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Abstract

There is growing research on the linguistic features that most contribute to making second
language (L2) speech easy or difficult to understand. Comprehensibility, which is usually captured
through listener judgments, is increasingly viewed as integral to the L2 speaking construct.
However, there are shortcomings in how this construct is operationalized in L2 speaking
proficiency scales. Moreover, teachers and learners have little practical means of benefiting from
research pinpointing the properties of learners’ oral performance that optimize or hinder their
ability to be understood. There is thus the need for a tool to guide teachers on what to focus
on in instruction in order to target more effectively the linguistic factors that matter most for
being understood and to raise learners’ awareness about their abilities. To address this gap, this
article reports on the development of an L2 English comprehensibility scale targeting the degree
of perceived listener effort required for understanding L2 speech. The starting point was Isaacs
and Trofimovich’s (2012) preliminary 3-level empirically based L2 English comprehensibility scale,
restricted for use with learners from one first language (L1) background on a single task. Through
focus group consultations and piloting involving nine Canada- and UK-based English for Academic
Purposes teachers (target end-users) rating international university students’ speech samples
drawn from Isaacs and Trofimovich’s (201 |) unpublished corpus, the instrument was expanded
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to a 6-level scale through iterative revisions. The resulting formative assessment tool is intended
for use with pre- and in-sessional university students from mixed LI backgrounds on academic
extemporaneous speaking tasks to support their oral language development.

Keywords
Assessing speaking, comprehensibility, English for Academic Purposes, pronunciation, rating
scale development, second language learners

Challenges in operationalizing constructs in pronunciation
research and assessment

Pronunciation—defined here as comprising both segmental (i.e., vowels and consonants)
and prosodic (e.g., stress, rhythm, intonation) dimensions—is likely the linguistic com-
ponent most amenable to diagnostic assessment. For example, discrete-point pronuncia-
tion items were prominently featured in Lado’s seminal book Language Testing (1961)
based on the assessment of differences between learners’ first (L1) and second language
(L2) inventories to promote mastery of L2 structures. Because sound- and rhythm-related
pronunciation features can be easily itemized (e.g., aspiration, linking, syllable length),
they have also been included in checklists, which represent a hallmark of diagnostic
assessment (Alderson, Brunfaut, & Harding, 2015). More recent diagnostic approaches
to pronunciation demonstrate how testing selected features, typically through transcrip-
tions of learner speech, can be used to pinpoint learner perception and/or production
errors to generate individualized pronunciation profiles (e.g., Gilbert, 2012). Although
many pronunciation diagnostic tests suffer from task-specific limitations, such as
unwanted spelling—sound correspondence effects or learners’ use of avoidance strate-
gies, pronunciation lends itself well to diagnostic assessment.

Nevertheless, there are several reasons why diagnosing pronunciation may not be
practical or desirable when it is divorced from other skills making up the L2 speaking
construct, particularly in communicatively oriented classrooms. Such reasons include
the use of an integrated curriculum (i.e., it would be artificial to separate pronunciation
from speaking and listening or from grammar and lexis); individual differences resulting
in highly variable pronunciation performance; teachers with limited pronunciation train-
ing and thus difficulties in targeting the identified problem areas through tailor-made
instruction; and constraints in instructional time (Foote, Holtby, & Derwing, 2011; Mora
& Darcy, 2017). Moreover, there is a growing consensus within the applied linguistics
community that the aim of pronunciation instruction should be to target the linguistic
features that count the most for L2 speech being understandable to listeners as opposed
to focusing on accent reduction (Harding, 2017). Thus, not all pronunciation elements
diagnosed as non-native are worthy of being prioritized in instruction and assessment.

A practical alternative to using discrete-point diagnostic items to provide learners
with feedback on their strengths and weaknesses in relation to the linguistic factors that
matter most for being understood is to use empirically based rating scales. Educational
stakeholders, particularly in Western post-secondary institutions (the context of this
study) are familiar with scales, often used in high-stakes and classroom settings. Although
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it is possible to construct user-oriented scales, developed through input from target users,
such as teacher-raters (Turner, 2000), rating scales are not without limitations. For exam-
ple, L2 speaking scale descriptors for extemporaneous tasks often fail to capture the
complexities of oral performance, and even elaborated scale descriptors may underspec-
ify the linguistic factors that feed into raters’ scoring decisions (Lumley, 2005). Further,
there is a need to achieve a balance between providing rich descriptors that can be used
for diagnostic purposes on the one hand, and limiting the degree of detail within the
descriptors on the other, so that the instrument is not too unwieldy for end-users.

Although the past decade has witnessed a surge in research on the linguistic features
most relevant for promoting effective communication (Derwing & Munro, 2015), there
is, as yet, little practical means for educational stakeholders to benefit from this insight
specifically with regard to pinpointing the properties of learners’ oral performance that
optimize or hinder their ability to be understood by their interlocutors. This suggests the
need for a pedagogically oriented tool to guide teachers on what to target in instruction
to supplement existing pedagogical resources, which are often based on limited research
evidence regarding the aspects of pronunciation that matter most for understanding (e.g.,
Rogerson-Revell, 2011). In the light of this gap, this qualitative study reports on develop-
ing an L2 English comprehensibility scale for use with learners from mixed L1 back-
grounds in English for Academic Purposes (EAP) settings, drawing on EAP teachers’
input to inform the evolution of the scale. This article’s objective is to detail the instru-
ment development process, which involved adapting and refining a preliminary data-
driven L2 comprehensibility scale from a previous study (Isaacs & Trofimovich, 2012),
and to describe and disseminate the resulting tool (research product).

Comprehensibility as a target construct for scale development

There are two main dimensions, both relevant to listeners’ understanding of L2 speech,
which could be targeted in scale development: intelligibility, which refers to listeners’
actual understanding of L2 speech, often operationalized using listeners’ orthographic
transcriptions (i.e., the proportion of uttered words from an L2 speech sample that the
listener correctly transcribes), and comprehensibility, which denotes listeners’ per-
ceived ease or difficulty in understanding L2 speech, operationalized through listeners’
scalar ratings (Derwing & Munro, 2015). However, in operational assessments, this
distinction is not clearly upheld (Levis, 2006). Many rating scales for standardized
proficiency tests use the term “intelligibility” (e.g., TOEFL, IELTS) when what is, in
fact, being measured is comprehensibility, or listeners’ perceived understanding (Isaacs
& Trofimovich, 2012). And for many language users, it is their subjective perceptions
of processing ease or difficulty in dealing with linguistic input, more so than actual
performance measures, that often predict a range of cognitive and linguistic behaviors
toward the L2 speech (Oppenheimer, 2008). Therefore, as a construct common to
many rating scales and likely reflective of language users’ general experience with L2
speech, comprehensibility was chosen for scale development in this study. When
speaking scale descriptors from standardized proficiency tests or benchmarking instru-
ments are cited in this article in reference to the notion of ease of understanding, the
original terminology used in the descriptors is retained.!
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Cross-linguistic influence in pronunciation scale development

One of the challenges associated with modelling pronunciation in rating scales is for
the scale to accommodate linguistic criteria that are applicable to speakers from differ-
ent L1 backgrounds. This is, in part, because differences between speaker productions
often occur as a result of transfer errors, with L1 effects on L2 production being more
perceptually salient to listeners for pronunciation than for such skills as grammar and
lexis (Major, 2012). Therefore, speakers from different L1s are likely to be highly vari-
able in their segmental perception and production, which complicates teaching and
testing heterogeneous cohorts, making it difficult to specify, in scale descriptors, the
pronunciation features that apply to multiple groups (Derwing, 2008). To elaborate,
problematic phonemic contrasts for one L1 group (e.g., /b/ vs. /p/ distinction for Arabic
speakers of English) often do not generalize to other groups (Swan & Smith, 2001).
Hence, such aspects of pronunciation are not universal enough to feature in a scale
intended for speakers from multiple language backgrounds. Notably, segmental fea-
tures tend to be more L1-specific than prosodic features, which have generally been
viewed as more universal in benefiting speakers from different L1 backgrounds
through instruction (Derwing & Munro, 2015). However, cross-linguistic influences
involving forward transfer have also been detected for prosody, including intonation,
rhythm, and stress (e.g., Li & Post, 2014). In sum, cross-linguistic differences, which
are perceptually salient to listeners, pose difficulties for generating diagnostically ori-
ented pronunciation descriptors that discriminate between different ability levels and
which are also applicable to speakers from varied L1 backgrounds.

