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Abstract 

More than a decade ago, the Vietnamese Government announced an educational reform to 

enhance the quality of English language education in the country. An important aspect of this 

reform is the introduction of the localized test of English proficiency which covers four 

language skills, namely listening, speaking, reading, and writing.  This high-stakes English 

test is developed and administered by only a limited number of institutions in Vietnam. 

Although the validity of the test is a considerable concern for test-takers and test score users, 

it has remained an under-researched area. This study aims to partly address the issue by 

validating a listening test developed by one of the authorized institutions in Vietnam. In this 

thesis, the test is referred to as the Locally Created Listening Test or the LCLT.  

Using the argument-based approach to validation (Kane, 1992, 2013; Chapelle, 2008), 

this research aims to develop a validity argument for the evaluation, generalization and 

explanation inferences of the LCLT. Three studies were carried out to elicit evidence to 

support these inferences. The first study investigated the statistical characteristics of the 

LCLT test scores, focusing on the evaluation and generalization inference. The second study 

shed light on the extent to which test items engaged the target construct. The third study 

examined whether test-takers’ scores on the LCLT correlated well with their scores on an 

international English test that measured a similar construct. Both the second and third study 

were carried out to support the explanation inference.  

These three studies did not provide enough evidence to successfully support the 

validity argument for the LCLT. The test was found to have major flaws that affected the 

validity of score interpretations. In light of the research findings, suggestions were given for 

the betterment of future LCLTs. At the same time, this research helped to uncover the 

impacts of certain text and task-related factors on the test-takers’ performance. Such insights 

led to practical implications for the assessment of second language listening in general. The 
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results of this research also contributed to the theory and practice of test localization, a 

relatively new paradigm in language testing and assessment.  
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                                                  Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

My career came to a turning point when new policies in foreign language education in 

Vietnam dramatically changed my routine as a university English teacher. In 2010, I was 

appointed to serve as a language expert for the major educational reform which involved 

setting new standards for English proficiency, assessing English proficiency nation-wide, and 

re-training those who did not meet the new standards. After taking the job, I travelled all over 

the country to administer English proficiency tests and provided English training courses to 

learners in a number of remote provinces. In 2015, following the launch of the English 

proficiency test for Vietnamese people, I was assigned a new role for which I had no 

substantial, prior experience. I became an item writer, focusing on the Listening component 

of the test. It was both a challenge and a source of learning opportunities that later inspired 

my entire PhD study. 

As an item writer, I became much more concerned with the concept of validity. Each 

item I wrote left me questioning whether it was easy or difficult, whether it truly measured 

test-takers’ listening ability, or whether it accidentally favoured a certain group of candidates 

and disadvantaged others. The actual work in designing test items made me realize how 

important it was to ensure the validity of the English proficiency test for Vietnamese people. 

Yet, there were hardly any efforts in validating this test and each of its four components 

(Listening, Speaking, Reading, Writing). I, therefore, decided to venture into this under-

researched area to seek the truth, answer my own questions and eventually figure out ways to 

improve the test in the future. Within the limit of a PhD study, I chose to focus only on 

Listening, the component that I had the most experience with. In this thesis, this component is 

referred to as the Locally Created Listening Test or the LCLT.  
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In this research project, the validity of the LCLT was investigated from multiple 

perspectives. The validity evidence was elicited from not only the test-takers’ scores but also 

the cognitive processes involved in answering test items. Another important part of this 

research was dedicated to the comparison between the LCLT and an external measure of 

listening ability. This multi-perspective investigation was guided by the argument-based 

framework, an increasingly influential approach to test validation over the past 2 decades. 

This chapter sets the scene for the entire thesis, casting further light on the personal 

account of why I decided to embark on this research project. It begins with a general 

description of the local context that led to the development of the English proficiency test for 

Vietnamese people. Then, important issues in assessing listening are highlighted. What 

follows is a brief introduction of the argument-based approach to validation and its 

application in validating language tests. After that, the focus narrows down to the context, 

aims, significance, and ethical considerations of this research. The overall structure of the 

thesis is provided at the end of this chapter. 

1.1. Changes in foreign language education policies in Vietnam 

In response to the growing need for regional and international integration, Vietnam 

has made considerable changes to its foreign language policy over the past decade (Dudzik & 

Nguyen, 2015). Initiated in 2008, the National Foreign Language 2020 Project, hereinafter 

referred to as Project 2020, has become known as Vietnam’s ambitious move in 

revolutionizing language learning and teaching all over the country with a significant 

emphasis on English language. According to Decision No. 1400/QD-TTg, dated September 

30, 2008, by the Prime Minister, the general goal of the project is to ensure that: 

By 2020 most Vietnamese students graduating from secondary, vocational 

schools, colleges and universities will be able to use a foreign language confidently in 

their daily communication, their study and work in an integrated, multi-cultural and 
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multi-lingual environment, making foreign languages a comparative advantage of 

development for Vietnamese people in the cause of industrialization and 

modernization for the country.  

This goal was driven by an urge to promote the competitiveness of the Vietnamese workforce 

to prepare for regional economic integration after the realization of the ASEAN Economic 

Community (AEC) in 2015. In an ASEAN context, high levels of English proficiency afford 

a significant advantage for Vietnam because English is a lingua franca of ASEAN and the 

AEC allows free movement of labourers (About AEC, n.d). However, it was reported that a 

large number of Vietnamese workers failed to meet global demands of language proficiency, 

particularly in English (Nguyen & Hamid, 2015). A report by EF Education First (2013) put 

Vietnam in the group of countries with low proficiency in English. This was seen as a 

“hindrance to international integration and the improvement of the quality in Vietnamese 

higher education” (Nghi & London, 2010, p. 56). 

To address that language proficiency crisis, Project 2020 adopted the Common 

European Framework of Reference (CEFR) in 2008 with the aim to restructure the national 

foreign language education system and to upgrade its workforce to an international level 

(Nguyen & Hamid, 2015). That decision reflected a tendency of adopting international 

standards and introducing Western models of pedagogy to local contexts (Hu & McKay, 

2012). However, the CEFR was not applied directly to the Vietnamese context but it 

underwent a process of adaptation. The outcome of this process was the Vietnamese six-level 

framework of reference for foreign languages. In this thesis, the framework will be referred to 

as CEFR-V so as to avoid the repetition of the long title. 
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1.1.1. Vietnamese six-level framework of reference for foreign languages 

The Vietnamese six-level framework of reference for foreign languages (CEFR-V) 

was officially launched through Decree No. 01/2014/TT-BGDDT, dated January 24, 2014, 

six years after the CEFR was introduced into the Vietnamese context. The proficiency levels 

in CEFR-V and its corresponding levels in the CEFR are presented in Table 1.1.   

Table 1.1. Correspondence between CEFR-V and CEFR levels 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Similar to the CEFR, CEFR-V uses can-do statements to define learners/users’ proficiency at 

each level. Table 1.2 provides examples of the description of overall language ability for each 

level in CEFR-V according to Decree No. 01/2014/TT-BGDDT, 2014.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CEFR-V levels & interpretation CEFR levels & interpretation 

Advanced Level 6 C2 Proficient user 

Level 5 C1 

Intermediate  Level 4 B2 Independent user 

Level 3 B1 

Elementary Level 2 A2 Basic user 

Level 1 A1 
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Table 1.2. Examples of CEFR-V global scales 

 

Apart from the global scales, the CEFR-V also provides detailed descriptions for the 

four language skills: listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Despite a six-year process of 

adaptation to the Vietnamese context, the local community of language teachers and 

researchers were not satisfied with CEFR-V. This adapted framework was considered 

embryonic with most of the descriptors for language skills and can-do statements being 

closely translated from the CEFR English version (Nguyen & Hamid, 2015). However, 

 Level Description 

 

 

 

Advanced 

 

Level 6 

Can understand with ease virtually everything heard or read. Can 

summarise information from different spoken and written 

sources, reconstructing arguments and accounts in a coherent 

presentation.  

 

Level 5 

Can understand a wide range of demanding, longer texts, and 

recognise implicit meaning. Can express him/herself fluently 

and spontaneously without much obvious searching for 

expressions.  

 

 

 

 

Intermediate  

 

Level 4 

Can understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete 

and abstract topics, including technical discussions in his/her 

field of specialisation. Can interact with a degree of fluency and 

spontaneity with native speakers.  

 

Level 3 

Can understand the main points of clear standard input on 

familiar matters regularly encountered in work, school, leisure, 

etc. Can deal with most situations likely to arise whilst travelling 

in an area where the language is spoken. 

 

 

 

Elementary 

 

Level 2 

Can understand sentences and frequently used expressions 

related to areas of most immediate relevance. Can communicate 

with other people about simple, every day topics.  

 

Level 1 

Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very 

basic vocabulary aimed at the satisfaction of needs of a concrete 

type.  
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appraising the entire CEFR-V is outside the scope of this thesis. Since my research aims to 

validate the listening component of a locally created English proficiency test, it focuses only 

on the CEFR-V’s descriptors for listening skill which will be found in Chapter 5.  

Following the launch of Project 2020, fundamental changes in the language 

proficiency requirements for Vietnamese people were announced. Decision No.1400/QD-

TTg dated September 30, 2008 stipulates that university students need to reach a certain level 

of proficiency as a requirement for graduation. This ruling applies also for English teachers at 

different levels of the national education system. According to Decree No.15/2014/TT-

BGDDT, those who wish to pursue post-graduate studies in Vietnam also need to gain proof 

of adequate English proficiency as both entry and exit requirements. Table 1.3 summarizes 

the language requirements for English teachers, undergraduates and post-graduate students in 

Vietnam as determined in the two documents mentioned above.  

Table 1.3. English proficiency requirements in Vietnam 

Target groups Proficiency levels in CEFR-V 

 

 

Teachers  

English teachers at primary & 

secondary school  

Level 4 

English teachers at high school Level 5 

English teachers at university  Level 5 

Under-

graduates 

Language-major students  Level 5 (C1-CEFR) 

Non-major students Level 3 (B1-CEFR) 

 

 

Post-

graduates 

Master  Level 3 (B1-CEFR)  

entry and exit requirements  

PhD Level 3 (B1-CEFR)  

 entry requirement 

Level 4 (B2-CEFR)  

exit requirement 
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It is important to note that Decision No.1400 and Decree No.15/2014 were issued 

without any guidance on which organizations candidates should go to if they wanted to gain 

proof of their English proficiency. In the absence of clear guidance, a great number of 

candidates were left to choose whether to take a costly international test (IELTS, TOEFL) or 

opt for a more affordable choice, the English proficiency tests developed by Vietnamese 

universities. With that being the case, Dunlea et al. (2018) emphasized that the quality of 

assessment became a widespread concern for both test-takers and test-score users. To address 

this issue, a new test was needed to help provide standardized, national measures of English 

proficiency (Dunlea et al., 2018). In March 2015, the Ministry of Education and Training 

(MOET) issued Decision No. 729/QD-BGDDT on the localized test of English proficiency 

which was designed to suit the context of English language use in Vietnam.  

1.1.2. The three-level test of English proficiency for Vietnamese people 

With the new regulations on English proficiency requirements (see Table 1.3), 

Decision No. 729/QD-BGDDT stipulates that the English proficiency test for Vietnamese 

people targets level 3 to level 5 of CEFR-V and consists of four subtests for four language 

skills. It states the format that each of the subtests must follow. Unfortunately, a clear 

decision on which particular universities or organizations were responsible for the 

development and administration of this test was missing from this documentation. This lack 

of guidance, once again, brought about confusion and chaos in the assessment of foreign 

language proficiency in Vietnam after the decision took effect. Universities around the 

country were left to develop their own English proficiency tests in the absence of quality 

control measures. It was not until 2017 that the MOET issued Circular No. 23/2017/TT-

BGDDT, dated September 9, 2017, that introduced stricter regulations on the assessment of 

foreign language proficiency based on the CEFR-V. According to this document, the 

universities that offer majors in foreign languages are authorized to (a) develop and 
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administer foreign language proficiency tests and (b) award certificates to test-takers. Most 

recently, in May 2019, the MOET issued Official Document No. 538/QLCL-QLVBCC, 

naming eight universities as being eligible to develop and administer localized tests of 

language proficiency. This document also stipulates that only the certificates of foreign 

language proficiency awarded by these universities are valid and accepted in Vietnam. 

The release of multiple documents as listed above can be understood as an effort from 

policy-makers to address the issue of misdirected and inconsistent assessment for language 

proficiency in Vietnam. However, the issue of quality management has not received much 

attention in those legal documents. In fact, there has not been any official guidance on 

validating these tests, especially when they are developed by different universities. The lack 

of validity evidence has become a significant concern for both test-takers and test-score users. 

It is also important to note that although this is a localized test which is intended for use 

solely in Vietnam, it claims alignment with the CEFR and aims to reach a level of 

comparability with international tests of English proficiency. This ambitious goal needs to be 

backed by evidence. Without validation research, there is no way to tell how the test would 

play out in terms of international benchmark of proficiency. This research project aims to 

partly address these issues by validating a listening test developed by one of the authorized 

universities. 

1.2. Issues in assessing listening 

Listening is a vital skill in second language learning. Nunan (1998) emphasizes that 

more than 50% of the time that students spend functioning in a foreign language will be 

devoted to listening. This skill plays an active role in the language acquisition process  

(Brown, 2006) and a positive transfer takes place from listening to speaking (Krashen, 1981). 

Therefore, the assessment of listening is of paramount importance in evaluating the overall 

communicative ability of a second language learner. Yet, listening is, arguably, the most 
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difficult skill to assess (Field, 2013). The three major issues in assessing listening are (a) the 

lack of literature on listening and assessing listening, (b) the development of listening test 

tasks, and (c) the number of factors affecting second language listening. Let us look at each 

of these areas in turn.   

1.2.1. The inadequacy of relevant literature 

As Buck (2001) emphasizes, listening is a very complex process and if we want to 

measure it, we must understand how that process works. For many years, listening has been 

an overlooked dimension of language acquisition (Feyton, 1991), remaining the ‘Cinderella 

skill’ in language learning and teaching (Nunan, 1997). The lack of adequate theories and 

models of listening made it one of the most elusive skills to describe (Brindley & 

Wigglesworth, 1997).  Moreover, there has been relatively limited coverage on the 

assessment of listening ability in the language testing literature (Aryadoust, 2013; Brindley, 

1998; Sawaki et al., 2009). 

While a number of listening skill taxonomies (Buck & Tatsuoka, 1998; Goh & 

Aryadoust, 2015; Richards, 1983) have been proposed and used to form the basis of listening 

test development, little is known about the legitimacy of these taxonomies. In particular, 

these taxonomies attempt to arrange the subskills according to their potential cognitive load, 

assuming that certain subskills are more difficult than others. Such a hierarchy has not been 

adequately validated by research (Aryadoust, 2018) and the relationship between listening 

skill taxonomies and listening test tasks has not been explored very much. Research is still 

much needed to examine whether the skills described in a taxonomy are actually reflected in 

test performance (Brindley, 1998). 

1.2.2. The development of listening test tasks 

Since listening is not directly observable, listening test tasks always involve some 

reading, writing and/or speaking to demonstrate one’s level of comprehension (Brunfaut, 
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2016). With that being the case, a major threat to the validity of a listening test is the presence 

of factors irrelevant to the listening construct which are often called construct-irrelevant 

variance. Frequently used formats in listening tasks include selected-response items such as 

multiple-choice questions or matching tasks, which are usually presented in writing. When 

using this format, test developers must always be aware of the amount of reading that the test 

items require listeners to undertake in order to answer the questions (Green, 2017). This 

means that the questions must be carefully worded so that the test-takers will not waste their 

time trying to understand the questions while simultaneously listening to the input and 

figuring out the answer. Although the selected-response format is usually favoured since it 

allows for straightforward and objective scoring, it is very difficult to write good selected-

response items, especially multiple-choice questions (Hughes, 2003). In the meantime, 

constructed-response item types such as note-taking, gap-filling or short answer require test 

takers to produce an answer rather than selecting one from a range of options. This method 

makes test items more cognitively demanding (Field, 2013) because of the need to 

manipulate one’s language in order to answer the questions (Green, 2017). In assessing 

listening, choosing the most appropriate test method is not always straightforward. Test 

developers must constantly be aware of the test construct and at the same time, the construct-

irrelevant factors that certain test methods may induce. 

A test developer needs to make a number of other important decisions related to the 

input text such as the length of the text, the speech rate, the nature of information, the accent, 

the sociolinguistic considerations, and the grammatical and lexical demand, (Elliott & 

Wilson, 2013). The characteristics of a task setting should also be carefully weighed up. 

Issues such as the test room, the time constraint, the number of times heard, the rubric or the 

technology involved in administering a listening test can all have an impact on test-takers’ 

performance (Buck, 2001). Another important job of a test developer is to ensure that task 
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instructions are short, simple and clear so as to lessen test-takers’ anxiety (Green, 2017). In 

general, developing a listening test task is a laborious process in which many aspects of the 

task need to be taken into consideration to make sure that it reflects the targeted construct and 

contains minimal construct-irrelevant variance. It takes time to develop good tasks that can 

provide a reliable and valid indicator of test-takers’ listening ability. 

1.2.3. Factors affecting second language listening 

Test-takers’ performance on a listening task can be affected by a wide range of 

variables. Research on second language listening has found that the characteristics of the 

input texts and the test tasks have observable impacts on the difficulty of listening test items 

(Buck, 2001; Brindley, 1998; Griffiths, 1992; Jensen et al., 1997; Nissan et al., 1995; Rost, 

1990; Rubin, 1994). The factors affecting the cognitive load of a listening test items include 

but are not limited to background knowledge, speech rate, lexical demand, accent, response 

format, or the lexical overlap between the text and the test questions. The test-takers and their 

unique characteristics can also lead to variances in their performance on a listening task. In 

order to reduce the risk of bias, it is important to consider the context of the test and the 

characteristics of the target candidature such as their age, gender, personality, emotional state, 

working memory, level of education or examination preparedness (Elliott & Wilson, 2013). 

That said, very little is known about their relative effects on levels of comprehension 

(Brindley, 1998; Bloomfield et al., 2010). Test developers may adjust the cognitive load of an 

item by manipulating these factors; however, the effect of this strategy has not been 

adequately researched (Bloomfield et al., 2010). Therefore, it is difficult to set the difficulty 

level of a certain item and explain why some items are more difficult than others. 

In summary, the elusive nature of listening has made it a very difficult skill to 

describe and to assess. A number of overviews and studies on second language listening from 

the 1990s until recently (Aryadoust, 2018; Brindley, 1998; Buck, 2001; Goh & Aryadoust, 
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2015; Rost, 1990) all emphasize that a great deal of work still needs to be done to guide the 

teaching and testing of listening. This research is carried out with the view to shedding 

further light on the listening process and the extent to which the targeted listening construct is 

reflected by multiple-choice test items. 

1.3. Validity and the argument-based approach to validation 

In order to conduct a validation study, an appropriate framework for validation is of 

great importance. Over the years, the evolution of validity theories has brought about the 

development of parallel frameworks for validation (Xi, 2008). In the 1950s and 1960s, 

validity was understood to have distinct classes and divided into three types, namely content, 

construct and criterion-related validity (Cronbach & Meehl, 1955; Smith, 2001). The 

validation process, at this time, was defined as conducting studies to collect evidence of one 

or more of these three types of validities (Aryadoust, 2013). This approach was once referred 

to as the one question, three validities approach to validation (Chapelle & Voss, 2013). It was 

not until the 1980s that a radically different view on validity was proposed. Messick (1989) 

emphasized that validity should be seen as a unitary concept. In his point of view, validity is 

not a property of the test itself but a property of the interpretation and use of test scores. Until 

now, Messick’s theory of validity still remains highly influential (McNamara, 2006). 

However, it has been challenged over the years for its lack of guidance on how validation 

work should be done (Xi, 2008). Since validity is now a unitary concept, any information 

obtained in the development and use of a test can be used as evidence for a claim of validity 

(Anastasi, 1986). Furthermore, it is difficult to identify the beginning and the end of the 

validation process (Kane, 2012). Therefore, practitioners who wish to conduct validation 

research still need to be guided by a more transparent and manageable framework. To address 

this need, the argument-based framework was proposed as an appropriate approach to 

validating the interpretation and use of test scores.  
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The argument-based framework provides a systematic way to examine the inferences 

that underlie score interpretation and use so that a coherent validity argument can be 

developed (Chapelle et al., 2010; Kane, 2006, 2012). This approach is coherent with the 

modern view on validity and emphasizes that validity has a great deal to do with how test 

scores are interpreted and how a test is used (Wolming & Wikstrom, 2010). In second 

language testing, in general, a number of studies have applied the argument-based approach 

(Chapelle et al., 2008; Johnson & Riazi, 2016; Frost et al., 2012). However, in validating 

second language listening tests, in particular, the attempt to use the argument-based 

framework is still relatively limited. This research project will add more empirical evidence 

to help build a comprehensive and coherent validity argument for the assessment of listening. 

Central to the argument-based approach are the concepts of interpretive argument and 

validity argument. In the discussion on how to apply the argument-based approach in 

validation studies, Kane (2012) emphasizes the development of an interpretive argument as 

the first step in the process. In an interpretive argument, specific claims are made about the 

desired uses and interpretations of test scores. Kane (1992) proposes three inferences which 

refer to the connections between the data and the claims. These are the evaluation, 

generalization and extrapolation inferences. Later on, Chapelle et al. (2008) argued for the 

existence of the explanation inference to bridge the gap between the generalization and 

extrapolation inference. The final inference, utilization, was proposed by Bachman (2005). 

These five inferences can be briefly explained as follows:  

• The evaluation inference links observed performance to observed scores. It typically 

makes assumptions about the appropriateness of the rubrics, the rules for combining 

scores or the statistical characteristics of test items.    
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• The generalization inference links the observed performance on a particular set of 

tasks to expected performance in a larger domain of tasks over several occasions and 

conditions of observation.  

• The explanation inference links the observed performance to the test construct. It rests 

on the assumption that the targeted construct accounts for test-takers’ observed 

performance.  

• The extrapolation inference extends the interpretation into new performance domains. 

It usually links the observed performance with the expected future performance on 

different kinds of tasks in different contexts (including non-test, real-life contexts).  

• The utilization inference focuses on the relevance between a test and its intended use. 

It links score-based interpretations to score-based decisions and test consequences. 

