
INTRODUCTION

The recognized evaluation systems for Chinese as sec-
ond language in the world include (a) Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFRL), (b) 
American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages 
(ACTFL), and (c) International Chinese Language Education 
Chinese Proficiency level standards. The evaluation systems 
focus on the oral proficiency interview (OPI) for the assess-
ment of language speaking ability. OPI assesses the ability to 
use language effectively and appropriately in real-life situa-
tions. The OPI under the ACTFUL framework is proficien-
cy-based, and provide a means of assessing the proficiency 
of a foreign language speaker. OPI provides reference for 
Chinese as a second language oral assessment. American 
Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) is 
an organization aiming to improve and expand the teaching 
and learning of all languages at all levels of instruction.

ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (2012) introduced Oral 
Proficiency Interview OPI, a live 15- to 30-minute tele-
phone conversation between a certified ACTFL Tester and 
the candidate. The OPI assessment is a valid and reliable 
test that measures how well a person speaks a language. The 
procedure is standardized to assess global speaking ability, 
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measuring language production holistically by determining 
patterns of strengths and weaknesses.

The assessment result in OPI served as a reference in 
the Critical Language Scholarship (CLS) program in China. 
International students have to take three OPI tests, during 
admission, the placement test after coming to China, and 
the assessment after the project. The results of these three 
OPI tests often exceed the expectations of teachers, which 
attracts the attention of project managers. The study seeks 
to put forward relevant strategies based on the actual OPI of 
the students.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Bijani (2019) pointed out “the Oral Proficiency Interview 
(OPI) is a widely used tool for assessing language learners’ 
speaking abilities” This set of measurement methods can be 
used not only in English assessment, but also in Japanese, 
Chinese and other languages. Relevant scholars have eval-
uated and analyzed its applicability in Japanese assessment. 
“OPI’s short test time and ease of use have contributed to 
its widespread adoption in language research and educa-
tion, particularly in Korea for Japanese language studies” 
Kawaguchi et al. (2020). The advantages of OPI include (a) 
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simple and flexible question setting, (b) short test time, (c) 
easy to use, and (d) low operation difficulty. On the contrary, 
McConnell (2022) critics argue that assessment activities, 
including OPI, have become burdensome accountability ex-
ercises rather than tools for improving student learning OPI 
poses (a) unreasonable grade determination, (b) lack of dif-
ferentiation, and (c) inability to objectively judge the starting 
point of the test.

Second language learners can accurately self-assess 
their oral proficiency using tools like the NCSSFL-ACTFL 
Can-Do Statements, particularly at Novice and Advanced 
levels (Ma & Winke, 2019). Peng et al. (2020) pointed out: 
“An independent oral test, Hanyu Shuiping Kouyu Kaoshi 
(HSKK), complements the HSK for speaking assessment.” 
According to Akbari, (2020) “While standardized tests like 
OPI and HSK are widely used, there is a growing emphasis 
on authentic, performance-based assessments in classroom 
settings to provide ongoing evaluation integrated with in-
struction”. These diverse assessment methods aim to com-
prehensively evaluate Chinese language proficiency across 
various skills and contexts.

ACTFL (2021) present colleges and universities are us-
ing OPI results for student placement in language courses 
and awarding college credit for demonstrated proficiency. 
This allows students to bypass introductory courses and en-
roll in advanced classes directly. (ACTFL, 2020) Institutions 
employ OPI results to evaluate the effectiveness of their 
language programs and make necessary adjustments to their 
curricula to meet proficiency standards.

The OPIc is owned by ACTFL and administered by LTI, 
which holds an exclusive license (ACTFL, 2018). While 
ACTFL and LTI retain all administrative and content control 
of the exam, this development, along with growing test-taker 
numbers, suggests that in the future the OPIc may expand its 
reach and relevance both in the United States and abroad.