Furthermore, not all pronunciation errors “count” the same in pedagogical terms, with
some being more detrimental to understanding than others. This has led to the view
among applied linguists that the linguistic features most likely to interfere with speakers’
ability to be understood should be emphasized in pronunciation instruction and, by
extrapolation, assessment (Harding, 2017). Conversely, features that contribute to an L2
accent but are inconsequential for understanding should be left aside (Derwing & Munro,
2015). This argument acknowledges that sounding like a native speaker is an unrealistic
goal for most adult learners (e.g., Moyer, 2013) and is unnecessary for integrating into a
new society, excelling academically, or performing adequately in most jobs. In pedagogi-
cal terms, then, targeting the linguistic aspects of speech with the most bearing on speak-
ers’ ability to be understood should guide instructional and assessment priorities.

Why a universal pronunciation scale will be confined to generic
descriptors

Data-driven rating scales that explicitly build teachers’ perceptions into scale develop-
ment have been subject to two opposing trends. On the one hand, there has been a move,
within productive skills assessment, for scales to be task- and context-specific (e.g.,
Turner, 2000). On the other, efforts have been made to develop “a common, universally
valid descriptive system,” including scales that cut across all world languages and are not
specific to any particular target language or L1 group (LTRC, 2014). Although the latter
goal may seem appealing, the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages
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(CEFR) demonstrates problems with modelling pronunciation on a common scale
(Council of Europe, 2001). Pronunciation was excluded as a criterion in the global CEFR
scale as a result of misfitting pronunciation indicators during scale development (North,
2000). This measurement-driven decision, brought on by teacher-raters’ inability to
consistently use the pronunciation descriptors, in part reflects the inadequacy of the
descriptors themselves. The CEFR Phonological Control scale is also problematic
(Harding, 2017). For example, if being understood, as opposed to whether or not some-
one has a discernible L2 accent, is what counts the most in real-world communication,
then sounding native-like should not be a criterion for achieving the highest scale level.
In the Phonological Control scale, because only the descriptors at levels B1 and below
allow for L1 influence, the omission of L1 effects from the higher levels of the scale (B2
and C1/C2) suggests that speech needs to be accent-free at these levels. However, most
L2 speakers at even advanced levels can have detectable accents (Moyer, 2013); thinking
otherwise is unrealistic.

Instead of modelling pronunciation in a universal rating system applicable to all target
languages, a more sensible starting point is to develop an empirically based scale that
focuses solely on one L2. This has been the approach of the English Profile Programme,
which describes the “criterial features” characterizing learner English at different CEFR
levels in terms of grammatical, functional, and lexical features (e.g., Hawkins & Filipovic,
2012). A similar approach was adopted here to develop a data-driven comprehensibility
scale targeting one L2 (English) for use by learners from mixed L1 backgrounds.

Pronunciation and high-stakes English proficiency testing in higher
education

One setting where stakeholders could benefit from greater guidance on the linguistic
aspects of speech most crucial for understanding is the academic domain. This is due to
rising numbers of university students studying abroad, the increasing use of English as a
lingua franca on campuses, and the need for institutions to provide greater support to
international students despite resource constraints (Jenkins, 2014). High-stakes produc-
tive skills assessments that rely on examiners’ judgments (TOEFL, IELTS) or on auto-
mated scoring systems (PTE Academic) are often used to screen international students’
English proficiency for university admissions (Ginther & Elder, 2014). However, pass-
ing this entrance screening by no means guarantees that students can cope with academic
tasks in their L2 (Zhang & Goodson, 2011). One challenge students may face relates to
expressing themselves in the language of instruction with communication breakdowns
possibly jeopardizing their academic performance (Andrade, 2006).

Although universities and test-takers normally have access to overall scores and sub-
scores from standardized tests, they provide end-users with little information about stu-
dents’ strengths and weaknesses, for example, to benchmark their ability level at the
outset of EAP instruction, help students with awareness-raising about learning targets, or
track their progress over time. The intention here is not to argue for this as a shortcoming
of standardized tests, which are generally designed to inform admissions decisions and
not to chart L2 learners’ language development over time. Rather, our intent is to under-
score a training gap for international students needing to function in their L2 in higher
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education settings. Furthermore, “intelligibility” is often included among the assessment
criteria in oral proficiency scales used for university admissions. However, there are
shortcomings with how this construct is operationalized. For example, in the “Delivery”
subscale of the 5-level TOEFL iBT Integrated speaking rubrics (ETS, 2014), the follow-
ing descriptors are used: “problems with intelligibility” (level 1), “considerable listener
effort” (level 2), or “overall intelligibility” characterized as “good” (level 3), or “high”
(level 4). These characterizations of the speech are roughly associated with “pacing,”
“pronunciation” (seemingly referring only to segmental production), and “intonation” in
the descriptors, with no published guidance on how to interpret these terms. In addition,
the issue of which factors manifest more or less at different ability levels or have more
or less bearing on intelligibility is not indicated. The nine-level IELTS Speaking band
descriptors (IELTS, 2015) have similar limitations. At level 2 of the Pronunciation sub-
scale, pronunciation is described as “often unintelligible,” with no elaboration as to
which features account for difficulties in understanding. Only levels 2, 4, 6, 8, and 9 have
self-contained descriptors, posing problems for raters (Isaacs, Trofimovich, Yu, &
Chereau, 2015). Levels 4, 6, 8, and 9 refer to the use of a “limited range,” “range,” “wide
range,” and “full range of pronunciation features,” respectively, although the specific
features, how they apply to different pronunciation levels, and how they relate to intel-
ligibility are underspecified.

Finally, the PTE Academic is scored using an automated speech recognition algo-
rithm trained on native listeners’ ratings of a large corpus of speech samples (Pearson,
2012). Although the proportion of uttered words detected as unintelligible is specified
at the three lowest levels of the 6-level scale for pronunciation and oral fluency, the
descriptors of “nativelike” (level 5) and “non-English” speech (level 0) at the scalar
extremes suggest that what is, in fact, being measured is deviations from what human
raters consider to be native speaker norms (p. 21). It is also unclear which construct
human assessors were rating as a basis for building the algorithm (e.g., degree of accent,
extent of understanding, or both). Similarly, in PTE Academic machine scoring, there is
no explicit mechanism for assigning greater weighting to the most important factors for
intelligibility as distinct from nativeness (i.e., the production of linguistic features that
may have no bearing on understanding). There is therefore a need to understand the
linguistic factors that underlie understandable speech and to map these in a rating instru-
ment that does not resort to the native speaker standard at the high end of the scale.

