.g., 5,000), and proper names {e.g.,
New York) were counted as one word. Counted as one word were
compound nouns written as two words by students (e.g., police man,
country side). The following words were counted as two words:
contractions f{e.g.,I'm, don’t), titles plus names (e.g., Mr.
Smith), and hyphenated words (e.g., part-time).

To examine the validity of objective measures of language
proficiency, Pearson product moment correlations were used. 2

(mode of discourse) by 3 (level of proficiency) ANOVAs were
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Table 1. Means and SDs Table 2. Corralations betveen objective measures and CELT
of the CELT scores

Group| N| Mean|{ SD Objective wmezsure Description Argument CR

| ov 20(40.37] 1.15 Total # of vords per composition . 602+¢¢ L5238 .11

hiddlddo|55.00} 17.79 Total ¥ of T-units .230% L2171 L

high 120(69.62( 1.01 Mean T-unlt length L4364 C5850% - 87

mll 80155.00011, 38 Mean clause length 41288 L3550 -0
Mean ¥ of clauses per T-unit L3136 L3339 - 18
X of dependent clauses 325008 L3614 - 2%
Total £ of vords In EFTs LB4TEE L5640 .66
Total & of EFTs L5334 L5104 1T
Mean EFT iength L3564 A1k - 42
X of EFTs L5334 LATes A4S

¢ p< .03 kv pC 0]

performed on the data to check for significance in differences

~among means and to test the discriminatory power of measures.

3. RESULTS

3.1 Correlations

As can be seen in Table 2, the significant correlations between
objective measures and the CELT scores ranged from .230 to .647.
The significant correlations were above .40 on six measures in
each of the two modes of discourse. Correlating significantly with
the. CELT scores in bofh modes were five out of the ten measures:
the total number of words per composition, mean T-unit length, the
total number of words in EFTs, the total number of EFTs, and the
percentage of EFTs.

It should be noted that the differences in the correlations
between objective measures and the CELT scores were not statisti-
cally significant in a comparison of the descriptive mode and the
argumentative mode, although five out of ten measures showed
slightly higher significant correlations above .40 in description
than in argument. That is, the validity of ten objective measures
did not differ significantly between modes of discourse.

3.2 ANOVAs

The means and standard deviations for the objective measures

are reported in Table 3. Since the total number of T-units had the

lowest correlation with CELT scores (r= .230 for description: r=
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Table 3. Means, SDs and the results of ANOVAs for each of the objective measures
Mode Profi-
ciency A X B
Mode level Inter-
Description Argument (A) (B) action
Objective measure{Group Mean (SD) Mean (SD) F ratio F ratioiF ratio
Total & of lovw 95.40(25.49) 139.80(47.02) 186, {8+¢ 16. 11%%15 06¢
vords middlie 122.60{(24.96) 151.43(43.07)
high 144.60(33.01) 12.60(76.06)
all 121.30(32,42) 153.81(61.17)
Mean T-unit low 7.63( 1.28) 3.17( 1.40)170. 954+ J1.28%¢ 4. 13¢
length niddle 8.41{ 1.66) 3.87( 1.12)
high 9.80( 1.78) 12.74( 1.59)
all 3.56( 1.79) 10.41( 2.12)
Mean clause low 6.97( 0.88) T.47C 1.42) ) 5.73+ 12.8344(0.21
length middle T.19( 1.12) 1.50( 1.128)
high B.19( 1.44) 8.81( 1.42)
altl 7.39( 1.2%) 7.82( 1.471)
Mean & of loy 1.09¢ 0.09) 1.24( 0.18) (66, 21 %+ 12.15%#%(2.170
clauses per riddle 1.17( 0.13) 1.32¢ 0. 14)
T-unit high 1,200 0.13) 1.47( 0.23)
all 1.16( 0.13) 1.34( 0.19)
% of dependent low 7.87( 1.08) 18.06(11.568)1687.26¢%¢% 12.81¢%[1.17
clauses mniddle 13.54( 8.95) 23.48( 8.52)
high 15.82{ 8.88) 30.47( 3.31%)
all 12.69( 8.3¢) 23.81(10.53)
Total # of voards f[lovr 12.90( 3.83) 16.18(15.39) ) 6.91¢ 23.58%4i1.42
in EFTs aiddle 26.08(17.85%) 33.53(24.03)
high 47.05(20.20) 64.75(5L1.78)
all 28.03{20.74) 36.99(36.52)
Total % of lovw 2.00( 1.48) 2.10( 2.05)¢ 0.05 18. 37++{0. 04
EFTs middle 3.68( 2.58) 3.90( 2.39)
high 65.00( 2.79) 5.95( 4.69)
all 3.84( 2.80) 3.96( 3.1335)
Mean EFT length lovw 5.65( 2.71) 6.71( 4.04) 117.624% 12.48%% 1,39
aiddle 6.94( 2.88) 8.38( 2.66)
high 8§.07( 1.38) 10.72( 2.24)
all 6.90( 2.58) 8.55( 3.30)
% of EFTs loy 17.08(13.95) 13.25(10.90){ 1.52 18.44%%12.06
niddle 23.03(13.55) 26.01(15.81)
high 39.37(14.711) 32.41(16.09)
all 25.682(16.24) 24.42015.3T)