Government agencies and the military utilize OPI re-
sults for certifying language proficiency, which is essential 
for roles requiring specific language skills such as foreign 
service officers, translators, and intelligence personnel 
(Language Testing International, 2021). Proficiency certifi-
cations obtained through OPI assessments are often prereq-
uisites for security clearances and can influence promotion 
decisions within these agencies (ACTFL, 2021).

Oral tests are more appropriate for low-level test takers, 
and semi-direct tests for higher ability ones. Data analyses 
demonstrated no significant difference between the ratings 
of direct and semi-direct oral assessment by the raters. 
Consequently, semi-direct oral tests can be regarded as a re-
liable substitute for direct oral tests.

Bijani (2019) argues that Oral Proficiency Interviews 
(OPI) can be effective for assessing language learners’ 
speaking skills, but rater training is crucial for reliable scor-
ing. Studies show that rater training improves interrater con-
sistency and reduces severity/leniency bias. Rater training 
is essential for maintaining rating consistency and under-
standing assessment criteria. Rossi and Brunfaut (2020) rec-
ommended to improve reliability and validity in classroom 
assessment, teachers can employ strategies such as multiple 

raters and communal rating sessions; however, while rater 
training can enhance consistency, it may also increase differ-
ences in severity. Overall, these studies suggest that OPI can 
be valuable for language assessment when combined with 
proper rater training and reliable rating scales.

Theoretical Framework

The establishment and development of the Oral Proficiency 
Interview (OPI) system have been influenced by multiple 
theories, all of which emphasize the communicative and 
contextual nature of language learning. OPI comprehensive-
ly assesses the oral proficiency of language learners through 
interactive tasks set in real-life scenarios, reflecting the latest 
principles and practices in modern language teaching and 
assessment.

Communicative language teaching (CLT)

CLT emphasizes the communicative function of language 
rather than just language forms. It posits that the ultimate 
goal of language learning is to enable effective communi-
cation in real-life situations. Wang and Zhang (2023) stated 
emphasizes the importance of assessing language learners’ 
communicative abilities in context, beyond just grammar and 
vocabulary accuracy. The test assesses learners’ language 
skills in different situations through a series of realistic con-
versational tasks, emphasizing fluency, appropriateness, and 
communicative function in language use.

Sociocultural theory

Proposed by Lev Vygotsky, this theory asserts that language 
learning is achieved through social interaction and coopera-
tive activities, emphasizing the interaction between learners 
and more experienced language users.

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory emphasizes that language 
learning occurs through social interaction and cooperative 
activities. This theory posits that cognitive development 
is mediated by social relationships and cultural context. 
Language is viewed not only as a communication tool but 
also as an instrument of thought that enables individuals to 
internalize knowledge (Silva et al., 2024).

Task-based language teaching (TBLT)

TBLT stresses learning language through completing mean-
ingful tasks, which should simulate real-life communication 
needs. Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) emphasizes 
learning through meaningful tasks that simulate real-life 
communication needs This approach engages learners’ 
natural language acquisition abilities and focuses on form 
through task performance (Ellis et al., 2019).

OPI test process

In OPI testing, a trained and certified test officer will test the 
language proficiency of the test subject, which will have four 
processes to perform. The first part, warm-up, aims to make 
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students not feel unfamiliar and nervous, adapt to the exam 
environment, but also bring the subjects into a relatively dai-
ly natural state to “chat”, such as: Tell me a little bit about 
yourself and your normal daily routine. Tell me a little bit 
about yourself and your best friend.

