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Language proficiency tests are frequently employed in citizenship application 
processes in many countries. This article investigates a high-stakes proficiency test 
used in Finland – the National Certificate for Language Proficiency (NCLP) – by 
examining the reliability of assessments for one spoken task, in the light of test justice 
and fairness. 

The data are drawn from project Broken Finnish: Accent perceptions in 
societal gatekeeping from NCLP. The data includes ratings from two assessment 
rounds, conducted in 2015 and 2016, based on a recorded spoken task completed by 
NCLP participants representing five different first language (L1) groups: Arabic, 
Estonian, Finland Swedish, Russian and Thai. We studied whether the repeated 
assessments were equivalent in terms of reliability regarding the L1 groups, with a 
specific focus on the Arabic L1 speakers. This focus was selected due to the pronounced 
discrimination experienced by Arabic L1 speakers in Finland, and the role of the 
NCLP gatekeeping citizenship, resulting in tangible real-life consequences for the 
test takers.

Quantitative statistical methods were utilized, such as Gamma Coefficient (γ) 
and the agreement between ratings with Cohen’s Kappa (κ) and Spearman rank-
correlations (r). Results showed that the separate subjective assessments were not 
equivalent among different language groups. The assessments of the Arabic L1 test 
takers had drastic variability. This raises concerns regarding the reliability and 
consequential validity of the assessments, highlighting critical issues of fairness and 
justice in language testing.
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1 	 Introduction 
Language assessment is widely harnessed for policymaking, especially for education and 
immigration policies (e.g. Council of Europe, 2020; Shohamy, 2007). An increasing number 
of countries, including Finland, have introduced language proficiency requirements as 
a part of the citizenship application process (Extra et al., 2009; Hogan-Brun et al., 2009). 
This has led to a growing interest in and increased importance of language proficiency 
tests, as well as in research related to these assessments, particularly from the 1980s 
onward (e.g. McNamara, 1998, p. 312; Pennycook, 1990; Shohamy, 1993). 

The research on the foundational principles of language testing has been extensive. 
However, high-stakes national language proficiency tests gatekeeping citizenship, along 
with their rating process, have not yet been comprehensively studied – likely due to 
reasons such as legislation and general ethical principles limiting access to the assessment 
data. This study contributes to filling in this research gap, as the data comes specifically 
from a national language proficiency test. In this study, we examine Finnish language 
proficiency test results through the National Certificate for Language Proficiency test 
(NCLP), an externally audited and legally regulated testing system (Nationality Act 
359/2003). In most cases in Finland, ratings from the Finnish or Swedish language in 
NCLP are used when applying for citizenship. For the citizenship application, a test 
taker needs to pass tasks in at least two subtests with the combinations of 1) speaking 
and writing, or 2) listening comprehension and writing, or 3) reading comprehension 
and speaking. 

As follows, the NCLP is a high-stakes test, which has true and severe consequences 
for the test takers. Given that the stakes in the NCLP are as high as citizenship, the 
reliable assessment of each individual task is significant. Therefore, this article focuses 
on one task and on one of the crucial factors of test fairness and justice, that is, reliability 
of the final assessment rates instead of the rates on subtests. Final assessment of each 
task should be reliable to further produce reliable, and consequently fair, results on the 
whole language test. To study whether this is the case in the NCLP context, we will focus 
on assessment of one task in the speaking test in Finnish. 

The data for the study reported in this article come from project Broken Finnish: 
Accent perceptions in societal gatekeeping (2018–2024; https://www.jyu.fi/en/projects/
broken-finnish-accent-perceptions-in-societal-gatekeeping-2018-2024) funded by the 
Research Council of Finland examining effects of test takers and raters’ background 
factors in language proficiency assessment. In this article we focus on justice, fairness 
and especially reliability of the final assessment rate, more specifically on the changes 
between repeated assessments of the same recorded task (see chapter 6 Research data for 
detailed description of them). 

This study comprises the assessments of all five L1 groups – Arabic, Estonian, Finland 
Swedish, Russian and Thai – to be able to compare the reliability of assessments between 
the language groups. However, our specific interest lies in the assessments of the Arabic 
L1 speakers. We ask whether the assessments – the original NCLP assessment in 2015 
and the reassessments of the same recordings in 2016 – were equivalent in terms of 
reliability regarding the five language groups, and how did the assessment of the Arabic 
L1 speakers differ from the assessment of the other four L1 groups.

2 	 Background: Why Arabic L1 speakers? Why the national language 	
	 proficiency test? 
 Our specific interest in assessment of Arabic L1 speakers in NCLP draws from several 
intertwined facts. Like elsewhere in Europe, there was a rise in the migration of 
Arabic first language (L1) speakers to Finland in the last ten years from 2015 on due 
to the humanitarian crisis resulting from the uprising of the so-called Arab Spring in 
2010 followed by a series of conflicts and civil wars. Although in Finland the absolute 
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number of Arabic L1 speaking migrants was modest compared to many other European 
countries – even during the migration peak in mid-2010’s (16,713 in 2015 and 21,783 
in 2016; Statistics Finland, 2023) – the relative increase of Arabic immigrants reached 
approximately 30 percent, which can be considered remarkable.

These Arabic L1 speakers, along with other immigrant groups, entered a country 
and a societal context where racial discrimination was prevalent (see e.g. Fra, 2017, 
2018). The peak of immigration, particularly in 2015 and 2016, inflamed the already 
racist atmosphere, and also the media reported on immigration in a highly negative 
manner throughout Europe (see Eberl et al., 2018, for an overview), increasing ongoing 
polarization and pronounced nationalism, fear and hostility (e.g. Krzyżanowski et al., 
2018; Nortio et al., 2021) (for an extensive overview on the Finnish pro- and contra-
migration movements, see Herneaho, 2022).