Yote: L=Lov, M=Middle, H=High
% p< .05 £% pC .01
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217 for argument), it was excluded from further analysis.
3.2.1 Mode of discourse

As indicated in Table 3, ANOVAs showed that the main effect for
mode of discourse was significant for seven of the nine dependent
variables; ignoring proficiency level, argument scored

: significaﬁtly higher than description on the total number of
words per composition, mean T-unit length, mean clause length,
mean number of clauses per T-unit, the percentage of dependent
clauses, the total number of words in EFTs, and mean EFT length.

No significant main effects for mode of discourse were found in
LWwo measures, the total number of EFTs and the percentage of EFTs:
there were no significant differences between modes on these two
measures.

There were significant interactions between mode and profi-
ciency on two of the nine dependent variables, i.e., the total
number of words, F(2, 77)=5.06, p< .0l; and mean T-unit length,
F(2, 27)=4.18, p< .05. The sighificant interactions between mode
of discpurse and proficiency level indicated that at each of the
three pfoficiency levels , argument scored significantly (p< .01)
higher than description with respect to these two measures.

3.2.2 Proficiency level

As shown in Table 3, the main effect for proficiency level was
significant (p< .05) for all nine dependent variables. Pairwise
comparisons among means except the total number of words and mean
T-unit length using the LSD procedure revealed that regardless of
mode of discourse, the measures except mean clause length and the
mean number of clauses per T-unit increased linearly and signifi-
cantly with language proficiency level and discriminated between
all adjacent levels: high > middle > low ,p< .05. Mean clause
lengthi and the mean number of clauses per T-unit increased
linearly and significantly, but failed to discriminate between the
low and middle groups though the high group outscored signifi-
cantly (p< .05) both middle and low groups: high > middle = low.
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There was a significant interaction between proficiency and
mode on the total number of words, F(2, 77)=5.06, p< .01. There
were significant differences among proficiency levels: F(2Z, 77):
18.79, p< .01 for description; F(2, 77)=12.07, p< .01 for
argument. Pairwise comparisons of means on the total number of
wqrds per composition revealed that in description, the total
nupber of words discriminated significantly between all three
adjacent proficiency levels: high > middle > low, p< .05; however,
in argument, the total number of words did not distinguish between
the low and middle groups although it distinguished significantly
(p< .05) between the low and high groups and between the middle
and high groups : high > middle = low.

The interaction effect of proficiency and mode on mean T=unit
length was also significant, F(2, 77)=4.18, p< .05. There were
significant differences among proficienpy levels: F(2, 77)=10.83,
p< .01 for description; F({2, 77)=31.63, p< .01 for argument. Mean
T-unit length discriminated significantly (p< .05) between the low
and high groups and between the middle and high in each mode
although it failed to discriminate between the low and middle
groups in either mode of discourse. For the significant inter-
action between proficiency and mode for mean T-unit length, there
was a slightly greater variance or dispersion (in scores) in
argument than in description in mean T-unit length between the
low and high groups and between the middle and high groups.

The interaction effect of proficiency and mode on all dependent
variables except two measures (the total number of words and mean

T-unit length) was not significant.

4. DISCUSSION ’

Several features of this study merit discussion.

4.1 Mode of discourse

The effect of mode of discourse was clear, Regardless of

proficiency 1level, there were significant differences between
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modes on all measures except the total number of EFTs and the
percentage of EFTs. In the total sample, when comparing argument
and description, argument produced longer writing, more
syntactically complex writing (longer T-units, longer clauses, a
greater number of clauses per T-unit, and a higher percentage of
dependent clauses), a greater number of words in EFTs, and longer
EFTs. The finding that argument produced longer T-units supports
the findings of several earlier studies in L1 (San Jose 1972;
Perron 1977; Crowhupst and Piche 1979) and in L2 (Dvorak 1987). It
may be that the nature of argument causes students to produce a
high degree of subordination, which lengthens T-units {Crowhurst
1978: 92).