Kane (1992, 2002) points out that the inferences in an interpretive argument cannot be 

proven. Instead, they can only be evaluated in terms of how convincing they are in light of 

available evidence. It is in this evaluation stage that the validity argument is developed.  

The validity argument seeks evidence that the interpretive argument is coherent, clear 

and plausible (Kane, 2006). It is important to note that each inference of the interpretive 

argument requires different lines of evidence. For example, the evaluation inference can be 

supported by expert judgement on the rubric or the data regarding rater consistency while the 

generalization inference needs evidence of test reliability (Kane, 2013).  Kane (2013) 

emphasizes that some inferences may be more questionable than the others and these 

inferences might require several parallel lines of evidence. The empirical validation methods 

used in the validity argument are many and varied, including both quantitative and qualitative 

analyses. These methods include but are not limited to item analysis, reliability analysis, 

correlational analysis, questionnaire, interviews, observation or think-aloud protocols (Xi, 

2008). Kane (2006) clarifies that individual studies in a validity argument may focus on 
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statistical analysis or content analysis but the validity argument as a whole requires the 

integration of different kinds of evidence from different sources. 

In general, the argument-based approach to validation is straightforward with two 

steps: state the claims being made (interpretive argument) and evaluate the plausibility of 

these claims (validity argument) (Kane, 2013). Although all the inferences in the interpretive 

argument deserve attention, it might be more useful to focus on the most questionable ones. 

Studies on these questionable inferences are potentially most informative since they help to 

address the weakest link in the argument (Cronbach, 1988). Moreover, if empirical studies 

are to be conducted to evaluate every inference, validation would be a never-ending process. 

Validation effort, therefore, should focus on the most questionable parts of the interpretive 

argument (Crooks et al., 1996). 

1.4. Overall structure and aims of the research 

This study aims to investigate the validity of the LCLT, a listening test developed by a 

university in Vietnam. This university is one of the most prestigious institutions in the 

country in terms of its English language program. Therefore, it has always been considered a 

reliable provider of proficiency tests for those who wish to obtain proof of their English 

proficiency levels. Since 2015, this university has developed and administered a great number 

of English proficiency tests, following the MOET-approved format and CEFR-V. Up until 

the current study, they had never sought to validate any of their English tests. This is also the 

case for other universities which were authorized to design and organize the same kind of 

test. Until recently, the number of searchable publications, Master or PhD theses that venture 

into the validation of localized English proficiency tests in Vietnam has been very limited.  

This lack of validation effort is an issue that needs to be urgently addressed to ensure that 

Vietnamese test-takers can really benefit from a well-developed and valid high-stakes 

assessment instrument.  
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This present study investigates the validity of the LCLT, using the argument-based 

approach to validation. Five inferences for the LCLT can be presented as follows:   

• Evaluation inference: the test-takers’ performances on the LCLT were appropriately 

observed and scored. 

• Generalization inference: the test-takers’ scores on the LCLT were reliable. 

• Explanation inference: the test-takers’ performance on the LCLT involved the 

listening subskills described in the test construct.  

• Extrapolation inference: the test-takers’ performance on the LCLT can predict their 

future performance on different kinds of tasks in real-life contexts (teaching, 

undergraduate and post-graduate studies).  

• Utilization: the test-takers’ scores on the LCLT enables proper decision making with 

regard to graduation for undergraduates, admission to post-graduate studies, and 

employment for English teachers in Vietnam. 

Within the limit of this research, the argument-based validation of the LCLT focuses only on 

the first three inferences. Evaluating the extrapolation and utilization inferences requires a 

great deal of quantitative and qualitative data from multiple sources, which will go far 

beyond the scope of this thesis. These inferences are, therefore saved for future research.   

Three different studies are conducted to obtain evidence necessary for the assessment 

of the evaluation, generalization, and explanation inferences. The first study investigates the 

statistical characteristics of the LCLT scores, focusing on the evaluation and generalization 

inference. In this study, Rasch measurement is the main analytical tool. The second study is a 

qualitative study on the cognitive processes that test-takers undergo while answering the 

LCLT items. The data regarding test-takers’ thinking process is collected by means of think-

aloud protocols. The third study examines the extent to which test-takers’ scores on the 

LCLT correlate with their scores on an international English proficiency test that measures a 
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similar listening construct. Content analysis, statistical analysis of test scores and 

correlational analysis are the main methods used in this study. Both the second and third 

studies are carried out to elicit evidence for the explanation inference.  The overall structure 

of this research is presented in Figure 1.1.  

 

Figure 1.1. Overall structure of the research 
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Once the three studies (see Figure 1.1) are conducted, all the necessary findings will 

be put together so that judgements can be made about whether the inferences are supported 

by evidence. These judgments make it possible to arrive at the final decision on the validity 

of the LCLT. 

1.5. Ethical considerations  

 

Since this research uses confidential data provided by a university in Vietnam, certain 

ethical requirements must be strictly followed. First, this university is not to be named. 

Throughout the thesis, it will only be referred to as the host university. Second, confidential 

data such as the test questions, audio recording, and test-takers’ answer sheets will not be 

fully disclosed. In chapter 4 and 5, certain test items, the test-takers’ answers to these items, 

and relevant parts of the audio recording are presented but only for the sake of data analysis. 

Third, the real name of the localized English proficiency test in Vietnam will not be 

mentioned. Instead, it is referred to as the English proficiency test for Vietnamese people and 

the listening component is called the Locally Created Listening Test (LCLT). 

The request for permission to access data in both English and Vietnamese is provided 

in Appendix A and B. All the information sheets and consent forms can be found in 

Appendix C-H. In these appendices, any information that might identify the host university, 

the people involved in the provision of research data, and the research participants will be 

hidden.  

1.6. Significance of the research 

This research is one of the first attempts to conduct a multi-perspective investigation 

on the validity of a high-stakes listening test developed for Vietnamese learners of English. 

The insights gained from this project are, first and foremost, meaningful for the host 

university in the development of their future listening tests. At the same time, they call for 

further validation research on not only the listening component but also the reading, writing 
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and speaking component of the English proficiency tests that the host university has 

developed. It is hoped that the results of this research will also be useful for test developers 

from other universities in Vietnam.  

By focusing on a listening test, this research contributes to the growing but still 

limited body of research on the assessment of second language listening. Apart from 

investigating the statistical characteristics of test scores, a major part of this research is 

dedicated to examining the extent to which the test items reflect the listening construct. Such 

an investigation contributes to the limited amount of research on how the multiple-choice 

format manipulates the way test-takers tackle listening tasks. While a number of other factors 

such as speech rate, vocabulary or accent are believed to affect the difficulty of items in a 

listening test, very little is known about the impact they have on the listeners’ thinking 

process. This research bridges that gap with evidence of the test-takers’ cognitive behaviours 

in response to certain text and task-related factors. From there, it helps to map some of the 

ways in which test developers can create good items and effectively control item difficulty. 

It is hoped that this research will contribute to a deeper understanding of the 

argument-based approach in language test validation. The argument-based validation of the 

LCLT will lead to a critical reflection on both the benefits and challenges of the argument-

based framework. Such insights, which are hard to obtain without practical experience, could 

help those who wish to use this framework to shape and guide their research in the future.  

Finally, this research highlights important issues in the localization of English 

proficiency tests, a relatively new trend in language testing and assessment. It provides 

insights which will help the developers of current localized English tests reflect on the 

effectiveness of their work. Policy-makers and test-developers who wish to venture into test 

localization can also benefit from the practical suggestions on how to develop an English 

proficiency test that effectively reflects the local context.           
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1.7. Organization of the thesis 

The present thesis consists of seven chapters including this introductory chapter. 

Chapter 2 provides an overview of listening in a second language, the development of 

validity theories and the argument-based approach to validation. Chapter 3 presents the 

overarching validation framework that shapes this entire research as well as the overall 

methodology and research design. Chapter 4 reports on the quantitative study that 

investigates the statistical characteristics of the LCLT scores. In Chapter 5, the qualitative 

study on the test-takers’ cognitive processes will be presented. Chapter 6 focuses on the 

comparability study between the LCLT and the listening component of an international 

English proficiency test. Chapter 7 summarizes the main findings and presents the judgement 

on the validity argument for the LCLT. This chapter also provides an overall discussion on 

the major research findings. The thesis ends with Chapter 8 which includes a summary of key 

contents, acknowledgement of limitations, and suggestions for future research.  
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                                           Chapter 2. Literature Review 

 

The goal of this study is to validate a locally created listening test (LCLT) in Vietnam, 

following the argument-based approach. To lay out the theoretical background for the study, 

this chapter starts with an overview of listening in a second language, principally from a 

cognitive point of view. As the chapter progresses, its focus shifts to the assessment of 

second language listening.  Another important part of the chapter is dedicated to a 

chronological review of validity theories and validation frameworks. In this part, the 

argument-based approach to validation is described in terms of its structure, its major 

strengths, and its application in language testing and assessment. The rest of the chapter then 

elucidates how the argument-based approach is used in this research to shape the validation 

framework for the LCLT.   

2.1. Listening in a second language 

Listening is a complex process in which “the listener takes the incoming data, the 

acoustic signal, and interprets that, using a wide variety of information and knowledge, for a 

particular communicative purpose” (Buck, 2001, p. 29). In a person’s first language (L1), 

listening is the natural precursor to speaking and it plays a significant role in the early stages 

of language development (Nation & Newton, 2009). In second language (L2) learning, 

listening also plays a very important role since it is considered the way of learning a language 

(Nord, 1980) or a condition necessary for language learning to occur (Hasan, 2000; Krashen, 

1981; Newmark, 1981). Outside of the language learning context, listening has a key role in a 

wide variety of communication settings. Nunan (1998) emphasizes that more than 50% of the 

time that students spend functioning in a foreign language will be devoted to listening. 

Despite its importance, listening is often considered the most difficult skill to learn (Hasan, 

2000; Graham, 2003). One possible explanation for this might be that learners are not taught 

how to learn listening effectively (Vandergrift, 2007). The narrow focus on answering 
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questions does very little to help learners understand and control the process leading to 

comprehension (Kurita, 2012). In terms of assessment, listening is arguably the most difficult 

language skill to assess due to its elusive nature (Field, 2013). It also remains the least 

researched of all four language skills (Vandergrift, 2007). That said, the existing literature on 

L2 listening has addressed, to a certain extent, various important issues among which the 

most relevant to this study include the listening processes, the construct of L2 listening, and 

factors affecting the difficulty of listening tasks.  

Much of our current understanding of the cognitive processes involved in listening 

comprehension has been illuminated by theoretical perspectives from cognitive psychology 

(Celce-Murcia et al., 2013). A classic and much quoted model of listening proposed by 

Anderson (1995) outlines three recurrent and overlapping phases which are perception, 

parsing, and utilization. Perception is the stage at which listeners match the sound they hear 

to words they know. It is referred to as a process in which L2 listeners decode, segment 

words in a stream of speech (Richards, 1983; Cutler & Clifton, 1999). The decoded words are 

almost simultaneously related to the wider context in which they occur according to grammar 

or lexical cues in a process known as parsing (Anderson, 1995). In the last stage, utilization, 

all the information processed at phonological, grammatical and lexical levels is related to the 

listeners’ prior knowledge of the facts and listening context to enable them to construct the 

meaning and interpret the functions of the auditory input (Goh, 2014). 

Cognitive processes involved in listening are complex but they can occur 

harmoniously as sound signals interact with listeners’ prior knowledge and as different 

knowledge sources are referred to and connected through the process (Goh, 2014). An early 

and still popular distinction in the listening literature is between bottom-up and top-down 

processing (Aryadoust, 2013). These terms are used to mark the difference between 

information derived from the sounds that have been decoded (bottom-up) and information 
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derived from the application of prior knowledge about the target language and the world (top-

down) (Field, 2004). Figure 2.1 illustrates the interrelationships between these two processes 

in L2 listening. 

 

Both bottom-up and top-down processes are necessary for L2 listening and in order to 

achieve success, listeners need to be able to engage in both sets of processes effectively. 

Vandergrift and Goh (2012) assert that these processes are directed by the listeners’ meta-

cognition which is the ability to think about the processes and manage them. The next 

sections deal with bottom-up and top-down listening in more detail.  

 

 Figure 2.1. Cognitive processes in L2 listening and their interrelationship (Goh, 2014, p.76) 
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2.1.1. Bottom-up processes  

 

Bottom-up listening involves the use of aural stimuli, such as phonemes, syllables, 

sounds to construct larger units like words and the grammatical relations between words 

(Morley, 2001). Such processes, as described by Field (2003), are adopted by listeners as they 

assemble the message piece-by-piece from the speech stream, going from the part to the 

whole. The bottom-up approach sees language comprehension as a process of consecutive 

stages and processing occurs on a number of levels from low to high, in serial order (Buck, 

2001). The output of each level becomes the input for the next level. More specifically, the 

acoustic input would be decoded into phonemes first, then phonemes are put together to 

identify words, then words are put together to be considered at syntactic level and next comes 

the stage where meaning is constructed. This way of processing aural input will be useful 

when listeners attempt to understand how much something costs, what the flight number is or 

how someone’s name is spelt. 

In the first stage of listening, listeners receive the auditory input and decode it, using 

their knowledge of not only phonemes but also syllables and suprasegmental features of 

speech. Specifically, listeners need to transform the phonemes, the smallest segment in which 

spoken language can be sequentially described, into groups of syllables (Cutler & Clifton, 

1999). In a language that features lexical stress, listeners also need to go a step further by 

identifying which syllable carries the stress. This is really important for a language like 

English since it serves as an important cue to word recognition (Grosjean & Gee, 1987). For 

example, the stressed syllable /pju/ provides the cue for comPUter, or /tɪə/ the cue for 

volunTEER. Geranpayeh and Taylor (2013) emphasize that “the output of decoding is not a 

string of phonemes but a string divided into syllables that are marked, where appropriate, for 

relative stress” (p. 98). 
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The next level of bottom-up listening is lexical search, a process in which an auditory 

stimulus is matched against a number of phonetic and lexical representations (Foster, 1976). 

This process is assumed to involve the identification of a number of likely matches for a 

given stretch of signals (Field, 2013). The phonological cues such as the number of syllables, 

stress or tone can help the listener narrow down the options and figure out the best match. A 

typical example is when learners of English listen to numbers. When they hear a string of 

phonemes that include /f/, /I/, /f/, /t/, /i/, they will naturally think of two possibilities, either 

fifteen or fifty. In this case, the placement of stress and the presence (or absence) of an 

ending consonant are the key factors that help them identify the correct number. 

At this level, word recognition is a major problem for listeners, especially non-native 

listeners. While in reading texts, the boundaries between written words are explicitly marked, 

this is not the case for listening. In fact, what listeners hear from the auditory input is not 

separate words but connected speech in which they must determine the boundaries between 

words. The fact that the standard citation forms of words are modified when they occur in 

connected speech makes lexical segmentation even harder for L2 listeners (Field, 2003). The 

modifications of pronunciation such as assimilation, elision or intrusion which take place 

during fast, informal speech significantly reduces comprehension for second language 

learners (Henrichsen, 1984). Buck (2001) emphasizes that even high-level L2 listeners can 

still fail to recognize words in a language that they know very well. 

Beyond the recognition of single words, listeners also need to comprehend groups of 

words by putting them together into familiar chunks frequently encountered in the target 

language (Field, 2008). This process is called parsing which is aided by syntactic clues. An 

understanding of standard word order in the target language is essential at this stage. Buck 

(2001) points out that, in English, some structures are generally more difficult to process than 

others. For example, it takes more time to process negative statements than positive 
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statements, and learners will process passive statements more slowly than active ones. Apart 

from the syntactic cues, semantic information can also assist parsing. If an idea unit is 

plausible and explicitly articulated, catching the key content words may be enough to process 

meaning (Buck, 2001). Realistically though, messages from the auditory input are not always 

straightforward. In many cases, the meaning of the input has to be inferred and constructed 

from the application of prior knowledge about the world as well as the language. It is in these 

situations that top-down processing comes into play to help listeners make sense of what they 

hear.  

2.1.2. Top-down processes  

 

Top-down listening is the process in which meaning is derived from the listener’s 

prior knowledge and is associated with the aural stimuli (Morley, 2001). This process is 

crucial for meaning construction and often considered to be at a higher level than bottom-up 

processing. When engaged in top-down listening, L2 listeners associate aural stimuli with 

their schemata, situational knowledge, contextual knowledge, discourse knowledge as well as 

their own experiences and attitudes (Goh, 1997, 1998, 2008). Oftentimes, the surface 

meaning of the speakers’ words is not enough to convey the significance or implications of 

what is said. Therefore, listeners need to employ the prior knowledge stored in their memory 

to successfully make sense of what they hear. This sense-making process is greatly facilitated 

by pragmatic knowledge, world knowledge and discourse knowledge. 

As noted by Goh (2014), pragmatic knowledge is crucial during the utilization phase 

where the listener interprets what is said and constructs appropriate responses. The 

interpretation of the speaker’s illocutionary intentions goes beyond literal meaning drawn 

from successful decoding and parsing of the input. Garcia (2004) stresses the importance of 

pragmatic knowledge in listening, explaining that this type of knowledge enables listeners to:  

• understand a speaker’s intentions; 
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• interpret a speaker’s feelings and attitudes;  

• differentiate speech act meaning such as the difference between directive and 

commissive;  

• evaluate the intensity of a speaker’s meaning such as the difference between a 

suggestion and a warning; 

• recognize sarcasm, joking, and other facetious behaviour; 

• respond appropriately. (p. 1-2)  

A number of studies on L2 listeners’ ability to understand pragmatic meaning found 

significance differences between high and low proficiency listeners (Cook & Liddicoat, 2002; 

Garcia, 2004; Kasper, 1984). A possible reason is that higher-proficiency learners can 

process both linguistic knowledge and pragmatic knowledge in listening since they have 

achieved a higher level of language processing automaticity (Cook & Liddicoat, 2002). 

Meanwhile, for lower-level proficiency learners who tend to rely more on bottom-up 

processing of linguistic information, the ability to comprehend pragmatic meaning can be 

problematic (Bardovi-Harlig, 1999). More recently, test designers have incorporated items 

that target pragmatic understanding in the listening sections of major standardized exams 

such as the IELTS or TOEFL since they fathom the crucial role of pragmatic knowledge in 

measuring genuine language abilities of learners (Allami & Aghajari, 2014). 

World knowledge is usually referred to as schemata which are assumed to exist for 

most things we would want to represent in our memory including concepts, events, sequences 

of events, action and sequences of actions (Buck, 2001). This type of knowledge is non-

linguistic but it emerges as a powerful factor affecting listening. Specifically, if the topic of 

the input text is familiar to the listener, it is easier for him/her to make appropriate inferences 

and thus achieve successful comprehension of the text. At the same time, the lack of relevant 

knowledge to the content of the text will make it more difficult to make inferences and hinder 
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comprehension. A number of studies have showed that topic familiarity does facilitate 

listening (Chiang & Dunkel, 1992; Markham & Latham, 1987; Schmidt-Rinehart, 1994; 

Sadighi & Zare, 2006). Bacon (1992) found that successful listeners make effective use of 

world knowledge particularly during the utilization phase. 

Listening takes place in a wide variety of contexts such as work places, schools, shops 

or hospitals and in each of these contexts, listeners are expected to experience a different kind 

of discourse. Goh (2014) points out that each type of discourse has a different pattern and the 

knowledge about how specific discourses are structured can enhance second language 

listening. In listening to lectures, for example, listeners will be more likely to understand the 

input if they understand the role of discourse markers and how a lecture typically begins, 

develops and ends (Flowerdew & Miller, 2014). Likewise, the knowledge of other discourse 

types such as comedy or radio news can help the listeners anticipate the context of the texts. 

If an L2 learner knows the genre of the aural input before listening, they will become more 

active and able to use their prior discourse knowledge effectively. 

The key process in top-down listening is inferencing (Nation & Newton, 2008) and 

the inferences that listeners make depend largely on their knowledge of the world, of 

pragmatics and discourse. Apart from that, their understanding of the context surrounding the 

input text and the characteristics of the speakers can also contribute to facilitating the 

inference-making process.  

It should be pointed out that although bottom-up and top-down listening are usually 

described as two distinctive processes of listening, they do not take place separately and in 

any particular order (Buck, 2001). Instead, the overall listening process can be described as a 

dynamic and interactive interplay between the bottom-up and top-down processes (Field, 

2004; Vandergrift, 2011). Specifically, listeners have to decode the auditory input and at the 

same time, make use of other resources such as their world knowledge or the knowledge 
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about the context in which an utterance is made (Hulstijn, 2003; Vandergrift, 2007). 

Moreover, they need to be able to simultaneously process speech and refer to different 

sources of knowledge in real time (Rost, 2005). The overall listening process in a second 

language is, therefore, truly complex (Vandergrift, 2011) and assessing this skill is, without a 

doubt, a major challenge for language testers. This research sets out to investigate the ways in 

which bottom-up and top-down processes interact with each other as test-takers answer 

comprehension questions. Further, it seeks to analyse the extent to which the design of test 

items affects listeners’ use of these two processes.   

2.2. The assessment of second language listening  

Over the last couple of decades, the main approach to assessing listening has been 

testing it as an isolated target skill (Brunfaut, 2016) and a listening test is supposed to 

measure a particular listening construct. The definition of such a construct is, therefore, 

important for the assessment of listening. This section reviews several attempts in defining 

the listening construct as a taxonomy of listening subskills. It also discusses the factors 

affecting listening task difficulty as well as construct-irrelevant variance that can contaminate 

the construct and prevent test takers from utilizing their listening ability.  

2.2.1. Defining the listening construct   

The understanding of the construct, i.e. what is supposed to be measured by a 

particular test, is the starting point for test development (Buck, 2001). In the early 20th 

century, construct definition in listening tests tended to be implicit; however, as the 

approaches to assessing listening evolved over time, the process of construct definition 

became more sophisticated and explicit (Taylor & Geranpayeh, 2011). The following section 

discusses speculative taxonomies, research-based taxonomy, and the action-oriented 

description of listening subskills in the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR). 
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2.2.1.1. Speculative taxonomy 

With the view to assisting the teaching and testing of L2 listening, numerous 

taxonomies have been proposed to describe the hierarchy of listening subskills. The simplest 

taxonomy is the one proposed by Carroll (1972) on the basis of the two-stage view which 

divides listening into two processes:  

• apprehending linguistic information (lower level processing)  

• relating the information to a broader context (macro-comprehension).  