Research aims

The goal of this study is to present EAP teachers and their students with a formative
assessment tool targeting comprehensibility, with scale descriptors applicable to learners
from different L1 backgrounds on extemporaneous discourse-level oral production tasks.
Such a tool, presented as a prototype in this article (see Appendix), could fulfill numer-
ous pedagogical functions. First, it could be used to identify sources of students’ strengths
and weaknesses with respect to the aspects of speech most relevant to their comprehen-
sibility, guiding EAP teachers in selecting the linguistic features to target in instruction
and in providing feedback to students, including monitoring their progress pre- and post-
instruction. The tool could also be used to enhance teachers’ pronunciation literacy (i.e.,
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familiarity with basic concepts in L2 pronunciation teaching and learning), since they
may not have received teacher training in pronunciation and might feel unconfident
about targeting it (Foote et al., 2011). Because comprehensibility is a broader construct
than pronunciation, also incorporating the dimensions of fluency and lexicogrammar
(e.g., Isaacs & Trofimovich, 2012; Saito, Trofimovich, & Isaacs, 2016), the instrument
could help teachers integrate pronunciation with other skills when targeting academic
speaking. Moreover, this instrument could foster students’ self-awareness of their “com-
prehensibility profile,” pinpointing areas on which to focus, and could assist with cali-
brating the ease with which listeners understand L2 speech with students’ self-perceptions
of their performance. This is important because high comprehensibility speakers tend to
underpredict their own comprehensibility, whereas low comprehensibility speakers
appear overconfident and may be oblivious to their interlocutors’ difficulty in processing
their message (Trofimovich, Isaacs, Kennedy, Saito, & Crowther, 2016).

These envisioned pedagogical uses of the scale guided the research team in instru-
ment development, with the scale intended primarily for EAP teachers as end-users.
Following from an earlier study (Isaacs & Trofimovich, 2012), which developed L2
comprehensibility scale guidelines that needed to be refined to accommodate a broader
range of learner L1s, tasks, and academic settings, the exploratory research question for
this study was as follows: How can the linguistic criteria featured in a L2 comprehensi-
bility scale be refined and/or expanded with EAP teacher-oriented (non-technical)
descriptors that can account for language performance by international students from
different L1 backgrounds on extemporaneous academic oral production tasks?

Method

Research-based rationale

The goal of the current scale development effort was not to recreate yet another general
speaking proficiency scale; rather, it was to gain a better understanding of the linguistic
dimensions of L2 oral productions that listeners use to evaluate comprehensibility so that
these could be modelled in a scale. That is, the scale can be used to assess international
students’ comprehensibility (rather than overall proficiency) levels and to diagnose their
strengths and weaknesses in relation to comprehensibility. The starting point was Isaacs
and Trofimovich’s (2012) preliminary empirically based L2 English comprehensibility
scale. To generate this scale, 60 native English-speaking Canadian undergraduate stu-
dents used a nine-point scale (easy/hard to understand) to rate the L2 comprehensibility
of short speech samples by 40 adult L1 French speakers telling a picture story in English.
Mean comprehensibility ratings for each L2 speaker were then correlated with 19
researcher-coded auditory and instrumental measures derived from the speech, spanning
the domains of pronunciation, fluency, lexicogrammar, and discourse. By converging
statistical analyses with three native English-speaking teacher-raters’ introspective
reports about the language variables contributing to their comprehensibility scoring deci-
sions, it was possible to map a subset of linguistic variables that best discriminated
between three comprehensibility levels in a preliminary data-driven scale. Lexical richness
(types) and fluency (mean length of run) differentiated between low and intermediate
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comprehensibility levels, whereas grammar (accuracy) and story breadth (number of
distinct propositions) discriminated between intermediate and high levels. Word stress
distinguished between all three levels. Although the scale descriptors were originally
featured in a holistic scale, they are recast as an analytic scale in Table 1. This was the
initial scale presented to focus group raters in this study.

Further research (not specific to rating scale development) has clarified the L2 com-
prehensibility construct, targeting the dimensions of L1 speaker background and task
type. For example, Crowther, Trofimovich, Saito, and Isaacs (2015b) confirmed that both
the dimensions of pronunciation (49%) and lexicogrammar (21%) account for the vari-
ance in L2 comprehensibility ratings. Whereas segmental errors were a barrier to English
comprehensibility in the case of L1 Chinese speakers, for L1 Hindi-Urdu speakers, pro-
nunciation fed into listeners’ perceptions of how accented they sounded but did not
impede their comprehensibility. Instead, it was lexicogrammar that contributed to Hindi-
Urdu speakers’ comprehensibility. With respect to task type, additional findings by
Crowther, Trofimovich, Isaacs, and Saito (2015a) revealed an interplay between L1
background and task. L2 comprehensibility ratings in the more cognitively demanding
TOEFL iBT integrated task were linked to a wider range of linguistic measures than in
the less demanding IELTS long-turn task, where comprehensibility was solely associated
with pronunciation and fluency for three of the four L1 speaker groups examined. Put
differently, whereas pronunciation and fluency related to comprehensibility regardless of
the task, lexicogrammar also played a role in a more complex task.

Scale development

The current scale development effort sought to adapt Isaacs and Trofimovich’s (2012)
preliminary scale by examining the generalizability of the linguistic criteria across L1
background and task type, with the primarily qualitative evidence complementing the
quantitative findings from prior research. The scale was piloted in two contexts hosting
large numbers of international students with different language norms (North American
and British English).

L2 speech samples. Scale development proceeded in nine focus group sessions with EAP
professionals evaluating and discussing multiple speech samples by university students
(see below). The samples used in Session 1 included recordings of the 40 L1 French
speakers performing the picture narrative from Isaacs and Trofimovich (2012). For all
remaining sessions, samples were drawn from Isaacs and Trofimovich’s (2011) unpub-
lished corpus of 235 international university students’ spoken English. Of these students,
150 were studying at a Quebec English-medium university in Canada (38 female, 20 L1
groups) and 85 at a UK university in southern England (65 female, 12 L1 groups). All
students had resided in their host country for less than two years and thus had adminis-
tratively valid English proficiency test scores. TOEFL iBT total scores for 83 of the
students in the Canadian sample were low (M = 88.75, SD = 9.66) compared to the scores
of only seven UK-based students who had taken the test (M = 102.29, SD = 11.59). Over-
all IELTS scores for the remaining students were similar for the Canada- (M = 6.79,
SD = .63) and UK-based (M = 6.66, SD =.63) cohorts.
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Four speaking task types from Isaacs and Trofimovich’s (2011) corpus were used, one
of which was the same picture narrative from Isaacs and Trofimovich’s (2012) study. The
remaining three were from publicly available standardized practice English proficiency
tests. The first task was a speeded (45 second) graph description task from the retired Test
of Spoken English (TSE), which was used to screen international teaching assistants’
speaking ability prior to the introduction of the TOEFL iBT (ETS, 2011). The second task
was the IELTS long-turn (presentation) task (1-2 minutes), in which the speaker interacted
with a research assistant (who simulated an interviewer), responding to a scripted prompt
about a familiar topic and, if time permitted, to a follow-up question (IELTS, 2009). The
final task was the semi-direct TOEFL iBT integrated speaking task (ETS, 2009). After
reading a short passage and hearing an academic lecture on a related topic, the speaker
synthesized the information in a timed spoken response (1 minute). Both the TOEFL and
IELTS are used as proficiency tests for university entrance purposes, making them appro-
priate for adapting an L2 comprehensibility scale for the academic domain.

