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Abstract. Jacoby and McNamara (1998) insist that domain specialists (e.g., doctors) and
language specialists (e.g., teachers) differ in their approaches to evaluating profession-specific
communication tasks. However, due to the scarcity of studies examining speaking assessments
for occupational purposes, the differences between the two rater groups have not yet been
clearly revealed. In response to this gap in the literature, this systematic research synthesis
study examines how the workplace speaking skill has been evaluated, focusing on rater groups
and rating scales. The major findings are as follows. First, research on ESP speaking
assessments tends to include more than one rater group such as domain specialists and
language specialists. Second, while domain specialists and language specialists generally
demonstrate high intergroup correlations, the rater group notably differs in terms of
field-specific criteria. Third, compared with linguistic scales, field-specific criteria have not
been developed. Based on these results, directions for future research are discussed.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Language assessment for professional purposes (LAPP) is defined as “any assessment
process, carried out by and for invested parties, which is used to determine a person’s
ability to understand and/or use the language of a professionally-oriented domain to a
specified or necessary level” (Knoch and Macqueen 2020, 3). Is LAPP, or language for
specific purposes (LSP) assessment, different from other general language assessments?
Douglas (2013) claimed that they are similar in that test developers must consider the
purposes of tests, characteristics of test-takers, the target language-use situations, and the
reliability, validity, and impact of each potential test. However, he also stated that these
two types of test differ in the two aspects: (a) the authenticity of a task and (b) the interaction
between language knowledge and domain-specific content knowledge.

Although there has been an increasing need to develop performance-based workplace
English assessments, it is difficult to develop speaking assessments of English for occupational
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purposes (EOP). The difficulty largely stems from the fact that developers of ESP assessments
are not necessarily ‘experts’ in the learners’ fields and thus do not have sufficient knowledge
for understanding a learner’s communication in their workplace. For example, language
professionals are not familiar with technical terms used at a certain workplace, necessary
language function, or real conversations because they are not experts in the relevant domain
(e.g., medicine or engineering). Nevertheless, language teachers or language program
developers must develop an authentic context for EOP learners and appropriate speaking
assessments. In order to ensure that ESP practitioners can collect language samples and
understand learners’ requirements at their workplaces, a needs-analysis is generally conducted
(e.g., Cowling 2007). However, discrepancies can be noted between highly customized
learning materials, which use authentic content and tasks related to the jobs at hand, and
standardized tests targeting a general work-related language, such as Comprehensive Adult
Students Assessment System or Adult Basic Learning Examination (Ekkens and Winke 2009).

Another significant challenge is evaluating learners’ speaking performances without
content knowledge in the specific job-related domain, such as hospitality industries, health
medical fields, businesses, or construction companies. Jacoby and McNamara (1999)
proposed the notion of “indigenous criteria,” which emphasizes elements closely related to a
specific domain of the language (Elder and McNamara 2016), particularly for the Occupational
English Test (OET). Furthermore, Douglas (2000) admitted that the most crucial and
complicated concern in developing LSP speaking tests is developing evaluation criteria or
rating scales. Douglas (2001) insisted that assessment criteria must be derived by incorporating
a target language to use as the test content. This issue raised the following question: Who
should be trained and included as a rater in ESP speaking tests? Domain specialists are
experts in the subject area but not in the language. By contrast, language professionals are
familiar with evaluating speaking performances and developing tasks used in speaking tests.
However, they are not specialists in the specific fields of the test-takers.

The effects of raters on speaking assessments have been examined in many studies (e.g.,
Duijm et al. 2018), although most did not have a specific focus on ESP. Duijm et al. (2018)
compared linguistically trained and non-trained raters in terms of accuracy and fluency in
speaking. They found that the former group focuses on accuracy while the latter group paid
more attention to fluency. In’nami and Koizumi (2016) conducted a meta-analysis focused
on generalizability studies in speaking and writing. Their analysis compared the impacts of
tasks and task-related interaction and raters and rater-related interaction to see which was
more responsible for score variances and found that task and task-related interaction had
greater influence. They also compared types of tasks, contexts, and scoring methods to the
degrees of person-by-task interactions and found that person-by-task interactions had a
greater influence on assessments when they were based on both academic and general
contexts compared to interactions based only on academic contexts.

Considering the above, we predict that, in the occupational context, the effects of raters
would be large depending on whether the rater had much background knowledge in each
professional domain and whether the rater had experience with evaluating language
performance. To examine this possibility, we need to systematically review the effects of
raters and evaluation criteria. To the best of our knowledge, no synthesis has been performed
regarding ESP speaking assessment rating. Therefore, in this systematic research synthesis
study, which examined the existing literature in ESP speaking assessment, we addressed the
following research questions (RQs):
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RQ1: Which group—domain specialists, language specialists, or both—served as raters
in EOP speaking assessment research?