Racialization of Arabs and Arabic speakers is a global phenomenon, largely driven 
by islamophobia (Abbas, 2011; Kumar, 2012; Runnymede Trust, 1997). As in many 
countries, islamophobia has also been flourishing in Finland (e.g. Himanen & Creutz, 
2022; Koivulaakso et al., 2012). Pauha and Ketola (2015) even revealed that attitudes 
towards Islam are particularly negative in Finland, even in international comparison.

Islamophobia is undeniably a central factor in racialization and discrimination also 
more broadly. However, to avoid conflating the Arabic language with Islam, it is 
important to emphasize that language and religion do not inherently index each other, 
even though Arabic serves as a religious lingua franca of Muslims. According to Iqbal 
(2020), language forms one of the epistemic dimensions of Islamophobia, along with 
religious, social, and cultural components. In current Western societies, Arabic L1 speaker 
is a construct which stands at an intersection of language, religion, and ethnicity, along 
the lines of Crenshaw’s (1991) definition of political intersectionality. Löfdahl et al. 
(2024) describe an intersectional gaze revealing “Arabic speakers” as a category referring 
variably to not only language, but more broadly to class and race. Along with the visible 
markers, such as distinctive dress and appearance (Meer, 2019), we argue that the Arabic 
language introduces an auditive dimension to the construction of “Muslimness” among 
Arabic L1 speakers. The categorization is based on both the actual and the imagined 
exclusive link between the Arabic language and Islam. 

In Finland, according to the Fundamental Rights Barometer (Nenonen et al., 2021), 
Arabic L1 speakers had experienced discrimination and violence significantly more often 
than other minority language groups surveyed (e.g. Swedish and Russian L1 speakers), 
and a large proportion reported religion being the reason for discrimination. Similar 
associations between Arabic speakers, Muslimness, and practicing Islam were found 
by Masoud et al. (2023). Arabic names are also linguistic indicators of Arabic as a first 
language; Ahmad (2020) showed that an Arabic name was a huge disadvantage in the 
labor market in Finland. For the reasons presented above, Arabic L1 speakers constitute 
a particularly vulnerable group in Finland. Therefore, in the project Broken Finnish, one 
of the main aims was to study whether this harsh atmosphere could affect such a crucial 
societal gatekeeper as the national language test (NCLP). 

Furthermore, the rapid rise in the number of Arabic L1 speaking migrants resulted 
also in an increased number of NCLP test takers soon after the migration peak. By 2016 
the number of Arabic L1 speakers increased so that it became the biggest L1 group 
participating in the NCLP test at the time (Hirvelä, 2024). Of all Arabic L1 test takers, 90% 
take the test for citizenship application purposes (Halonen et al., 2024). This high number 
indicates that for Arabic speakers the test primarily represents access to citizenship and 
the possibility to remain in Finland.   

Overall, the NCLP is an audited language proficiency test for adults based on official 
legislation and regulations (Act on General Language Proficiency Tests). The language 
proficiency level required for applying for citizenship is CEFR level B1 in Finnish or 
Swedish, the national languages of Finland. This requirement is met when a test taker 
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completes at least one oral part (speaking or listening comprehension) and one written 
part (writing or reading comprehension) at proficiency level B1. Approximately 8,000 
test takers participate yearly in the NCLP, of whom about 85% take the B1 test in Finnish. 
In addition to applying for citizenship, the test certificate can be used when applying 
for a job or studies. The data utilized in this study was collected from the speaking 
subtest, as one of the focuses of the larger project was to investigate the possible effects 
of accents and recognition of test takers’ L1 (details of the data of the study reported here 
are described in Chapter 6 Research data). 

Data for this study comes from two timepoints, in 2015 and 2016, at which the same 
recorded performances were rated. The design enabled us to compare the ratings 
and study the reliability of the ratings. Even though the Arabic speakers in our data 
were not the ones migrating to Finland in 2015 and 2016, their proficiency was in any 
case assessed during the clear rise in migration of Arabic L1 speakers and in a racist 
atmosphere. In addition, our previous research (Halonen et. al, 2024) showed a clear 
drop from 2015 to 2016 in the Arabic L1 test rates. However, in that study, the five 
language groups were not studied in relation to each other, which we did in this study. 
In a continuously harsher societal atmosphere a vulnerable group like Arabic speakers 
needs to be studied also in relation to other immigrant groups using comparable data 
and methods of inferential statistics. The possible compromised reliability of the ratings 
within the Arabic speaker group would lead also to the compromised validity, fairness 
and justice of the assessment. 

3 	 The concepts of fairness and justice in assessment
Assessments generate requirements including objectivity, fairness, reliability, and 
validity. Fairness leads to the requirement of equality, which means that test results or 
outcomes and their interpretations should be unbiased and free of value judgements. 
Messick considers these basic requirements of assessment to be vital since they contain 
values that are of significance when decisions are made based on assessment (Messick, 
1994, 7; Messick, 1995, 742). Assessment should also take into consideration the 
perspective of the person being assessed (Tarnanen, 2002). Therefore, good assessments 
involve not only the principles of reliability and validity, but also those of fairness and 
equal treatment. In most countries, regulations, norms, and written instructions are used 
to safeguard these principles (Gordon & Fay, 2010, 93).

According to Messick (1995, 741–742) assessment validity, reliability, comparability, 
and fairness are not only measurement principles in education sciences and psychology, 
but they are also social values that are always important when making decisions based 
on assessments. Fair and just assessment of learning outcomes means also that no one 
under assessment is favoured at the expense of anyone else and that the assessment is 
reliable. 

In the area of language testing and assessment, the process of language testing evolving 
into language testing for citizenship has been “naturalized” as the norm in the process 
(e.g. Bruzos et al., 2018; Milani, 2008; Piller, 2001; Shohamy, 2013; Škifić, 2012), calling 
for more attention for test justice, fairness, validity and reliability. As a response to this 
entanglement with policymaking, scholars with a critical language testing perspective, 
for example Shohamy (e.g. 2001) and McNamara (e.g. Shohamy & McNamara, 2009), 
have called for not only fairness but especially justice in language testing, specifically 
in the high-stakes national language tests which function as gatekeepers of citizenships. 