Rating sessions. EAP “domain experts” were recruited as target end-users of the scale to
consult throughout scale development (nine sessions, totaling 23 hours). These were 10
experienced EAP teachers (Mypericnee = 191 years, 4-44) from Canada (6) and the UK (4)
with Master’s degree qualifications in applied linguistics and affiliated with Education or
Continuing Education departments. Seven reported having taken a course in pronunciation
and four had taken an assessment course as part of their degree, with an additional teacher
having served as an accredited IELTS examiner (UK2) and another having designed prac-
tice TOEFL iBT tests for a Korean publishing company (UK1). Each session, which was
audio-recorded and transcribed, included two or three EAP teachers and two researchers,
who were either running the session or taking notes. The corpus of transcribed focus group
discussions included approximately 120,100 words across nine sessions, with EAP teachers
contributing 3261 comments (136 comments per rater or 362 comments per session).

The approach to rater training was methodical and involved introducing only one new
variable (L1s, tasks) per session, as shown in Table 2, with the researchers revising the
scale iteratively and presenting a new version at each session. The first six sessions were
conducted in Canada with two EAP teacher groups; the remaining three took place in the
UK, also with two teacher groups. Table 2 summarizes the goals and content of the sessions
and subsequent piloting, charting the a priori objectives guiding the evolution of the tool.
Because the scale was in draft form through the course of the study, it was unnecessary for
raters to score the entire audio corpus using the scale-in-progress. Rather, the speech sam-
ples needed to be purposefully selected for the goal of each session to be attained (e.g.,
evaluating scale criteria across L1s and tasks), while ensuring that the performances to be
rated and benchmark samples used in rater training spanned the entire ability range of the
target population. To select diverse speech samples in terms of L1 background and L2
comprehensibility level, the 150 Canadian and 85 UK students’ performance samples were
pre-rated by additional raters—experienced EAP teachers from either Canada (3) or the UK
(3), matched for context and recruited from the same population as domain experts. The
pre-ratings, obtained using the 9-point comprehensibility scale, were used to identify 30—
60 samples as exemplars per session (six of which were used in rater training) based on
rating means and samples with the highest rater agreement.



203

Isaacs et al.

'ssa20.d Supied pue oeds syl INOGe SUONEBAISSO dJeYS O 4O SujUle.) USIB IO} SUOISEIIO Y3
UO JoYINE ISl YD I3W §H Mg ISEI Aq SBUNEL PaIINPUOD §HN SERJBYM ‘suoissas dnouS sndoy ays ul Sune. J0) PIZIUOPUE. SJ9M SIOUBWIOLIDA HSE) JIWUBPEIY, :D10N

140402 Jay3e 01 Aljiqedijdde sjess Jo

Ajjenb ssuewuopiad ur pajou auam saduauaylp oN ‘sajdwes M pue uelpeuR) JO sjuapnis
9cuajeAinba aya Buipnput ‘sajdwes gz Suned Jaye suoissaidwil s,GHM SUIWEXS O] o |euoneuJIIUl DIN
‘(x1puaddyy) o|eds a3 JO UOISISA JUSIIND BY) SZI[BU O] e v | qz1-01 | :Bunopd jeuiy
'S1S9) PIZIPJEpUBIS WOJ) SWISAS Suned Yum Jeljiwejun A[pAne[ad MIN ‘OIN ¥
sJaYdeal 4/ 40} 9|qeadeuswu pue 03 ARINIUI 9q P|NOM 3[edS Yl Jey) WIJUOd O] e 6 | dnoudsndog
"19n43su0d Aujiqisusyaidwod ay3 jo uonezijeuonesado sy
0} UOIIE[aJ Ul SJ33ed J0j A1esso|S & ul ASojoulwia) A3)] JO SUONIUYIP J9A0 05 O] e 8
'SWIOU AJIUNWWIOD JUSWISSASSE 7] O) PAWLIOJUOD 3[edS Yl JBY) IaYd S| paxiw
01 ‘suuadxa (Z3N) 1430.L Pue (1>N) SL131 Pepnjpul € dnoud sndo4 asnedag e ‘sJuspnas
‘sasndwied ysnlig pue uelpeue)) L30q UO pash 9q P|NOD UOISI9A [euonzeUIRIUI oIN ‘DIN €
[euUly 3Y3 JBY3 OS M) Y3 Ul SIUSPNIS [BUOIIBUIDIUI YIM 3SN U0y d[eds ayy idepe o] e N / dnoug snooq
"POASIYDE SEM SNSUISUOD 3I9YM SasBD Ul sa|dwies dJewyduaq
AJI3Uap! puUE SJUSPNIS [BUOIBU.ISIUI UBIPBUBY) UM 3SN IO} 9[DS 9yl ZI[BU} O] e 9
*(s4a3eu pue suadjeads jo ajdwes Jendnaed syl Yiim pajeldosse 9ueD) ‘gueD)
S3ISBIDUASOIP] dAOWAU 03 “a°1) sasodund UONEpI[BA-SSO.D 10} saduBW.IONRd ‘pued) :g
5|SB1 DIWSPEIE JO 135 JSYIOUE SUBN[BAD SI9)BI MBU 01 9[eds a3 Jussaud o] e S dnous8 sn>o4
CRAECHT
‘|oA9] pueq JejnonJed e SuikjidAy se padspisuod suaed 1eyl sojdwes qpIEATRILL
yoaads Bunuioduid Aq suoissas 3uanbasqns Joj sajdwies dJewyduaq Ajauspr o] e H__W__Wqu_DW ¥
! $|7 paxiw
e’ (9AneJIBU 94Mm21d BY1 03 dY1dads suordiudsap sAowal S173l s3uepnis
“31) 3se1 Y293ds snosuesodwaixa djwapede Aue o) s|qeasn s1o1dlidssp axew o ‘ydea3
)sey IX3 JlWSp 4919 1d1I3S9p ) L e Y ENE [euonRUIZIUI €
"S3SSE|D 3 PaXIW Ul pasn aq O} deds a3 J40} S101dLIDSIp [eJIndu- | dJeIdUSS O] e uelpeueD) z
JuswdojaAap-ul-a[eas ays ul Sunuaswsa|dw Joy [esndead
aJe 18Y) S[9A3| A3|Iqisuayaadwod 3|qeysindunsip JO Jaquinu 3yl SSNJSIp O] sJadeads cue) ‘gued
"way3 aeJauad o1 pasn sajdwes yoaads dAnEJIBU Yyouau4 [ ‘Qued |
33 01 uoneaJ ul dJom deds Aeuiwia.ad ayy woudy s101dlIdSIp oM MOY1S21 0] e 24n1dlgd uelpeueD) | dnoug snooq
JU9JUOD pUE [BOL) (s)ysel | saodeads g7 | uolissag sJ91ed 4y

‘suolssas 10|id pue dnoug sndoj sy Jo JUSIUOD pue [eOD) °T d|qe L




204 Language Testing 35(2)

After being briefed about the purpose of the study and instrument in the focus group
sessions, the teacher-raters were provided with the latest version of the scale, discussed
its suitability for use in their teaching context and the quality of the descriptors, and
received initial training using the benchmark samples. They then independently rated
speech samples using individual laptops and headsets (self-paced task). Finally, they
engaged in a post-rating debrief to discuss any issues and to compare the scores they had
assigned. They also reflected on the alignment of the speech properties relevant to com-
prehensibility with the scale descriptors and, in some cases, variables extraneous to the
construct (e.g., speakers’ intelligence). This procedure was repeated for all nine sessions
using two different focus groups per context and a unique set of speech samples for
cross-validation purposes (Lane & Stone, 2006).