A similar view is also shared by Oakeshott-Taylor (1977) and Hughes (2003) when they 

attempted to describe listening at both micro and macro levels.  

A more comprehensive list of listening subskills is the one proposed by  Richards 

(1983). This list, which was developed from need analysis, discourse analysis and other 

related research, consists of 32 sub-skills in conversational listening such as the ability to:  

• discriminate among the distinctive sounds of the target language;  

• recognize stress pattern of words; 

• identify words in stressed and unstressed positions; 

• guess the meaning of words from contexts in which they occur.                                                                                                

Apart from conversational listening, Richards (1983) also proposed a set of sub-skills 

relevant to academic listening such as the ability to:  

• identify the purpose and scope of a lecture; 

• identify topic of lecture and follow topic development; 

• infer relationships (e.g: cause, effect, conclusion);  

• detect the attitude of the speaker toward the subject matter.                                                                                          

Comprehensive as it was, Richards' (1983) taxonomy of listening was found to be speculative 

and its validity was not supported by empirical evidence. Taylor and Geranpayeh (2011) also 
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point out that Richards’ specification of academic listening skills reflects only the knowledge 

and abilities needed in a traditional university lecture listening context. 

In Weir's (1993) framework for testing listening, direct meaning comprehension and 

inferred meaning comprehension are the key components, each of which is specified as 

follows:  

Direct meaning comprehension 

• listening for gist 

• listening for main idea(s) or important information; includes tracing the development of 

an argument, distinguishing the main idea(s) from supporting detail, differentiating 

statement from example, differentiating a proposition from its argument, distinguishing 

fact from opinion when clearly marked. 

• listening for specifics; involves recall of important details 

• determining speaker's attitude/intentions toward listener/topic (persuasion/explanation) 

where obvious from the text 

Inferred meaning comprehension 

• making inferences and deductions; evaluating content in terms of information clearly 

available from the text 

• relating utterances to the social and situational context in which they are made 

• recognising the communicative function of utterances 

• deducing meaning of unfamiliar lexical items from context 

Apart from these two principal components, Weir (1993) also laid stress on two other relevant 

aspects which are contributory: meaning comprehension and note-taking. While the former 

involves linguistic knowledge of the target language such as phonological features, grammar, 

syntax, lexicology and discourse, the latter involves the ability to extract important points and 

summarize the input text. 



32 
 

 
 

Beside the taxonomies proposed by Richards (1983) and Weir (1993), several other 

researchers in the field have offered lists of general listening subskills (Buck, 2001; Hughes, 

2003; Munby, 1978; Rost, 1994). The common approach shared among these authors is to 

package listening as a collection of subskills, which might be fairly easy to operationalize and 

implement for assessment purposes (Aryadoust, 2018). However, these taxonomies are mostly 

intuitively derived and not supported by empirical evidence (Taylor & Geranpayeh, 2011). As 

pointed out by Buck & Tatsuoka (1998), they will still remain hypotheses until they are 

subjected to some form of empirical validation.  

2.2.1.2. Research-based taxonomies 

Unlike speculative taxonomies, research-based taxonomies have their roots in empirical 

studies. The description of listening abilities proposed by Buck and his associates in the 1990s 

was among the most prominent works. A study by Buck et al. (1997) sought to examine L2 

listening from a subskill-based approach. It looked at 30 multiple-choice items from a TOEIC 

test and found 14 abilities which are considered most important for test-takers’ performance. For 

example:  

• the ability to process faster input 

• the ability to process lower-frequency vocabulary 

• the ability to process more complex structures 

• the ability to synthesize scattered information 

• the ability to use word-matching strategies   

In a similar study, Buck and Tatsuoka (1998) investigated a test with 35 short-answer 

comprehension questions, taken by 412 Japanese college students. They identified 15 

listening attributes which were categorized into five major groups as shown in Table 2.1. 
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Table 2.1. Cognitive attributes of L2 listening (Buck & Tatsuoka, 1998, p. 141-142) 

Task identification 

attributes 

The ability to identify the task by determining what type of 

information to search for in order to complete the task  

Context attributes 

The ability to scan fast spoken texts, automatically and in real 

time  

The ability to process a large information load  

The ability to process a medium information load 

The ability to process dense information 

Information location 

attributes  

The ability to use previous items to help information location  

The ability to identify relevant information without any explicit 

marker to indicate that 

Information 

processing attributes 

The ability to understand and utilize heavy stress  

The ability to process fast texts automatically  

The ability to make text-based inferences  

The ability to incorporate background knowledge into text 

processing  

The ability to process L2 concepts which have no literal 

equivalence in L1 

The ability to recognize and use redundant information 

The ability to process information processed throughout a text 

Response construction 

attributes  

The ability to construct response quickly and effectively  

 

Despite the empirical basis, the findings of the above-mentioned study seem to be limited in 

generalizability since they look at the listening abilities needed to tackle particular test tasks, 

namely multiple-choice questions and short answers, rather than listening in general. 

A more recent study by Goh and Aryadoust (2015) examined the divisibility of 

listening subskills. By means of factor analysis, this study found evidence for the divisibility 

of the five following subskills:  

• understanding and responding to the unexpected statements and/or questions; 
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• understanding details and explicit information; 

• making propositional inferences;  

• making enabling inferences; and  

• drawing conclusions.  

Although statistical evidence showed that listening could be divided into subskills, Goh and 

Aryadoust  (2015) still acknowledged that the identified subskills might not operate in 

isolation but in unison to achieve a listening goal. 

Taken together, the taxonomies discussed so far have showed that listening is a multi-

faceted process which consists of a large number of subcomponents (Buck, 2001). While 

speculative taxonomies seem detailed and systematic, they still remain hypotheses that need 

empirical validation. Research-based taxonomies, on the other hand, are supported by 

statistical evidence but the lists of subskills they offer are tentative and also need to be further 

validated. In both types of taxonomy, the hierarchy of listening subskills has not been 

successfully established. An attempt to develop such a hierarchy is found in the set of 

descriptors for listening in the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR), which is 

the focus of the following section.  

2.2.1.3. Descriptors for listening in the Common European Framework of Reference  

During the 1990s, another approach to identifying language proficiency, in general, 

and listening proficiency, in particular, emerged with ability levels expressed through 

illustrative descriptors (Taylor & Geranpayeh, 2011). The Common European Framework of 

Reference (CEFR) takes the action-oriented approach and clearly defines six levels of 

proficiency which can be used in learning, teaching as well as assessment. These six levels 

can be broadly described in Figure 2.2.  

 

 



35 
 

 
 

 

Figure 2.2. Six levels of proficiency in the CEFR 

 

From Figure 2.2, it can be seen that the six levels of proficiency are respectively higher and 

lower interpretations of the classic division into basic, intermediate and advanced (Council of 

Europe, 2001). For the listening skill, in particular, there are general descriptors for listening 

at each level (see Table 2.2). Apart from this overall description, there are also specific 

descriptors for listening in a number of contexts which include:  

• listening to public announcements (information, instructions, warnings, etc.); 

• listening to media (radio, TV, recordings, cinema); 

• listening as a member of a live audience (theatre, public meetings, public lectures, 

entertainments, etc.);  

• listening to overheard conversations.  

In each case, the language user is expected to listen:  

• for gist; 

• for specific information; 

• for detailed understanding; 

• for implications.  

Taking the action-oriented approach, the CEFR attempts to describe listening ability through 

“can do” statements which indicate the behaviours expected for each level.  
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Table 2.2. Overall listening comprehension in the CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001, p.66) 

 

 

C2  
Has no difficulty in understanding any kind of spoken language, whether live or 

broadcast, delivered at fast native speed  

C1 

Can understand enough to follow extended speech on abstract and complex topics 

beyond his/her own field, though he/she may need to confirm occasional details if 

the accent is unfamiliar. 

Can recognize a wide range of idiomatic expressions and colloquialisms, 

appreciating register shifts. 

Can follow extended speech even when it is not clearly structured and when 

relationships are only implied and not signalled explicitly. 

B2 

Can understand standard spoken language, live or broadcast, on both familiar and 

unfamiliar topics normally encountered in personal, social, academic and vocational 

life. Only extreme background noise, inadequate discourse structure and/or 

idiomatic usage influences the ability to understand.  

Can understand the main ideas of propositionally and linguistically complex speech 

on both concrete and abstract topics delivered in a standard dialect, including 

technical discussions in his/her field of specialisation. 

Can follow extended speech and complex line of argument provided the topic is 

reasonably familiar, and the direction of the talk is sign-posted by explicit markers.  

B1 

Can understand straightforward factual information about common everyday or job- 

related topics, identifying both general messages and specific details, provided 

speech is clearly articulated in a generally familiar accent. 

Can understand the main points of clear standard speech on familiar matters 

regularly encountered in work, school, leisure etc., including short narratives.  

A2 

Can understand enough to be able to meet needed of a concrete type provided 

speech is clearly and slowly articulated.  

Can understand phrases and expressions related to areas of most immediate priority 

(e.g: very basic personal and family information, shopping, local geography, 

employment) provided speech is clearly and slowly articulated. 

A1 Can follow speech which is very slow and carefully articulated, with long pauses 

for him/her to assimilate meaning.  
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The rapid uptake of CEFR has been observed within and even beyond Europe (Read, 

2019). In Asian countries like China, Japan, Taiwan, and Vietnam, CEFR has been used 

mostly for assessment purposes (Cheung, 2012; Jin et al., 2017; Neigishi & Tono, 2014; 

Nguyen & Hamid, 2015). In Vietnam, CEFR scale descriptors for all four language skills 

have been adapted to suit the local context and the Vietnamese six-level framework of 

reference for foreign languages is the outcome of this adaptation process (Nguyen & Hamid, 

2015).  The LCLT is designed based on the descriptors for listening in the CEFR-V which 

will be presented in Chapter 4.  

While the LCLT targets listening abilities from level 3 to level 5 of the CEFR-V 

(equivalent to level B1 to C1 of the CEFR), there is no guarantee that the test items are able 

to engage the listening abilities associated with these levels. Introspective studies are 

therefore needed to examine the extent to which test items actually bring out the expected 

behaviours. The current research ventures into such an investigation by means of listeners’ 

verbal report in which test-takers explain their thinking process as they answer the test 

questions.  

2.2.2. Factors affecting listening task difficulty  

The cognitive demand of a listening task is governed by not only the listening 

subskill(s) it targets but also numerous other factors. A wide range of factors have been 

suggested to affect the processing demands of listening tasks, thus causing variances in test-

takers’ performance. The following list of factors affecting listening task difficulty (Table 

2.3) is put together from a number different sources including Buck (2001), Buck and 

Tatsuoka (1998), Brindley (1998), Brunfaut (2016), Griffiths (1992), Jensen et al. (1997), 

Nissan et al. (1995), Rost (1990), Rubin (1994).  
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Table 2.3. Factors affecting listening task difficulty 

Factors affecting listening 

task difficulty 

Components of the factor 

 

Characteristics of the input text 

Speech rate, length of input texts, vocabulary, syntactic 

complexity, discourse structure, accent, explicitness, 

number of speakers,  

 

Characteristics of the test tasks 

Amount of context provided, response format, clarity of 

instructions, the amount of lexical overlap between the 

text and the test questions, response length, number of 

times listening 

Characteristics of the listeners Level of proficiency, background knowledge, working 

memory, motivation, metacognition 

 

As seen from Table 2.3, factors affecting listening tasks difficulty can be divided into three 

groups, namely characteristics of the input texts, characteristics of the test tasks, and 

characteristics of the listeners. Providing an overview of all these factors is beyond the scope 

of this section. Instead, the focus here narrows down to the two factors that are most relevant 

to this particular research. Since the LCLT is a multiple-choice test, the impact of this format 

on the test-takers’ performance and thinking process is an intriguing matter. Besides, the 

amount of lexical overlap between the input text and the response options of a multiple-

choice item is also worth consideration. This section therefore synthesizes previous research 

on the use of multiple-choice questions in listening tests and how lexical overlap affects item 

difficulty.  

2.2.2.1. Multiple-choice format 

Multiple-choice questions (MCQs) have been widely used in tests of listening ability 

and the impacts of this format on test-takers’ performance has been the focus of a number of 

research studies (Brindley & Slatyer, 2002). In general, MCQs, which require test-takers to 
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select from given response options, have been shown to be easier than items that require 

some writing. Berne (1992) found that subjects performed much better on MCQs than on 

open-ended or cloze tasks. In a study that compared four task types (MCQ, choose-the-

picture, vocabulary list and Wh-questions) used in assessing comprehension of authentic texts 

in French, Eykyn (1992) found that, for beginning learners of French, MCQs helped 

comprehension and recall the most. Cheng (2004) investigated the differences in the test-

takers’ performance when three types of responses (traditional MCQs, multiple-choice cloze 

and open-ended questions) were utilized to measure L2 listening. She found that her subjects, 

159 Taiwanese college students, performed best on the multiple-choice cloze and worst on 

open-ended questions. 

More recent research casts light on the impacts of different variations of MCQs on 

test-takers’ performance. Yanagawa & Green (2008) studied the effects of three different 

formats of multiple-choice questions which were:  

• Full question preview (FQP): Both the item stem and response options are showed 

prior to listening 

• Answer option preview (AOP): Answer options are displayed prior to listening but the 

questions are heard after the text.  

• Question stem preview (QSP): Only the item stem is provided before listening. 

Answer options are heard after the text.  

Yanagawa and Green (2008) found that the group of students who were allowed to preview 

answer options (AOP) performed significantly worse than the other two groups. There was no 

significant difference between the students who were in FQP and QSP conditions. Along the 

similar lines, Hemmati and Ghaderi (2014) investigated the effects of four formats of MCQ 

which include FQP, AOP, QSP and NP (no preview) on the listening comprehension of EFL 

learners. The results showed that there was a significant difference between NP and the other 



40 
 

 
 

three variations of MCQs, which suggests that previewing MCQs can facilitate 

comprehension. Chang and Read (2013) investigated the effects of traditional written MCQs 

and oral MCQs on L2 listeners’ performance. The results showed that lower proficiency 

students scored significantly higher in the written mode than in the oral mode in which no 

written clue was provided. Meanwhile, higher proficiency students performed slightly better 

in the oral mode. These findings imply that previewing MCQ might be more useful for lower 

proficiency listeners than for higher proficiency ones. 

The research reviewed previously has showed evidence of the facilitating effects that 

MCQs have on L2 listening. Underwood (1989) argues that the opportunity to preview 

MCQs before listening helps to reduce stress of hearing something differently, refreshing 

listeners’ memories and getting listeners ready for the tasks. Buck (1991) believes that 

previewing questions helps listeners understand the purpose of the task and motivates them to 

identify necessary information to answer the questions. Other justifications include the 

opportunity to plan before listening, use contextual cues and determine which metacognitive 

strategy to use to tackle test tasks (Littlewood, 1981; Thompson, 1995; Vandergrift, 1999). 

Despite evidence of the positive impacts of MCQs on L2 learners’ performance on 

listening tasks, some researchers still remain sceptical about this response format. Ur (1984) 

and Weir (1993) believe that previewing questions before listening changes the nature of the 

listening task, distracts test-takers, and puts a greater burden on them. Previewing answer 

choices might be considered less authentic and believed to inhibit processing strategies by 

distracting attention from the text (Yanagawa & Green, 2008). Moreover, test-takers are very 

likely to have difficulty holding four or more alternatives in their head while listening to the 

input text (Hughes, 2003). 

A major problem with MCQs is that the reading involved in answering these 

questions could be seen as a source of construct-irrelevant variance. With the opportunity to 
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read the item stem and response options prior to listening, candidates can at least in part 

choose the answer by eliminating the options they consider incorrect. This process is different 

from the identification of the correct answer by listening and understanding the input text. In 

this situation, test-takers tend to undertake a reading task directed by the test questions (Farr 

et al., 1990) instead of constructing meaning in a natural way (Khalifa & Weir, 2009). It is 

not uncommon that test-takers are trained to approach MCQs in this fashion as part of their 

test-taking strategies (Gude & Duckworth, 2008). When the test-takers’ performance is 

affected by their reading ability, construct-irrelevant variance will occur. Field (2009) pointed 

out that when the written MCQs are more difficult to interpret than the input text, test-takers’ 

failure in choosing the correct answer can possibly be explained by their inadequate reading 

ability. 

Another concern related to MCQs is the issue of guessing. In a four-option MCQ, for 

example, a candidate can have 25% chance of guessing correctly at random (Hughes, 2003). 

However,  Buck (2001) argues that candidates do not often make guesses at random but 

based on partial comprehension. Construct-irrelevant variance appears in case of random 

guesses, which is quite common especially when the test-takers cannot make sense of the 

input. Apart from guessing, the presence of distractors can be tricky as well. Alderson et al. 

(1995) points out that because of distractors, candidates are likely to doubt their interpretation 

of text and end up giving the incorrect answer. 

Although MCQ has been criticized for misinterpreting natural listening conditions, it 

still remains the most popular format for the large-scale testing of listening skill because of 

its practical benefits (Yanagawa & Green, 2008). Since candidates are not required to write 

anything when answering MCQs, one possible source of construct-irrelevant variance is 

removed (Elliott & Wilson, 2013). There is no need to train raters, which would help to 

reduce costs for the large number of test-takers involved (Yanagawa & Green, 2008). 
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Another practical benefit of MCQs is that they can be manipulated by item writers to make 

sure that the items are of appropriate difficulty and discriminate well by modifying the item 

stem and/or the response options (Elliott & Wilson, 2013). That said, it is extremely difficult 

to write valid and reliable MCQs for tests of listening ability. Therefore, considerable effort 

should be devoted to preparing and validating multiple-choice tests of listening. 

2.2.2.2. Lexical overlap between the input text and test items 

As explained by  Buck (2001), lexical overlap is when words used in the passage are 

found in the question or in the response options. The degree of lexical overlap between the 

input text and the test items can considerably affect test-takers’ performance on a listening 

test. Freedle and Kostin (1996, 1999) found that lexical overlap between the correct option 

and the text, especially the necessary information, tended to make items easier for test-takers. 

Likewise, lexical overlap between the input text and the incorrect response options made 

items more difficult. A possible explanation for this might be that test-takers tend to choose 

the options which contain the words they can recognize from the text. In a more recent study 

by Brunfaut and Révész (2015), no significant association was found between passage-

response lexical overlap and test-takers’ performance when the passage shared lexis with 

only the distractors.   

Since lexical overlap has not been thoroughly investigated, little is known about the 

way(s) in which it guides or misleads test-takers. It is my belief that this factor accounts for 

multiple-choice item difficulty, especially in listening tests that give test-takers only one 

opportunity to listen. This study sheds further light on this under-researched area from a 

cognitive point of view. By means of think-aloud protocols, it seeks to explore how lexical 

overlap manipulates the listeners’ thinking and decision-making process.   
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2.2.3. Construct-irrelevant variance  

The performance of test takers can be affected by both construct-relevant factors and 

construct-irrelevant variance (CIV). While the former is part of the target construct and 

pertains to variables that the test developers intend to assess, the latter contaminates the 

construct and introduces bias and ‘noise’ into test scores (Aryadoust, 2013). In case of a 

language test, CIV can be defined as performance characteristics that have little or nothing to 

do with the test-takers’ language ability (Brown & Hudson, 1998). Messick (1995) divides 

CIV into construct-irrelevant difficulty and construct-irrelevant easiness. An example of the 

former is a listening test with poorly written items which are difficult to understand. In this 

case, test-takers might still have problems answering the item even when they are able to 

understand the input. On the other hand, construct-irrelevant easiness occurs when extraneous 

clues in the item or the format allow some individuals to respond correctly in ways irrelevant 

to the construct being assessed (Messick, 1995). Haladyna and Downing (2004) emphasize 

that CIV arises from systematic errors which are group or person specific. They further 

explain that construct-irrelevant easiness refers to a factor that tends to systematically 

increase test scores for a specific examinee or a group of examinees and construct-irrelevant 

difficulty does the opposite. 

It should be pointed out that CIV can come from different sources. Haladyna and 

Downing (2004) propose a comprehensive taxonomy for the study of systematic errors 

associated with construct-irrelevant variance which is presented in Table 2.4. 
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 Table 2.4. A taxonomy of construct-irrelevant variance (Haladyna & Downing, 2004, p. 20) 

Category Instances 

 

Uniformity and types of test 

preparation  

1. Whether or not students get test preparation 

2. The extensiveness of test preparation 

3. Unethical test preparation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Test development, 

administration and scoring  

Test development  

1. Item quality  

2. Test item format  

3. Differential item functioning  

Test administration  

1. Location of test site  

2. Altering the administration  

3. Participation and exclusion  

4. Computer-based testing  

5. Calculators in testing  

Test scoring  

1. Scoring errors 

2. Sanitizing answer sheet 

3. Test form comparability  

4. Rater severity and prompt choice 

5. Accuracy of passing scores 

 

Students  

1. The influence of verbal abilities on test 

performance  

2. Test anxiety, motivation, and fatigue  

3. Accommodations for special student 

populations 

Cheating  1. Institutional  

2. Individual  

 

It is apparent from Table 2.4 that there are a considerable number of factors that can 

introduce CIV into a test. These factors vary from test preparation, test development, 

administration, scoring to student-related characteristics and cheating incidents. The 
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interpretation or use of scores on any test is vulnerable to these validity threats. Therefore, 

apart from investigating whether a test really measures the abilities it claims to measure, 

validation research should also look at the extent to which test scores are influenced by the 

knowledge and skills that are not intended to be measured. The investigation of the LCLT’s 

validity takes CIV into consideration and seeks to identify sources of CIV that should be 

avoided for the betterment of future tests.  

2.3. The concept of validity and validation  

In the realm of language testing and assessment, a predominant goal is to elicit 

knowledge and skills relevant to a linguistic domain through a test. Understandably, the test 

must be valid in a way that it produces results which truly represent the test-takers’ language 

ability. The concept of validity, given its importance and complexity, has been an academic 

interest with its own life in the field of educational assessment (Chapelle, 1999). The way 

validity is conceptualized determines the scope and the nature of validity investigations and 

the methods to gather evidence (Xi, 2008). The following section provides an overview of the 

development of validity theories and validation frameworks from the mid-20th century to 

recent years in order to situate the current thesis in the field.  

