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1. ‘Baéﬁgrouhd"inférmationi

This paper discusses the development and ‘rationale behind the
-School of Australian Linguistles'. basic literacy testse It is belng put
forward in the hope of disseminating a means of assessing basic literacy,
and of obtaining reactions from scholars and institutions with simijax
procedures or problems.: AS an’anecdote; T offer the fact that: I have read
{in" Australia and in:the Philippines) newspaper articles announcing or

- condemning a large. percentage of illiteracys. I -do not.belleve that tests
- such as those described here have been.applied or devised. The purported

. i1literacy is based on a standard of achievement far beyond anything that

can be termed 'basic! (reading or writing what one can:'say or understand),
and is further compounded by the idiosyncracies.and vagaries of English
spelling. Basic literacy tests have a wide range of application for
languages with a phonetic (not necessarily Romanized) alphabet, and the
-.principles discussed here apply to.the testing of literacy in any. langnage,
regardless of the orthography in use» - .:. .- .7 " s Lo T

- The-School of Australian Iingufstics (SAL) was first proposed in
71973 by scholars such as Sarah Gudschinsky and Kenneth Hale as a means of
assisting.biliﬁgualJédubaﬁioﬁwfor_Australian-Aboriginaleand»Islanderﬁc It
. was thought’ that the training of natlive 1inguists would be more efficient
and profitable than: training a European linguist to the level of native

. fluency. . The School was founded in 1974 as part of Darwin Community

College; although 1ts brief was and has been nationwide.

- Gertificate programmes of the School -during the first year of study
are dedicated to various aspects of literacy work. -Each session lasts
eight weeks and constitutes a self-contained Mevelt of study. ITevel 1 1s
introductory, and concontrates on units of beginning linguisties, English
as a second language, language and culture, and literacy in one's own -
language. level 2 leads to the Certificate of Literacy Attaimnment (cra),
adding phonetics to the curriculum of level 1« Iével 3 leads to the
Certificate of Transcription (GTS), adding phonology, grammar, and
Semantics to the basic curriculum. ' Ievel 4 leads to the Certificate of
- 1dteracy Work (CLW), adding creative writing and printing and- duplicating

techniquess : : S ST : R -

" Hence, SAL must certify that Aboriginal and Island students are
_1iterate in their own language(s)s Initially, students are admitted to the -
School on the basis of their literacy and linguistic potential, and so: they

.. must pass.a.preliminary student assessment (PSA)e Periodically, during

- their course of study,.they are given literacy competence tests to explore
,ftheir ability and progress in native literacys. - - R
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2+« Principles and Problems

When it became clear that an objective test of literacy was needed,
the staff turned to existing literature on the subject. Perhaps the reader
is aware of reports or similar tests elsewhere, but a considerable amount
of research revealed that most concepts of literacy were rather
sophisticated, iees, ability to read and/or produce materials of Grade 7,
School-Leaving, or University-Entrance levels. Surprisingly little has
been done to test baslic literacy: the ability to write or read what one
can say and understand. Where a language 1s not spelled phonetically
(English, French, Chinese), certain problems obviously arise, compounded by
the age, maturity, and formal educational background of-a persons - '
Otherwise, in phonetically-spelled languages, literacy testing should be
simple and strailghtforwards But such testing must be based on the

“cognitive knowledge of the person being tésted, l.e., be derived from his
. "oWn speech and understanding. ' e

. Having abandoned =-- or rather, having been abandoned by ~~ the -
literature on the subject, staff of SAL turhed to common senses’ Initial
“testing was devised by Dr Neil Chadwick, and involved transcribing a text
‘from a cassette récorder; the results were scored for the number of words
- _and/or syllables per minute with the percentage of accuracys Speed was not
.- .originally a factor, and when it was, allowance had to be given for the.
operation of the machines '. o o BRI