Immediately after each session, the research team conferred about strategies for
revising the scale using the researchers’ written observation notes from the session.
Due to the logistics of needing to schedule focus groups in close succession, in some
cases with only a day between sessions, it was not possible to transcribe and code the
audio data between sessions as a basis for making revisions to the scale. Instead, the
first author iteratively revised the scale to address the raters’ comments within a day of
each session, summarizing the rationale for scale modifications based on the observa-
tion notes and incorporating feedback from the research team on draft revisions. Of the
entire corpus of focus group discussions, 217 comments were identified as directly
relevant to scale development (80 from Sessions 1-6, 137 from Sessions 7-9). These
comments included teacher-raters’ clarifications or justifications for rating decisions
relative to current scale descriptors, observations related to teacher literacy, questions
about terminology, and suggestions for scale descriptors or scale improvement. At the
beginning of the next session, teacher-raters were presented with the revised scale and
summary of all changes and discussed whether the points reflected their intended
changes. Additional feedback on the quality of the scale was iteratively incorporated to
evolve the instrument further.

Finally, one British EAP teacher (UK5) with 20 years of teaching experience, who
was also a qualified IELTS trainer leading standardization exercises for accredited IELTS
examiners worldwide, was recruited to provide further feedback on the scale in a similar
procedure but with a larger sample set to rate. After reviewing the scale and confirming
that it was fit-for-purpose for EAP teachers following a final round of minor modifica-
tions, UKS5 used the instrument to rate 250 speech samples (18 hours). This consisted of
60 Canadian students performing the IELTS long-turn and TOEFL integrated tasks,
which were the same materials used in Crowther et al. (2015a, 2015b) to examine task
and L1 effects. A parallel sample of 60 UK students performing the same tasks was also
used, plus a subset of five speakers from each cohort completing the TSE graph task to
examine the suitability of the scale for this retired academic task. UK5 recorded written
memos that arose while rating to complement focus group raters’ comments.

Results and discussion

Table 3 documents the major changes to the scale or to the operationalization of compre-
hensibility following each session, along with a selection of teacher-raters’ verbatim



205

Isaacs et al.

(panunuo))

‘pLI8 a3 Jo 1534 Y3

suado 3ey3 Joop ay3 sI siy3 *** asnedaq agendue| sy ul as|e Sulyldue
3A19243d 10U Op aM UBYI “I0U S0P Ja¥eads a1 ‘Ou S| JOMSUE 3]
)17+ s1 [#3en3ue| s|qisusyaidwod y3nous Supnpoud] uolLild siys Ji
JeY3 9q P|NOYS 3| "WAY3 JO 1S3 B3 10} Joop a3 pauado eys Suiys
ay3 aq p|nom 3 :[a3en8ue| s|gisuayaidwod Supnpoud Inoqe] gued)
‘yo9ads uanjysAp

s,2J9U1 ABS P|NOM | 24ns 40} INq ‘swa|qo.d Aie|nqedoA aJe aJsys Ji
94NS 10U 34,9M SIU3 3|I| 9SED B Ul puy ‘uonenunuold yum swsjqoud
aJam 2491 ***Ing ;Bules SeM 3 JBYM puUeISISpUN 3,UP|NOD |
asnedaq ey st ‘swajqo.d [eonewwess Auew AIdA Jeay I Upip | 1|ued
*A®>j0 SI dnUAYINY TUBD 01 gUBD

Anuayine

spunos A|[eJauag Inq aI|-2A1BU ABS 10U S 33| OF :|UBD O} TUBD

*** 0s 999p4ad 30U 24,43y ***I0113s 001 2Uq B S| [ onuUsyane Jo [eaneu,,
Suness s1o1diidsap] siy Inq ‘G B S SIY3 PUB ‘93N AISA JUBISYOD AIA
SEM 1] UBSW | "9H{I|-9AIJBU 10U SBM 1| |[E JOU SEM UONBUOIUI J3Y ‘PIAO| OM
B3 |18 3S9UIYD) JBY) USAS 3snedag " siy3 Ajilenb 01 pasu apA 1 ueD
"$$9.3S PJOM eyl Jap.Jey sn Suniy

s1 uonepunuoud Jeys st Suikes 9q 01 WIS IM JBUM JBYL Uy | [ZUBD
*9J3Y UOISNJUOD SEM 3433 3YSNOY) | pUB ‘UOISNJUOD SISNED

1ey3 uonenunuodd ur ANdIYIp Joj A10831ED B DABY I,UOP DAA :|UBD
"MOJ .0} OM] pUE 91BIPSWISIU| 1O}

OM1 ‘YS1Y 10} S|9AS| OMI INOqE Uiyl 03 Sunsadalul 9q Siw 3| :jued)
*SUOIIdUNSIP Jauly paau sa0p U ‘NOA Yim daJ8e | :gueD) 01 ZueD
‘suolyepe.s 3ol ‘siay1o

uey J49119q 9q 03 3uloS BB SWOS ‘SAIBIPSWISIUI JO YdUNnqg Y3 U]
:[sjoAs] Aousidyoud paxiw yum s8uniss wooudsse)d 01 3ulised] gued

"(910T “Ie 32 O3IES 7| QT ‘Y21rowo. |
g soees| “8'2) Sulialsn|d [E21ISIIBIS O) PAWLIOJUOD pue
B1491142 9531 ulapJo A|[edi8o| Joj jesodoud suarel
uo paseq sem Jewwe.s pue AuenqedoA Aq pamo||o}
Jayasdoa Aouanyy pue uoneunuoad 3uidnoun) “|aAs|
3B2S 1S9MO]| 33 JB A[JUSI3YOD 3IEBDIUNWWOD O} J|qe
8uaq Jo} [eNUDSSD 3sow sem uonepunuodd Jeyl MIIA
SJ91e. 01 BNP JRWWEID) pue ‘AJe|nqedoA ‘Adusn|4
‘UOIIBIDUNUO.IJ O) JEWWE.I) pUB ‘UoIIBIdUNUOIY
‘A1e|ngqed0A ‘AdUBN|{ WOy S3[BISqNS SY) PAISPJody e ¥

's1y3 3noqge
AIn3iquie SAOWSJ 03 9[edSqNSs UOIIEBIDUNUOIY Y3 JO [9AJ)
doa ay3 3 a403s Ajiqisuaya.adwod 1say3iy ay1 9AI9d3.4 03

9)|I|-9AIIBU PUNOS O1 PadU 10U SAOP Ydaads Jey) paylie) e K

"SPUNO.SHD.q | JUSIDYIP WOy SIDUIED)
Joy 3|qedyjdde 31 oxew 03 3jedsgns , UORBIdPUNUOIY,,
9Y) S POpUBIDJ SBM 3[BISqNS SSAJIS PIOAA,, DYl e Nz