The second part usually asks about hobbies, places you 
visit, people and things in your community, or at your school, 
such as: Tell me how you first met one of your neighbors. 
Describe in detail when you met and everything that hap-
pened during your fist few meetings. Who is your favorite 
character from any movie/TV show? Why is that character 
your favorite? Describe him/her in detail. A series of ques-
tions are asked to see if the candidate can make a detailed 
description, can make the overall output of the sentence, 
how to organize the connection of the context, and what is 
the fluency and appropriateness of the language expression. 
In this process, the examiner seeks the highest level of its 
showed, like “ceiling” its ability could reach, meanwhile, the 
examiner determines the lowest level should reach;

In the third part, the examiner determines the grade of the 
subject according to the performance of the second part, so 
the second part is crucial. If it is determined that the subject 
is intermediate, the examiner may choose to set up a scenario 
according to which the subject will role-play, such as: 1) I’d 
like to give you a situation and ask you to act it out. Imagine 
you want to take dance lesson. Call a dance school and ask 
three or four questions about dance classes. 2) I’m sorry. 
There’s a problem you need to resolve. The ticket agent tells 
you that the event is almost sold out. There are only a few 
tickets left, and the seats are not together. Call your friend 
and leave a message explaining what the situation is and of-
fer three or four alternatives. If the test is determined to be 
advanced level, the examiner will ask the topic of compari-
son, talking about politics, history, news, sports reports and 
other current political issues, please talk about your views, 
make some abstract generalization or horizontal comparison. 
For example: Express (and sometimes support) opinions on 
abstract issues. In this part, the examiner will determine the 
language level of the subject based on the quality of the tasks 
completed.

In the fourth part, the examiner wind down the interview.

METHOD

Research Design

The study adopted Concurrent Triangulation Mixed Method 
Research design in exploring the professional development 
of Calligraphy teachers’ discipline integration. In this study, 
quantitative data primarily consists of Oral Proficiency 
Interview (OPI) level. Qualitative data is collected through 
teacher interviews to explore the challenges they face in ad-
ministering OPI assessments.

Sample and Sampling Procedures

Purposive sampling was used in the study for the selection of 
five teachers in the CLS project who are from the department 
of international Chinese group that were interviewed. The 

five interviewees received OPI test training and situational 
teaching training. Total sampling of the eight students in the 
CLS program was used in the study.

Instrument

Standard OPI tests administered by the teachers were used 
in determining the student’s practical level of OPI. A set of 
researcher-made interview questions were utilized to ex-
plore the challenges faced by teachers when administering 
OPI (Oral Proficiency Interview) tests for Chinese language 
proficiency.

After the interview was finalized, the interview data was 
imported into a software produce the themes analyzed ac-
cording to the subject division in turn. The study adopted 
admission pre-test and post-test records to determine the stu-
dents’ practical level of oral proficiency as the background 
and used NVivo software to help organize, manage and an-
alyze the interview transcript in determining the practical 
level of oral proficiency and challenges.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Students’ Practical Level of Oral Proficiency

Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) is a standardized assess-
ment tool used to measure an individual’s ability to speak 
a language. It evaluates oral communication skills in a nat-
ural and interactive format (Siraranghom, 2024). Foreign 
students enrolled in Chinese universities submits OPI (Oral 
Proficiency Interview) test scores obtained in their country 
of origin as part of their placement assessments. However, 
upon retaking the OPI test in China for placement purpos-
es, discrepancies were observed between the scores from 
the U.S. and those obtained in China as shown in Table 1. 
Table 1 shows the OPI (Oral Proficiency Interview) levels 
during admission (students’ OPI scores from their home 
countries), pre-test (OPI scores before class placement), and 
post-test (OPI scores at the end of the program). It is evident 
that seven (7) students OPI level from admission to port-test 
differs while one (1) remains the same (advanced-mid). The 
students OPI level between admission and pre-test yielded 
five (5) similar levels, two (2) with higher admission OPI 
level, and one (1) with higher pre-test admission OPI. Level. 
The difference in OPI level can be contributed by non-target 
and target language environment. The admission OPI level 
serves as the basis for the placement of students. However, 
the CLS program implemented flexible mechanism to re-
tain or change the placement based on the OPI level at the 
pre-test.

This approach benefits not only individual students’ lan-
guage progression but also supports teachers’ instructional 
strategies and ensures the program advances cohesively.