RQ2: What assessment criteria have been used in research on EOP speaking assessments?

RQ3: Do domain and language specialists differently rate speaking performance?

2. METHOD

This study adopted the systematic research synthesis to synthesize the existing
literature in ESP speaking assessments. The Educational Resources Information Center
(ERIC), PsycINFO, and ScienceDirect were used to acquire data because they have been
frequently used in previous research syntheses and meta-analyses. We first examined
papers published before August 2019 in 10 peer-reviewed journals in applied linguistics:
Applied Linguistics, English for Specific Purposes, Language Assessment Quarterly, Language
Learning, Language Teaching Research, Language Testing, Modern Language Journal,
Studies in Second Language Acquisition, System, and TESOL Quarterly. Among these
journals, seven were included in this synthesis based on the selection of comprehensive
international peer-reviewed journals in applied linguistics by Hashemi and Babaii (2013):
Applied Linguistics, English for Specific Purposes, Language Learning, Language Teaching
Research, Language testing, Modern Language Journal, and TESOL Quarterly. Considering
the focus of this synthesis (i.e., speaking assessment) and In’nami and Koizumi’s (2009)
meta-analysis, three journals (Language Assessment Quarterly, Studies in Second Language
Acquisition, and System) were additionally selected. The following 15 keywords were used to
retrieve empirical studies: (1) ESP assessment, (2) speaking assessment, (3) oral assessment,
(4) ESP testing, (5) speaking test, ESP, (6) speaking test, professional English, (7) oral test,
ESP, (8) spoken fluency, (9) speaking fluency, (10) interpreter test, (11) English aviation
test, (12) “business English” test, (13) health professional English test, (14) legal English
test, and (15) professional English test. This list of keywords was developed on the basis of
the key terms and synonyms used in the initially reviewed books and articles, authors’
experiences, and major professional fields of interest as described by Douglas (2013).

We performed a secondary screening of papers that were selected from the initial
screening of abstracts using a spreadsheet. We coded each paper as “Include” or “Not
Include” in the synthesis based on the following criteria: (a) adult learners, (b) English as the
target language, (c) domain-specific EOP, (d) non-self-evaluation, (e) focus on speaking
assessment, and (f) empirical or corpus study. Regarding (a) the participants, we included
undergraduate, graduate, and international teaching assistants engaging in particular
professional domains, as well as adult learners, who were working professionals from specific
fields. Concerning (b) the target language, we excluded papers that addressed languages other
than English. For (c) domain-specific EOP, papers that included EAP or immigration issues
were not selected. In contrast, we included working professionals and university students (i.e.,
undergraduate, graduate, and international teaching assistants), who studied English for
specific professional purposes, if the study was specific to a certain professional domain. In
other words, we did not include papers which were EOP in general. For (d), we excluded
studies conducted based only on self-assessment data because judgments regarding an
adequate level of domain-specific English proficiency do not necessarily match the self
assessments (Knoch and Macqueen 2020, 9) and we aimed to analyze scoring rubrics.
Regarding (e) and (f), we included both empirical and corpus studies focusing on ESP
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speaking assessment as far as working professionals’ speaking skills were actually
measured. In other words, research that investigated how English is used in the workplace
was excluded. Regarding (f), we did not include papers without empirical data even if the
topic was related to ESP assessment.

The agreement percentage between the two researchers was 95.76%, whereas
disagreements were resolved through a discussion. Among 6,795 studies that were initially
retrieved, 34 studies were finally selected using the aforementioned process.

3. RESULTS
3.1. Raters in EOP Speaking Assessment Research

Raters were categorized as (i) domain specialists such as doctors and pilots, (ii)
language professionals, (iii) both domain and language specialists, and (d) no raters were
included or rater information was not clearly described. Table 1 presents the raters in each
professional domain.

As can be seen here, approximately 18 percent of studies included both domain
specialists and language professionals, nearly 30 percent of studies only involved domain
specialists, and over 30 percent only included language professionals as raters. This means
that nearly half of the previous studies included domain specialists in the rating stage. It is
also worth noting that some studies had several domain specialist groups such as pilots and
air controllers (Kim 2018; Kim and Billington 2016), as well as medical and nursing
clinical educators (Manias and McNamara 2016; Pill and McNamara 2016).