"OM3] U] S|9AS] 3S9MO]| pue 3saysiy ay3 Sumds
‘3|BdS [9A9]-G € 01 3|eds dJIA[eUB [9A3]-§ 93 papuedx] e N1

sadueyd Ajasnl 01 (s3uswwod wnequaA) sajonb susrey

(dnou3)

sagueyd Jo AJBWIWING  UOISSDS

-9[eas Ajiqisuayaadwod ysi3ug g aya 03 sadueyd [enadscuod Jo [eanidonuis Jofew jo Alewwns *€ ajqe



Language Testing 35(2)

206

“8uiure.) aAI3 01 949M NOA §i *** JBSD 31 dfBW P|NOYS JBY) ‘P|NOM

JeY) pue sajdwexa SulAIZ 94,NOA 343YM USY) pPUE SUBSW 3] JBYM
surejdxa 1By pup| SWOS JO 199YS & DABY O1 BSPI UEB 3q P|NOM 1| 1IN
“JBY3 Y3edUISpUN

SJUSWISS 3Y3 40} JUSPUI U31.348 B S| S43Y3 ‘U9YlIny Ul s903 Juspul
ay1 A|[ea1dAy usys puy ,,qussaud aq Aew sJaodud uonepunuoad Jouiw
y3noyafe ssapoye si adessow ay3 Sulpueasaapun,, ‘pres Nok aj|

Isn[ Juswazels SulydJeasAo ue aAey A3yl S 13| Ul A|[BnIdY TN
***3nq 3sB3| 9Y3 J0U

‘aw 03 Juelsodwii Ises| 33 ISOW e Sem AJB|NGed0A :GUED) O3 gueD)
*Jeay 01 9|33n.3s 01 pey ok ‘d|I| ‘A|9SO|> dJ0W UsI| 03 peY | dShed,
swa|qo.d aw aAe3 yey) suonelisay aY1 pue Yysaads Jo wyakyd sy ‘yosads
JO 3384 DY AJ[ensn Sem 3] W 40} INg 'SJO.IID B3 Jedy 3 .uop ***Isn[ am
B3 SUaydea] S8en3ue| 94,9M 3sned3q 3q P|NO JeY) pue d3essaw JIRYY
puelsJapun pjnod | ang “Jewwedd vy ul djay papasu uosaad siy3 Jeyy
noA |93 pno> | anq Ajiqisusya.4dwiod 109e A|[es. 3,UpIp SJ0.JS Jewwe.s
9y """ sSUIYl JUSIDYIP OM3 SJ. 3SBY3 ASNE, " ** ISOW dY3 S3LI0SIED
om3 354l 3Y3 Suisn sem | punoy | ‘Ajiqisusyaidwond Jo Sw.R3 uj :GueD)
;0J9Z © JO pedIsu| ‘UBdW | ‘S|qed3ed J0U 34 A3yl

Kes 3sn[ noA “jeads 3,.ue> pue ul swod sjdoad Ji ey 99 3 3,UP|NOM
OS ‘9[edS UOIIEN[BAD UE J0U d1IsouSelp e S| SIy] 9ued) 031 GueD)

Plses ay3 919|dwod

03 9|qe 30U 3sn[ Jo diqe|Asouow Isn| . Aoy3 i deads Jouued
Apogawios i ‘uikes 1snf w| ;381 ‘uondo ue aq pjnoys oJa7Z :9ued)

*(saouazuas xa|dwod ‘sasned ‘sauamdun| ayerudoadde

“3'9) a[eds a3 Ul pasn SPJOMmADY| Jo AJesso|3 & pappy
‘ssau|nIoye Inoqe uondiidssp urew sy auswsdwod Jo
2ioddns 03 [9A9] Yoes e pardadxe aden3ue| ay1 INOQeE |1BISP
BJ1X3 9piroad 01 s101dLidssp pallIe|D) ‘|99 Jejnoned e Je
Jovjeads e 3uided .oy uoLIalLID [BNUASSS Y3 Sk ddurliodul
s)1 [eudis 03 9[eds dPA[eUE SY) JO [[93 YdBS Oul SSAUINJIOYD
Jo 99.3sp sy Inoqge JusWaIEIS 3yl PaIYIYSIy pue papnppu|
“Buissad0ud Jauaasl| uo sJouud Jo 1oedwi pue Aousnbauy sy
JO swu=) ul yosads g Suipueasiapun uj pa|ieaus ssaujnjIoys
oy sazlJewwns Jey) afeds  Ajiqisusayaidwod jo uondiidsap
|[e19A0,, [eqo|3 B Suippe Aq 8403s Ajiqisuay.4dwiod
[edLsWNU [[esaA0 ue Suludisse Jo uonou syl papuedxy

‘ys9ads ay3 pueisiapun o3  padinbau

1I0Y3 |[e4dA0,, Y3 Sulunided a40ds Aljiqisuaya4dwod
[eDlIaWINU |[BJSAC UB USISSE 03 SJo3e. .0} 9deds & pappy
(910T “Ie 39 OES T QT ‘Y2lAowlyo | g soees|

“8-9) s3uipuyy Jorud yum auij ul ‘safeasgns Aduanj4 pue
uoneunuo.d ayx ueys Aujiqisusyaidwod oy Jueriodwi
ssa| A|9AIIE[2. BJE S9[EISQNS JBWWEID) PUE AIB[NGEIOA
Jey} UOIIUDIUOD SJ3kJ By 193424 03 Sulpeys pasn

‘9eds
[9A9]-9 & Ul Sunnsa. ‘(SIUSPNIS 9IBAIIOWSP O3 J0U SB OS
91eY 01 3|qeU() IO} YN P3|I2qe|) Yooads s|qessasseun
9q1LIJSSP 01 9[BIS SY1 JO [SAS] 1SIMO| U3 SE | (), POPPY

(€) L

@9

@5

sadueyd Ajasn[ 01 (s3uUsWWOd WIIeqUaA) sajonb suarey

sadueypd jo Asewwng

(dnou3)
uolssag

(penunuo)) g ajqe L



207

Isaacs et al.

">|2eqpa3} 10|Id pap.oda.un ul 3soJe suonsaddns asay |

*2402s J9MO] J0 Jay3iy & SulAey 10} UOSESJ € S 3Byl os poos a1nb

s| AJe|nqedoA pue Jewweds siy Ajjen3de ||om Aes ued nok ‘aulj4apioq
9.4,N0A J| "oNsS| U §3J3Y3 I 10328} 3unid & *"* S AIB|NGEJ0A pue
JewweJ3 asn pjnod NoA jI MOW| 3,UOP | "3Jns 4oy Aduanyy pue
uonepunuoud aq pinoys 3 :[pnjoul 03 sa[eISgNS Yd1ym uo] | 3N

*** Jewwed3 pue A1ejngedoA 3y3iam pjnod

noA Ji ‘ueaw | *** 0§ "7 & A|2)Ulep $1 [99) NOK ‘9403s BuljJap.Joq & J0u
.21 ‘9402s ¢ ® 30U s3I [2402s Ajiqisusyaadwod |[eaaAo aYya] Ing suayd
9NSS| OU SBM 3J3Y3 OS S§ Y30q 249M £33 3|Iym OF ‘AJB|NqEdOA pue
Jewwed3 ayl 3noqe moy [[9m Sulkes 2. nok pue Aduanjy Joj 7 & pue
uonepunuo.d Joj 7 & 3ulAI 84,n04 JI JBYY pUly SSWNBWOS NOA | DN
‘Peq 10U A|qeqo.d sem Jewwedd J1vy3 Jeyy Sul@sy and

