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Product

Rating

✓ To Whom Do I Write? Chinese EFL Test-takers’ Conceptualization 

and Construction of Their Audience in the Aptis Writing Test

✓ EFL test-takers’ audience awareness in an Email writing task 

✓ EFL test-takers’ audience awareness in L2 writing test:

Do raters pay attention to？
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1 Background

✓ popularity of computer-mediated communication (CMC) 

Email: one of the most prevalent forms 

✓ CEFR companion volume (2018): the update of 2001 scale

descriptors of formal correspondence
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✓ E-mail writing with different registers (such as informal versus formal) 

NOT widespread in large-scale standardized tests 

✓ importance of understanding an audience’s needs and expectations in 

effective communication

✓ the necessity of research into how candidates address different audiences

✓ Aptis General, an international computer-based test
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flexibility

accessi
bility

localisa
tion

✓ The Aptis Testing System

• launched in August 2012, to offer test 

users flexible English language 

assessment options (O’Sullivan, 2012; 

O’Sullivan & Dunlea, 2015)

• the socio-cognitive model (O’Sullivan, 

2011; O’Sullivan & Weir, 2011; Weir, 2005)

• Aptis General, Aptis Advanced, Aptis

American, Aptis for Teachers, and Aptis

for Teens
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✓ Aptis General Writing

• technical reports: O’Sullivan (2012/2015); O’Sullivan and Dunlea (2015); Fairbairn 

and Dunlea (2017) 

• validation studies: Dunlea et al. (2018), Knoch et al. (2015), Wu et al. (2016)

• research reports: Barkaoui (2016), Nguyen and Marwan (2018), Moore and Chan 

(2018), Konrad et al. (2018), Owen et al. (forthcoming)

www.britishcouncil.org/exams/aptis
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2 Literature Review

✓ Key terminologies used in the present study

• audience

• audience awareness 

✓ Audience awareness coding scheme

✓ Research questions
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✓ Key terminologies used in the present study

• audience

imperative for successful communication

BUT elusive and ill-defined, projecting different images to different 

writers (Porter, 1996): 

exact terminology may differ: ‘reader’ VS ‘audience’

diverse perspectives: rhetorical, cognitive, sociocultural (Magnifico, 2010)
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✓ Key terminologies used in the present study

• audience

Understanding the complexity of the writing process, audience 

awareness, and participation calls for more specific grounded, 

and nuanced analysis than the binary of addressed and invoked 

audiences can provide.

Lunsford and Ede (2009, p. 56)
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✓ Key terminologies used in the present study

• A working definition

Audience: the person or group to whom writers seek to convey their 

message through a written text

e.g., writer him/herself, abstract or fictional reader, person specified in 

writing prompts, teachers, or raters

Audience awareness: writers’ understanding of the audience’s 

characteristics, expectations and beliefs and adjusting the message 

accordingly so as to effectively communicate with the target audience
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✓ Audience awareness coding scheme

• first proposed by Hays et al. (1990) 

• text features established as evidence of audience awareness in 

previous research (e.g., Ryder et al., 1999; Wollman-Bonilla, 2001)

• five moves:  naming moves, context moves, strategic moves, 

response moves, inappropriate or negative moves
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✓ Research questions

① What text features do EFL test-takers use to address different 

audiences in an Email writing task?

② Are there any differences in the use of these text features between 

low-proficient and high-proficient writers?
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3 Methodology

✓ Participants

• 66 candidates

➢ 21 male and 45 female, aged 19 to 21

➢ low-proficient: 32 non-English majors

➢ high-proficient: 7 non-English majors 

25 junior English majors on recommendation

• two experienced Aptis raters & two coders

B1

B2 - C
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✓ Aptis General Writing Task 4

• task description: two emails in response to the task prompt

Email 1: to a friend, public/occupational/educational domain, informal register

Email 2: to an unknown reader, formal register

• rating scale: 7-point scale (0-6)

task fulfilment & register, grammatical range & accuracy, 

vocabulary range & accuracy, cohesion

Ocean University of China
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✓ Data collection & analysis

• Aptis Writing Test: 

administered in one computer room; 

candidates informed of the purpose

• Rating session: independent double rating

• Audience awareness coding: 

two coders following AACS

disagreements resolved after discussion

• SPSS processing: descriptive statistics,

inter-rater/coder reliability, correlation

analysis, paired-samples T tests

Ocean University of China
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Audience awareness coding scheme (AACS)

Naming 
move

an attempt to address a particular 
audience 

Hey, Joe, 
I strongly recommend you sign in the 
language course since I heard  you want 
to improve your English proficiency.

Context 
move

establishing context for the reader by 
explaining the issue or personal 
position

I've been in an online language course 
for months and I find it interesting and 
useful.

Strategy 
move

tactics that recognize readers’ 
attributes or seek to convince 
readers

I am sure once you take the course you 
will fall in love with it just as I did.