2.3.1. Three types of validity  

In the 1950s and 1960s, validity was defined as the extent to which a test measures 

what it is supposed to measure (Aryadoust, 2013; Cronbach, 1971; Henning, 1987; Lado, 

1961).  It was understood to have distinct classes. The American Psychological Association 

divided validity into four specific types: content, predictive, concurrent and construct validity 

(Cronbach & Meehl, 1955). Content validity is concerned with the extent to which test items 

are relevant to and representative of the content intended to be tested. Predictive validity is 

considered the effectiveness of a test in predicting the test-takers’ future performance. 

Concurrent validity is concerned with the degree of correlation between the intended test and 
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another test given at approximately the same time. Lastly, construct validity is the evaluation 

of how well a test reflects and measures the test-takers’ abilities that it is supposed to measure 

from the beginning. Later on, predictive and concurrent validity were merged into one type of 

validity named criterion-related, an attempt to avoid terminological confusion (Smith, 2001). 

The validation process, during this time, was defined as conducting studies to collect 

evidence of one or more of these three types of validity (Aryadoust, 2013). This approach did 

not satisfy the research and tester communities since it hinged on a narrow view that treated 

validity as an inherent property of a test. Davies and Elder (2005) maintained that classical 

validity studies, at the time, looked in different and unrelated directions and therefore lacked 

harmony and coherence. 

2.3.2. Validity as a unitary concept  

From the 1970s, the three types of validity were no longer in fashion as it was noticed 

that the nature of validity is not that clear-cut. Instead, theorists began to lean toward the 

unification of different types of validity. Cronbach (1980) emphasized the unitary nature of 

validity by mentioning that “all validation is one”. However, it was not until 1989 that 

Messick laid the foundation for a radically different view of validity. In his ground-breaking 

article, Messick (1989) extended the concept of construct validity, defining it as “an overall 

evaluative judgement of the degree to which empirical evidence and theoretical rationales 

support the adequacy and appropriateness of interpretations and actions on the basis of test 

scores or other modes of assessment” (p. 288). Messick did not see validity as a property of 

the test itself but as a property of the interpretation and use of test scores. In his point of view, 

validity should be judged by the availability of theoretical rationales or empirical evidence. 

He also posited that validity arose from the interaction of two variables, namely the sources 

of testing justification and the functions or outcomes of testing. The source of testing 

justification includes evidential basis for the validity of the assigned score as well as the 
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consequential support which helps to make sure that the test’s method of assigning scores 

does not have any negative social impacts.  The functions or outcomes of testing are 

comprised of the uses and the interpretation of test scores. The two-by-two matrix 

representation of validity is presented in Table 2.5.               

Table 2.5. The two-by-two representation of validity (Messick, 1989, p. 17) 

 Test interpretations  Test uses  

Evidential basis  Construct Validity  Construct validity  

Relevance/utility  

Consequential basis  Construct Validity 

Value implications  

Construct validity 

Relevance/Utility  

Value implications 

 Social consequences  

 

As seen in this matrix, validity is a unified concept which takes on four crucial 

dimensions, construct validity, relevance or utility, value implications, and social 

consequences. Altogether, these four aspects are meant to enable a systematic appraisal of a 

given test’s validity. Messick’s theory of validity still remains highly influential throughout 

the historical development of validation theory (McNamara, 2006). Validation research that 

applies Messick’s model, continues to adopt an evidence-gathering approach, meaning that 

there are different types of validity evidence to be collected and they all complement each 

other in assessing the unifying concept of construct validity (Snellings et al., 2004). 

Although theoretically elegant, Messick’s theory has been challenged over the past 

decade for its lack of guidance on how validation work should be done (Xi, 2008). Kane 

(2012) points out that Messick’s unitary theory does not provide a clear approach to 

implementation of the concept.  Since validity is now a unitary concept, any information 

obtained in the development and use of a test can be relevant to its validity (Anastasi, 1986). 

Hence, there are questions of where the validation process should start and how much 



48 
 

 
 

evidence would be enough (Kane, 2012). This uncertainty encourages the inclusion of any 

readily available evidence as empirical support for a claim to validity (Aryadoust, 2013). 

Messick’s model, though theoretically sound, appears to confuse practitioners in their actual 

validation research. The search for a more transparent and manageable validation framework, 

therefore, continues. 

From the beginning of 21st century, a new approach to validation known as the 

argument- based approach started to gain popularity. The notion of validity argument is not 

new in the area of educational measurement since it was developed about two decades ago 

when Cronbach (1988) started to think of using a consistent framework for structuring 

different sources of validity evidence. However, it only became a coherent framework for 

validation when Kane took up on this, formalizing the development and evaluation of the 

validity argument (Xi, 2008). Kane (2006) views validation as a “process of evaluating the 

plausibility of proposed interpretations and uses” (p. 17). Put simply, the argument-based 

approach to validation consists of two key steps. First, construct an interpretation and use 

argument, and second, evaluate the plausibility of the interpretation and use argument (Kane, 

2013).  

A major strength of the argument-based approach is that it helps to address the 

limitation of Messick’s unitary theory since it was intended to avoid the open-endedness and 

ambiguity of construct validity (Kane, 2013). Chapelle et al. (2010) point out that the 

argument-based approach allows validation research to be carried out through a systematic 

process of examining the inferences in the interpretive argument rather than referring to 

different types of validity evidence. It is worth noting that although the argument-based 

approach is claimed to be more transparent, accessible and systematic, that does not mean 

validation has become easier. Quite to the contrary, validation will be even more demanding 

because it is no longer the case that any information gained through the development and use 
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of a test can be relevant to validity (Kane, 2013). Even though the process is made clear with 

two key steps as mentioned above, more work has to go into selecting and synthesizing 

evidence to support each inference in the interpretive argument. 

Overall, the past 70 years has witnessed the evolution of the concept of validity, from 

three distinct types of validity to the unification of these three validities into an overarching 

one, construct validity. Attention has also shifted from the test itself to the interpretation and 

use of test scores. The expanded views on validity result in more sophisticated validation 

frameworks. The “one question, three validities” approach with its narrow view on validity 

and oversimplified validation framework has become an artefact from the past (Chapelle & 

Voss, 2013). The evidence-gathering approach under Messick’s unitary theory is still 

popular. This presentation of validity as an evidence-based judgement is still highly 

influential among validation researchers even in the absence of a clear guideline for what 

kind of evidence to collect or how much evidence is needed (Davies & Elder, 2005). These 

limitations are addressed by the most recently developed approach, the argument-based 

approach to validation. Although validity evidence still plays a crucial role in this approach, it 

can no longer be simply gathered. Instead, such evidence needs to be carefully selected, 

prioritized and synthesized so as to serve a higher purpose which is to support the evaluation 

of the interpretation and use argument.  This approach has gained popularity in the past 10 

years and received support from international testing experts. It is also the approach that 

constitutes the main theoretical structure of this research and thus, will be discussed further in 

the next section. 

2.4. The argument-based approach to validation  

The argument-based approach in language testing and assessment views validity as an 

argument supported by an analysis of theoretical and empirical evidence instead of a 

collection of evidence from separate quantitative and qualitative analyses (Kane, 1992; 2001; 
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2002; 2013). This approach makes use of two kinds of argument: an interpretive argument 

and a validity argument (Kane, 2004). To construct an interpretive argument, the desired uses 

and interpretations of test scores are stated. In the next stage, a validity argument is 

developed in order to investigate the accuracy, plausibility and feasibility of the claims made 

in the interpretive argument (Kane, 2006). The construction of a validity argument is based 

on Toulmin’s (2003) argument structure. In the two sections below, the interpretive and 

validity arguments are explained in more detail.  

2.4.1. Interpretive argument 

Kane (2013) posits that test scores can have multiple interpretations or uses, and it is 

the proposed interpretation/use that is validated, not the test itself or the test scores. With that 

being the case, an interpretative argument is a network of inferences and supporting 

assumptions leading from scores to conclusions and decisions (Kane, 1992; Kane et al., 

1999). It provides an explicit statement of a proposed interpretation and a framework for 

developing a validity argument (Kane, 2002). Kane et al. (1999) illustrates an interpretive 

argument with three types of inferential bridges (Figure 2.3).  

 

Figure 2.3. The bridge analogy (Kane et al., 1999, p. 9) 

Kane’s approach to the interpretive argument is that each of its inferences rests on 

assumptions that require support (Chapelle et al., 2008). The first inference which is usually 

referred to as the scoring or evaluation inference takes us from observed performances to an 

observed score (Figure 2.3). It typically makes assumptions about the appropriateness of the 
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scoring criteria and the methods used to generate scores from the raw data (Kane, 1992; 

2013).  

However, we usually want to go beyond the claims about test-takers’ scores on a 

particular test at a particular point in time. Typically, we want to make claim about test-

takers’ future performance. This involves the generalization inference which posits that 

observed test scores would be consistent through multiple test administrations and parallel 

test versions (Aryadoust, 2013). It relies on the assumption of the representativeness of the 

sample and the adequacy of sample size (Kane, 2006). 

The third link between the universe score and the target score involves the 

extrapolation inference. It has a bearing on whether test-takers’ performance provides 

adequate evidence about their language abilities that underlie their language performance in 

the target domain (Xi, 2008). In language assessment, one assumption underlying 

extrapolation is that test task characteristics are relevant to tasks in the target language 

domain (Chapelle et al., 2008). 

It should be noted that the claims being made vary from one case to another and the 

evidence needed to support these claims will vary, too (Kane, 2013). Kane (1992) also 

stresses that it is not possible to verify an interpretive argument in an absolute sense and the 

best that can be done is to show that the argument is highly plausible, given all available 

evidence. 

As it grows in popularity, the flaws of the three-bridge interpretive argument have 

also been noticed and criticized. Bachman (2005) argued that the argument focuses mainly on 

the interpretation of test scores and should be broadened to include test use. Kane (2001, 

2002, 2004) addressed this issue by extending the linkages in the interpretive argument from 

scores all the way to score-based decisions. This chain of inferences is illustrated in Figure 

2.4.     
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Figure 2.4: Links in the extended interpretive argument (Kane, 2001, 2002, 2004) 

 Kane (2013) reflected on the criticism from Bachman by admitting that although the 

term “interpretive arguments” were used to indicate statements of inferences inherent in both 

the interpretation and use of test scores, it might have given too much weight to interpretation 

and not enough to uses. Therefore, he addressed this imbalance by renaming the argument as 

“interpretive/use argument” (IUA). 

In an attempt to operationalise Kane’s approach and develop an interpretive argument 

for the TOEFL test, Chapelle et al. (2008) found that the approach failed to link test scores to 

a theoretical construct. Specifically, Kane’s three-bridge interpretive argument did not 

accommodate a claim that test takers’ performance as evidenced by their scores truly 

reflected the targeted construct. Therefore, the explanation inference was added to bridge the 

gap between the generalization and extrapolation inference. It posits that the test actually 

measures its intended theoretical construct. Another inference was also added to link the 

target score to the decisions about test-takers. Chapelle et al. (2008) adopted the term 

“utilization” by Bachman (2005) for the TOEFL interpretive argument. As a result of the 

adaptations by Bachman (2005) and Chapelle et al. (2008), the interpretive argument has 

been extended to include up to five inferences which are evaluation, generalization, 

explanation, extrapolation and utilization. The full list of five inferences is provided in Figure 

2.5. 
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Figure 2.5. Five inferences in an interpretive argument  

Thus far, it has become apparent that the Kane’s framework provides the core 

elements of an interpretive argument. The extension beyond the three bridges helps to cover 

other important aspects of score interpretation and use. However, it is important to note that 

the inferences discussed in this section are not a checklist. Kane (2013) emphasizes the need 

for flexibility in the development of an interpretive argument by asserting that the argument 

does not have to follow any particular pattern. Indeed, the interpretive argument should 

reflect the proposed interpretations and uses of a particular test. It should not be constrained 

to fit some pre-specified structure (Kane, 2013).  
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2.4.2. Validity argument  

The validity argument provides an overall evaluation of the inferences in the 

interpretive argument ( Kane, 1992, 2002). Central to the validity argument is the 

presentation of all the evidence relevant to the interpretations and uses of test scores as stated 

in the interpretive argument. Kane (1992) explained that the argument-based approach does 

not identify any kind of validity evidence as being generally preferable to any other kind of 

validity evidence. In fact, different inferences will require different kinds of evidence and 

analysis for their evaluation. Since the validity argument aims for a cogent presentation of 

evidence relevant to the proposed interpretations and uses of test scores, much attention must 

be paid to the way it is structured. For the construction of a validity argument, Toulmin’s 

(2003) argument structure is adopted because it offers guidance on how to justify a proposed 

inference.  

Developed by philosopher and lawyer Stephen E. Toulmin, the Toulmin method is the 

style of argumentation that takes into account six main components: data, claim, backing, 

warrant, rebuttal, and qualifier (Toulmin, 2003). Each of these components is defined as 

follows:   

• A claim is “a conclusion whose merits we are seeking to establish” (Toulmin, 2003, 

p.90). In other words, a claim is the interpretation that we want to make on the basis 

of the data about what a test taker knows or can do. 

• Data includes “information on which the claim is based” (Toulmin, 2003, p.90). 

• A warrant is a general rule for inferring claims of certain kind from data of certain 

kind (Kane, 2013).  

• Backings are general statements that legitimate warrants and their application 

(Aryadoust, 2013).  
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• A rebuttal indicates “circumstances in which the general authority of the warrant 

would have to be set aside” (Toulmin, 2003, p. 94). 

• A qualifier indicates the strength of relationship expressed by the warrant (Kane, 

2013). For example, adverbs such as “sometimes”, “often” or qualifiers like “most 

likely”, “presumably” can be used to indicate the likelihood of the claim.  

The Toulmin model has been one of the most widely studied models of argumentation. This 

style of reasoning has gained popularity since the 1970s under various headings such as 

“practical reasoning”, “informal logic”, and “rhetoric” (Kane, 1992). Kane (2013) 

emphasized that this model of argumentation provides explicit, albeit contingent, guidance 

for validation. With the claim clearly stated from the beginning, the evidence required for 

validation is also the evidence needed to evaluate the claim. A visual representation of the 

Toulmin’s argumentation model can be found in Figure 2.6.  

 

Figure 2.6. Toulmin's model of inference (Toulmin, 2003, p. 97) 

 

In this model, each inference starts from data and makes a claim. For example, to use 

an example outside testing in the Vietnamese context, when you know that a man retires 

(data), you can claim that he is most likely (qualifier) 60 years old. This claim is supported by 

the fact that in Vietnam, the retirement age, as determined by the labour code, is 60 for men 
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who work in the public sector or state-owned enterprises (warrant). If you know that the man 

used to be the headmaster of a public secondary school (backing), then the retirement age 

applies. That said, he might be younger than 60 in case he decided to retire early due to health 

reasons (rebuttal). 

The Toulmin argument framework can be used to justify an inference made about a 

certain test. The following example illustrates how this framework can be applied for the 

evaluation inference in an interpretive argument. Hypothetically, an evaluation inference is 

made about test-takers’ scores on a listening test. That is, their test performance is 

appropriately scored to measure the targeted construct and not irrelevant factors. There can be 

several warrants to support the claim. One of them is that an appropriately developed rubric 

can be a reliable criterion for presenting evidence of listening ability. Backing for this 

warrant could include that the actual rubric is well developed with clear guidance on how 

test-takers’ performance should be scored, graded and interpreted. Rebuttal can be the fact 

that the sound quality of the recordings is very poor or the test venue is next to a noisy 

construction site. This means that even if the rubric is very well developed, the plausibility of 

the claim or the evaluation inference is still highly questionable. The poor sound quality and 

the noisy environment are the irrelevant factors that might have undesirable impacts on the 

test-takers’ performance. Therefore, their scores on the test might not reflect their true 

listening ability. A visualization of this evaluation inference is provided in Figure 2.7. 



57 
 

 
 

 

Figure 2.7. Example of an evaluation inference for a listening test 

Toulmin (2003) emphasizes that those who make a claim have the responsibility to 

make it good and show that it is justifiable. The application of the Toulmin argument model 

helps to avoid informal, loose and contingent inferences. By using this framework, the claim-

maker can specify the types of evidence needed for the evaluation of each inference in the 

interpretive argument.  

Over the years, researchers in language testing and assessment have made great 

contributions in terms of the methods for collecting evidence to back a warrant in a validity 

argument for a certain test (Xi, 2008). Among quantitative methods, the ones which have 
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been frequently used are item analysis, score reliability analysis, factor analysis and 

correlational analysis (Bachman, 2004; Chapelle, 1999). At the same time, popular 

qualitative methods include the analysis of test content, the analysis of test-takers’ self-report 

data as well as the use of questionnaires and interviews in the investigation of consequences 

and washback effects (Field, 2005; Green, 1998; Xi, 2008). This research uses a mix of both 

quantitative and qualitative methods which include item analysis, correlational analysis, 

content analysis, and test-takers’ verbal report. The application of these methods in this 

research will be explained in detail in chapter 3, 4, and 5.  

In a validity argument, some inferences might require more evidence than others. 

Kane (2013) suggests that strong claims (e.g. predictions of future performance in different 

contexts) would require extensive empirical support and several parallel lines of evidence. 

Although all of the inferences deserve some attention, it is useful to conduct studies to elicit 

evidence for the most questionable claims (Cronbach, 1982, 1988). If these claims are backed 

by sufficient evidence, their plausibility increases. The validity argument will therefore be 

supported. That being said, the entire validity argument will be undermined if the inferences 

which are in serious doubts are not found to hold up well in practice.  

2.4.3. The argument-based approach in practice    

 

The argument-based approach to validation has been widely used as the basis for 

validation research on major international language tests such as the Test of English as a 

Foreign Language (TOEFL) (Chapelle et al., 2008), the International Language Testing 

System (IELTS) (Aryadoust, 2013; Ebadi et al., 2014) and the Pearson Test of English 

(Wang et al., 2012). It has also become the foundation for Bachman’s (2005) and Bachman 

and Palmer's (2010) assessment use argument (AUA). The past decade has witnessed an 

increase in the application of the argument-based approach in a number of other language 

testing projects (Aryadoust, 2009; Jia, 2012; Jun, 2014; Le, 2011; Li, 2015; Youn, 2015).  
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The growing popularity of the argument-based approach can be attributed to the 

advantages it offers researchers in language testing and assessment. First of all, laying out the 

intended interpretations of test scores provides a meaningful starting point for the validation 

process. Specifically, the inferences explicitly stated in the interpretive argument lay the 

ground for outlining essential research and interpreting validity evidence (Chapelle, Enright 

& Jamieson, 2010). Second, the argument-based approach provides guidance in deciding 

what kinds of validity evidence are needed in allocating research efforts (Bachman, 2004; 

Cronbach, 1988; Kane, 1992). The structure of the validity argument determines the types of 

evidence that need to be collected to support each inference stated in the interpretive 

argument. However, Kane (2013) suggests that there is no need to belabour the obvious and 

the validation effort should focus on the most questionable inferences. Third, the argument-

based approach offers researchers a framework for synthesizing research findings so as to 

arrive at an overall evaluation of a validity argument (Chapelle, 2012).  
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Summary 

This chapter presents the theoretical framework for my entire research project which 

aims to develop a validity argument for a locally created listening test in Vietnam. First, I 

provided an overview of second language listening which laid the ground for the subsequent 

review of major issues in assessing this skill. These issues included the definition of the 

listening construct, factors affecting listening task difficulty, and construct-irrelevant 

variance. I also provided an account of how the concept of validity evolved and how 

validation frameworks changed over time. After reviewing the argument-based approach to 

validation, I argued that this approach had an advantage over previous validation models for 

its well-structured framework and clear guidance in allocating research efforts. This approach 

was therefore chosen to guide my research on the LCLT.  
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                        Chapter 3. Overall methodology and research design  

 

The primary objectives of this chapter are (a) to build an argument-based validation 

framework for the LCLT and (b) to identify the research methods needed to elicit validity 

evidence in accordance with that framework. In this chapter, a general description of the 

LCLT will be provided, followed by the justification for the inferences that this research 

project focuses on. The remainder of the chapter is dedicated to the overall research design 

that shapes the way in which evidence is collected to support each inference.  

 

3.1. General description of the LCLT 

 

The LCLT is a component of the English proficiency test battery that the host 

university developed and administered to 124 test-takers in February 2017. This test targets 

Levels 3 to 5 of the CEFR-V. It was designed following the MOET-approved format for a 

listening test. As stated in Decision No. 729/QD-BGDDT, dated March 11, 2015 on the 

format of the three-level English proficiency tests for Vietnamese, the listening subtest 

consists of three parts with 35 multiple-choice questions and is up to 40 minutes long. This 

test targets listening subskills described for level 3 to level 5 of CEFR-V. For example, 

listening for details, listening for main ideas, understanding the implications of the speakers. 

In the first part of the test, candidates listen to eight short conversations and answer one 

multiple-choice question for each conversation. In the second part, there are three long 

conversations between native speakers of English. Candidates are asked to listen and answer 

four multiple-choice questions for each conversation. The final part of the test includes three 

monologues in which two were talks by native speakers and one was part of a lecture. Five 

multiple-choice questions were written for each of these monologues. Table 3.1 summarizes 

the actual content of the LCLT.  
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Table 3.1. Content of the LCLT 

 

Candidates can listen to the recording only once. They are advised to answer the questions as 

they listen and given time to transfer their answers to the answer sheet once the recording 

stops. In terms of scoring, one point is given to one correct answer and no point is subtracted 

for incorrect answers. 

3.2. Argument-based validity for the LCLT 

 

In this present research which aims to develop a validity argument for the LCLT, the 

evaluation, generalization and explanation inferences are the chosen foci for two main 

reasons. First, since this study is the first attempt in validating this test, it makes practical 

sense to start with the most basic inferences. As Aryadoust (2013) emphasizes, these low-

level inferences lay the groundwork for higher-level inferences (extrapolation and utilization 

inference) to function properly. For example, if it is found that test-takers’ performance on 

Part Number of questions  Content 

Part 1: 8 short 

conversations  

(Level 3) 

8 multiple-choice questions 

(Item 1-8) 

Transport, bills, leisure activity, 

birthday party, location, prices, holiday  

 

Part 2: 3 long 

conversations 

(Level 3, 4, 5)  

4 multiple-choice questions  

(Item 9-12) 

Conversation 1:  

Movie  

4 multiple-choice questions 

(Item 13-16) 

Conversation 2:  

Interviewing a musician 

4 multiple-choice questions 

(Item 17-20) 

Conversation 3:  

Interviewing movie maker 

 

Part 3: 2 talks, 1 

lecture 

(Level 4, 5) 

5 multiple-choice questions 

(Item 21-25) 

Talk 1: Smithsonian museum  

5 multiple-choice questions 

(Item 26-30) 

Talk 2: Hawaiian volcanoes  

5 multiple-choice questions 

(Item 31-35) 

Talk 3: Concert of music college’s 

students 
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the LCLT does not reflect the targeted listening construct, it will not be possible to predict the 

test-takers’ future performance in some real-life contexts which involve listening skill in 

English. In other words, if the explanation inference is refuted, the extrapolation inference 

will not hold, either. The second reason is that by focusing on the evaluation, generalization, 

and explanation inferences, this research sheds light on various technical issues of the LCLT. 