Comparing pre-test and post-test results indicates that the 
8-week immersive program led to varying degrees of im-
provement based on students’ personal efforts. However, it is 
crucial to note that language proficiency gains cannot solely 
be attributed to individual effort. While immersion offers op-
portunities for linguistic and intercultural growth, outcomes 
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are highly variable due to environmental factors and individ-
ual differences (Jackson & Schwieter, 2019). Factors such as 
intercultural communication, cultural integration, and per-
sonal emotions also play significant roles. For instance, stu-
dents with lower language levels did not improve as quickly 
as those in the intermediate range. This is partly due to their 
limited language skills, which hindered their ability to make 
local friends or participate in more cultural activities, slow-
ing their language progress.

Similarly, advanced-level students showed less signifi-
cant improvement compared to intermediate-level students. 
Their existing language knowledge and skills were already 
sufficient for their current intercultural lives, so they did 
not face as many challenges requiring rapid adaptation. 
However, their progress in specialized academic language 
areas was limited due to a lack of focused learning and inter-
action in such domains. While advanced students may adapt 
more easily to intercultural environments, their progress 
in specialized academic language can be limited (Achirri, 
2021). A problem that project managers need to face is how 
to improve the academic and special Chinese of high-level 
Chinese learners in the project. These findings highlight the 
importance of tailoring language training to specific academ-
ic contexts and professional profiles (Candel-Mora, 2019).

Challenges Encountered at the Critical Language 
Scholarship Program

In the “techniques for assessing proficiency”, varied strategies 
are employed by examiners to ensure accurate assessments. 
Interviewee 3 emphasized understanding the candidate’s 
background, such as their learning history and cultural ex-
periences, to design appropriate questions. Interviewee 4 
detailed differentiation techniques, noting: “We assess based 
on sentence complexity, fluency, and naturalness.” These 
techniques highlight the importance of flexibility and adapt-
ability in the assessment process. “Measures of complexity, 
accuracy, and fluency as important dimensions for assessing 
second language performance.” (Winke & Brunfaut, 2020). 
Secondary probing, as described by Interviewee 4, ensures 
that ambiguous responses are clarified, reducing the risk of 
misjudgment. In practice, flexible strategies allow examiners 
to adjust their assessment methods according to specific sit-
uations. However, it is crucial to ensure that such flexibility 
does not lead to inconsistencies in assessment standards or 

excessive subjectivity. The lack of techniques employed by 
the examiner will influence the results of OPI. In practice, 
standardized tools should be combined with personalized as-
sessment methods to achieve a balance between fairness and 
accuracy. This balance is essential for both second language 
learners and examiners.

In the “reasons for score disparities”, score disparities 
were attributed to factors such as examiner subjectivity and 
environmental differences. Interviewee 3 noted that famil-
iarity with the test format could skew results: “Prepared 
answers during narration often give an impression of fluen-
cy, masking deeper issues.” “Oral proficiency assessments 
face challenges in reliability and validity due to various 
factors. Examiner subjectivity can lead to discrepancies 
in scoring, with examiners potentially awarding the same 
score for different reasons or being influenced by famil-
iarity with a candidate’s accent” (Bucher, 2019). This fur-
ther emphasizes the importance of dynamic questioning 
techniques. Through flexible question design, examiners 
can more effectively evaluate candidates’ genuine lan-
guage proficiency. This underscores the need for examin-
ers to employ dynamic questioning techniques to uncover 
genuine proficiency. If the examiner does not enhance the 
awareness of secondary confirmation, the student will use 
his preparation for the exam to hide his true level, such as 
the reality of a student’s performance is different from his 
true level.