Surprisingly, for the total sample, argument did not produce
less accurate language than description in terms of the percentage
of EFTs: the percentage of EFTs was not significantly lower for
argument than for description. This finding differs from that of
Dvorak (1987), who found that argument produced less accurate
langudge than narration. One likely explanation for the finding in
the present study 1is that description was as considerably
demanding for the students as argument: the description task
involved vocabulary that was not accessible to students, and this
provoked errors. Moreover, another explanation is that our
criteria for judging a T-unit to be error-free were more stringent
than Dvorak’s (1987), where spelling and punctuation were
disregarded as criteria in considering a T-unit to be error-free.
4.2 Proficiency level

As in previous studies, the main effect of proficiency level
indicated that in the total sample, fluency (the total number of
words), syntactic complexity (e.g., mean T-unit length) and
accuracy (e.g., the percentage of EFTs) increased linearly and
significantly with levels of language proficiency. Regardless of
mode, the percentage of dependent clauses and all error-free

measures discriminated between all adjacent levels. However, it
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was found that mean clause length did not discriminate between
all adjacent proficiency levels. The finding for mean clause
length confirms that of previous research involving Japanese EFL
students ( Hirano 1990; (in press); Kadota 1990).

The interaction effects are perhaps the most interesting
findings. 1t is the presence of the significant interactions of
proficiency and mode in the total number of words and mean T-unit
length measures that is of interest. It seems important to note
that the discriminating power of only these two measures was
different between the two modes. With respect to the total number

; of words, description, which distinguished between all adjacent

l levels of proficiency, was superior to argument in discriminating
between all adjacent levels. If the total number of words
produced by students under restricted time pressure is used to
gauge overall EFL proficiency, description rather than argument
appears to be suitable as a writing task. Why didn’t the total
number of words discriminate between all adjacent levels in
argumentation? One likely explanation is that in argument, where
students write without restricted word limits and can avoid
vocabulary that is not available to them, even the low group was
able to produce more vocabulary in this mode, so that the
difference (variance or dispersion of the score in the total
number of words) between the low and middle groups was smaller in
argumentative writing than in description. As a result, the
difference between the low and middle groups was not statistically
significant in argument. Furthermore, the low group may have
lacked the vocabulary required in description, a task which
controls the content, eliminating variation in writing. Thus, it
seems plausible that the difference in the tot&l number of words
between adjacent levels of proficiency might have ‘more clearly
reflected different proficiency levels of the subjects in
description thgn in argument. .

More iﬁéeresting is the fact that the interaction between
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proficiency and mode was significant with respect to mean T-unit
length. This finding means that for mean T-unit length, argument
is a superior method for assessing proficiency. That 1s,
concerning mean T-unit length, there were slightly greater
differences between the low and high groups (3.57 words per T-
unit) and between the middle and high groups (2.87 words per T-
unit) in argument than that between the low and high groups (2.17
words per T-unit) and that between the middle and high groups
(1.39 .words per T-unit) in description, although this measure
failed to discriminate between the low and middle groups in each
mode. One explanation for the greater differences for argument is
that argument tends to have writers make maximum use of their
syntactic resources. Crowhurst and Piche (1979) suggest that
studies of syntactic development should be based on "writing which
requires subjects to make maximum use of their syntactic skill.
The evidence suggests that argumentative writing is one such kind
of writing" (p.108).

In view of the evidence that significant interactions between
proficiency level and mode were found for the total number of
words and mean T-unit length, these two measures are mode-
sensitive, and are therefore of limited usefulness as an index of
Japanese EFL development unless the mode of discourse factor is
taken into account.

With respect to mean T-unit length, the findings conflict. In
the argumentative mode, Hirano (1990; (in press)) found mean T-
unit length discriminated between all adjacent levels of profi-
ciency, while the present study found that mean T-unit length did
not operate in the same way between levels although it showed
significant correlations with the CELT scores(r= .585)in Table 2.

Finally, the absence of significant differences between the
modes in correlations with the CELT scores and that of inter-
actions of proficiency and mode in any of the four error-free

objective measures should be noted. The results suggest that with
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the exception of mean EFT length, EFT measures, i.e., modified T-
unit measures, appear to be more effective as indicators of
Japanese EFL proficiency than unmodified T-unit measures (e.g.,
mean T-unit length). The lack of interactions indicates that no
error-free measures were affected by mode of discourse in terms of
their discriminatory power. Furthermore, regardless of mode of
discourse, all these measures discriminated between all adjacent
proficiency levels. With the exception of mean EFT length, these
error-free measures showed correlations which were above .04 with
CELT scores. With the exception of mean EFT length, the superi-
ority of error-free measures over unadapted T-unit measures agrees
with past ESL research (Larsen-Freeman and Strom 1977; Larsen-
Freeman 1978, 1983; Vann 1979).