For studying validity of tests, Kunnan created (2004) the Test Fairness Framework 
(TFF) which has two principles connecting fairness and justice. The principle of justice 
straightly states that a test must be fair meaning that in addition to the requirement of 
construct validity in tests, there is also a requirement of the tests not to be biased in terms 
of any aspect irrelevant to the test constructs, for example the background factors of 
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those participating in the test. Also, the other principle of beneficence is about justice in 
that a test should bring good, not harm, to society. Later, Kunnan (2009) developed the 
framework further into the Test Context Framework, which takes a more macro-analytic 
view considering wider societal contexts of testing: political, economic, educational, 
social, cultural, technological, including the motivations and impacts of language 
assessment in citizenship testing.

To further develop the validity theory by Messick (1989), McNamara and Ryan (2011) 
provided a distinction between fairness and justice in language tests. According to them, 
fairness refers to the technical quality and properties of the test while justice covers 
the implicit values embodied in the test constructs and the social uses of the tests. In 
their work, they present concerns in the context of national language tests gatekeeping 
citizenship. For example, the very existence of language proficiency requirements for 
citizenship might compromise issues of justice (see also McNamara & Roever, 2006). 
Like other critical language testing scholars such as Shohamy, McNamara dedicated 
most of his career to the issues of fairness and especially justice in language testing and 
his legacy can be seen in that these concepts have an established status in the field (see 
edited volumes by Pill et al., 2025; Roever & Wigglesworth, 2019).

4 	 Reliability in assessment 
Reliability can be defined as repeatability, consistency of outcomes, and a lack of random 
errors. Overall, reliability can be divided into stability and uniformity. When assessment 
is stable, things like changes in conditions or a rater’s mental state are not reflected in 
it. Uniformity or consistency refers to running the test process and administration each 
time precisely according to the requirements, so that uniformity and consistency across 
test sites and in equivalent forms can be established. The test manuals or instructions 
specify such requirements so that participants receive the test under the same conditions 
(Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Kunnan, 2004; Weir, 1993).

Moreover, the reliability of assessment should be high enough to ensure that the results 
of the assessments do not change even if the same test or task is evaluated multiple 
times, by different raters. Therefore, this inter-rater reliability describes how much 
consistency and uniformity there is between the ratings of different raters. The key point 
is, whether the individuals participating in the test receive the same or similar scores for 
each task, exam, or other activity regardless of which rater assesses the performance. 
Inter-rater assessment variability can be studied comparing the ratings from different 
raters assessing the exact same performances, which come from a pool of performances 
at different levels (DeVellis, 2005.)

However, there are no external criteria for testing the reliability of an indicator, and 
therefore one must be content with “internal” criteria; in other words, the same research 
population and the indicator itself. Therefore, as reliability includes multiple viewpoints, 
to evaluate all aspects of reliability, multiple analyses need to be performed, and studies 
should not rely on a single estimate in describing reliability. 

Correlation coefficients are usually used to measure criterion validity (Kane & 
Bridgeman, 2017, 502–503), but it is also one estimate to study inter-rater reliability. In 
our study, correlations and associations between ratings from 2015 and 2016 represent 
the stability of the assessment. Correlation does not account for changes in level for rates, 
but it detects if the ratings are systematically high and low for the same participants and 
gives an overall view on the internal reliability. More precise methods should be utilized 
in addition to correlations. For example, for continuous variables, pairwise differences 
can be inspected in relation to the means of the pairs to detect bias in means, or if there is 
differing variation at different levels of the scores, i.e. level of agreement, using Tuckey 
mean-difference plots. 
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Often-used quantitative measures for continuous variables indicating reliability are 
both Cronbach’s alpha and intra-class correlation. Cronbach’s alpha indicates how 
consistently exam questions and tasks measure a predefined aspect, such as proficiency 
in a particular subject at the end of basic education. Intra-class correlation is an estimate 
for agreement between the measurements or raters, as well as an estimate for correlation 
within groups or clusters. (DeVellis, 2005.)

For ordinal variables, often present in language test data, the strength of association can be 
estimated with Gamma Coefficient or Goodman-Kruskal gamma (γ). It is utilized to describe the 
relative number of concordant pairs in the data and used in cases with multiple overlapping values 
(ties) (Goodman & Kruskal, 1954). Non-significant γ close to 0 are interpreted as variables having 
no association. Several different limits of acceptable values have been proposed for γ, as can be 
seen in the examples in table 1. Especially the low levels of γ might yield to drastically different 
interpretations, for example as γ = 0.25 can be interpreted as negligible, weak, small or moderate 
association. In total, γ of at least 0.40–0.50 has been suggested to represent moderate to strong 
association and therefore could be considered a minimum for the context of language testing.

TABLE 1. 	 Examples of the limits of the strength of association suggested for Gamma 
Coefficient (γ).

|γ| Cohen (1988) * Rea & Parker 
(1992)

Rosenthal (1996) Hinckle et al. 
(2003)

Wetcher-Hen-
dricks
(2011) **

Neuman 
(2011)

0.00 < 0.05 Negligible Negligible Negligible Negligible Very weak No relation-
ship

0.05 < 0.10

0.10 < 0.15 Small Weak Small

0.15 < 0.20 Weak

0.20 < 0.25 Moderate

0.25 < 0.30 Weak

0.30 < 0.35 Medium Medium Low Moderate

0.35 < 0.40

0.40 < 0.45 Relatively 
strong

0.45 < 0.50

0.50 < 0.55 Large Large Moderate Moderate

0.55 < 0.60

0.60 < 0.65 Strong

0.65 < 0.70

0.70 < 0.75 Very large High Strong

0.75 < 0.80 Strong

0.80 < 0.85 Very strong

0.85 < 0.90 Very strong

0.90 < 0.95 Very high

0.95 <= 1.00

*Limits for Pearson Correlation coefficient (r)
**General suggestion for verbal descriptions of correlation coefficients.