Within the “challenges in OPI assessment”, examin-
er subjectivity is a key factor affecting scoring reliability. 
Interviewees 1 and 2 emphasized that different examiners 
often have varying interpretations and focuses regarding 
scoring criteria. Kinney et al. (2021) found that assessor 
training increased awareness of subjectivity. For instance, 
some examiners may prioritize fluency while overlooking 
grammatical accuracy, whereas others might consider com-
plexity or naturalness as core indicators. This subjectivity 
not only leads to inconsistencies in scoring standards but can 
also be exacerbated by cultural or linguistic biases. For ex-
ample, examiners may be inclined to assign higher scores to 
candidates with familiar accents or expressions, while being 
stricter toward unfamiliar accents.

Moreover, Interviewee 4 highlighted that the inefficien-
cy of remote training further intensifies this issue. Virtual 
sessions lack the interactivity and practical components nec-
essary to provide comprehensive guidance for examiners. 

Table 1. Students OPI level in admission, pre-test and post-test
Student Admission Pre‑Test Post‑Test
1 Novice-high Novice-mid Intermediate-low 
2 Advanced-mid Advanced-mid Advanced-mid
3 Novice-high Intermediate-mid Intermediate-high
4 Intermediate-mid Intermediate-low Advanced-mid
5 Intermediate-low Intermediate-low Advanced-low
6 Intermediate-mid Intermediate-mid Intermediate-high
7 Intermediate-low Intermediate-low Advanced -low
8 Novice-mid Novice-mid Novice-high
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Online training environments can lead to reduced social 
interaction, engagement, and attention from participants. 
Many dynamic language interaction scenarios cannot be re-
alistically simulated in remote training, making it challeng-
ing for examiners to effectively handle complex situations 
during assessments. Additionally, technical and environmen-
tal constraints may reduce engagement and the overall effec-
tiveness of training.

In suggestions for training, training is undoubtedly a 
cornerstone for enhancing the reliability and consistency 
of oral proficiency assessments. The emphasis on practical 
course demonstrations and regular retraining, as mentioned 
by the interviewees, reflects a growing awareness of the need 
for dynamic and experiential learning methods. Integrating 
hands-on exercises, as suggested by Interviewee 2, not only 
makes training more engaging but also ensures that exam-
iners are better equipped to apply theoretical principles in 
real-world scenarios. “The importance of hands-on exercises 
in training across various fields, integrating practical scenar-
ios from industry certifications can bridge the gap between 
theory and real-world challenges. This approach acknowl-
edges the complexity of oral proficiency assessments, which 
often require quick judgments in dynamic and diverse lan-
guage use situations.

Moreover, Interviewee 4’s focus on addressing trans-
lation issues is particularly significant in a global context. 
Challenges arise in oral examinations when conducted in 
different languages, necessitating accurate translation pro-
cesses to ensure validity (Carr & Sun, 2021). Non-native 
examiners may face unique challenges in interpreting as-
sessment guidelines or candidate responses, which could 
inadvertently affect their evaluations. Ensuring clarity in 
training materials not only supports non-native examiners 
but also fosters inclusivity and equity in assessment prac-
tices. Overall, these insights highlight the importance of 
making training more adaptive, inclusive, and grounded in 
practical application.

In future improvements for OPI, innovative solutions 
such as AI and big data were proposed to streamline the as-
sessment process. Interviewee 3 noted: “AI could assist in 
designing tailored question chains, reducing examiner work-
load and enhancing efficiency.” The integration of Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) and Big Data in education offers promising 
opportunities for enhancing assessment processes, personal-
ized learning, and administrative efficiency (Gardner et al., 
2021). By leveraging big data, patterns in language usage 
and proficiency levels could be analyzed to refine scoring 
criteria and improve the consistency of evaluations across 
diverse candidates. Lifelong learning opportunities for ex-
aminers were also emphasized, ensuring that they remain 
updated on best practices and emerging trends in language 
assessment.

Interventions for the CLS Program
To mitigate the impact of OPI (Oral Proficiency Interview) 
discrepancies and challenges on the CLS program, the 
program team can adopt a series of detailed and effective 
measures.