2 However, at a later stage, Dr Zorc decided to revise and redesign
.- “the procedures because factors had to be considered in arriving at a test
which would not prejudice results from one language to anothexre - For -
example, if one scored the number of words pexr minute, there was a
_ difference of from an-average*of”8&7 to only 4 letters per word among
i Aboriginal languages. If one scored the number of syllables wrltten, there
¢ was conslderable difference among languages of tolerance for consonant
i olusters, open vs closed syllables, and the likes - {See Table 1.} There
wexe also differentes in orthographies: some made heavy use of digraphs
(ng, ny, »d, rn, 4j, ch, etc.) while others used diacritics (g, d, 1, n,
a) or monographs (e = {1t], o= L us ])e {"See Table 2. | After .
statistical analysis of several languages (T&ble 1), the concept of the
‘*hotional word! was introduced, consisting of six symbols (lettexs or
dlacritics), and analogous to the five strokes per word used in standard
typing tests. Ultimately, however, it was declded that the numbex-of
‘w.symbols (letters, dlacritics, and punctuatlon marks)  written per minute
was the least prejudicial method of scoring. - . :

Most students who come to SAL are accustomed to printing rather
than cursive longhand. Hence, speed per se could and need not be a:
eriterion of literacy attainment. Accuracy appeared to be the prime
. factor, and this was borne out in testsi: texts generated that were within
or above a margin of 80% accuracy were fully legible to othex speakers of
the same language; texts below that mark proved difficult to deciphere
~ Hence, 20% error was the maximum tolerated in the recognition of basic
“& Lliteracy. A bottom score of twenty symbols per minute was ultimately set
‘as a minimum time standard. Table 3 sets out sample scores to date,
showing that most students achieve well beyond these expectations. Faster
speeds and a lower margin of error have been set for higher certificates,
since transcription and literacy work (story and book production) require
greater efficiency, speed, and accuracys Note that the scores tend to
group nicely together around or -above the minimum standards. Three
instances (set off in parentheses) show a marginal deviation from the
expectation, and the student was awarded the standard indicated on the
basis of performance in the classroom/lecture situation.
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Nunggubuyu | v 8e7 é 3.6 é 1.45
Wangurri 7.3 | 29 | Lar
f Gunatj (Yolgu) 7.2 : 2.7 f 1419
| Rirrat jinu (Yolnu) 7.1 | 26 1 118
| W Torres Straits ~ 69 | 2.7 L5
| Gupapuynu (Yolnu) = | = 6.4 ; 2.5 'Gl.Oé
§ Djambarrpuynu P R 642 » 243 e | 1.03
| Eastern Aranda 5.8 P 3.1 7 .96
| Galpu (Yolnu) I 56 2.1 .93
| Ritharrgu (Yolnu) s 22 ! 90 -
§ Liyagawumirr (Yolgu)‘ C 5.3 b 1171 88 .
| Wwestern Aranda 4.9 i 2450 0 <817
g'Kriol S b0 é A 15 ,'ﬂg'b 66

TaAb].e::!;',ft Language Retios (Letters and Syllables Per Woxd,
~ Obtained from Tests Actually Taken)

[tyj $ Yolnu, Kriol tJ, Nuggubuyu, Warlpiri j, Burarra ch, Aranda ty,
‘ Kunwinjku da + dg

Fﬁj'v 1+ Kunwinjku nJ, Yolgu,'KriOI,vwarlpiri, Burafra; Aranda ny

L

E'] H Yolqu, Nunggubuyu dy Warlpiri, Krlol, Aranda rd
[?] : most languages

ff] ¢ most languages rr

;a:} ¢ Nunggubuyu aa, Yolnu 3, Kriol a
[ws] + Nunggubuyu uu._Yolgu-o, Kriol u

[@-l,. + Yolnu n, most other languages ng

Table 2 Some Samples of Australian Orthogriphic'Conventioqs
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Another problem that arose was the testing of potential for literacy
among prospective students. This led to the Preliminary Student Assessment
(discussed in section 4). Although only tangentially relevant to literacy
competence testing procedures, the development of this test may prove of

- interest to scholars, teachers, or organizations with similar problems.

The SAL Literacy Competence Test

The testing procedure now in use scores the mechanical aspects of
literacy (not the creative elements). Records are maintained for each test
[see TaBle L7 to gauge a student's progresss date, notional words per
minute, actual language worxds per minute, syllables per minute, symbols per
minute, and the percentage of error. Only the latter two have proven
acceptable as a means of Jjudging whether the minimum standard has been
achieved (section 2 and Table 3).