B pey | ‘sd3epipued ay3 pusya4dwod 3 Up|Nod | SJ9YM SIDUEISU| USSQ
aAeY Aew 2433 y3noya usAz ‘snonpdadns ** paWIIS ISOW|E Jewwedd
pue AJejnqedoA “** pue Adusnjy pue uonepunuodd uo auow 3uisndoy
SEM | "WBYl 01 PUSIIE *** 03 JNDIYIP SJOW SBM 1| "Jewwels pue
AJe|Nqed0A Y3 SEM SW J0§ pulW O3 SSWOD Jeyl Sulyl 3s4y 3y N

*3|eds aYy3 ul papn|dul 493Uo| OU SW.IS)

Po19[9p PUE ‘SW.Ia) Mau pappe ‘AJesso|S ayl paznaqeydly e
"|se1 93 Jo ssa|pJedad [9A3] doa a3 urelre o3 suseads
Joj moje pjnoys 3uipJom siy] “(eg|0Z “Je 30 4ayamodD)
S)[SB) J3ISEd UBY) UOISsaUdxa [eJo pajedfisiydos asow

D112 WYSIW syjsel xa|dwod sJow Jey) dZP3JMOUd|IE 0} (aod

S9|BISQNS JewWe.r) pue AJejngedoA ay) Jo [9A3] doa ayy HIN)

e su01d1dsap aya 03 3jse1 ayy uo Suipuadsp, pappy e ol
‘(3ua3u0d Sunsixa

Jo Suipiomau Joujw AJuo) apew aJam sadueyd Jofew oN e ) e

“Jewwes3 pue AJe[NQed0A UO >oeqpady
Yaim saauaes| Suipirodd jo uondo ayy uaAld aq |1Is pjnom
Aay1 Inq ‘Suned usym peojaro aAnu3od sJared ednIw
p|no> Aduanjy pue uonepunuo.d uo Ajuo Suisndo4
"UoNBJISIP JI9Y) 1B Susydeal dyyg Aq ash (Auorepuew
-uou) [euondo .10} JeajuaA0 ue uo Jeadde eLIBILID OM)
49138 943 2BY) UONSAZENS a1 3uUIMO||0} S9|BISgNS
Jewweln) pue AJe|nqed0A a3 WouJj sa[easqns Aduanj4
pue uonepunuo.d ayl Sunetedss aul| pa1Iop & pappy e (5) 8

sadueyd Ajasn| 01 (syuswwod wiequaA) sajonb siarey

(dnous)

sadueyd jo AJewwing  UOISSAS

(penunuo)) °g alqey



208 Language Testing 35(2)

comments that led to the changes. As Table 3 shows, the original analytic scale evolved
into a 5- and subsequently 6-level scale after Sessions 1 and 5, respectively. The addition
of a global scale to allow for summarizing speakers’ overall comprehensibility level,
intended to be rated prior to and independently of the analytic scale ratings, arose as a
result of input from Session 7. These changes were accompanied by minor modifications
to the descriptors, incorporating raters’ direct wording suggestions to result in the final
product (see Appendix).

The comprehensibility construct in the scale

Comprehensibility was defined for teacher-raters as follows:

Comprehensibility is broadly defined in the research literature as how easily a listener can
understand L2 speech. In this study, we will define comprehensibility in terms of listener effort
in processing the speech. Comprehensibility is not being defined in terms of your ability to
understand every word that is said ...Be sure to evaluate the speech from your own perspective
as a teacher who is familiar with the speaking task. Do not pretend that you are a naive
listener ... who is unfamiliar with the context when assigning scores.

In the glossary of key terms (developed after Session 7), comprehensibility was more
succinctly defined as “how effortful processing the L2 speech is from your perspective
as an ESL/EFL professional, who has had presumed exposure to various L2s; that is,
you are rating the degree of effort required for your understanding of the speech.” This
definition does not ask raters to compensate for their familiarity with L1 accented
English, even though greater familiarity could reduce processing load and positively
affect scoring (Carey, Mannell, & Dunn, 2011), which is a limitation of the present
study. The decision to instruct teacher-raters to score from their own perspective rather
than asking them to score as though they were lay listeners was because of teachers’
familiarity with academic oral communication demands, their status as major stake-
holders in student training, and their role as the intended users of the scale. The goal
was to make the scale as user-friendly as possible for EAP teachers to incorporate in
their classrooms, encouraging them to rely on their expertise when assessing students.
In the final operationalization of comprehensibility, the level descriptor in the sum-
mary scale, rearticulated in each band of the analytic scale, ranges from “speech is
effortless to understand” (level 5) to “speech is painstakingly effortful to understand”
(level 1). This is described in terms of the frequency and (more crucially) the impact
of errors on teachers’ processing load.

One point emphasized during rater training was that the rating tool is an oral produc-
tion scale. Assessing speakers’ written or aural comprehension of the speaking prompt
(receptive skills) based on the appropriateness of their response is beyond the remit of
the scale and extraneous to the comprehensibility construct being measured. As UK5
noted, the scale cannot account for the truth-value of the output (e.g., factual accuracy of
graphical data that the student describes). It is also beyond its scope to assess topic devel-
opment or the strength of evidence underpinning an argument beyond the linguistic
properties in the descriptors.
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Design features of the scale

One strong thread emerging from the sessions and subsequent piloting, as reflected in
Table 3, was that the pronunciation and fluency subscales are more important for com-
prehensibility than are the vocabulary and grammar subscales (e.g., see Table 3 com-
ments by Can5, Sessions 6, and UK2, Session 8). Raters’ views about the importance of
pronunciation and fluency for comprehensibility are consistent with empirical findings
suggesting that a greater proportion of the variance in L2 comprehensibility ratings is
explained by these factors than by a lexicogrammar dimension. For instance, whereas
temporal fluency distinguishes between low and intermediate comprehensibility speak-
ers, grammatical accuracy sets higher performers apart (Isaacs & Trofimovich, 2012;
Saito et al., 2016). This seems consistent with Can1’s suggestion that L.2 speakers need
to have control of certain linguistic features (e.g., fluency) to “open the door” for raters’
attention to other aspects of speech (see Table 3).

In terms of task effects, UKS5 noted that “the IELTS is a nonacademic task ... [which]
might impact on the need to produce a range of vocab/grammatical structures.” Unlike
IELTS Reading and Writing, IELTS Speaking does not have an academic module and is
used for immigration and university gatekeeping purposes (IELTS, 2015). UKS5’s view
aligns with findings from Crowther et al. (2015a) that for most L1 speaker groups, “com-
prehensibility was associated solely with pronunciation and fluency categories” in the
IELTS task (p. 80), whereas the more cognitively demanding TOEFL integrated task
drew on a broader range of features linked to comprehensibility (e.g., lexicogrammar).
The raters, who were unaware of these results, thus provided convergent evidence for the
quantitative results from the published studies.

Although EAP teachers assigned the vocabulary and grammar subscales only a sec-
ondary role, they were neither in favor of deleting them nor of collapsing them into a
single lexicogrammar subscale, which they felt would conflate too many elements. The
consensus was that teachers should be given the option to use these subscales. This is
visually represented by the dotted line separating the pronunciation and fluency sub-
scales from the vocabulary and grammar subscales in the comprehensibility scale (see
Appendix), which could either be folded over and disregarded or used at the teacher’s
discretion, depending on students’ needs, comprehensibility level, and the speaking task
characteristics (e.g., length, complexity).