In addition, agreement between assessments can be estimated. For classified variables, 
Cohen’s Kappa (κ), estimates inter-rater reliability and for example level of agreement 
between assessments of two raters (Landis & Koch, 1977). It can be utilized as an estimate 
of agreement in situations where the assessment is subjective, and hence in situations 
where some error comes from disagreement or inconsistency between the raters 
(McHugh, 2012). The κ values range from –1 to 1, with values close to zero indicating no 
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agreement. Calculation of κ involves the chance of agreement, so that with low κ values, 
the expected chance of agreement is higher. Additionally, the standard error (SE) of κ as 
a measure of uncertainty in multiple samples or in multiple assessments gives an extent 
of variability and precision of κ.

Overall, values of κ < 0.2 can be considered poor or slight, and 0.2 < κ < 0.4 as fair 
(Landis & Koch, 1977). In case of a high-stakes test, κ > 0.4 (at least moderate agreement) 
can be considered minimum acceptable, but some have even suggested the level κ > 0.3 
as a limit to reach medium level of reliability. However, these limits have been criticized 
as being too gentle (e.g. McHugh, 2012, in medical context), which supports utilizing 
at least the limit κ > 0.4 as minimum acceptable. Still, for example, for κ = 0.4, only 
approximately 15 per cent of the assessments can be considered reliable (McHugh, 2012), 
which is questionably low in the context of high-stake tests. Therefore, some suggest 
that only κ > 0.6 indicates adequate agreement between raters (Landis & Koch, 1977). 
However, in the case of subjective assessment κ > 0.6 can be difficult to reach, even 
though high κ values would be preferable for the applicants due to the possibly harsh 
consequences of unreliability in assessments. 

The rates in the NCLP are ordinal (integer sequence), but the observed data may have 
only a few categories with a high rate of overlap in ratings of different raters. Therefore, 
Cohen’s Kappa is one suitable statistic to reveal possible disagreement between the 
raters. Nonetheless, utilizing multiple appropriate metrics of reliability gives a multifold 
and a more detailed view of reliability.  

Furthermore, Cronbach (1988) and Messick (1989; 1995) proposed that it should 
be possible to evaluate the consequences of a test or exam. In their opinion, validity 
argumentation offers a comprehensive evaluation of the interpretation of test or research 
results and their use by providing a consistent analysis of all the data collected. Kane 
(2006) adds that it is essential to evaluate consequences when validating test use, even 
though the consequences may be far-reaching and not always easy to define. In the case 
of a high-stakes language test, differences in the interpretation of the assessment results 
can be addressed, as the minimum rate for passing is determined in advance. Therefore, 
when ratings fall above or below the critical level for passing the task, they can be 
examined across multiple raters to determine how often the ratings lead to contradicting 
interpretations — namely, whether the candidate passes or fails a highstakes test.

5 	 Research questions 
The aim of this study is to evaluate the reliability of one task in the NCLP assessments and to 

discuss the justice and fairness related to the consequences in the assessment, especially in the 
case of Arabic L1 speakers. The specific research questions are: 

RQ1: Are the two assessments, NCLP (National Certificate of Language Proficiency) 
ratings in 2015 and in 2016, equivalent in terms of reliability regarding the five 
different language groups?

RQ2: How do the ratings of the Arabic L1 speakers differ from the ratings of the other 
four language groups? 

6 	 Research data 

The project data which we drew on in this study is based on the National Certificate of 
Language Proficiency test system. The whole NCLP test includes assessments in four 
different skills: speaking, listening comprehension, writing, and reading comprehension, 
all of which include several tasks. The data of the project and thus of this study come 
from one task in the speaking subtest. 
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In the Finnish language speaking test, there are altogether slightly over 100 raters who 
are typically language professionals, Finnish as a second language (L2) teachers. They 
have been trained for and qualified in the NCLP, and their severity and consistency are 
monitored in every rating session. The NCLP itself is audited by ALTE, the Association 
of Language Testers in Europe. For the project data, 73 of the pool of 100 raters 
participated. In the authentic NCLP assessment in 2015 data, raters give one general 
rating for the performance. The data gathering for the 2016 project was done on an 
internet-based platform designed specifically in and for the project. In addition to the 
general rating, the raters assessed each performance in relation to six subskills: fluency, 
flexibility, coherence, vocabulary, pronunciation, and grammatical accuracy. In addition 
to the abovementioned, the rater described the performance verbally, wrote down their 
assumption of the test taker’s L1, and wrote a reasoning for the assumption. In entirety 
the data set consists of more than 100000 datapoints (see the metadata of the project 
data in the deposit of the University of Jyväskylä JyX, https://jyx.jyu.fi/jyx/Record/
jyx_123456789_85233). To keep the study reported in this article as focused as possible, 
we used only the two comparable general ratings given for the same performances in 
2015 and 2016.

As shown in table 2, the research data used in this article consists of two parts. The 
first part is the 2015 general rates of one recorded speaking task that originated from 
the authentic NCLP speaking test of 9–10 test takers of five L1 language groups: Arabic, 
Estonian, Finland Swedish, Russian and Thai. The 2015 data thus include the rates of 
49 test takers who participated in a “medium-level test”, or level 3–4 test equivaling 
B1 in the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR, 2001). 
Therefore, the NCLP raters could assume that the test takers aimed to pass and receive 
a general rating of 3 or 4 from the task. However, some of the test takers did not reach 
this threshold and got a rate of 2 and thus did not pass the task. In the authentic NCLP 
test in 2015, each test taker’s recorded task was assessed by one NCLP rater, which is 
the normal procedure in the NCLP. As a result, every test taker got one numeric general 
rating for the task in 2015.  