Two methods are in use for delivering the test. One method involves
the transeription of a brlef language text from dictation or a tape
recoxrding. Dictation works for individual testing, or where students are  of
approximately equal ability -- otherwise repetition for one may slow down
another. Transcription from a tape recorder 1s useful where the mechanics
of running a dictaphone or cassette player have been mastered -- unnecessary
time and polnts can be lost in replaying a glven segment, or where the

recording is not absolutely clear and understandable to a natlve speaker.

The other method gives simnle English stories for translation [see
Table 5 b these usually have been developed by the students- themselves.
The stofy is presented and the students copy it down with space in between
lines for thelr own languages There is a general discussion of the story

~ and the various translations possible. Fach student is encouraged to give

an oral translation of the story to ensiwe that his/her writing speed will
not be hampered by difficulties with the translation or understanding of the
texts When the lecturer and students are satisfied that they can write
fluently, the group begins in tandem, and each student is timed upon
completion of the assignment. In either method, a maximum of filve minutes
1s considered sufficient to gain a good sample of the student's ability to
write his/her own language. _

In grading the tests, the student usually is made to read back what
was written. The lecturer checks for errors in spelling, punctuation,
diacritics, syllabification, etc. By reading back what he has written, the
student's ablility at reading is also ascertained, The total number of
symbols (letters, diacritics, and punctuation) are tallied, then divided by
the time to arrive at a score of symbols per minute. The total number of
errors is then divided by the total number of symbols to arrive at the
percentage of error. Other statistics gathered are: the total number of
actual language words written, divided by the time (language words per
minute); the total number of syllables written, divided by the time
(syllables per minute); and the total number of symbols written, divided by

~ gix, and then divided by the time (notional words per minute)s Results from

the two different methods vary considerably, but the overall standaxd
achieved is generally the same. Some students appear to do better on the
transcription method, others on the translation methode Dr Chadwick has run
both testing methods on a group of students, and the results are presented
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Table 3

o
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Sample of Writing Test Scores, and Standards Achieved

Error .
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Table & Writing Test Score Sheet (Sample)

1. How are you brother? Vexy goodl And you?
Where are you going? .
__Fishing with my spears, Do you Want to come along?

2. Two old men went to the (point/waterhole/river) fishing. One man caught
a barramundi, the other caught a bream. They cooked those fish and ate
thems Then they went homes * o

3. The boys went out bush. They saw three turtle eggs. (Then)'théy cooked
them and ate thems Then they went home, and told their mothers.

4, Once upon & time, I went to the wateér(hole), and I saw a woman with her

. babys. .She.was. fishinge .Once she didn't mind. her little.boy, and it fell
into the waters I jumped in after him and pulled him out. The woman was
very glad and gave me two big fish.’ * I went home and gave then to my
uncle, and told him the story. :

S5 Iast night I was walking home with my friend, ahd we saw a wallaby. I
picked up a stone and hit the wallaby, smashing its skulls We brought it
home and cut it open. o o

6. My grandfather and I went out bush. He showed me (wild apple) and (small
berries)s He showed me how to hunt wallabye He sneaked up on onej he
kept behind the trees. Then he threw his spear and killed ite We cooked

“'{he meat, and theh tock it and the other food hdmes o

Table 5  Writing Test (Translation Method)




83

_in Table bs . The differences.appear.to.correlate with.a student's particular..
abilities at:translation or:transcription, so that:poor scores-reflectincr!
__problems associated with the method used.(understanding if translatlony- .- -
mechanics if transcription,' etcs)s~ Students generally feel less rushed by
the translation method, and henge generally make fewer errors than by-the:-
‘‘‘‘‘ transeription method. If & stdadent’ 'fééIS“ﬁé/she'hafs "had particular T
difficulty with any given test or method, he/she may apply for re-testing.
In.any /event, a Student's overall award is based on his best score in the
entire series of tests. In this regaxd, it is perhaps important to note that

regression is the exception, not the rule. ' , o "

of

4. The SAL Preliminary Student ASsessment "

Since lectures are in English and an indication of a student'’s
aptitude at literady and linguistics was needed, SAL required a-brief but
strongly predictive admission test. The one devised [see Table 7] has four
sectionss reading of 'nonsense' syllables to test linguistic aptitude
“( phonetic reading;“I”é“3077”T§ad1hgmﬁf”Eﬁin%ﬁ“Séﬁféﬁééﬁ”(31”1“ﬁ05”ﬁ1tﬁ”£" '
high load of function words, writing down of five English words of average.
difficulty, and writing down of five Aboriginal words (representing sounds
that ‘oceur in most Aboriginal languages).’ Originally a score of 35/50 was
rengipd for admission; due to incredséd competition this has been raised
to 40,/500 et e