These insights will be most useful for the host university and their test developers. In light of 

the Toulmin’s (2003) argument framework, these three inferences for the LCLT are specified 

as follows.  

The evaluation inference rests on the claim that the test-takers’ performance on the 

LCLT was appropriately observed and scored. This inference usually makes assumptions 

about the appropriateness of the scoring rubrics, task administration conditions and statistical 

characteristics of test items (Chapelle et al., 2008). In this particular case of the LCLT, the 

scoring rubrics and the test administration report were not provided by the host university, 

meaning only test-takers’ results could be the subject of an in-depth quantitative item 

analysis. Such an analysis helps to examine whether the statistical characteristics of the 

LCLT items are appropriate for wide administration and for fair decisions to be made about 

test-takers’ listening ability. With a focus on the statistical characteristics of the LCLT items, 

the evaluation inference involves the three following warrants:  

• Item difficulty was appropriate for test-takers.  

• Test items had reasonable discriminating power. 

• Test items were relevant to the targeted listening construct. 

If the item analysis reveals that the LCLT items were either too easy or too difficult for the 

test-takers, the inference will not be supported. Similarly, if the LCLT items have very low 

discriminating power, this inference will not hold, either. Evidence of construct-irrelevant 
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variance also contributes to weakening the claim that test-takers’ performance on the LCLT 

was appropriately observed and scored.  

The generalization inference for the LCLT involves only one warrant that the LCLT 

had high reliability indices. This inference will be refuted if the reliability indices are not high 

enough for a high-stakes test. 

The explanation inference holds that the test-takers’ performances on the LCLT were 

reflective of the targeted construct. Since the LCLT targets level 3 to level 5 of the CEFR-V, 

it is important to make sure that the test items actually engaged the listening subskills 

described for these three levels. Given that this test aims to achieve a certain level of 

comparability with an international test of English proficiency, it is also necessary to examine 

the extent to which scores on the LCLT correlate with scores on an international English 

proficiency test that measures a similar construct. The explanation inference therefore 

involves two crucial warrants:  

• The LCLT items actually engaged the listening subskills described for level 3, 4 and 5 

of CEFR-V.  

• Test-takers’ scores on the LCLT correlate well with scores on an international test of 

English proficiency that measures a similar construct.  

The first warrant will be refuted if the LCLT items are found to poorly cover the listening 

subskills from Level 3 to Level 5 of the CEFR-V and contain construct-irrelevant variance. 

The second warrant will not be supported if test-takers’ scores on the LCLT do not correlate 

well with their scores on an international test of English proficiency that measures a similar 

construct.  

With the evaluation, generalization, explanation inferences stated above, the 

validation framework for the LCLT can be summarized in Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1. Validation framework for the LCLT 
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3.3. Overall research design 

 

In order to elicit the evidence needed to support the evaluation, generalization and 

explanation inferences (Figure 3.1), three independent studies will be carried out. Each of 

these studies sheds light on a particular aspect of the LCLT’s validity and together, they 

create a big picture that will make it possible to judge how well the validity argument for the 

test holds up in practice.  

The first study which centres around the statistical characteristics of the LCLT scores 

elicits evidence for the evaluation and generalization inferences. In this study, the Rasch 

model will be used as the main analytical tool which provides insights into item difficulty, 

item discrimination as well as item and person reliability. Rasch analysis can also signal the 

presence of construct-irrelevant variance but only at the surface level.  

The second study delves into the cognitive processes that test-takers underwent as they 

answered the LCLT items. This study provides evidence for the explanation inference by 

bringing to light the extent to which the test items engaged its targeted listening subskills. 

Verbal reports or think-aloud protocols are used to investigate the thinking behind test-takers’ 

answers. The qualitative analysis of verbal data sheds light on not only construct 

representation but also the factors affecting test-takers’ performance.  

Apart from the investigation of test-takers’ cognitive processes, the explanation inference 

requires further support from another study which focuses on the comparability between the 

LCLT and an international test that measures a similar listening construct. This third study 

compares the LCLT and an IELTS Listening test in two substantial aspects: the construct and 

the test-takers’ scores. While experts are invited to give judgements on the comparability 

between the LCLT and IELTS constructs, Rasch analysis and correlational analysis are 

needed for the comparison of test-takers’ scores.  

The overall research design, as explained previously, is schematized in Figure 3.2.  
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Figure 3.2. Overall research design  

 

Study 1, 2 and 3 will be reported in terms of both methodology and findings in Chapter 4, 5 

and 6 respectively.                             
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                 Chapter 4. Statistical characteristics of the LCLT scores 

  

This chapter reports on the quantitative study that investigated the statistical 

characteristics of the LCLT scores. Its findings provide evidence necessary for the evaluation 

and generalization inferences. The quantitative analyses in this study were carried out using 

SPSS and the Rasch model, which is a useful, flexible statistical tool that has been widely 

used in the realm of test validation. This chapter begins with the aims and methodology of 

this study. Next, the findings are presented. In light of these findings, an overall assessment 

of the evaluation and generalization inference is provided at the end of the chapter.  

4.1. Aims and methodology of the study 

This study seeks evidence for the evaluation and generalization inferences. Table 4.1 

summarizes these two inferences and their relevant warrants.  

Table 4.1. The evaluation and generalization inferences for the LCLT 

Inference Warrant 

 

Evaluation: The test-takers’ 

performance on the LCLT was 

appropriately observed and scored.  

Item difficulty was appropriate for test-takers.  

Test items had reasonable discriminating power. 

Test items were relevant to the targeted listening 

construct. 

Generalization: Test-takers’ scores on 

the LCLT were reliable 

The LCLT had high item and person reliability 

indices. 

 

In order to elicit evidence to support the five warrants in Table 4.1, this study 

involved two groups of participants and data collection was carried out in two steps. Details 

of the participants and data collection procedures are provided in the following sections.  
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4.1.1. Participants  

Two separate groups of participants were involved in this study. The first group 

consisted of 124 anonymous test-takers who took the LCLT at the beginning of 2017. In 

terms of participation, this group of test-takers were not directly involved in my study. Since 

their personal information was not made available to me, it was not possible to provide a 

detailed description of these participants.  

The second group of participants included 76 English majors from the host university 

who volunteered to take the LCLT in May 2017. This was a mock test event organized for the 

sake of this study only and the results of the test did not have any effect on the students’ 

grades at the university. All the test-takers are female and Vietnamese is their first language. 

At the time of this study, these students, aged 18-20, were studying at the English Department 

of the host university. Before they decided to participate in the study, all of them were 

informed of (a) the purpose and design of this study, (b) their rights and responsibilities as 

participants, and (c) relevant ethical issues (see Appendix C and D for the information sheet 

and the consent form). 

4.1.2. Data collection procedure 

In the first stage this study, the host university granted me the access to the following 

data: 

• the original test booklet; 

• 124 answer sheets (with test-takers’ candidate numbers, their responses to each 

individual test item and the total scores); 

• the answer keys; 

• the audio recording of the listening text. 
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In the second stage, the original test booklet and the recording of the listening text were reused 

in the mock test administered to the group of 76 English majors. Each student was given a 

candidate number and advised to write only this number on their answer sheets. The time 

allowed for this test was 30 minutes. All the test booklets and answer sheets were collected 

before the students left the test venue. These students’ performance on the LCLT was then 

marked according to the answer keys which were previously provided by the host university. 

Their responses to each individual test item as well as their total scores were recorded for 

analysis. The test-takers’ results were kept confidential and could only be revealed to those 

who would like their results back by emailing me a request with their candidate numbers.   

Collecting test results from this extra group of 76 students helped me achieve a larger 

sample size of 200 cases. This is the  minimum sample size that a high-stakes, multiple-choice 

test should have to achieve stable and accurate item parameters (Hambleton & Cook, 1983). 

Moreover, the merge between 124 random test-takers and 76 English majors resulted in a more 

representative group of participants with supposedly greater variability in English proficiency 

levels. Since the LCLT is a multiple-level test, such variability is crucial in examining whether 

the test was able to separate different levels of proficiency among test-takers.    

4.1.3. Data analysis procedure  

In this study, statistical analysis was carried out on a data set that included the test 

results of 200 candidates. This data set consisted of the test-takers’ overall scores and their 

responses to 35 items in the LCLT. The test-takers’ responses to each item were coded 

dichotomously into “1” for a correct answer and “0” for an incorrect answer.  

Once the data set was created, descriptive statistics were established with SPSS 

(Version 25.0) so as to provide information of test-takers’ general performance and the 

normality of score distribution. Then, in-depth analyses of the LCLT scores were carried out. 

At this stage, the dichotomously transformed data were analysed using the Rasch model and 
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the computer software called Winsteps (Version 4.0.1). The features of Rasch analysis that 

were most useful for this study were the item-person estimates, discrimination index, fit 

statistics, and reliability indices. The analysis results are reported in the following section.    

4.2. Statistical characteristics of the LCLT scores 

In this section, descriptive statistics are presented first so as to provide general 

information of the test-takers’ performance and score distribution. The main focus is the 

results of Rasch analysis which cover item difficulty, item discrimination, construct-

irrelevant variance and reliability.  

4.2.1. Descriptive statistics  

Table 4.2 provides a summary of descriptive statistics for the LCLT scores. As can be 

seen, the range of scores was relatively wide, from 2 to 28.  

Table 4.2. Descriptive statistics for the LCLT scores 

              LCLT (N = 200, k = 35) 

Min 2 

Max 28 

Mean 14.76 

Mode 11 

Median 15 

Standard deviation  5.451 

Skewness  .092 

Kurtosis  -.654 

 

It was clear from Table 4.2 that the values of mean, mode and median were all smaller than 

half of the perfect score. The most popular score was 11 which was relatively low. The 
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standard deviation was fairly large (5.451), indicating that scores were spreading out rather 

than clustering around the mean and that test-takers’ performance did vary from each other. 

To provide further details about the characteristics of test scores, a visualization of score 

distribution is presented in Figure 4.1.  

 

Figure 4.1. LCLT score distribution 

As seen in Figure 4.1, the LCLT scores had fairly acceptable normality in distribution. 

The histogram was positively skewed as the distribution was seen to move slightly to the left 

of the central line of the curve with skewness value of .092. Also, the score distribution was 

shown to be rather flat which reflected its numerical kurtosis value of -.654. The distribution 

did not have extreme scores (neither zero or perfect score). In general, the values of skewness 

and kurtosis both fell into the acceptable range from -2 to 2, which helped to confirm that the 

score set of the LCLT had a reasonably normal distribution.  

4.2.2. The difficulty levels of LCLT items  

One of the most important results of Rasch analysis is the insights into the difficulty 

levels of LCLT items. Table 4.3 provides the difficulty measures as well as the items’ 
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positions along the difficulty hierarchy. The most difficult items are at the top of the table and 

the easiest are at the bottom.  

Test items, as shown in Table 4.3 (next page) covered a fairly wide range of difficulty 

levels, from -2.06 logit to 1.68 logit. The most difficult item was item 10 and the easiest one 

was item 2. A mismatch between the intended and the observed item difficulty was noted. In 

the description of the LCLT (see Table 3.1), the targeted proficiency levels for each part of 

the test was specified as follows:  

• Part 1(item 1-8): level 3 

• Part 2 (item 9-20): level 3, 4, 5  

• Part 3 (item 20-35): level 4, 5  

From the test developer’s perspective, test items were supposed to spread along a 

difficulty continuum with Part 1 at the easy end and Part 3 at the difficult end. However, that 

perspective on item difficulty did not appear to hold up well in practice. The locations of 

many items on the item difficulty hierarchy were very different from their intended levels of 

difficulty, especially items in Part 1 and Part 3 of the test. For example, item 3 and 5 which 

were supposed to be easy for test-takers actually landed in the middle of the difficulty order. 
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Table 4.3. Difficulty measure of LCLT items 

 

Entry number 

(Item) 

Total score Total count Measure 

(logit) 

Part of the test  

10 27 200 1.68 Part 2 

29 28 200 1.63 Part 3 

22 31 200 1.50 Part 3 

34 39 200 1.20 Part 3 

11 40 200 1.17 Part 2 

20 41 200 1.13 Part 2 

17 45 200 1.00 Part 2 

28 52 200 .79 Part 3 

18 53 200 .76 Part 2 

24 53 200 .76 Part 3 

9 55 200 .70 Part 2 

13 60 200 .56 Part 2 

19 62 200 .51 Part 2 

16 68 200 .35 Part 2 

3 78 200 .11 Part 1 

35 78 200 .11 Part 3 

33 80 200 .06 Part 3 

26 84 200 -.04 Part 3 

25 87 200 -.11 Part 3 

5 91 200 -.20 Part 1 

31 91 200 -.20 Part 3 

23 104 200 -.50 Part 3 

27 104 200 -.50 Part 3 

21 105 200 -.52 Part 3 

14 106 200 -.55 Part 2 

32 106 200 -.55 Part 3 

6 110 200 -.64 Part 1 

8 111 200 -.66 Part 1 

12 115 200 -.76 Part 2 

15 116 200 -.78 Part 2 

30 121 200 -.90 Part 3 

7 134 200 -1.23 Part 1 

1 157 200 -1.89 Part 1 

4 158 200 -1.93 Part 1 

2 162 200 -2.06 Part 1 
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A closer inspection of these items’ locations on the item-person map (Error! R

eference source not found.) shows that they were placed beyond the ability levels of many 

test-takers. At the same time, some items in Part 3 (e.g. item 21, 23, 27, 30, 32) which were 

expected to be challenging turned out to rank quite low in the difficulty hierarchy. Items in 

Part 2 of the test were scattered along the item hierarchy, which was reasonable since this 

part of the test was supposed to cover a wide range of ability from level 3 to level 5.  

However, the erratic observed item difficulty in Part 1 and Part 3 signalled that the intended 

construct was not well represented by the test items.  
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Figure 4.2. Item-person map for the LCLT 
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Test-takers, as shown in Error! Reference source not found., covered a wide range o

f ability levels from -3.21 logits to 1.64 logits. The majority of both test takers and items 

landed on the area above -1 logit. Item 10, which was the most difficult item, was located on 

top of the map and did not have any test-takers to match. Item 29 and 22 can also be 

considered very difficult items, because of their locations on the map and the number of test-

takers they could be matched with (one for item 29 and two for item 22). The next 28 items 

from -.90 to 1.17 logit were relatively well-matched with the test-takers placed in this area.  

Below -1 logit was the area where 48 test-takers were positioned. The most striking 

result observed from Error! Reference source not found. was that these candidates who m

ade up almost one quarter of the total number of test-takers were matched with only 4 items 

(item 7, 1, 4 and 2). With much fewer items at their levels on the scale, the ability of these 

candidates was not as reliably measured as those located between -1 to 2 logit.    

4.2.3. Discriminating power of LCLT items  

In the Rasch model, item discrimination refers to the extent to which an item can 

differentiate between examinees having abilities below the item location and those with 

abilities above the item location (Baker & Kim 2017). Item discrimination can be ranked 

according to Baker's (2001) interpretations of values for discrimination as follows:  

  

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.4 presents the discrimination index for each item of the LCLT and the 

corresponding interpretation.  

0 None 

0.01 – 0.34 Very low  

0.35 – 0.64 Low  

0.65 – 1.34 Moderate 

1.35 – 1.69  High  

1.70 and above  Very high  

+ infinity  Perfect  
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Table 4.4. Discrimination indices for LCLT items 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Entry number (Item) Discrimination Interpretation  

10 .90 Moderate 

29 .82 Moderate  

22 .82 Moderate  

34 .67 Moderate  

11 .64 Low  

20 .91 Moderate  

17 .74 Moderate  

28 .91 Moderate  

18 .73 Moderate  

24 .87 Moderate  

9 .62 Low 

13 .81 Moderate  

19 .89 Moderate  

16 1.01 Moderate 

3 1.42 High 

35 .67 Moderate 

33 1.27 Moderate 

26 1.26 Moderate 

25 1.38 High 

5 1.82 Very high 

31 1.16 Moderate  

23 .96 Moderate 

27 1.11 Moderate 

21 1.39 High 

14 .76 Moderate  

32 1.02 Moderate  

6 1.00 Moderate 

8 1.52 High 

12 .92 Moderate  

15 1.49 High 

30 1.42 High 

7 1.49 High 

1 1.19 Moderate  

4 1.17 Moderate  

2 1.25 Moderate.  
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In Table 4.4, items were placed in the same difficulty hierarchy as in Table 4.3 so that 

a general comparison between item difficulty and item discrimination can be made. As seen 

from the table, the discriminating indices of most items belonged to the moderate range. 

Specifically, there were 25 items in this range, equivalent to 71.4% of the test. Item 9 and 11 

were the ones with the lowest discrimination indices (.62 and .64 respectively), which 

suggested that they did not work well in separating test-takers’ ability levels. Seven items 

(item 3, 25, 21, 8, 15, 30, 7) had high discriminating power and they represented 20% of the 

test. Item 5 was the only item with a very high discrimination index, which means that among 

all items of the test, it worked best in separating test-takers’ listening ability. With regard to 

item difficulty, it was clear from Table 4.4 that higher difficulty measures did not determine 

higher discrimination indices. Located on the upper half of the table (from item 16 and 

above) were items with high difficulty measures; however, their discrimination indices were 

only moderate or low. On the other hand, in the lower half of the table (from item 3 and 

below), items with lower difficulty measures were found to discriminate test-takers much 

better.  

4.2.4. Evidence of construct-irrelevant variance 

In the investigation of construct-irrelevant variance, the analysis of item fit has an 

important role to play. Table 4.5 presents both infit and outfit statistics for item in the LCLT. 

While the infit statistics are sensitive to test-takers’ responses to items targeted their ability, 

outfit statistics are highly sensitive to lucky guesses and careless mistakes (Baghaei & 

Amrahi, 2011). Since this study did not focus on cases of lucky guesses or careless mistakes, 

only infit statistics will be discussed in detail.  
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Table 4.5. Fit statistics of LCLT items 

                                    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Entry number 

(Item)  

Infit 

MNSQ             ZSTD  

Outfit 

MNSQ              ZSTD 

10 1.05  .4 1.37 1.6 

29 1.09  .7 1.66 2.6 

22 1.16 1.3 1.36 1.7 

34 1.25 2.3 1.66 3.4 

11 1.23 2.1 1.37 2.0 

20 1.04 .4 1.18 1.1 

17 1.13 1.4 1.39 2.4 

28 1.04 .6 1.09 .8 

18 1.14 1.7 1.23 1.8 

24 1.06 .7 1.11 .9 

9 1.15 1.9 1.40 3.0 

13 1.07 1.0 1.17 1.5 

19 1.04 .5 1.12 1.1 

16 1.00 .0 .99 -.1 

3 .86 -2.6 .87 -1.6 

35 1.10  1.8 1.18 2.2 

33 .92 -1.5 .90 -1.3 

26 .93 -1.3 .89 -1.5 

25 .89 -2.1 .89 -1.5 

5 .78 -4.5 .76 -3.8 

31 .96 -.7 .94 -.9 

23 1.01  .3 1.01 .1 

27 .97 -.5 .96 -.5 

21 .90 -2.0 .88 -1.9 

14 1.06 1.1 1.09 1.4 

32 .99 -.3 1.02 .3 

6 1.01 .1 .99 -.2 

8 .85 -2.9 .85 -2.4 

12 1.01 .2 1.05 .7 

15 .86 -2.7 .82 -2.7 

30 .87 -2.4 .85 -2.1 

7 .84 -2.5 .74 -2.9 

1 .87 -1.4 .77 -1.6 

4 .88 -1.2 .77 -1.6 

2 .82 -1.7 .62 -2.6 
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As shown in Table 4.5, all infit MNSQ values fell within the range between 0.5 and 

1.5; however, three of them (item 5, 34 and 11) did not meet the stringent fit range between 

0.8 and 1.2 for high-stakes multiple-choice questions (Linacre, 2012). Item 5 had low infit 

MNSQ (.78), which suggests that test-takers’ responses to this item were too predictable. On 

the other hand, item 34 and 11 had high MNSQ values (1.25 and 1.23 respectively), which 

implies that test-takers’ responses to this item was very unpredictable. This result indicates 

the presence of construct- irrelevant variance. More insights into item fit and the presence of 

construct-irrelevant variance are provided in the bubble chart representing infit ZSTD (Figure 

4.3).  

                                   

 

Figure 4.3. Bubble chart representing infit ZSTD of LCLT items 

In Figure 4.3, difficulty estimates are read vertically on the logit scale and items are 

placed in ascending order, from the easiest one (item 2) to the most difficult one (item 10). 

Fit values are represented horizontally with acceptable values from -2 to +2 (the red 
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rectangular). The vertical red line starting from 0 is the theoretical straight line that represents 

the unidimensional construct (Bond & Fox, 2001). Items which deviate unacceptably from 

this line, beyond the range between -2 to +2 do not fit the unidimensional construct. The size 

of each bubble depicts measurement error: the bigger the circle, the larger the error. As can 

be seen, the most difficult items (item 10, 29, 22, 11, 34) tended to have larger errors. It was 

likely that the correct answers for these items were sometimes achieved by lucky guesses or 

test-taking strategies rather than the candidates’ listening ability.  