First, improving examiner training and assessment 
consistency is crucial. Interactive and hands-on training 
programs, such as role-playing and simulated OPI sce-
narios, can better prepare examiners for diverse linguistic 
and cultural contexts. “Evaluated trainee performance by 
calculating their level of agreement with expert consensus 
ratings” (Ortega, et al., 2023). Standardized scoring ru-
brics and regular calibration sessions can further minimize 
subjective biases and discrepancies in evaluations. In the 
training, Chinese should be enhanced as a purpose-specif-
ic training, and not with the help of translators, but with 
senior experts who speak Chinese as their native language, 
so as to reduce learners’ translation and misreading of for-
eign languages

Second, tailored support for immersion students at differ-
ent proficiency levels is essential. Lower-level students can 
benefit from structured cultural interaction programs, while 
advanced learners need targeted workshops focused on spe-
cialized academic language development. Flexible place-
ment mechanisms, such as mid-program reassessments, can 
also ensure students are aligned with their true language 
abilities. “The development process involved an in-depth 
analysis of the test’s components to ensure that learners 
become familiar with and confident in the test format This 
can reduce candidates’ doubts and anxiety”(Siraranghom, 
2024). Be fair to students from different cultures and back-
grounds “students hailing from diverse cultural backgrounds 
perceive partiality in the language and cultural context of 
evaluations”(Khasawneh & Khasawneh, 2023) Since the 
examiners are native speakers, they may exhibit bias when 
assessing heritage students, such as assuming their Chinese 
proficiency is higher than others due to their identity. This 
situation requires examiners to adopt a professional attitude 
and treat students from different cultural backgrounds with 
impartiality.

Additionally, leveraging modern assessment tools like 
AI and big data can enhance the efficiency and reliability of 
the OPI process. AI can assist in designing adaptive ques-
tion chains and analyzing speech patterns, while big data can 
track performance trends to refine methodologies. Collect 
examiner feedback regularly: “The nature and impact of 
raters’ feedback in language assessment remains underex-
plored”(Yang, 2023). Gather feedback from examiners about 
challenges and uncertainties they face during the scoring 
process to adjust training and guidance in a timely manner.

Finally, optimizing testing processes and scoring stan-
dards. “Rater reliability is the extent to which two or more 
raters agree on each other’s scoring of the same candidate” 
(Karuppaiah et al., 2020). In addition to traditional interview 
evaluations, incorporate methods such as audio recordings 
and peer reviews to provide a more comprehensive assess-
ment perspective and reduce biases associated with a single 
evaluation method.

CONCLUSION
The results of the study are summarized as follows: (1) dis-
crepancies in the students OPI level at admission and pre-
test, and an increase in OPI level at post-test (2) uneven 
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progress across proficiency levels and difficulties in cultural 
and social integration.

Discrepancies between admission, pre-test, and post-test 
results reveal the significant impact of examiner subjectivi-
ty, environmental differences, and strategic manipulation by 
students. These inconsistencies underscore the need for stan-
dardized scoring practices and rigorous examiner training to 
enhance reliability and fairness in assessments.

Moreover, the challenges faced during the immersion 
program, such as uneven progress across proficiency lev-
els and difficulties in cultural and social integration, em-
phasize the importance of tailoring instructional strategies 
to meet the specific needs of students. Lower-level learn-
ers require structured cultural engagement to foster lan-
guage growth, while advanced learners need specialized 
academic language development to address their unique 
challenges.

The findings highlight the need for a comprehensive, 
multifaceted approach to address the identified challenges. 
By combining technological advancements, targeted train-
ing, and tailored instructional strategies, the OPI process can 
be transformed into a more equitable, efficient, and impact-
ful system. These interventions will not only benefit students 
by providing accurate and meaningful evaluations but also 
support the CLS program in achieving its broader education-
al goals.
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