These general speaking test ratings from 2015 functioned as a basis for the second part 
of the data for two reasons. First, the design was to imitate the authentic NCLP rating as 
ethically as possible, which was possible as the same recordings from the speaking test 
could be reassessed. Second, when studying reliability of the assessment, the authentic 
NCLP general rates from 2015 were a logical reference to which the 2016 general rates 
could be compared to. Unrelated to when and by whom the performance is rated in the 
NCLP system, the results of the assessment should stay the same, that is, be reliable. 
Therefore, the same recorded performances as in 2015 were reassessed remotely on an 
online platform in 2016. In 2016, the aim was to construct even L1 groups according to 
gender (5 men and 5 women in every group) and rate distribution (equal number of 
rates 2, 3 and 4) from the 2015 assessment. However, this turned out to be impossible as 
the L1 language groups are dissimilar to such an extent that the final L1 groups in the 
2016 data gathering could not be constructed similar either in gender distribution or in 
success rate of the task. 

Hence, instead of the groups being strictly even, the final L1 groups in the 2016 
reassessment data reflect the existing “real life” differences between the groups. For 
example, in the Thai L1 group, only a few participants were men, and for that reason 
in the Thai L1 group there are only 2 men out of 10 participants in the data. Anyhow, 
this reflects the gender distribution of Thai L1 speakers in general in Finland; there are 
clearly more women than men, as 83 per cent of the population of Thai origin at the time 
(2015 and 2016) were (young) women (Statistics Finland 2023). However, the Arabic 
L1 group in our specific focus had an even gender distribution: 5 women and 5 men. 
Another example of the uneven distribution within the groups is that on the one hand 
there were no Estonian or Russian L1 test takers who received a score of 2, thus not 

https://jyx.jyu.fi/jyx/Record/jyx_123456789_85233
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passing. On the other hand, there were no Thai or Arabic test takers who received a rate 
of 4 or above from the general assessment of the task: they all received a rate of 2 or 3. 
This also reflects the “real life” situation in the NCLP; the Thai and Arabic test takers 
rarely reach a rate of 4 in the NCLP general assessment.  

In 2016 the 49 recorded speaking performances were reassessed altogether by 61 of the 
NCLP raters, resulting in a total of 2 448 general proficiency ratings of the one task (see 
Table 2). The ratings were conducted in the whole NCLP scale from 1 to 6, without prior 
information about the level of the NCLP test given to the raters. The assessment was 
done on an online platform in three sessions in which the order of the performances of 
the test takers from different L1 groups were randomized. Most of the raters (44 raters, 
90 %) finished all three rounds of assessments. 

TABLE 2. The amount of authentic general proficiency ratings in 2015 and 2016.

L1 language group Frequency Percent

The number of ratings (and test takers) of different L1 groups in 
2015

Thai 10 20.4

Estonia 10 20.4

Swedish 9 18.4

Arabic 10 20.4

Russia 10 20.4

Total 49 100

The number of ratings 
of different L1 groups in 2016

Thai 500 20.4

Estonia 500 20.4

Swedish 455 18.6

Arabic 492 20.1

Russia 501 20.5

Total 2448 100

7 	 Research methods

Frequencies of the results of the assessments made from the task were utilized for 
descriptive statistics in both assessment rounds in the years 2015 and 2016. The absolute 
differences between rates in 2015 and 2016 as well as frequencies for conclusions made 
based on the rates were computed for all five L1 language groups (pass-fail method of 
investigation).

To further study reliability of assessments in 2015 and 2016, strength of association 
was estimated with Gamma Coefficient (γ) and the agreement between ratings with 
Cohen’s Kappa (κ). Also, Spearman rank-correlations (r) between ratings from 2015 and 
ratings of each rater in 2016 were calculated for those raters who assessed all samples. 
Furthermore, agreement among the 2016 raters was studied with Fleiss kappa (Fκ). All 
statistics were computed for the whole data and separately for the L1 language groups. 
IBM SPSS 30.0.0 and R 4.5.1 were utilized for all analyses.

8 	 Results 
To answer the first research question on the reliability of the assessments, differences 
between the rates in 2015 and 2016, as well as associations and agreement between 
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the raters were examined by language groups. To have an overview, we started with 
descriptive analysis of the ratings separately for 2015 and 2016. 

In 2015 all the raters gave ratings between 2 and 4, even though all the test takers entered the 
NCLP test assuming that their level of speaking skills would be on the medium level (rates 3 and 
4). In 2015 there were no Estonian L1 or Russian L1 speakers that failed the test (rates 1 or 2). In 
contrast, among the Thai L1 speakers 42 per cent, the Arabic L1 speakers 19 per cent and Finland 
Swedish L1 speakers 11 per cent failed the test (and received a rate of 2 in the test). In 2016, the 
whole assessment scale from 1 to 6 was in use, unlike in 2015. Among the Arabic L1 speakers 48 
per cent, the Thai L1 speakers 39 per cent, the Russian L1 speakers 15 per cent, the Estonian L1 
speakers two per cent and the Finland Swedish L1 speakers one per cent failed the test.

 From differences between the ratings in 2015 and 2016 shown in table 3, we can 
see that most of the rates were the same in both years for all others except the Finland 
Swedish L1 speakers. Among the Finland Swedish L1 speakers 71 per cent of the test 
takers got better rates in 2016, and only three per cent got lower rates in 2016 compared 
to 2015. Among the Thai L1 speakers 66 per cent, and among the Russian L1 speakers 
57 per cent got the same rates in 2016 as in 2015. Still, overall, there was quite a large 
variation between the rates, and the changes in the rates ranged from –2 to +3 points. 
The Arabic L1 speakers had the biggest proportion of rates that decreased from 2015 to 
2016 (42 %). A total of 44 per cent of the rates of the Arabic L1 speakers stayed the same 
in 2016 as in 2015. 