Misfitting items can be clearly identified from Figure 4.3. The items that require 

immediate attention are the underfitting ones with ZSTD larger than 2. Item 11 and item 34 

are underfitting and the presence of construct-irrelevant variance in these items is further 

evidenced by their locations on this bubble chart. Item 9 should also be taken into 

consideration since its location suggests that this item might have been contaminated by 

factor(s) irrelevant to the construct. Even though the infit ZSTD values for item 9 which was 

1.9 is still within the acceptable range, Figure 4.3 shows that this item did not fit the model’s 

expectation perfectly.  This item therefore requires further analysis so as to identify the 

construct-irrelevant factor(s) it may carry.  At the same time, item 5, 3, 8, 15, 30, 7, 25, 21 

were found to overfit the model which means test-takers’ responses to these items were too 

predictable. They all had their ZSTD values lower or equal to -2. 

Thus far, item fit analysis revealed that construct-irrelevant variance was present in 

only three items. This result indicates that the LCLT were not seriously contaminated by 

construct-irrelevant variance. Nevertheless, further analysis is still needed to identify the 

construct-irrelevant factors that these underfitting items may induce. Eight overfitting items 

were spotted from the bubble chart (Figure 4.3). Although these items were relevant to the 

intended construct, they might not be very useful measures of test-takers’ ability since the 

response patterns to these items were too predictable. 
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4.2.5. Reliability of the LCLT scores   

The Rasch model measure reliability for both test-takers and test items with two 

reliability indices known as person reliability and item reliability (Bond & Fox, 2007). These 

reliability indices for the LCLT are presented in Table 4.6.  

Table 4.6. Reliability indices for the LCLT

 

As can be seen, the LCLT had very high item reliability (.97), which suggests that the 

hierarchy of difficulty for LCLT items (see Table 4.3) would be very likely to remain the 

same if the test was given to a different group of test-takers with similar ability levels. In the 

meantime, the person reliability index for the LCLT was .75 which was acceptable. This 

result indicates that we can be relatively confident in the order of person ability according to 

their scores on the LCLT (see Error! Reference source not found.). However, Linacre (

2012) emphasizes that person reliability should be 0.8 for a high-stakes test. Therefore, 

although the LCLT is shown to have acceptable person reliability index, this value is still not 

good enough since it is a high-stakes test. It should also be noted that if the person reliability 

of a test is less than 0.8, that test needs more items (Linacre, 2012). 
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4.3. Assessment of the evaluation and generalization inferences 

 

This section discusses the research findings in relation to the four warrants of the 

evaluation and generalization inferences. It will clarify how the evidence elicited from the 

quantitative analysis of test scores supports or refutes each warrant.  

4.3.1. Inappropriate difficulty levels 

Warrant: Item difficulty was appropriate for test-takers. 

When descriptive statistics were reported for the performance of 200 test-takers on 

this LCLT, it was noted that the scores ranged from 2 to only 28 out of 35. There was only 

one test-taker who scored 28 and that person belonged to the group of English majors. The 

fact that the highest score was still 7 points away from the perfect score suggested that this 

test was very difficult even for English majors of the host university. The results of Rasch 

analysis shed further light on the relation between the ability of test-takers and the difficulty 

of the items in this test. Three items (item 10, 22 and 29) were found to be extremely difficult 

for this group of test-takers. Meanwhile, 28 other items had a relatively good match with the 

majority of test-takers whose ability levels were above -1 logit on the item-person map. That 

left the remaining 48 test-takers, almost a quarter of the test-taking population, with only 4 

items targeting their ability levels. This being the case, there was not enough items to 

distinguish between these test-takers and thus, not enough information to provide an accurate 

ability estimate (Bond & Fox, 2001). The shortage of test items with difficulty levels suitable 

for this group of low-scoring test-takers raised concerns about the precision of test scores as a 

measure of these test-takers’ listening ability.  

Thus far, both descriptive statistics and Rasch analysis have showed that the LCLT 

was very difficult for this group of test-takers. It contained items with high difficulty levels 

which corresponded with higher-proficiency test-takers and tended to neglect the group of 

lower-proficiency ones. The test was found to be very difficult even for English majors of the 
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host university. Taken together, these findings did not support this warrant which holds that 

item difficulty was appropriate for test-takers. 

4.3.2. Reasonable discriminating power 

Warrant: The LCLT items had reasonable discriminating power 

The discrimination indices of the LCLT items ranged from low to very high. Only 

two items had low discriminating power, 25 had their discrimination indices in the moderate 

range, 7 had high discriminating power and only 1 was found to have very high 

discrimination index. Taken together, the LCLT items had moderate discriminating power. 

This result, though quite modest, was still sufficient to support this warrant. 

4.3.3. Relevance between test items and the targeted listening construct 

Warrant: Test items were relevant to the targeted listening construct. 

From the item fit analysis, item 11, 9 and 34 were identified as the ones threatened by 

construct-irrelevant variance. Some might say that these three items should be omitted since 

they were not relevant to the construct and thus not useful measures of listening ability. 

However, as Bond and Fox (2007) strongly emphasize, the identification of misfitting items 

should be used to assist in the detection of problematic items and person performances, not 

just to decide which item should be deleted from the test. Further investigation on these items 

is needed to shed light on what particular construct-irrelevant factors were present and how 

they can be avoided in the future. 

Apart from these three misfitting items, all other items on the test were found to be 

relevant to the targeted listening construct. Nevertheless, eight items (item 3, 5, 7, 8, 15, 21, 

25, 30) were identified as overfitting which means they were relevant but too predictable to 

be useful measures of test-takers’ ability. These items should also be carefully considered 

before a decision is made about whether they should be omitted because deleting overfitting 

items could rob the test of its best items (Bond & Fox, 2007).  
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Overall, with three items that were found to misfit the Rasch model, construct-

irrelevant variance did not seem to be a major threat to this test. This warrant is supported 

because the majority of test items was found to be relevant and useful for measuring the 

targeted listening construct.  

4.3.4. Unsatisfactory person reliability  

Warrant: The LCLT had high item and person reliability indices. 

While the LCLT item reliability was high (.97), its person reliability index (.75) was 

not high enough for a high-stakes test of language proficiency. This result highlights the need 

for more items in the LCLT since 35 items did not seem enough to cover the entire construct 

and provide reliable indicators of test-takers’ ability. This warrant is therefore not supported.  

 

Summary 

Table 4.7 summarizes the evidence and the decisions made for each warrant in the 

evaluation and generalization inference.  
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Table 4.7. Evidence and judgements on the evaluation and generalization inferences 

Inference Warrant Evidence Decision 

 Item difficulty was 

appropriate for test-

takers.  

- Maximum score was only 28 out 

of 35. 

- Test items tended to focus more 

on higher proficiency levels. 

- The listening ability of 48 low-

scorers were not adequately 

represented by test items.  

Item difficulty was not 

appropriate for test-

takers. 

This warrant is not 

supported. 

Test items had 

reasonable 

discriminating 

power.  

- 25 items had moderate 

discrimination indices. 

- 7 items had high discrimination 

indices. 

- 1 item had very high 

discrimination index  

This warrant is 

supported.  However, 

discriminating power 

should still be 

improved for this 

multiple-level 

listening test.  

 

Test items were 

relevant to the 

targeted listening 

construct.  

- 32 items were relevant to the 

listening construct (they were not 

found to contain construct- 

irrelevant variance) 

- Only 3 items were threatened by 

construct-irrelevant variance. 

Construct– irrelevant 

variance was not a 

major problem with 

the LCLT. 

This warrant is 

supported. 

 

 

 

Test-taker’s scores 

on the LCLT was 

reliable.  

 

- Person reliability was .75 

 

Not high enough for a 

high-stakes test.  

This warrant is not 

supported.   

 

As seen in Table 4.7, while the first warrant for the evaluation inference were refuted, 

the other two were supported. Specifically, while the test was found to be very difficult for 

the test-takers, it had reasonable discriminating power and contained little construct-
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irrelevant variance. The evaluation inference therefore was supported but only to a certain 

extent. With discernible evidence that item difficulty was not appropriate for test-takers, there 

is still a concern about the accuracy of assessment. As the only warrant for the generalization 

inference was not fully supported, this inference did not hold eventually.  

This study, at a surface level, brought to light some issues which are worthy of 

attention and further investigation. The high level of difficulty is a major concern but it is not 

yet clear which factors contributed to the cognitive demand of the LCLT items. Although 

construct-irrelevant variance did not seem to seriously affect the test, this finding needs to be 

confirmed by qualitative evidence. The sources of construct-irrelevant variance should also 

be identified if they are to be avoided for future LCLTs. These issues will be addressed in 

Chapter 5 which reports on the qualitative study on the test-takers’ cognitive processes.  
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                            Chapter 5. The test-takers’ cognitive processes 

 

In the validity argument for the LCLT, the explanation inference requires two 

different lines of inquiry and a considerable amount of empirical evidence. This chapter 

reports on only the qualitative study that elicits evidence for the first warrant which holds that 

the LCLT items actually engaged the listening subskills described for level 3, 4 and 5 of 

CEFR-V. In this study, verbal report was used to gain insights into the test-takers’ cognitive 

processes as they were tackling test tasks. This chapter provides, first of all, an overview of 

verbal report as a research methodology. Following this review, the test specifications and the 

actual content of the LCLT are presented. Another important part is dedicated to the 

description of the participants and how their verbal reports were collected. The findings of 

this study are then reported to lay the ground for a decision to be made about how well the 

LCLT items actually engaged the targeted listening subskills. 

5.1. Verbal report in theory and in language testing research  

This section presents the theoretical background of verbal report and reviews relevant 

studies in language testing that used verbal report as the main research method. 

5.1.1. Theoretical background of verbal reports 

As a research methodology, verbal report is a way of gathering data from an 

individual under special conditions in which the person is asked to talk aloud or think aloud 

while or after completing a given task (Green, 1998). Verbal reporting offers individuals an 

opportunity to vocalize what is going through their minds as they are performing a task or 

solving a problem. It allows researchers to observe the similarity or differences in the way 

each individual approaches a problem (Gass & Mackey, 2000).  The collection of verbal 

reports has become vital in a wide range of research areas such as psychology, counselling, 

treatment of autism, speech pathology, neurology, and drug and alcohol addiction (Bowles, 
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2010). In linguistics, this method has been used with increased frequency to investigate many 

aspects of first and second language acquisition. 

Verbal reports can be gathered in different ways, under different conditions, 

depending on the research purposes and research questions (Green, 1998). It is highly 

important that researchers are aware of the differences between various types of verbal 

reports so that they could decide on the appropriate procedure for their research. Green 

(1998) offered a useful overview of popular categories of verbal reports (Figure 5.1). 

 

Figure 5.1. Various types of verbal report procedure 

 

As seen in Figure 5.1, verbal protocols can be divided into talk-aloud and think-aloud. 

Although these terms are often used interchangeably, it is sometimes important to distinguish 

between the two. Ericsson and Simon (1993) clarify that in a talk-aloud protocol, individuals 

are asked to say out loud what they are saying silently to themselves. In this case, the report 

will include information that is already encoded in verbal form (Green, 1998). A typical 

example is a task in which subjects rehearse auditorily presented phonemic information 

(Ericsson & Simon, 1993, p.266) as follows:  
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Auditory presented digits    05545550 

Protocol   0454550 

  04555450 

  04545550  

 

On the other hand, a think-aloud protocol requires participants to “utters thoughts that may 

have been held in memory in some other form (e.g., visually)” (Ericsson & Simon, 1993, p. 

222). Green (1998) points out that while carrying out a task, subjects are likely to attend to 

not only verbal information but also non-verbal visual, auditory or tactile information. Such 

non-verbal information can be transformed and then verbalized in a think-aloud protocol. 

Therefore, the think-aloud method appears to have advantages over talk-aloud for the breadth 

and depth of information gained from verbal reports. However, the decision on which form of 

verbal report to use depends on the nature of the research. Ericsson and Simon (1993) note 

that individuals may not always distinguish between the two so clear and precise instructions 

are a must. 

When it comes to temporal variations, verbal reports fall into two categories: 

concurrent and retrospective. Concurrent reports are generated at the same time as the 

individual is tackling the task while retrospective reports are gathered after the individual has 

completed the task. Between these two types of verbal reports, concurrent reports will be 

more complete and accurate since participants who think aloud during a task are not 

subjected to memory decay (Bowles, 2010). For retrospective reports, the interval between 

task completion and start of verbal report is important since the longer the delay, the more 

likely it is for memory to fade. In research that uses retrospective reports, immediate 

retrospection can be used to minimize the effect of memory on the verbal reports. Ericsson 

and Simon (1993) state that during performance on a task, a subset of the sequence of 

thoughts is stored in long-term memory in the form of a retrievable trace of episodic memory. 

They posit that “if the subjects are asked to report on their last previous cognitive processes, 
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considerable episodic memory can be retrieved from information and cues in short-term 

memory” (Ericsson & Simon, 1993, p.149). Thus, immediate retrospection can still be 

expected to reflect closely the thought process involved in task performance (Wuthe inter, 

1998). 

Verbal reports can be mediated or non-mediated. In the first case, the participant may 

be asked questions about the task so that s/he can explain the thinking process or justify the 

answer. The questions usually target the reason(s) why the participant uses a particular 

approach to solve the problem, or the knowledge and skills s/he employs to complete the 

given task. Gass and Mackey (2000) discuss stimulated recall as a special variation of 

mediated verbal report. This method creates conditions in which participants are provided 

with stimuli such as an audio or video recording of themselves carrying out a task, their own 

observation field notes or even transcription of conversations. As they hear and see these 

stimuli, participants were asked to recall their thought processes during the original event. 

This method will be useful in cases when concurrent verbal reports are not possible such as 

with speaking tasks (Xi, 2008). It is also one good way to overcome the memory effect 

associated with retrospective verbal reports. On the other hand, in non-mediated verbal 

reports, participants are asked to think aloud by themselves and are prompted only when they 

seem to struggle. The prompts should be as non-intrusive as possible and may include 

encouragement like ‘keep talking” for instance (Green, 1998). 

5.1.2. Verbal reports in research on listening tests  

When it comes to listening tests, verbal protocols can be used for various purposes 

such as investigating the cognitive processes involved in listening, identifying factors 

affecting item difficulty, comparing different stimulus materials and different test formats 

(Green, 1998). Buck (1991) used immediate retrospective verbal protocol to collect a 

considerable amount of useful information on processes involved in listening.  This method 
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was also employed by Wu (1998) to investigate the effects of the multiple-choice format on 

the performance of Chinese EFL students as they were sitting a listening test. Taking a 

similar approach, Field (2005) conducted a study on the cognitive validity of the lecture-

based questions in the IELTS Listening paper. He then continued to use immediate 

retrospective verbal report in another study on the effects of single and double play upon 

listening test outcomes and cognitive processing (Field, 2015). Along the same line, Shin 

(2006) relied on retrospective reports to elicit evidence of construct validity of listening test 

items in the Michigan English Language Assessment Battery. Apart from this type of verbal 

report, stimulated recall has proved to be useful for research on listening assessment as well. 

In a study that examined the cognitive validity of the Aptis Listening test, stimulated recall 

was used to unveil the cognitive processes that test-takers underwent to answer items on the 

test (Holzknecht & Eberharter et al., 2017). Winke and Lim (2014) used this method in 

combination with eye-tracking to investigate the extent to which testwiseness and test anxiety 

affected performance on the IELTS Listening test. 

Thus far, it is evident that verbal report has become the method of choice for many 

researchers who ventured into validating listening tests. Due to the nature of listening skill, 

only retrospective verbal report is possible. So as to minimize the effect of memory, most 

researchers choose to use either immediate retrospective verbal reports or stimulated recall. 

The use of verbal report is not limited to only cognitive processes but extended to the 

investigation of other aspects such as the effects of test format, testwiseness and test anxiety 

on test-takers’ performance. 

Despite its usefulness in research on cognitive processes, verbal report is not 

uncontroversial (Green, 1998). Field (2005) points out a number of drawbacks it has as a 

method of researching language skill performance. He emphasizes that reading and listening 

skill can only be investigated indirectly. In case of listening, it is clearly impossible for 
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participants to engage in concurrent verbal report. Thus, retrospective report is the only 

possibility; however, it carries the memory effect. Moreover, the language barrier may 

prevent non-native participants from reporting as fully as they are expected to. 

5.1.3. The validity and reliability of verbal reports  

The major concerns about verbal reports arise from the validity and reliability of not 

only the technique itself but also the data. The validity of verbal reports depends largely on 

the extent to which the reports correspond with the actual thinking process while a task is 

being carried out. Ericsson and Simon (1993), after reviewing a large number of studies, 

come to a conclusion that if the technique is used appropriately, verbal protocol analysis can 

be valid and useful. They argue that as long as the instructions were clear, the act of thinking 

aloud does not interfere with and change a person’s cognitive processes while performing the 

task. However, there has been no possible way to prove that verbalized information truly 

reflects the cognitive process involved in completing a certain task. Validity of the technique 

can only be maximized by a well-prepared procedure in which appropriate and clear 

instructions are used to guide the production of verbal reports (Güss, 2018). Apart from that, 

a delay between completing a task and producing the verbal reports can result in information 

loss from memory, the addition of new information after the task has been completed or the 

alteration of the original information. Most of these problems can be avoided by concurrent 

verbal reports; however, they are considerable concerns for retrospective reports. 

The reliability of this technique refers to consistency, the ability to collect the same 

data at a different time (Güss, 2018). In order to elicit evidence of the reliability of the 

technique, one subject can be asked to work on the same tasks several times then the verbal 

reports will be compared. In fact, there are only a few studies on the reliability and 

consistency of verbal reports. 
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Once the reports have been collected, they will be coded and it is this coding stage 

that contains certain threats to the validity and reliability of the encoded data. The validity of 

coding addresses the issue of whether or not a code for a given protocol truly captures the 

cognitive processes as understood from the verbalized information (Green, 1998). 

Meanwhile, the issue of reliability revolves around the possibility that the same data might be 

coded in the same category by two independent coders or by the same individual coding the 

set of protocol twice. The reliability of encoded data might be affected by transcriber and 

coder variables as well. As recommended by Güss (2018), to minimize problems related to 

transcribing, this job should be done by native speakers of the participants’ language. As far 

as coders are concerned, Green (1998) lays stress on the importance of establishing inter-

coder reliability and intra-coder reliability. It was also found that retrospective reports are less 

reliable than concurrent reports because of failures to recall the correct thought process for 

the previous decision (Fidler, 1983). Therefore, concurrent verbalizations should probably be 

the preferred method so as to ensure the reliability of data. 

Generally speaking, verbal report is a labour-intensive research method. The 

preparation, collection, coding and analysis of data are much more time-consuming compared 

to other methodologies. However, the breadth and depth of information acquired about the 

cognitive processes that subjects are engaged in during task performance is well worth the 

time and effort. In this particular study, the limitations of verbal reports are hoped to be 

compensated for by the rich insights into the test-takers’ thought processes. 

5.2. The specifications and actual design of the LCLT  

This section provides important insights into the underlying construct of the LCLT 

and how this construct was operationalized for the purpose of test development. First, the test 

specifications, which lay the groundwork for the development of the LCLT, are provided. 
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Another focus of this section is the way in which the test items and tasks were presented to 

test-takers in the real test event. 

5.2.1. Descriptors for listening skill in the CEFR-V 

The descriptors for listening in the CEFR-V are very much similar to the original 

descriptors that can be found in the CEFR. Since the LCLT targets level 3 to level 5 of the 

CEFR-V (which are equivalent to B1 to C1 in the CEFR), it will be most relevant, at this 

stage, to provide the descriptors for these levels (Table 5.1).   

Table 5.1. General descriptors for listening in CEFR-V 

 

Descriptors for listening are then provided for four certain contexts:  

Level Descriptors 

Level 3 

(B1- CEFR) 

Can understand straightforward factual information about common every 

day or job-related topics, provided speech is clearly articulated in a 

generally familiar accent.  

Can understand the main points of standard speech on familiar matters 

regularly encountered in work, school, leisure etc., including short 

narratives, provided speech is clearly articulated in a generally familiar 

accent   

 Level 4 

(B2 – CEFR) 

Can understand standard spoken language, live or broadcast, on both 

familiar and unfamiliar topics normally encountered in personal, social, 

academic and vocational life.  

Can understand the main ideas of propositionally and linguistically 

complex speech on both concrete and abstract topics, including technical 

discussions in his/her field of specialization.  

Can follow extended speech and complex lines of argument provided the 

topic is reasonably familiar and the direction of the talk is sign-posted by 

explicit markers.  

Level 5 

(C1 – CEFR) 

Can understand enough to follow extended speech on abstract and 

complex topics even when the talk is not clearly structured and the 

relationships between ideas are not signalled explicitly.  

Can understand necessary information of public announcements  
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• Listening to conversations between native speakers; 

• Listening to lectures and presentations;  

• Listening to announcements and instructions;  

• Listening to audio media and recordings.  

These descriptors can be found in Appendix I. Together with the overall descriptors in Table 

5.1, they are taken as the target construct and form the basis for the development of the 

LCLT. 

5.2.2. The LCLT specifications  

Once the construct of the LCLT has been identified, it is operationalized in terms of which 

particular subskill that each test item should target. The LCLT, with 35 multiple-choice 

questions (MCQ), is expected to measure a total number of 16 listening subskills which 

represent listening ability from level 3 to level 5 in the CEFR-V. The LCLT specifications 

provide details of how these subskills should be covered by the test items (Table 5.2). It is 

clear from these specifications that Part 1 focuses mainly on level 3 with 7 out of 8 items 

targeting this level. In Part 2, the majority of items (8 out of 12) represents level 4. The main 

target of Part 3 is level 5 with 12 out of 15 items set at this level. With this being the case, the 

LCLT items are expected to be arranged in order of increasing difficulty. As seen in Table 

5.2, the LCLT covers 3 text types, including:  

• announcements, instructions  

• conversations (short and long)  

• monologues (talks/lectures)  
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Table 5.2. The LCLT specifications 

 

Part  The input text Listening subskills targeted 

Part 1 • 08 Short and clear conversations, 

announcements, instructions.  

• Length: 30-60 words 

• Familiar topics related to 

everyday life 

• Level of input: level 3 

• Number of items: 08  

• Understanding the main points of short, clear announcements, 

instructions or conversations (Level 3, targeted by 2 MCQs)  

• Understanding details of discussion around him/her provided 

speech is clearly articulated (Level 3, targeted by 4 MCQs)  

• Understanding enough to follow detailed directions or instructions 

(Level 3, targeted by 1 MCQ)  

• Listening and making simple inferences about the context (Level 

4, targeted by 1 MCQ).  