The higher correlation with CELT scores than in other measures,
in addition to the absence of significant differences between the
two modes in terms of discriminatory power indicated that the
total number of words in EFT was the most powerful and appropriate
indicator of Japanese EFL proficiency. It showed the highest
significant correlation with the CELT score in description. The
great sensitivity of the total number of words in EFTs is
confirmed by the findings of Khered (1984).

One possible reason for the lack of significant interaction
between proficiency and mode on all error-free measures may be
that subjects had to write in each mode under restricted time
pressure. Given longer periods of writing time, the results might
have been different. Further research is needed to investigate
the effect of mode of discourse on the efficacy of objective

measures when students are given longer periods of time.

5. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

This sgtudy was designed to investigate (1) whether mode of
discourse would have significant effects on the fluency,

complexity and accuracy of writing produced by Japanese EFL
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university students; and (2) whether gignificant differences in
the effectiveness (i.e., the validity and discriminatory power) of
objective measures related to T-units would occur between modes of
discourse, in order to see which mode is superior in which measure
when assessing proficiency.

The major findings of this study are summarized as follows:
(1) In the total sample, mode of discourse had significant
effects on the fluency {(the total number of words), complexity
(unmodified T-unit measures) and accuracy of the writing of the
students. Regardless of proficiency level, argument produced
significantly more complex writing (longer clauses, a greater
number of clauses per T-unit, a higher percentage of EFTs), a
greater number of words in EFTs, and longer mean EFT length than
did description. At each level of proficiency, argument produced
significantly longer wfiting and longer T-units than description.
(2) Whereas the differences between modes in correlations between
objective measures and CELT scores were not significant, there
were significant differences between modes in discriminatory
power with respect to the total number of words and mean T-unit
length. Mode of discourse significantly affected the discrimina-
tory power of the two measures. Thus, there is clear need to
control mode of discourse in studies involving the establishment
of an index of EFL development.
1. Concerning the total number of words, description was superior
to argument in discriminating between levels of proficiency.
2, With respect to mean T-unit length, argument was superior to
description in discrimination of proficiency levels.
(3) With the exception of mean T-unit length, error-free objective
measures, or measures that take the absence of errors into
account, appear to be more gsuitable for assessing Japanese EFL
proficiency.

A great deal more research like this is necessary before these

findings can be generalized to include all Japanese EFL students.
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The present study raises some questions that should be addressed
in future studies. For example, what effect does the amount of
prior wWriting experience exert on objective measures? Does the
effect of mode of discourse on objective measures differ between
students under communicative English instruction and those who
have had formal instruction which focuses on correctness? Would
i1t be more beneficial to construct an index of EFL development
based on coherence/cohesion of writing or features of communica-
tive discourse rather than surface syntactic features ?
Larsen-Freeman (1983) states that "the questions involved in
the construction of an index are formidable" (p.301). However,
measures based on T-unit analysis, with the advantages of objec-
tivity, and ease of application, would be very beneficial to
teachers and researchers as an aid in asgsessing EFL proficiency.
The results of this study offer some insight into the search
for a developmental yardstick by which to gauge global EFL
proficiency. The results of the present study need to be
supported by further research in which mode is not confounded
with topic and data is gathered from more than a single sample of
writing from individual students who have received practice at

writing under time pressure.

NOTES

¥ This 1s a revised version of a paper presented at the 29%th
Annual Convention of the Japan Association of College English
Teachers (JACET) held in Chiba, Japan on September 7,1990.I
would like to thank several teachers at Niigata University and
Niigata Prefectural Women's Junior College for their assistance
in providing students for this study. I would also like to
extend my gratitude to Fred Durbin, Leslie Robertson, Scott
Rodenbeck and Adele Richie for checking the students’ composi-
tions,

l. A simple or a complex sentence constitutes one T-unit, while a
compound sentence consists of more than one T-unit. For
example, the sentence "No work has been done on this theme, / so
it is obvious the results of the study will be beneficial to
teachers” constitutes 2 T-units and involves 11 words/T-unit.
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2. Harris, D. and L.Palmer. CELT--A Comprehensive English
Language Test for Learners of English: Form A. New York: McGraw
Hill Book Company, 1986.

3. Hill, L.A. Picture Composition Book. London: Longman, 1960.
26-27 {Picture Story 12)
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APPENDIX

Describe the picture story in English in 20 minutes.

(Hill 1960: 26-27)
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