Response 
move

stating or accommodating audiences’ 
potential concerns or objections

Maybe you are a little nervous  in the 
beginning and don't know how to learn.

Inappr. 
move

impairing the writer’s relationship to 
the audience

I find there is something not good with 
the course. the fee is higher than others 
in some way.
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4 Results

✓ Preliminary analysis

• length of two Emails

• inter-rater reliability  

Page 19



✓ Preliminary analysis

• Score profile

Ocean University of China

Score Report

B1 11

B2 35

C 20
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✓ Preliminary analysis

• inter-coder reliability

Ocean University of China
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✓ Text features used

• Within each audience condition 

Ocean University of China
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Naming > Strategy > Context > Response > Inappr.

① What text features do 

EFL test-takers use to 

address different 

audiences in an Email 

writing task?



✓ Text features used

• Within each audience condition 

Ocean University of China
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✓ Text features used

• Across the audience conditions

Ocean University of China
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✓ Text features used

• Across writing proficiency levels

low-proficient: 

12 candidates with the lowest score

ranging from 1.5 to 2

high-proficient:

12 candidates with the highest score

ranging from 5 to 5.5

Ocean University of China
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B1

C

② Are there any differences 

in the use of these text 

features between 

low-proficient and 

high-proficient writers?



✓ Text features used

• Across writing proficiency levels

Ocean University of China
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Dear friend,

Through the learning for a few 

months, I found it is easy to 

improve English. I think learning 

pronounce is the most important 

thing. Because the language 

must by using it to improve it. So 

you should take some time to 

talk to someone. Hope you to 

improve it.

Hi you there! 

I know that you want to learn the 

language, too. How about taking the 

online course with me? I have been 

taking it for couple of weeks. Guess 

what? It is amazing! It really helps 

with my language learning. What's 

more , you do not have to sit in a 

classroom all day long. You can 

simply learn it at home in front of 

your computer! Fantastic, right? Join 

me! Love, Renee.

High-proficient?
Low-proficient?
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Dear sir,

I am writing to you for asking some advise. Because I always have no time to finish 

my langugage course. That made me fell very unhappy. There are some reasons to 

account for this.

First, I have no more intrest in English. That is the most vital reason. Scend, when 

I study English, I always think about other things, for example, playing badminton 

with friends. And when my friends date me, I want to play it. Last but not least, 

our teacher leave us much housework, and I have no more time to finish it. And 

that made me don't want to learning it. I am tired about it.Hope you to give me 

some advise.

Besides, I want to say something about the course. I think the teacher should let 

us talk to other more often. Because it is important for us to improve our English.

I am looking forword to hearing from you soon.

Yours sincerely

***
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Dear madam/sir,

I am a registered student of your language course, and I am deeply sorry that I could not 

manage to finish it.

I have been taking the course for quite a few months, and I would like to pay my wholehearted 

gratitude to you for providing us with such an amazing course, from which I not only acquire 

plenty of skills to reach a higher language proficiency, but also widen my view and broaden my 

horizon to other cultures in the whole wide world. It is an unarguably great experience, but I 

have to stop it with regrets.

I have to quit for the reason that my schedule in the new semester is fully booked that I could 

not find enough time to keep up with this course. I am assigned to be on the school debate team 

to participate in competitions on national level; therefore, i have to spend most of my spare time 

preparing and practicing, which has taken up my time and energy to go on with this language 

learning. Regretful though I am, I have no other way than putting it away for some time, which I 

hope you could understand.

Please allow me to deliver my sincere gratitude and apologies to you again. Thank you for your 

brilliant course and kind understanding.

Yours,

***
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5 Discussion

✓ Limitations of the Study

• representativeness of participants involved

• limited number of candidates at two proficiency levels

• subjectivity of coding: two coders, will involve a third coder

• not look at the relationship between text features and scores
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✓ Discussion

• awareness of audience’s needs and expectations influences writers’ 

decisions on how and what to present (Berkenkotter, 1981; Gregg et al., 

1996; Wollman-Bonilla, 2001; Camp, 2012; Dryer, 2013; Oppenheimer et al., 2017)

• different text features elicited in two audience conditions

• the necessity of including both informal and formal audience situations 

in EFL writing test

Ocean University of China
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✓ Discussion

• audience awareness: a robust indicator of writing proficiency, 

differentiating between high and low achievers (Black, 1989; 

Kirsch, 1991; Wong, 2005)

• the operationalisability of the audience awareness coding scheme

➢ features at the discourse level

➢ time-consuming

➢ improvement of identifying naming moves  

Ocean University of China
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6 Implications

✓ EFL writing task design: contextualisation of writing tasks

✓ Audience awareness pedagogy

• adopt audience awareness coding scheme in teaching

✓ Rubric refinement & rater training 

• develop audience awareness descriptors in the rubric

• put more emphasis on candidates’ awareness of different audiences
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Comments & Suggestions

Thank You!

cy@ouc.edu.cn

Ocean University of China
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