Part 2 • 03 conversations between native 

speakers or fluent speakers of 

English.  

• Length: 2 minutes (each) 

• Topic: social, occupational, 

educational  

• Level of input: level 3, 4, 5 

• Number of items: 12 

• Understanding the main points of clear, standard speech (Level 3, 

targeted by 1 MCQ). 

• Understanding the main ideas of propositionally and linguistically 

complex speech on familiar topics (Level 4, targeted by 1 MCQ). 

• Understanding the main ideas of a discussion/conversation even 

when content is not straightforward and clearly structured (Level 

5, targeted by 1 MCQ).  

• Understanding details of discussion around him/her when they are 

not clearly articulated (Level 4, targeted by 6 MCQs) 

• Listening and making inferences about the speaker’s attitude and 

opinion through his/her tone and language use (Level 4, targeted 

by 1 MCQ). 

• Understanding discourse function and the purpose of the speaker 

(Level 5, targeted by 2 MCQs)  

Part 3 3 talks/lectures by native speakers or 

fluent speakers of English  

Length: 2-3 minutes (each)  

Topic: social, educational, 

occupational  

Level of input: Level 4, 5  

Number of items: 15  

 

• Understanding new words in context (Level 4, targeted by 1 

MCQ)  

• Understanding the main points and structure of propositionally 

and linguistically complex speech including technical discussions 

(Level 4, targeted by 2 MCQs)  

• Understanding the purpose of the speaker even when it is not 

clearly and directly articulated (Level 5, targeted by 2 MCQs)  

• Understanding details in propositionally and linguistically 

complex speech (Level 5, targeted by 7 items) 

• Making inferences about the speaker’s attitude and opinion when 

they are only implied and not signalled explicitly (Level 5, 

targeted by 1 MCQs)  

• Understanding idiomatic expressions (Level 5, targeted by 1 

MCQ)  
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5.2.3. The actual design of the LCLT  

The design of the LCLT follows the overall format as determined in the test 

specifications with 3 parts and 35 MCQs. Table 5.3 provides an overview of the actual test 

content.  

Table 5.3. The actual content of the LCLT  

Part Content Item 

Part 1 

(8 short conversations) 

Everyday topics: transport, 

shopping, holiday, birthday 

invitation 

Item 1 to item 8  

(one item for each 

conversation)  

 

Part 2 

(3 long conversations 

between native 

speakers)  

Conversation 1: Three people 

discussing a movie 

Item 9 to item 12  

Conversation 2: Interviewing a 

singer in a famous band 

Item 13 to item 16 

Conversation 3: Interviewing an 

engineer  

Item 17 to item 20  

Part 3 

(3 long talks given by 

native speakers)  

Talk 1: The Smithsonian 

museum   

Item 21 to item 25 

Talk 2: Volcanoes in the US  

 

Item 26 to 30 

Talk 3: A students’ concert Item 31 to 35  

 

The 35 MCQs in the LCLT were written in the traditional format. Each question has 

an item stem and four response options. Among the four alternatives, one is the correct 

answer and the other three are distractors. It is important to note that this test offers full 

question preview in which both item stem and response options are showed prior to listening.  

All instructions are clearly given in both written and spoken forms. In Part 2 and 3 of 

the LCLT where long conversations and talks are included, a brief description of the context 
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is given before each conversation or talk. For example, prior to listening to a long 

conversation in Part 2, candidates can hear and read:  

“You will hear an interview with an engineer called Roger Moffet, whose working life 

has changed dramatically over the past ten years.”  

Before listening to a lecture in part 3, this short introduction is given in both written and 

spoken form:  

“You will hear a lecture about volcanoes in the US.”  

The introduction of the context helps to prepare and familiarize test-takers with the input and 

the test tasks.  

5.3. Aims and methodology of the study    

This study focuses on the warrant which holds that the LCLT items actually engaged 

the listening subskills described for level 3, 4, and 5 of the CEFR-V. Backing for this warrant 

is evidence that the 16 listening subskills listed in the test specifications were adequately 

engaged by the LCLT items. Such evidence was elicited by analysing test-takers’ verbal 

reports. This section provides details of the participants as well as the procedure for 

collecting and analysing their think-aloud protocols.  

5.3.1. Participants 

This study recruited a total number of 10 participants who were English majors at the 

host university. At the time of the study, they were in their third and final year. These 

participants never took the LCLT before.  The information sheet and consent form are provided 

in Appendix E and F. Given that confidentiality and anonymity are of paramount importance 

in my research, participants were given names other than their real names. The list of 

participants’ pseudo names and their background information is provided in Table 5.4.  
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Table 5.4. Background information of the participants 

Name Age  Gender  

 

First language  

Chi  21 Female Vietnamese 

Trang  21 Female Vietnamese 

Thu 22 Female Vietnamese 

Vy 20 Female Vietnamese 

Mai 20 Female Vietnamese 

Nam 19 Female Vietnamese 

Nga 20 Female Vietnamese 

Van 21 Female Vietnamese 

An 20 Female Vietnamese 

Minh 20 Female Vietnamese 

 

In this study, the participants were not selected according to any set of criteria. Since 

the nature of the study is exploratory, any subject will be useful for the insights they can provide 

about what is going through their minds as they are tackling test tasks. In this case, it is more 

useful to have participants who are interested in the study and willing to give in-depth 

information of their cognitive processes (Charters, 2003). This best describes the 10 

participants who voluntarily chose to be part of this study. 

It is important to note that this group of participants was not familiar with verbal 

reports. Therefore, each of them was given a 15-minute training session before they started 

the think-aloud process. In this session, I gave the participant an example of a test task and 

demonstrated thinking aloud as I was working on the task. After that, each participant had the 

opportunity to practice until they were confident and ready to take the LCLT and start 

reporting their thinking process. 

5.3.2. Collection of verbal reports 

To collect verbal reports for this study, each subject was scheduled for a one-on-one 

meeting with me. Each meeting started with a 15-minute training session as previously 

mentioned. The participant then started listening and answered test items at the same time. 

Whenever an option was circled, the recording was immediately paused so that the 

participant could start explaining why she came up with that answer. This way, the effect of 
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memory was minimized and the information obtained through the verbal reports could 

closely reflect the actual cognitive processes that the participants went through. In case the 

responses were briefer than had been expected, further questions were asked so that the 

participants could explain their thinking process in greater detail. These questions were more 

encouraging than intrusive and only asked when necessary. To ensure that all the information 

was precisely conveyed, the language used for all the think-aloud sessions was Vietnamese.   

With a view to conducting an in-depth investigation of the cognitive processes that 

test-takers underwent as they answered the test items, time was not controlled in this study. 

Each participant was encouraged to take their time and report as much information as they 

could. Indeed, the participants were asked to take a test but in a non-test condition, which 

certainly made the whole test-taking experience much less authentic. However, this loss in 

authenticity was compensated for by the depth of information that was obtained from each 

participant. 

Once collected, the verbal reports were transcribed with NVivo 12. Each transcription 

included both the participant’s report and questions from me. Since all the verbal reports 

were in Vietnamese, they were translated into English after being transcribed. I was 

responsible for both the transcription and translation of the verbal data.  

5.3.3. Analysis of verbal reports  

To prepare for the analysis of the verbal reports, a coding scheme was developed by 

considering all the listening subskills that the LCLT targeted. This process was 

straightforward since a list of pre-defined listening subskills had already been provided in the 

test specifications (Table 5.2). For the purpose of developing a coding scheme, the listening 

subskills targeted by the LCLT were singled out and presented in Table 5.5. 
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Table 5.5. Listening subskills targeted by the LCLT 

Part Targeted listening subskills 

 

 

Part 1 

 

• Understanding the main points of short, clear announcements or 

conversations  

• Understanding details of discussion around him/her provided speech is 

clearly articulated 

• Understanding and following detailed directions or instructions 

• Listening and making simple inferences about the context  

 

 

 

Part 2 

• Understanding the main points of clear, standard speech  

• Understanding the main ideas of propositionally and linguistically 

complex speech on familiar topics 

• Understanding the main ideas of a discussion/conversation even when 

content is not straightforward and clearly structured  

• Understanding details of a discussion around him/her when they are not 

clearly articulated 

• Listening and making inferences about the speaker’s attitude and opinion 

through his/her tone and language use 

• Understanding discourse function and the purpose of the speaker 

 

 

 

 

Part 3 

• Understanding new words in context  

• Understanding the main points and structure of propositionally and 

linguistically complex speech including technical discussions 

• Understanding the purpose of the speaker even when it is not clearly and 

directly articulated  

• Understanding details in propositionally and linguistically complex 

speech 

• Making inferences about the speaker’s attitude and opinion when they are 

only implied and not signalled explicitly  

• Understanding idiomatic expressions 
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In the first step of data analysis, each subskill was coded. The coding scheme 

therefore consisted of 16 encoded categories. In the next step, each verbal report was 

segmented. Then, each segment was matched to the encoded category that corresponded to 

the cognitive process represented by that segment. This process was carried out with NVivo 

12. Once the data had been coded, the analysis results were generated in terms of two 

important aspects, the particular listening subskills reported by the participants and the 

frequency of these subskills in the verbal data.  

5.4. Results of verbal report analysis 

The analysis of verbal data brought to light the extent to which the LCLT items 

covered the targeted listening construct. It also revealed which factors actually affected the 

participants’ performance and in what way. These substantial findings are reported in this 

section.  

5.4.1. Coverage of the target construct 

As evidenced by the think-aloud protocols, the LCLT provided very limited coverage 

of the intended construct. Among the 16 listening subskills targeted by the test, only five of 

them were identified in all the participants’ verbal reports. The test construct was clearly 

under-represented because the majority of the targeted listening subskills were not engaged in 

answering the test items. This finding raises concerns about the validity of the LCLT and the 

plausibility of the explanation inference. Table 5.6 highlights the listening subskills that were 

actually engaged in by the LCLT items and the frequency at which they were referred to in 

the participants’ responses. 
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Table 5.6. Listening subskills engaged by the LCLT items  

Part  Listening subskills No. of 

participants 

reporting 

No. of 

references 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 1 

Understanding the main points of short, clear 

announcements or conversations  

 0 0 

Understanding details of discussion around 

him/her provided speech is clearly articulated  

10 128 

Understanding and following detailed directions or 

instructions 

0 0 

Listening and making simple inferences about the 

context  

10 32 

Understanding the main points of clear, standard 

speech  

0 0 

 

 

 

  Part 2 

Understanding the main ideas of propositionally and 

linguistically complex speech on familiar topics  

0 0 

Understanding the main ideas of a 

discussion/conversation even when content is not 

straightforward and clearly structured.  

0 0 

Understanding details of a discussion around 

him/her when they are not clearly articulated  

10 163 

Listening and making inferences about the 

speaker’s attitude and opinion through his/her 

tone and language use  

10 62 

Understanding discourse function and the purpose 

of the speaker  

9 9 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 3 

Listening and understand new words in context 0 0 

Listening and identify the main points and structure of 

propositionally and linguistically complex speech 

including technical discussions 

0 0 

Listen and understand the purpose of the speaker even 

when it is not clearly and directly articulated  

0 0 

Listen and make inferences about the speaker’s 

attitudes and opinions when they are only implied and 

not signalled explicitly 

0 0 

Listen and recognize details in propositionally and 

linguistically complex speech 

0 0 

Listen and understand idiomatic expressions 0 0 
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 As can be seen from Table 5.6, there was no evidence of important subskills which 

comprise the major part of the construct. Surprisingly, the ability to identify main idea(s) of a 

conversation or talk was completely neglected. While this ability was mentioned 5 times in 

the test specifications (Table 5.2), it was not found in the verbal data.  All the subskills that 

were deemed most cognitively demanding and supposed to be targeted by items in Part 3 of 

the LCLT were also absent from the verbal reports. 

Among the five subskills that were evidenced from the participants’ responses, the 

top-rated subskill was “understanding details of a discussion around him/her when they are 

not clearly articulated”. It was reported by all the 10 participants and referred to 163 times in 

the verbal data. The second ranked subskill was “understanding details of discussion around 

him/her provided speech is clearly articulated”. This subskill was present in all the 

participants’ verbal reports with 128 references. In the third place was the ability to listen and 

make inferences about the speaker’s attitude and opinion through his/her tone and language 

use. It was identified in all 10 participant’s verbal reports with 62 references. The ability to 

listen and make simple inferences about the context was also reported by all the participants 

but far less popular with only 32 references. Finally, the ability to recognize discourse 

function was referred to only nine times by nine participants.  

It was clear from this result that the LCLT items engaged mainly the ability to 

identify details and the ability to make inferences from what is heard. The five listening 

subskills reported by the participants will be described in the following subsections. For each 

subskill, certain test items will be subjected to in-depth analysis. These are the items for 

which the subjects’ responses provided the richest insights into their thinking processes. For 

each test item, the question and the multiple-choice options are given first with the correct 

answer in bold. Then, the relevant content from the input text is provided. After that, the most 

relevant parts of the subjects’ verbal reports are quoted. My observations are then presented 
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to supplement the verbal data. Excerpts from the protocols are in italics. Words taken from 

the input or the test questions are in quotation marks.  

5.4.1.1. Understanding clearly articulated details  

In the verbal data, there was extensive evidence of the ability to identify details of a 

discussion when speech was clearly articulated. This ability was referred to 128 times in the 

participants’ responses to certain items in part 1, 2 and 3 of the LCLT (Table 5.7). 

Table 5.7. Items engaging the ability to understand clearly articulated details  

Part Item 

Part 1 Item 1, 2, 4, 6, 7 

Part 2 Item 13, 15 

Part 3 Item 22, 24, 25, 26, 27, 30 

 

The participants’ reports on how they answered item 1, 2, 7, 15, 22 will be subjected to in-

depth analysis as follows.  

Item 1 

How does the man travel to Liverpool?   

A. By train 

B. By bus 

C. By car 

D. By plane  

Audio script: 

- Excuse me, I’d like to go to Liverpool on Friday. 

- Well, you can go by bus or train. 

- Is the train expensive?  

- Yes, the bus is much cheaper. It’s only 20 pounds. 

- Right, that’s better for me. Can I have a ticket, please?  
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- Yes, certainly. 

Number of correct answers: 10/10 

 The general impression on the participants’ verbalizations was that they all felt 

confident about their answers and reported very quickly what was going through their minds. 

The following reports from the two participants named Chi and Trang are typical of the 

responses for this item.  

(1) Chi: I choose B, by bus. In the conversation, the woman gave the man two options, train 

and bus. She also said that train was more expensive and bus was much cheaper. So, the man 

chose to go by bus because he said it was better for him.   

(2) Trang: My answer is B, by bus because when the woman gave the man two options, he 

asked whether the train was expensive. She said yes and added that bus was much cheaper. 

He said it was a better choice. So, he chose to go by bus and after that he bought the ticket.  

 Through the examples of Chi and Trang, it was apparent that they were both very 

certain about the answer and able to explain themselves. These participants recalled the 

content of the conversation without pauses or hesitation. In their explanation, they mainly 

used the words from the audio script. The particular detail necessary for answering item 1 

was well understood at word level and the participants did not have to go any further than 

retelling what they heard.  Bottom-up processing was clearly evidenced in all the 10 

responses to this item.  

Item 2 

Which bill has just arrived?   

A. Water 

B. Gas 

C. Electricity 

D. Phone  
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Audio script:  

- Is that the electricity bill?  

- No, it’s the water bill.  

- Is it very big?  

- Not as bad as last time.  

- Oh, good.  

Number of correct answers: 10/10 

For this item, the participants gave responses in which bottom-up processing was key 

and the detail needed for the answer was easily identified. For example: 

(3) Vy:  It was clear, it was the water bill. He thought it was an electricity bill but it turned out to be 

water.  

(4) Chi: The information is clear from the conversation. Although they mentioned electricity 

from the beginning but it was just as question from the first person. And then the second 

person confirmed that it was not the electricity bill, it was the water bill.  

Vy and Chi both emphasized with certainty how clear the information was. It could be 

inferred that the details needed to answer the question were totally understandable at word 

level. These participants justified their answers by retelling or summarizing the relevant part 

of the conversation.  

Item 7 

When will they go on holiday?  

A. June 

B. July 

C. August 

D. September   
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Audio script:  

- Do you want to come on holiday with me in the summer? 

- Sure! I can go in June, July or September. 

- Well, June will be best for me. July is too hot and I have to work in September.  

- Ok, where should we go?  

Number of correct answers: 10/10 

The participants’ responses to this item included recalling key words and details from 

the conversation. There was no evidence of high-level thinking that went beyond the word 

level. For example: 

(5) Thu: Two people were planning their summer holiday together. The person who was 

asked said that he could go in June, July and September. However, the person who asked 

said that July was too hot and he had to go to work in September so they could only go in 

June.  

(6) Nam: I choose June because he suggested going on summer holiday and there were three 

options, June, July or September. But July was too hot, September, he had to work. So, June.  

Thu and Nam were able to quickly choose the correct answer and give their 

explanation. They did not seem to have any trouble understanding the input. It was clear that 

bottom-up processing was sufficient to answer this item.   

Item 15 

This item was written for an interview in part 2 of the LCLT. This is an interview 

with a singer called Nick Parker who plays in a band called Krispy with his sister Mel. The 

question reads:  

The band Krispy started after 

A. Nick began studying at music school.  

B. two other musicians heard Nick and Mel playing  
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C. Nick had enough money.  

D. Nick and Mel advertised for the band members.  

Audio script:  

- Your band, Krispy, has two guys and two girls in it. How was it formed?  

- Mel and I were playing in a concert at our college and there were two students from music 

school in the audience. They came to see us after the show and asked if we’d like to form a 

band with them. We weren’t sure at first because we were much younger than them but we 

agreed to try it out and it was brilliant.  

Number of correct answers: 10/10 

The cognitive processes involved in answering item 15 are much similar to those for 

item 1 and 7. When the input was clear and understandable to the listeners, they made their 

decisions with ease, matching the straightforward information from the input text with the 

most suitable option. The participants were shown to be in total control and very certain 

about their answers like An and Nam in their responses below. 

(7) An: I choose B because he mentioned that 2 musicians came to see Nick and Mel perform 

and invited Nick and Mel to join them. So, the band was formed after that and it was very 

successful.  

(8) Nam: Two other people came to watch Nick and Mel play. After that, they wanted to form 

a band with Nick and Mel. 

Item 22 

This item was written for a monologue in part 3 of the LCLT. This was a talk to a group of 

visitors to the Smithsonian museums in America. The question reads:  

How many items are on exhibit in the Smithsonian museums?  

A. Several 

B. Sixty thousand  
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C. Millions and millions  

D. Sixteen million  

Audio script:  

I hope you’ve enjoyed your visit so far in Washington DC. Today we’re going on a tour of 

the Smithsonian. The Smithsonian is actually several museums, each with a different focus, 

situated together on a mall. These museums in total have more than sixty million items on 

exhibit. 

Number of correct answers: 2/10  

Unlike all other items that engage the ability to understand clearly articulated details, 

the participants’ performance on item 22 was unexpectedly poor. An and Minh were the only 

two participants who answered the item correctly while all the other ones opted for the same 

incorrect answer (option D).  

Data for the correct answers:  

(9) An: I heard sixteen million but I also heard that there were more than sixteen million. So, 

I think if I choose sixteen million, it will not be correct. Millions and millions is better 

because there were more than sixteen million. My answer is C.  

An picked up an important linguistic cue which was the number of exhibits in the 

museums. However, she misheard the exact number and thought it was sixteen instead of 

sixty million. It was most likely that An mistook “sixty” for “sixteen” because she wrongly 

identified the stressed syllable. Fortunately, the phrase “more than” saved her from making 

the wrong decision. With this clue, An was certain that the answer was C (millions and 

millions). 

(10) Minh: I choose D. She said sixty million. Million does not mean several so A is not 

correct. I didn’t hear the word thousand so sixty thousand is not correct, either. D is also not 

correct because she said sixty not sixteen million. My answer is C, millions and millions.  
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Unlike An, Minh recognized the correct number, sixty million. Therefore, she was 

able to fix the answer from the beginning. However, Minh also considered the other options 

and justified why they were not chosen.  

Data for the incorrect answers:   

(11) Chi: I’m sure it’s sixteen million because she said so. I choose D.  

(12) Thu: She said more than sixteen million exhibits in these museums.  

(13) Nga: They mentioned the number of exhibits and it is sixteen million.  

(14) Trang: It’s very clear. She said sixteen million. 

The responses from Chi, Thu, Nga and Trang were typical of those who came up with 

the incorrect answer. The obvious reason was that they all mistook “sixty” for “sixteen”. It 

was clear that word recognition was a problem when the word mentioned in the input and the 

one included in one of the response options have very similar pronunciation and differ mainly 

in the word stress. Moreover, when there was partial lexical overlap between the key word 

from the input text and one of the distractors, most participants quickly fell into that trap. 

For item 22, the targeted detail was clearly articulated in the input and the participants 

did not report any problem understanding the information. That being said, given the 

participants’ scores, it was one of the most difficult items of the test. The main reason was 

that it targeted the ability to recognize the exact number from a stream of speech, especially 

when this number had tricky pronunciation. Out of the 10 participants, only one of them was 

able to recognize the right number (sixty) while all the other ones mistook it for sixteen. Item 

22 is an example showing that an item that targets low-level cognitive processes can still be 

very challenging for the listeners when it focuses on one particular tricky language item. 

The participants’ responses to items 1, 2, 7, 15 and 22 illustrated their ability to 

identify details of discussion around them when speech was clearly articulated. What stood 

out from their verbal reports was the dominance of bottom-up processing. Since the input was 
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clear and understandable to the subjects, they tended to figure out the answers based on the 

surface meanings of the words they could hear. Most of the items that engaged this subskill 

were found to be very easy for this group of participants with 10 out of 10 correct answers. 

The only exception was item 22 in which the participants’ ability to recognize a particular 

number was put to the test. The problem that the subjects had in identifying the stressed 

syllable and distinguishing between “sixty” and “sixteen” prevented them from coming up 

with the correct answer. As determined in the test specifications, the ability to understand 

details of a discussion when they are clearly articulated should be targeted by only 4 items in 

part 1 of the LCLT. However, this subskill was still spotted in Part 2 and 3 where more 

sophisticated listening abilities were expected. 

5.4.1.2. Understanding implicit details  

This subskill ranked first in terms of coverage with a total number of 163 references. 