In-'scoring this test, similat errors-are not counted negatively mote
than ‘onees In the reading of syllables, allowance is given for one's own.
language bias, so that pronouncing 'ki' as [gi] would not yield a negative
‘scope if ‘the contrast did not obtainy simildrly, being systematic is ~ _°
fniportant, so that reading 'ngi' consistently as [gi], Ln#gi], or [@ggi]‘at
items 5¢ 15, and 26 would be acceptable. * T

In reading the English sentences attention is. paid to pronunciation:-
of final '-s', correct word order (Is he ees/He 1S evs), question vs S
statement intonation, and recognition of a new word (probably 'kinguistics').
In writing English words, exposure to some formal educatlon is checked on: -
relatively simple words ('bush', 'has', 'soft') .as .well as memoxy for:
unphonetic spelling ('night' and 'women'). T

In writing down Aboriginal words, one is testing the ability to
thear' soupds important to native languages, sych as the velar nasaljn j .-
tense/lax |k-/g~ | and retroflex/non-retroflex —1~/—1;3 distinctions, ‘and the
ability to ‘*leave behind* English spelling, e.g., Aranda kdlo |/ English
‘colour's Any reasonable approximation of the sounds is adcceplables :
‘marloo', 'marlu‘', ‘malu', 'maarloo?', etcv,forW#ﬁé, 'kala', 'cala', ‘kula’,
etcs for w}?n - 2lie ' R o e o

Despite the brevity of the test, there has been a high correlation of
performance on the test with performance at SAL, and to date no need for'a
revised measure has been felt, o
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| Transeription Method ( Recérding) N Translation from English Story
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Table 6 Réghlts of Both Typesgiéfgwfit;r;g Tesi{;s (June 19795
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5.

8.~
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31
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35s

37»
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41,
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BEAD THE FOLLOWING.

Jla. o 0 .. .12, 'nana..

Go.
7o

9.

34- e

39. .

na o i} R . ll.la.na

mu ‘ 13 mnama

ra 14, pupu

ki S e e - o =15 .ngipu T T T
ngi o 16 tayu - - .o 2 26-~:z:.;ngipun
ta, S X7« KAWL L L 27, \.:namuk
wa Co o 19 tawi . o . 99&'::2111&11\11{
ya oo - 20e yawu. ... - ... . 73047 tapun
nu xbs  nula : xce nipl

‘We went: “hunting yesterday.

She ‘saw ithree kdangaroos.

‘They cocked a thirtlés -

Do -you-dirink beep? -
Ilaughed gt his . -jokesi. ’

Is he a teacher?

Where will you go tonight?

TWO mdYe - will Ye coming tomorrow.
The othe¥s ‘aren't here yéte T
He Will be - studying linguistics at Batchelor.

WRITE DOWN- ’I‘H’E} WORDS SAID TO YOU:

busi  [They went out bush.j
night [Soon 1t will be nig

b,

women F.[‘here are three women over there .}

has ‘He has some money.f
soft [’f‘he pillow 1s very softd

malu Yolngu matha 'father', Warlpiri ‘kangaroo's.
kéie Aranda ‘finished, done'.

ya.mini Alawa *big',

ggya Yolngu matha 'fish’'.

nayim Ngangikurunggurr ‘she’.

Table 7 SAL Preliminarxy Student Assessment
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5, Postseript : 0 o U . B W

This information is presented in the hope of encouraging similar
testing procedures among the national and indigenous languages of the
SEAMEO regions It is strongly recommended that the assessment of basic
1iteracy achievements be in the native language of the person tested and
on an individual basls wherevér“poSs;blegijHéré'nati?e“literaey is not
now being practiced, one might well ‘ask "should it not be?' The maxims
of Sarah Gudschinsky should be taken to heart: *Never let anyone talk
you out of this basic principle. You learn how to read only oOnce sse
Our definition of a literate person includes a deeply important basic:
prineiples that a person cah only learn to read in a language he

_ understands" (1973. A Manual of Litexacy for Preliterate Peoples, Debe
U8, WkeTwmga)e .o S
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