TABLE 3. The differences in rates between 2015 and 2016 for each L1 language group.

L1 (first 
language)

Differences in rates 
between 2015 and 2016 
N (%)

Decreased* Stayed 
the same

In-
creased**

-2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3 % % %

Thai 2 
(0.4)

78 
(15.6)

331 
(66.2)

86
(17.2)

3 
(0.6)

0
(0)

16 66 18

Estonian 3
(0.6)

68
(13.6)

236
(47.2)

139
(27.8)

54
(10.8)

0
(0)

14 47 39

Finland 
Swedish

1
(0.2)

13
(2.9)

116
(25.5)

171
(37.6)

141
(31.0)

13
(2.9)

3 25 71

Arabic 19
(3.9)

186
(37.8)

216
(43.9)

65
(13.2)

6
(1.2)

0
(0)

42 44 14

Russian 5
(1.0)

139
(27.7)

286
(57.1)

55
(11.0)

16
(3.2)

0
(0)

29 57 14

* Decrease in general ratings from 2015 to 2016
** Increase in general ratings from 2015 to 2016

Next, we analyzed how often the test takers passed the task (i.e. who had a rate of 3 or 
more), separately for both years in the different language groups (see Figure 1). All the 
conclusions that changed (from 2015 to 2016) from pass to fail and from fail to pass are 
shown in Figure 1. For example, 40 per cent of the rates of the Thai L1 speakers that 
indicated failing in 2015 would have passed in 2016. Similarly, among the Arabic L1 
speakers, 51 per cent of rates indicating failing in 2015 would have passed in 2016. When 
the rates of the Arabic L1 speakers were investigated in more detail, the failing rate (2) 
of one test taker in 2015 was systematically evaluated higher by raters in 2016. Most 
raters gave this test taker a passing rate (i.e. at least 3) in 2016. This systematic difference 
affected the results; when this single Arabic L1 speaker was removed from the data, the 
proportion of Arabic L1 speakers’ rates indicating failing in the test in 2015 but passing 
in 2016 decreased from 51 per cent to 15 per cent. 
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FIGURE 1. The differences in the conclusions between the ratings in 2015 and in 2016.

Additionally, as can be seen in Figure 1, all the rates of the Finland Swedish L1 speakers 
that failed the task in 2015, passed the task in 2016 (total of 50 ratings). On the other hand, 
15 per cent of the Russian L1 speakers’ rates that indicated passing in 2015 indicated 
failing in 2016. Among the Estonian L1 speakers, some of the ratings did change, but 
almost all the test takers who passed in 2015 passed also in 2016, and all the test takers 
who failed in 2015, failed also in 2016. Therefore, for the Estonian L1 speakers, there 
were almost no changes between the ratings in 2015 and 2016, when interpreting the 
results in relation to the conclusions made (pass-fail dichotomy).

Next, we analyzed associations between the authentic 2015 NCLP rates and the 
ratings given by each rater in 2016. In all the other language groups except the Arabic 
L1 speakers, the correlations between the rates were high and positive (r > 0.7) and 
statistically significant (p < 0.05). Among the Arabic L1 speakers none of the rates 
between the raters were correlated, and none were statistically significant (all p > 0.05). 
Additionally, the agreement among only the pool of 2016 raters was low (< 0.4), also 
within the language groups, ranging from Swedish L1 (Fκ = 0.21, p < 0.001) to Russian 
L1 (Fκ = 0.30, p < 0.001). Therefore, among the Arabic L1 speakers, the correlations with 
the 2015 rates and 2016 rates were nonexistent, and within the pool of raters in 2016 all 
ratings had a low agreement.

Next, we examined associations between the ratings from 2015 and 2016 with Gamma 
coefficient (γ) (see table 2). The associations among all the other L1 groups were strong 
or very strong (γ > 0.60, p < 0.001), except among the Arabic L1 speakers, from whom 
the γ value did not differ significantly from zero (γ = 0.16, p = 0.125). Also, the SE(γ) 
was rather high, indicating higher uncertainty of the association among the Arabic L1 
speakers. In total, the language groups differed in the level of association so that the rates 
of the Arabic L1 speakers had no association and differed statistically significantly from 
others, and Estonian L1 and Russian L1 speakers had statistically significantly higher 
association between the rates compared to the other L1 groups.

When studying the agreement between ratings in 2015 and in 2016 with Cohen’s 
Kappa (κ), there was no agreement (|κ| < 0.01, p > 0.05) among the Arabic L1 speakers 
or among the Finland Swedish L1 speakers. In contrast, in the Russian L1 and the Thai 
L1 speaking groups for whom the association between the ratings was strong or very 
strong (above 0.60), the agreement estimated with κ remained low (κ < 0.4), but still 
statistically significantly higher compared to the Arabic L1 and the Finland Swedish L1 
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speakers (see table 2). Furthermore, among the Finland Swedish L1 speakers there was 
a low absolute number of performances receiving the rate 2 (not passed) especially in 
2016: a total 50 of the performances of rate 2 in 2015 and only 5 in 2016. To investigate if 
the few low ratings affected the reliability, the rates indicating failing (2) were removed, 
and the κ value was recalculated for the ratings of the Finland Swedish L1 speakers. This 
time κ increased to almost significant, but was still low (κ = 0.04, SE(κ) = 0.02, p = 0.056). 
Therefore, according to κ, there was no agreement or only low agreement between the 
ratings in 2015 and 2016 in all the L1 language groups. 