When comparing within professional domains, no differences in tendency were
evident. Both Health and Aviation, the two major domains, showed similar tendencies in
that (a) over half of the studies included domain professionals as raters, (b) less than a
quarter of the studies only involved language professionals, and (c) multiple studies
included more than one professional group (doctors and nurses, pilots and controllers).

Table 1 Raters in previous studies

Raters Professional fields

Health | Aviation |Education| Others” Total
Domain specialists 6 (35.29)[2 (33.33)|0 (0.00)|2 (28.57)| 10(29.41)
Language specialists 4 (2353)|1 (16.67)|2 (50.00)(4 (57.14)] 11(32.35)
Both domain and language specialists 3 (17.65)|1 (16.67)[1 (25.00)| 1" (14.29)] 6 (17.65)
No raters / Not clearly mentioned 4 (23.53)|2 (33.33)|1 (25.00){0 (0.00)] 7 (20.59)
Total 17 (100.00)| 6 (100.00)| 4 (100.00)| 7 (100.00)| 34 (100.00)

Note. Figures in parentheses indicate percentages. “Others” included Customer Service, Interpretation,
Business and Management, and Science and Technology. Raters in Friginal (2013) were professionals in
service quality who had worked as university TESL instructors before; although there were not two
different rating groups, this study was counted in “Both domain & ESL specialists — Others” because the
raters were qualified as both domain and ESL specialists.

In sum, ESP speaking research tended to include domain specialists as raters, and some
studies even included different profession groups in one professional field.
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3.2. Assessment Criteria in EOP Speaking Assessment Research

Not all papers explicated the definition of each dimension, and thus, we evaluated 23
papers that measured speaking skills by using rating scales.

Table 2 shows that fluency (k = 18), intelligibility (k = 21), appropriateness of
language (k = 13), and grammar and expression (k = 17) were included in the majority of
studies regardless of the professional category. The rating scales in more than 50% of the
studies included the appropriateness of language (k = 13). That is, these dimensions can be
considered general speaking skills. However, we must note that numerous studies,
excluding Friginal (2013), have not presented detailed scales. Therefore, comparing these
studies was not simple. For example, the majority of these studies (18 out of 23) included
fluency in their rating scales. However, definitions of “fluency” were different among
studies. For example, Knoch (2014) emphasized “rate of delivery,” whereas Han’s (2016)
disfluency (un/filled pauses and long silence) may overlap with “intelligibility.” Therefore,
clearly defining each dimension is a necessary task for future research.

Table 2 Assessment criteria used in previous studies

Dimension k (123)

Overall communicative effectiveness 10

Linguistic  |Fluency 18
Intelligibility (pronunciation, intonation, stress, rhythm, accent) 21
Appropriateness of language (e.g., use of suitable professional language) 13
Grammar and expression (range and accuracy of language) 17
Comprehensibility 4
Comprehension 6

Professional |Clinician engagement (professional manner, patient awareness) 5
Management of interaction (information gathering, information giving) 11
Professional tasks, information completeness, handling questions 6

Others L2 perception / Accuracy of information / Knowledgeableness about 5
content / Voice quality / Interlocutor influence

Note: One study (Lumley 1998) used different criteria for doctors and language teachers; more specifically,
doctors evaluated only based on “overall communicative effectiveness” while language teachers evaluated
based on linguistic categories. Other studies adopted the same criteria for language and domain specialists.

The results reveal another trend; that is, more field-specific criteria have been developed
and used in ESP speaking assessments in recent studies (e.g., Friginal 2013; Manias and
McNamara 2016; Wette and Hawken 2016). That is, recent studies have considered factors
beyond the general criteria of the overall communicative skills and effectiveness of test-takers.
They also included criteria that reflected more specific context-related characteristics. For
example, health professionals interact and communicate with not only colleagues with the
same profession but also patients who do not have professional health-related knowledge.
Thus, two new criteria, namely clinician engagement and management interaction, were
developed to reflect the real language requirements and situations of test-takers (e.g., Manias
and McNamara 2016; O’Hagan et al. 2016). By contrast, aviation professionals (e.g., pilots
and air-traffic controllers) prominently communicate with people engaged in the same field.
Therefore, speaking assessment criteria, such as the one developed by the international civil
aviation organization (ICAO), primarily focuses on target language usage among professionals
(e.g., Knoch 2014). Other professional domains did not derive field-specific criteria. Despite
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the fact that non-verbal communication is important in workplace communication, non-verbal
factors were not included in rating scales. Considering their importance, criteria to assess
non-verbal skills should be developed.