An additional point that emerged across the different focus groups was the teacher-
raters’ desire for streamlining descriptors to make the scale more user-friendly, as dem-
onstrated through the following quotes:

e It’s good to use the same expressions over the scale because it makes it easier to
use in class (Can2, Session 4).

e [ know you made a big effort overall to use parallel structures, but the odd time
that you didn’t I get a little bump in my head. I would like it to be as much the
same thing, and then, oh that’s the one that’s different (Can4, Session 6).

e You’ve decided to kind of like, explain pronunciation. I’'m just wondering whether
those wordings should really not been there ... I’m just thinking about the consist-
ency. Under fluency, you haven’t put anything in brackets indicating what you
mean by it. Same with vocab and grammar (UK2, Session 7).
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Although the issue that UK2 raised was resolved by introducing a glossary, one chal-
lenge in elaborating the descriptors was to make the wording consistent between and
within subscales while creating clear-cut distinctions between adjacent levels. For exam-
ple, the researchers’ summary of changes to the scale after Session 4 clarified:

We now add the word “frequent” to “produces frequent pronunciation errors” in levels 1 and 2
of the pronunciation subscale to parallel descriptors in the fluency subscale. However, we add
“and/or” to signal that pronunciation inaccuracies for meaning-laden words might alternatively
account for the possibility that a single serious content word error could jeopardize the rater’s
understanding of the utterance (Isaacs & Trofimovich, 2012).

Similarly, the co-occurrence of multiple pronunciation errors (e.g., stress placement
and substitution errors) could make the speech more difficult or effortful to parse
(Zielinski, 2008). Following Can4’s comment in Session 5 that error frequency and its
impact on the listener should be reflected across scale levels, the wording further evolved
to contrast “frequently confusing” (level 1) with “occasionally confusing” (level 2; sub-
ject to further changes in later sessions).

Ultimately, reference to error frequency in the descriptors, as shown in the Appendix,
was modified following an anonymous Language Testing reviewer’s comments during the
peer-review process of this manuscript, with which we fully concur. The issue was that the
pronunciation criteria in the previous version of the assessment tool confounded the num-
ber of errors with their severity due to the use of “and/or” in the descriptive statements. For
example, with the previous wording, a score of 2 for pronunciation could have been
awarded if any of the following applied: (a) errors are frequent; (b) errors are detrimental
to the message; and (c) errors are both frequent and detrimental to the message. However,
in instances where pronunciation errors are frequent but not detrimental to the message, the
speaker should not be penalized for reduced comprehensibility. Therefore, it is the effect of
the error on the listeners’ understanding and not its frequency that needs to be highlighted.
This change is consistent with the notion that the presence of even a large number of benign
errors in a speaker’s output is much less important than a single serious error. To parallel
this change to the pronunciation subscale and until there is more evidence to the contrary,
we also removed any reference to error frequency in the vocabulary and grammar sub-
scales. In sum, the scale development process was organic and was informed by teacher-
raters” comments (including to enhance user-friendliness), the researchers’ knowledge of
relevant research evidence, and anonymous external experts’ feedback on the tool as a final
check. This enabled us to develop a principled basis for incorporating recommendations
that emerged from the focus groups and academic experts.

Future research and conclusion

In Session 8, UK1 and UK2 felt that pronunciation and fluency subscores should be
weighed more heavily than vocabulary and grammar subscores if they are to be summed as
an overall comprehensibility score (see Table 3). However, it is premature to take up this
suggestion without having completed quantitative piloting. In the quantitative instrument
validation that will follow this scale development project, a larger group of EAP teachers
will use the scale to rate speech samples from Isaacs and Trofimovich’s (2011) corpus to
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enable various analyses, including the distribution of scores across levels, the over- or
underuse of scale bands, interrater reliability and fit statistics, the relationship between the
scores and known linguistic properties of the speech from previous research, and the extent
to which scalar ratings predict students’ TOEFL or IELTS university entrance scores for
speaking. The assumption behind the latter analysis is that the speaking sections of these
tests, although not targeting comprehensibility, should nonetheless capture this element of
speaking ability, providing a benchmark for validating the prototype tool.

The results of this study and the follow-up validation study will then inform the devel-
opment of user manuals and materials preceding the roll-out of the scale to stakeholders.
These will include a user guide (description of the construct, intended uses and potential
misuses of the scale, glossary), audio-recordings of benchmark samples for teachers to
calibrate their ratings, and a simplified score reporting and feedback sheet to use with
students for diagnostic assessment and to foster students’ self-awareness of their compre-
hensibility profile. Within a regular teaching cycle, the scale could be integrated into
phase three of Harding, Alderson, and Brunfaut’s (2015) proposed “ideal” diagnostic
process, enabling EAP teachers to check hypotheses based on their prior observations or
informal assessments of students’ oral language needs relative to overall impressions of
their comprehensibility.

As discussed above, the perceptual salience of L1 transfer features in L2 pronuncia-
tion make it perhaps the most difficult linguistic component to model in scales that cater
to speakers from different L1 backgrounds. This also compounds the challenge of gener-
ating a universal pronunciation scale applicable to all world target languages, which will
necessarily be generic precisely as a result of the imperative of not being target language
specific. This L2 comprehensibility scale development effort, which focused on one tar-
get language (English) and for which pronunciation is integral, could inform future
instrument validation research to do with L2 proficiency and speaking constructs more
generally. This includes projects linking the CEFR levels to both “criterial” English
language features (which could include pronunciation) as part of the English Profile
Programme (Hawkins & Filipovié, 2012) and to high-stakes tests (e.g., Cambridge
English Exams), since guidance from the CEFR, including the Phonological Control
scale, is limited (Galaczi, ffrench, Hubbard, & Green, 2011). Clearly, there is much more
work to be done.
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Note

1. It should be noted that there is no commonly agreed definition of intelligibility and com-
prehensibility in applied linguistics research. In the broad sense of the term, intelligibility
and comprehensibility are used interchangeably to mean ease of understanding of L2 speech
in general and without reference to how understanding is being measured (Levis, 2006).
Derwing and Munro’s (2015) definitional distinction is pervasive in research contexts where
it is necessary to specify how understanding is being operationalized. Conversely, when the
terms are used in rating scales used by human raters, it is already implied that listeners’ per-
ceptions of understanding are being captured through ratings, making Derwing and Munro’s
narrow definitional distinction moot. Thus, the use of either term in rating scales can always
be interpreted in the broad sense. Comprehensibility applies in the narrow sense when human
listeners (as opposed to scoring algorithms) are performing the rating and regardless of the
term that is used by the test developer.
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Appendix. L2 English comprehensibility global and analytic scales.

Comprehensibility ~ Overall description of comprehensibility
level (summary statement)

5 Speech is effortless to understand
Errors, are rare and do not interfere with the message
**Sounding native-like or producing hesitation- or error-free speech is not
necessary to achieve a level 5 (highest level)

4 Speech requires little effort to understand
Errors minimally interfere with the message

3 Speech requires some effort to understand
Errors somewhat interfere with the message

2 Speech is effortful to understand

Errors are detrimental to the message

| Speech is painstakingly effortful to understand or indecipherable
Errors are debilitating to the message
*Not enough comprehensible language is generated for coherent
communication, confining the speaker to level |

UR Unable to Rate the speech
No assessable speech sample is produced (e.g., unresponsive to the task,
no articulation of English-like sounds)

Overall description of comprehensibility (I = low comprehensibility; 5 = high comprehensibility).
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