As mentioned earlier, high γ value indicates a similar level of ratings, whereas a high 
κ value indicates if the ratings agree, and these can differ in interpretation. For instance, 
the association (γ) between the ratings in 2015 and 2016 among the Finland Swedish L1 
speakers was high, even though the κ was very low, as the absolute ratings differed to 
some extent. Additionally, the low kappa among the Swedish L1 speakers in this data 
might be an indication of the so called “Kappa paradox”, where the per cent agreement 
or association is high, but the overall agreement and hence κ value remains low. From 
the point of view of the participant, the result was stable as the Swedish speakers had a 
very high probability to pass the test, and the result was repeated with high probability.

TABLE 4.  Agreement and association between the ratings in 2015 and 2016.  

L1 (first 
language)

Gamma Coefficient (γ) Cohen’s Kappa (κ) Interpretation of
γ  * and κ  **

γ
(SE)

95%CI p-value κ 
(SE) 95%CI p-value

Thai 0.610
(0.064) 0.48 - 0.74 <.001 0.330

(0.044)
0.24 - 
0.42 <.001 γ  = Strong association

κ  = Low agreement

Estonian 0.934
(0.023) 0.89 - 0.98 <.001 0.138

(0.024)

0.09 - 
0.19 <.001

γ  = Very strong association 
κ  = Low agreement

Swedish 0.688
(0.040) 0.61- 0.77 <.001 0.009

(0.023)
-0.04 - 
0.05 0.654 γ  = Strong association 

κ  = No agreement

Arabic 0.160
(0.102)

-0.04 -  
0.36
 

0.125 -0.009
(0.032)

-0.07-
0.05 0.426

γ  = Weak association 
κ  = No agreement

Russian 0.965
(0.014)

0.94 -  
0.99 <.001 0.335

(0.029) 0.28-0.39 <.001
γ  = Very strong association
κ  = Low agreement

*Interpretation of Gamma (γ) based on Rosenthal (1996), with modified wording.
 * * Interpretation of Kappa (κ) based on Landis & Koch (1977)
Note. Data from raters that rated the recorded samples from all the test takers in 2016 (a total of 2156 rates). Results in-
cluding all L1 groups combined: κ = 0.275, p < 0.001, γ = 0.81, p < 0.001.

For the first research question on the reliability of the separate task ratings regarding the 
different five language groups, the results of this study indicate the answer being “no”. 
Most notably, the agreement between the ratings was very low, estimated with Cohen’s 
kappa. This indicates that these subjective ratings differed too much to be considered 
reliable. We also point out that the results on differences signal that ratings were lenient 
in 2016 for the Finland Swedish L1 speakers compared to the ratings in 2015. Opposed to 
this, the Russian L1 speakers were rated more severely in 2016 than in 2015. In general, the 
results showed that both the Thai L1 speakers and the Arabic L1 speakers got lower rates 
and were therefore being assessed overall more severely than the other language groups. 

The results of this study showed that even though all language groups had variation 
in the assessments, the ratings of the Arabic L1 speakers varied more between 2015 and 
2016 than the ratings of any other L1 language group (see Figure 1 and Table 4). These 
results also lead us to our second research question on how the results of the Arabic L1 
speakers differed from the other language groups. 
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 Only among the Arabic L1 speakers both the agreement (Cohen’s κ = -0.02) and 
the association (γ = 0.16) of the ratings in 2015 and 2016 were close to zero and not 
statistically significant (p > 0.05). Additionally, the ratings of the raters who assessed 
the Arabic L1 speakers (n = 10) did not correlate significantly, unlike in other language 
groups. Therefore, the assessment results were not systematic or consistent enough for 
the Arabic L1 test takers. Additionally, analyzing the differences in the ratings in years 
2015 and 2016, the Arabic L1 speakers’ rates declined the most. They had the highest 
proportions of rates that were one (38%) or two (4%) points lower in 2016 compared to 
2015, in the NCLP measurement scale from 1 to 6. Additionally, when comparing all the 
five L1 language groups studied here, Arabic L1 speakers had the highest proportion 
(48%) of ratings which indicated failing the task in 2016, even though they indicated 
passing in 2015. Therefore, among the Arabic L1 speakers there were excessively many 
of those whose ratings would have changed drastically from the test taker perspective, 
from passed to failed or vice versa. 
To sum up the results in relation to the second research question, the reliability of the 
assessment of the Arabic L1 speakers was very low, and weakest among all the L1 
language groups studied. Additionally, the ratings did not correlate with each other 
within the Arabic L1 group. Compared to the other language groups, the results of 
the ratings of the Arabic L1 test takers decreased the most from the authentic NCLP 
assessment in 2015 to the reassessment in 2016. 

9 	 Discussion
The results of our study on the reliability of the NCLP test related to only one task, which 
is not comparable to the entire language proficiency test. However, we assume that in 
a high-stakes assessment such as the national language proficiency test, with even one 
task rated separately by different raters, the low reliability of the assessments indicates 
possible challenges also in the reliability of the entire test.

Another limitation is that the data from 2015 and 2016 are slightly different. The 2015 
data was collected from an authentic language test situation where raters knew that 
test takers had participated in the medium level test. On the other hand, the 2016 data 
was collected as part of a project data collection, where the raters did not know the 
original level of the test. In addition, as they knew that the assessments would be used 
in research, they were also aware of the assessments not yielding consequences for the 
test takers, i.e. the subjects. 

Then again, when discussing limitations, it is crucial to remember that the limitation 
applied to all the L1 groups. Thus, if the abovementioned were the reason for the lack 
of reliability, it should be seen across all language groups. However, the drop in rates 
is shown only in the Arabic L1 group. When it comes to this group, we also know from 
previous research (Halonen et al., 2024) in the Broken Finnish project that also the test 
takers’ gender affects the assessment. Even though done with different methods and not 
comparing all the L1 groups, the study showed that men are more severely assessed than 
women. This finding could be explained by Arabic L1 speaking men facing in general 
more discrimination in Finland than women, typically drawing on islamophobia (see 
e.g. Lähdesmäki & Saresma, 2014; Nenonen et al., 2021; Saresma, 2019). For the sake of 
space and focus, we have not included analysis of assessments of genders in this article 
but will address gender differences in our ongoing study based on the same data and 
context. 