3.3. Differences Between Domain and Language Professionals

In this section, we examine how rating performances differ between the evaluation groups,
domain, and language specialists. We qualitatively analyze the results from the five studies,
which had both domain and language professional groups. The raters in Friginal (2013) are
excluded here because they belong to both groups, and comparison is impossible.

Three quantitative studies (Elder 1993; Lumley 1998; van Naerssen and Riggenbach 1987)
estimated correlation coefficients between domain and language rater groups, and they all
showed that the two rater groups had moderate to high correlations for many dimensions, while
some dimensions led to lower coefficients. In Elder (1993), where eight math/science teachers
were compared with seven language specialists, the two rater groups demonstrated high
correlations (r = .85 - .96) for linguistic dimensions (Intelligibility, Fluency, Accuracy,
Comprehension, Interaction, and Overall Performance). However, a lower correlation
coefficient (r = .73) revealed that domain specialists rated differently from language
professionals in the dimension of subject-specific language. Another finding was that domain
specialists disagreed within the group on linguistic rating categories (i.e., accuracy, fluency) but
not on subject-specific language; meanwhile, the opposite was the case for language
professionals. Lumley (1998) examined all correlation coefficients between nine doctors and
ten ESL teachers. The language professionals generally had tolerable agreements with the
doctors because the average coefficient was around .70. However, individual differences
were found even in the same rater group, and some doctor pairs had a coefficient of .44.
Van Naerssen and Riggenbach (1987) also showed high correlations between domain and
language specialists who were native speakers of English for professional tasks (r = .96)
and for general proficiency questions (r = .99). However, domain specialists and nonnative
language specialists had only a moderate correlation (r = .54) when grading for general
proficiency questions. Thus, they concluded that grading was primarily influenced by whether
English was the raters’ first language, rather than the raters’ professions.

Two other studies (Knoch 2014; Wette and Hawkin 2016) had qualitative features.
Wette and Hawkin (2016) examined correlation coefficients in a quasi-experimental study,
but the raters were one domain specialist and one language professional. In the pre-test, the
correlation coefficients (r) between the two raters were .77 for language criteria and .80 for
medical criteria. However, in the post test, the medical criteria did not show significant
correlation (r = .51) because the medical educator marked lower scores. Knoch (2014)
investigated whether two language professionals and ten pilots agreed on the appropriate
proficiency level for operational flying through focused group interviews. While the pilots
and language experts generally had similar evaluations, some discrepancies were also
found. For example, while the language specialists judged that a certain speaker’s language
ability was not sufficient, the majority of the pilots regarded that he should be operational.
In contrast, another speakers’ language skills were regarded as insufficient by most of the
pilots although the language specialists were positive. These may have been caused by
differences in the degrees to which the rater groups weigh on the technical knowledge of
the speaker.
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The similarities and differences between domain and language professionals are
summarized as follows. First, while the ratings of the two groups were largely consistent,
domain specialists tended to record lower scores. Second, among the rating criteria, the
domain specialists emphasized technical knowledge. Third, raters’ first languages and
individual differences in harshness also affected their rating performances.

4. DISCUSSION

We conducted a systematic research synthesis of 34 studies on speaking assessment in
the field of ESP, and revealed the following results. Firstly, significant finding is that
research on ESP speaking assessments tends to have more than one rater group, that is
domain specialists and language specialists. Secondly, although domain specialists and
language specialists generally demonstrate high intergroup correlations, the rater group
notably differs in terms of field-specific criteria, and the domain specialists emphasized
technical knowledge. Last but not least, field-specific criteria have not been developed
compared with linguistic scales.

Based on the aforementioned results, we suggest several directions for future research
on ESP speaking assessment rating. First, future researchers must promote approaches for
developing appropriate rater training programs and to facilitate cooperation between the
two rater groups. When language specialists serve as raters, it is crucial to develop rating
scales for each professional domain. Second, non-verbal communication should be
included in the rating scale.

This study has some limitations. The first one is the use of only three search engines,
namely ERIC, PsycINFO, and ScienceDirect. Although we retrieved 6,795 studies, other
databases may offer other papers that we would have done well to include. The second
limitation is that we limited our synthesis to ESP and did not include other languages, such
as Japanese (e.g., Brown, 1995). To capture the complete picture of LSP, future research
synthesis would do well include other languages. Last, due to the small number of studies
which compared domain and language specialist rater groups, we could not conduct a
meta-analysis. Accumulating correlation coefficients and estimating a synthesized coefficient
would enhance the results.

Despite the aforementioned limitations, this study revealed rating characteristics and
challenges in ESP speaking assessment research. Since little research synthesis has been
conducted on the ESP speaking field, this study contributes significantly to the discussion
of rater-related issues.
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