As presented in the results, the assessments could not be seen as highly reliable in the 
context of Finnish language testing with this data. Subjectivity of the ratings was also 
visible in the data, and the systematic differences between certain raters could affect 
the results. For example, when the single test taker was removed from the data, the 
results of the Arabic L1 language ratings changed so that the proportion of assessments 
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interpreted as “fail” in 2015 but “passed” in 2016 decreased from 51 per cent to 15 per 
cent. 

Even though this involved only one test taker, the result shows how critical the rating 
of only a single rater can be, and how much the differences in severity can affect the 
results. This change in the percentage is also so vast due to the very limited number of 
test takers (n = 9–10) per L1 group in this data. Anyhow, this study underlines the fact 
that systematic differences do exist even between professional and experienced raters. 

Many researchers, such as Messick (1994, 1995) emphasize the use and importance 
of conclusions drawn from the assessment in determining how valid the assessment 
is. As the results of this study have shown, the interpretation of the assessment result 
(pass or fail) is crucial for the individual. The high-stakes language test presented in 
this study, and the example of the single Arabic L1 speaker, show that even drastic 
differences may be seen between the assessments of different raters. The reliability of 
the assessment results and their validity in terms of the consequences of the assessment 
bring the matter back to the fairness and justice of the evaluation. This is significant, even 
though there might not be easy solutions. The results of previous studies in the project 
have already been applied into the rater education. There have been four rater education 
sessions concentrating on the results. Furthermore, the attitudinal or stereotyping and 
assumption-based effects shown in or at least implied by the study reported here are 
also being operationalized in the rater education.

Since the data of this research comes from the speaking subtest, in addition to the 
general proficiency described in terms of for example the vocabulary and grammar, 
pronunciation can be one factor possibly affecting the assessment. The features of 
pronunciation, that is, the perceived accent, can reveal the speakers’ L1 and categorize 
the test takers as representatives of a certain group of speakers associated with other 
background factors such as ethnicity or race, country or area of origin, and even religion. 
These associations, again, could affect the assessment through either conscious or 
unconscious attitudes stemming from the raters’ stereotypes or expectations about the 
test taker as a representative of a group. Previous research (see e.g. Carey & Scozs, 2023; 
Derwing & Munro, 1997; Kang & Rubin, 2009; Major et al., 2002; Winke & Gass, 2013) 
has already for a long time shown that in contrast to the ideal of unbiased neutrality 
in language proficiency assessment, (recognition of) the speakers’ background through 
accent might indeed influence the assessment, either positively or negatively. This may 
also be the reason for the differences in the assessments of the Arabic L1 speakers, even 
though our data cannot give absolute proof of this.

Kunnan (2004, p. 27) has discussed also the concept of test fairness. According to 
Kunnan, fairness is arguably the most critical factor in test evaluation, even though there 
is no coherent framework that can be used for evaluating tests and testing practice. He 
argues that the test fairness framework should consist of the following qualities: validity, 
absence of bias, access, administration, and the social consequences of a test. Therefore, 
according to Kunnan, the test fairness framework views fairness in terms of the whole 
system of testing practices, not just the test itself. One of the points of the framework 
was the absence of bias, which means among other things that there should be no unfair 
penalization based on the background of the test takers. Bias refers to the content that 
may cause unfair penalization because of the associated group membership of a test 
taker (such as that based on gender, race and ethnicity, religion, age, first language, 
national origin and sexual orientation). (Kunnan, 2004, pp. 37–28.) The data utilized in 
this study came from project Broken Finnish which focused specifically on L1 groups 
which face negative stereotyping in Finland shown by earlier research in the project. The 
hypothesis had been that if there were any construct-irrelevant biased factors (Messick, 
1989), like attitudes, that came into play in the NCLP assessment, they would be visible 
in the assessment of these kinds of (discriminated) L1 groups. 
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Furthermore, the previous studies using the same data suggest that the effects of 
recognition apply also in the NCLP assessment. Ahola (2020) showed that the general 
proficiency of the Thai L1 speakers was assessed more leniently than the assessments of 
their different subskills would have predicted. In addition, Halonen et al. (2024) showed 
that the ratings of the general proficiency of the Arabic L1 speakers were more severe 
in 2016 than 2015. The study also suggested that recognition of the origin of the Arabic 
speakers might make the assessment even more severe. In the study the portion of 2015 
passing test takers was compared to the portion of passing 2016 test takers, not with 
inferential statistics we have used in the study reported here. However, the observation 
was partly validated also in the modeling of the 2016 project data showing that there 
was a trend, though not statistically significant, for assessing the Arabic L1 speakers 
more severely when their L1 was recognized, and that this trend differed from all the 
other L1 groups. In their study of the changes in the NCLP raters’ severity Neittaanmäki 
and Lamprianou (2024) showed that as a community, the raters had gotten more lenient 
during the studied period of 2009–2019.  

These studies align with and support the results presented in this article. Especially 
the finding of Neittaanmäki and Lamprianou (2024) of the raters’ communal tendency 
towards leniency, offers an interesting background for our findings. Since we have 
shown a harsh change in the severity towards the Arabic L1 speakers from 2015 to 2016, 
the general tendency towards leniency suggests the severity being even harsher in this 
context. We underline that inconsistency among raters can lead to divergent conclusions 
about language proficiency, potentially resulting in serious consequences for the test 
participants. Overall, our results presented in this article give reason to consider further 
studies that would examine in more depth, for example, the attitudes and expectations 
related to the background factors of the test takers, and the possible effects of these 
attitudes and expectations on the reliability of the assessment.
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