Although it was the main focus for Part 2, the subskill was also engaged by items in Part 1 

and 3 of the LCLT (Table 5.8). 

Table 5.8. Items engaging the ability to understand implicit details 

 

Part Item 

Part 1 Item 3, 5, 8 

Part 2 Item 10, 11, 12, 14, 16  

Part 3 Item 23, 28, 29, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35  

 

The participants’ responses to items 10, 11, 16, 28 and 35 provide the most useful 

insights into not only their cognitive processes but also the impact of certain text and task-

related factors on the test-takers’ performance. These items will be discussed in detail in the 

following section. 
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Item 10 

Context: You will hear three people Wendy, Mrs. Turner and Adrian discussing a film they 

have just seen at the cinema.  

What do Wendy and her mum disagree about?  

A. Whether or not Wendy covered her eyes. 

B. Whether or not they will see the film again. 

C. Whether or not the film was P.G rated.  

D. Whether or not the film was frightening. 

Auditory input:  

Wendy: Well, you always like these mindless special effect movies. I mean, where was the 

acting?  

Mrs. Turner: The dinosaurs were good. The last film I saw with dinosaurs, you could see 

they were made of rubber but these ones look real. It’s amazing.   

Adrian: It’s all done with computer graphics. I will say they look much better on the big 

screen than they did on my mate’s pirate video. But at least I could smoke at my mate’s 

house.  

Wendy: Well, if everyone was smoking in the cinema, you wouldn’t be able to see the 

picture, would you? Anyway, that’s one movie I won’t be bothering to take out on video. 

Adrian: You just didn’t like it because you were frightened.  

Wendy: No, I wasn’t. What are you talking about?  

Adrian: I saw you covering your eyes.  

Wendy: I wasn’t covering my eyes. I was laughing. 

Mrs. Turner: Well, I couldn’t look sometimes. I mean it was only a PG film but some of the 

scenes were, well, pretty… 

Wendy: You mean hilarious. Well, at least it wasn’t too long. 
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Number of correct answers: 1/10 

Data for the correct answer:  

(15) Nga: The answer is D, whether or not the film was frightening because I could hear the 

word “frightened” in the conversation. 

Nga’s correct answer was clearly not based on her understanding of the input. In fact, 

she was able to recognize only the word “frightened” from the conversation and simply 

matched it with option D (whether or not the film was frightening) since this option provided 

partial lexical overlap with what she could hear. Nga’s successful attempt with item 10 had 

more to do with luck than her actual comprehension of the text and the overall context of the 

conversation. 

Data for the incorrect answers: 

Option A – whether or not Wendy covered her eyes 

(16) Nam: I think there are two possible answers. They said the film was frightening and they 

also argued whether she covered her eyes or not. I think the answer is A because they 

disagreed on whether she covered her eyes. 

(17) An: I think A and C are possible because they mentioned whether Wendy covered her 

eyes and P.G rated. I am in favour of A since they talked more about it. They did not talk a lot 

about P.G rated and it did not sound like they were arguing with each other about it. 

In their responses, Nam and An made no references to the number of speakers and the 

distinction between their voices. These two participants did not seem to be aware of the fact 

that more than two interlocutors were involved in the conversation. The focus of their 

attention was on the link between what they heard and the response options. Nam was in two 

minds between A and D because she could hear that the film was frightening and “they also 

argued about whether she covered her eyes or not”. Meanwhile, An was considering A and C 

because “they mentioned whether Wendy covered her eyes and P.G rated”. In the end, both 
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Nam and An chose option A since they were convinced by the disagreement on whether 

Wendy covered her eyes or not. However, this was the argument between Wendy and Adrian 

which obviously served as a distraction. The inability to distinguish between speakers was 

clearly a contributing factor in Nam and An’s unsuccessful attempt with this item. 

 

Option C – whether or not the film is P.G rated. 

(18) Thu: In this part, they mentioned that the film was about dinosaurs. They did not 

mention whether Wendy was closing her eyes or not. They did not say anything about 

whether they will see it again. I think the answer is D, whether the film was frightening. But 

C was also possible. … Oh no, it’s not this option because this was between the father and 

the daughter. It’s not A, either because the father said that, not the mother. Later, the mother 

mentioned that the film was P or G rated. About option B, the daughter said the film was ….. 

I forgot. I think the answer is C. 

 When she was half way through her verbal report, Thu suddenly remembered that 

there were three people in the conversation and in her interpretation, they were father, mother 

and daughter. She immediately recalled in her memory who said what and to whom. This 

process seemed to add more pressure on Thu’s memory since she had to recall not only the 

content of the conversation but also the exact detail that this person said to one of the other 

two interlocutors. It got even more complicated when Thu had to match what she could 

remember with each of the response options. At one point she seemed to get overwhelmed 

and admitted “I forgot”.  Although she was able to pick the correct option from the 

beginning, Thu was bewildered by the fact that three speakers were involved at the same time 

in that particular part of the conversation. That eventually led her to the incorrect answer. 
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(19) Minh: I remember that I heard Wendy and Adrian talk much more than Wendy and her 

mum. I heard Mrs. Turner said something like “it’s P.G rated”. Oh yes! I think the answer 

for item 10 was C because when she said “it’s only P.G rated”, Wendy said “you mean 

hilarious”. It’s like they didn’t understand each other. I think so. The rest of the 

conversation, Wendy and Adrian talked to each other more. When Wendy mentioned whether 

or not the film was frightening, Adrian asked “were you scared”. Wendy said no. I remember 

that Wendy said she would not buy a video to watch it again, but she did not say that to her 

mom. Her mom did not disagree about that. The other three options were related to the 

discussion between Wendy and Adrian.  

 Minh started her report with a comment on how much the three speakers interacted 

with each other in the conversation. This indicates that apart from trying to understand the 

content, she actually went beyond utterance level to gain an overall impression of how many 

people were conversing and to what extent they were involved in the conversation. Then, she 

went on the recall what each of the speakers said and how they responded to each other. Minh 

was convinced that C was the correct answer because she could hear Mrs. Turner say “it’s 

only P.G rated” and also because both Mrs. Turner and Wendy were involved in this part of 

the conversation. She then justified why the other three options were not correct, reasoning 

that “they were all related to the discussion between Wendy and Adrian”. Minh’s response to 

item 10 revealed a complicated cognitive process in which she almost simultaneously (a) 

caught the key words from the input, (b) identified who said what in the conversation, and (c) 

use both the key words and her memory of the speakers to choose an answer and disconfirm 

the other three options. Although Minh was able to understand the overall context of the 

conversation, she still opted for the wrong answer. It seems possible that the input text and 

the design of item 10 distracted Minh from understanding the intended message. As a result, 

she was only able to process information at the surface level and choose C because she heard 
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“P.G rated” in the interaction between Wendy and her mother.  

Thu and Minh are the two typical examples of the participants who were confused or 

distracted by the number of speakers in the input conversation related to item 10. Four other 

subjects (Chi, Vy, Mai, Van) also reported a similar experience. It was clear from their verbal 

data that the number of speakers in this conversation contributed to the increased cognitive 

load on these six participants. While the question focused particularly on the disagreement 

between Wendy and her mother, the alternatives involved details of both the debate between 

Wendy and Adrian, and the discussion between Wendy and her mother. Moreover, the fact 

that Wendy and Adrian dominated that part of the conversation made it even more 

challenging for the listeners to focus on the interaction between Wendy and her mother. It 

seems possible that when the participants had to listen to all three speakers at the same time 

and try to distinguish between them, less attention was paid to other important factors such as 

the actual content of the conversation, the language use and the speakers’ tone. 

With only one correct answer, item 10 stood out as the most difficult item of the 

LCLT. It is worth noting that this result is consistent with the finding of the quantitative 

analysis in Chapter 4. So far, this item has been found to be the most challenging item for 

both the large group of 200 test-takers with varying levels of proficiency and this small group 

of 10 English majors. The analysis of the verbal data suggests that the number of speakers 

involved in the conversation was a major factor contributing to the difficulty level of this 

item. Apart from that, the lexical overlap between the text and the incorrect options was also 

found to affect item difficulty in this case. 

Item 11 

This item was designed for the same conversation and thus shares the same context with item 

10 which was discussed above.  
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What is it they suggested that they do now that the movie has ended?  

A. Go straight home 

B. Go to see a friend 

C. Go for dinner  

D. Go for a drink  

Audio script  

Wendy: ….. Look! It’s only a quarter past ten.  

Mrs. Turner: Oh, yes, ten minutes till last orders. Why don’t we go for a quick one at the           

King’s Head.                       

Wendy: Adrian can’t. Don’t you remember. He’s driving. 

Number of correct answers: 3/10 

With only three correct answers, this item is difficult one for this group of 

participants. It should be noted that, all the distractors worked since each of them was picked 

at least once by the unsuccessful participants. 

Data for the correct answer  

(20) Nam: Uhm, I forgot where they wanted to go but they said they had ten minutes to do 

something. I think with ten minutes, they could only go for a drink. They could not go for 

dinner or do anything else. So, I choose, go for a drink. 

Nam depended entirely on one single detail which was the phrase “ten minutes”. It 

seemed possible that “ten minutes” was the only phrase Nam could separate from the stream 

of speech she was listening to. From that detail, she inferred that ten minutes was the amount 

of time that the three people in the conversation had to do something. She then made another 

inference which might have come from her own common sense that ten minutes was only 

enough for a drink. Nam came up with the answer using both bottom-up and top-down 

processing. The two processes interacted in a way that Nam used her own knowledge and 
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experience to make an inference about the words she could recognize from the conversation. 

This inference is actually not unreasonable; however, it does not reflect the right reason why 

the answer should be D for this item. 

(21) An: I think the answer is go for a drink. From the beginning when I heard a name, I did 

not know it was the name of what but I was thinking drink or dinner.  Because it felt like they 

were going to a restaurant but not sure which restaurant. Then, the daughter disagreed 

because the father had to drive. So, I inferred that they wanted to go for a drink because if 

they drank, they could not drive. 

Two particular details helped An come up with the correct answer. First, she heard a 

name which helped her narrow down the answer to either “go for dinner” or “go for a drink”. 

Interestingly, An was not able to tell what exactly that name was and no explanation was 

given about why she thought a particular name was mentioned in the conversation. With her 

feeling of the overall context, An thought it was the name of a restaurant. However, she was 

not sure whether they would go there for a drink or for dinner.  She kept listening until she 

heard the key information, “the father had to drive”. This was a turning point at which the 

answer became clear to her. An could immediately refer to the common sense about drinking 

and driving, and infer that the three people in the conversation were talking about going for a 

drink. This decision is the outcome of the inference making process in which An used both 

her understanding of the surface meaning and her common sense knowledge. 

(22) Minh:  Because I was still thinking about item 10 so I did not pay attention to item 11. 

Ah, I did not remember where they were going but I heard some key words ‘don’t you 

remember that Adrian has to drive’. If he drives then what he should not do is drinking.  So, I 

think the answer is go for a drink.  

Minh seemed lost at first, admitting that she was still thinking about item 10 and not 

yet ready for item 11. However, immediately after that, she suddenly remembered what she 
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heard and was able to retrieve from her short-term memory one whole utterance “don’t you 

remember that Adrian has to drive”. From here, Minh referred to the drinking – driving 

common sense, made an inference and chose ‘go for a drink’. For Minh, the answer came 

quickly as soon as she was able to retrieve the right information from her memory. Minh and 

An both drew on the same kind of world knowledge to make an appropriate inference. 

Data for the incorrect answers 

Option C – go for dinner  

(23) Chi: I missed most of the information so I can just consider the given alternatives, see 

which one makes more sense. This is just my guess. Uhm, it was ten to seven, maybe…, not 

sure whether they wanted to eat or drink.  It’s fifty fifty. Uhm, I heard something which I was 

not quite sure about. There was a name. It could have been the name of a person or of a 

restaurant. I will choose ‘go for dinner’ because restaurants are usually named after a 

person. A place to drink might have a more interesting name. So, I choose ‘go for dinner’.  

Chi decided to make a guess based on the given alternatives. This gives hint of a 

common test-taking strategy. She took advantage of the previewing opportunity to decide 

which option made more sense. That being said, she did not depend entirely on the written 

text. Chi still made her guess based on two details she got from the auditory input, the time 

and the name. Unfortunately, she got the time wrong and had a very vague idea of the name. 

It was the detail about time that led her to narrowing down the options to “eat” or “drink”. 

The final decision was made based on her consideration of the name. Indeed, it mainly came 

from her personal opinion rather than common sense knowledge. Chi intended to make a 

guess from the beginning but she actually was making inferences using the vague clues she 

got from the input text. Both bottom-up and top-down processing were observed in her 

response. However, the influence of top-down processing was stronger since Chi could 

hardly recognize words from this part of the conversation.  
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Option B – go to see a friend 

(24) Mai: I heard a name so I thought they would go to see a friend. I was still thinking about 

question 10 so I didn’t pay attention. I heard something but it was vague.  

Mai claimed that she heard a name and associated it with a person. She did not seem able to 

recognize any particular word and merely guessed.  

 

Option A – go straight home 

(25) Thu: I guess they will go straight home. I think I heard the words come back. 

(26) Nga: I think it’s A. They finish the movie, they will go home.   

(27) Van: Just my guess. Go straight home. I remember but vaguely. There was something 

about time. I’m not sure what time it was. I guess so. 

 The three participants who picked A were simply making guesses. The information 

from the text was either misheard or vague to them.  

Item 11 is a typical example of items which require the ability to identify details when 

they are not clearly articulated in a conversation. Among 10 participants, only three of them, 

An, Minh and Nam, came up with the correct answers. The cognitive processes that these 

three participants had in common were recalling important words or phrases from the input 

and making inferences from those clues. When the detail that the item targeted was not 

mentioned in a straightforward manner, it is apparent that the ability to isolate and recognize 

known words in a stream of speech did not suffice. Therefore, these three participants had to 

go a step further by incorporating top-down processes and using their common sense 

knowledge to infer the implied detail. 

If inferencing is typical of the participants who answered item 11 correctly, guessing 

is the strategy shared by those who failed this item. Among these participants, Chi was the 

only participant who made her guess based on her very limited understanding of the input 
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text. All the other ones turned to random guessing as a test-taking strategy since they were 

not able to comprehend that particular part of the conversation. 

Item 16 

This item belongs to the second conversation in Part 2 of the LCLT in which test-takers hear 

an interview with a singer named Nick Parker who plays in a band called Krispy with his 

sister Mel.  

What does Nick say about life in the band today? 

A. He’s pleased to have the chance to travel 

B. It brings them a lot of money  

C. There’s no opportunity for them to relax together.  

D. The older members look after him and Mel   

Audio script:  

- You’ve been together a few years now and you’re one of the top bands. What’s that like? 

- Hard work. We travel to concerts all around the world and are never in one place for more 

than a few nights. The others are like an older brother and sister to me and Mel, which is 

good. They help us relax on our days off and make sure we eat well. They’re strict about 

practicing, too. 

Number of correct answers: 10/10 

Data for the correct answer  

(28) Chi: I will choose D because he had the chance to travel but he said he was very tired of 

travelling. I think B is also possible but I’m not quite sure. No, they do not have the 

opportunity to relax together. I choose D.  I am still thinking because I’m not sure whether 

members mean band members or family members. Anyway, I still choose D for item 16. 

 The elimination strategy is central to Chi’s approach to answering this item. From her 

verbalization, there was no evidence that she caught the information relevant to the correct 
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answer (“the older members look after him and Mel”). Instead, she used her understanding of 

other details to eliminate the distractors. There was enough information from her short-term 

memory to confirm that A and C were not the correct answer. Chi thought option B “it brings 

them a lot of money” was possible but she did not opt for it. This might have come from her 

understanding of the general context in which Nick talked about the band’s schedule and life 

rather than money. The facilitating effect of the multiple-choice format was observed in this 

case. Indeed, Chi missed the particular piece of information related to the correct answer. If it 

hadn’t been for the given options and the previewing opportunity, she might not have been 

able to pick the right option. 

(29) Nga: I choose D because he mentioned that the other two members took care of Nick 

and Mel. At first, I was thinking about A because he did say that they had the chance to travel 

everywhere for their concerts. However, he did not mention whether he was happy about it. 

Therefore, I eliminated that option and I choose D. There was no information about the other 

two options, B and C. 

 Nga seemed very confident about her decision to choose option D. She reported 

hearing that the other two members took care of Nick and Mel. However, it was not clear 

what particular clue(s) from the conversation led her to that interpretation. A possible 

explanation might be that Nga was actually able to catch the details related to what the other 

two members did to help Nick and Mel. Nevertheless, by the time she started reporting, she 

already forgot the exact words or details. Instead, she could only recall her general 

interpretation that the other two members took care of Nick and Mel. In order to further 

justify her answer, Nga also used the elimination strategy to confirm that the other three 

options were not appropriate.  

(30) Minh: I choose D, the older members look after him and Mel. Because he said that the 

older members were like brothers and sisters to them. I heard the word ‘good’ but I was not 
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sure what it was about. He said that he travels a lot, that they ‘hard work’ but he didn’t say 

he was pleased so I think it is not A. Bring a lot of money, I did not hear anything about it. I 

think it is D because he said the other members were like brothers and sisters and they take 

care or something. I think take care means look after, they are synonyms. The older members 

make sure that they eat well and blah blah blah. I think all of that means look after. 

 Minh confidently chose D because she understood enough to be certain about this 

option. She was able to retrieve from her memory key phrases such as “like brothers and 

sisters”, “make sure they eat well”, which were then interpreted as “take care”. It should be 

pointed out that the phrase “take care” was not mentioned in the conversation. Minh might 

have thought she heard the phrase but it was, indeed, her interpretation of the input. After that 

interpretation, she went a step further by confirming that “take care” and “look after” are 

synonymous, thus justifying her choice. There was also evidence of the elimination strategy 

since Minh did explain why she refuted option A and B. The strategy, however, only helped 

to reassure herself rather than playing an important role in her decision. 

Item 16 is an easy item for this group of participants, which is evidenced by the fact 

that all of them got the correct answer. However, the thinking processes behind it varied from 

one person to another. There was evidence of elimination strategy from the verbal data. 

While Chi depended on it to figure out the correct answer, Nga and Minh employed the 

strategy mainly for reassurance. It also became apparent that bottom-up processing had an 

important role to play since the identification of key words from the input enabled the test-

takers to give the appropriate interpretation. This was possibly implied in Nga’s report but 

salient in Minh’s verbalization. Even in Chi’s case (16) when the elimination strategy played 

a key role, she still eliminated the distractors based on the linguistic cues she heard from the 

input conversation. 
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Item 28 

Item 28 belongs to Part 3 of the LCLT and it was written for a lecture on Hawaiian 

volcanoes. It should be noted that the information necessary for this item was mentioned 

much earlier in the input text, even before the detail needed for item 27. This mismatch 

between the order of information in the input text and the order of the corresponding test 

items is highlighted in Table 5.9.  

Table 5.9. Auditory input for item 26, 27 and 28 

Auditory input  Items as printed on the test paper.  

In yesterday’s class we discussed the volcanos 

located in the area known as the ring of fire, an 

area which basically encircles the Pacific and 

includes the United States’ Mount St Helens as 

well as Japan’s Mount Fuji and Argentina’s 

Aconcagua, the highest mountain in the 

western hemisphere.  

Item 26. What was the topic of 

yesterday’s lecture? 

A. Different types of volcanoes 

B. What caused the Ring of Fire 

C. The volcanoes of the Ring of Fire  

D. Hawaiian volcanoes  

 

Most of the world’s approximately five 

hundred active volcanos are located along the 

ring of fire and the eruptions that take place 

there are among the most violent in the world. 

Item 27. What is the topic of today’s 

lecture?  

A. Moana Loa 

B. The Ring of Fire  

C. The characteristics of volcanoes 

in the Ring of Fire 

A. The volcanoes of Hawaii 

Today, we are going to discuss the volcanos of 

Hawaii which are quite different from the 

volcanos in the ring of fire. Hawaiian volcanos 

are not located along the ring of fire and are 

therefore not caused by the movement of the 

earth plates against each other. Instead, Hawaii 

is located in the middle of the ring of fire, 

above a massive plate rather than where two 

plates meet. 

Item 28. Where are most of the world’s 

active volcanoes located?  

A. Within the Ring of Fire  

B. Along the Ring of Fire 

C. In Hawaii  

D. In the United States  
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As seen from Table 5.9 the very first sentence of the lecture was directly relevant to 

item 26. Right after this, the information about the location of most of the world’s active 

volcanoes which was needed to answer item 28 was introduced. Then, the lecturer went on to 

reveal the content of “today’s lecture” which was necessary for item 27. This mismatch, 

which was illustrated by the two arrows in this table, was found to be a source of difficulty 

for the participants. Among the 10 participants, only 4 were able to choose the correct 

answer. 

Data for the correct answer 

The four successful participants were the ones who recognized the mismatch. In their 

verbal reports, Chi, Vy, Mai and Minh all emphasized that the information necessary for item 

28 had already been mentioned before. Fortunately, they were still able to successfully recall 

the relevant linguistic cues and thus figure out the correct answer. For example:   

 (31) Chi: Uhm, the information for this item was mentioned earlier. If I don’t misremember, 

it is now information for item 29. The order of information was funny because as I remember 

from the beginning, for item 26, he mentioned the topic of yesterday’s lecture which was 

volcanoes along the Ring of Fire.  He also said that the most active volcanoes of the world 

are located along the ring of fire. At that time, there was no information for item 27 so I did 

not pay much attention. But now I think it’s relevant to item 28 so as I remember, I choose 

option B, along the ring of fire. 

(32) Minh: I choose B, along the ring of fire. I could hear that. But I’m not sure whether the 

order of information was the same as the order of items. When I take other tests, like IELTS 

for example, the information in the conversation will match the order of questions. I have 

never been in a situation where I have to jump back and forth to answer question. Previously, 

I heard “the most active” and then I heard “along the ring of fire” so I chose that option. 



129 
 

 
 

Because I read the questions before listening so it helps me recall the information for this 

item. 

In the quoted verbal reports, it was apparent that Minh and Chi underwent very 

similar thinking processes. First, they both recognized the mismatch between the order in 

which the information was presented in the lecture and the order of the corresponding test 

items. Then, they used their memory to trace back the information relevant to item 28. 

Afterwards, they were able to identify key phrases such as “the most active volcanoes” and 

“along the ring of fire”. The last step was to match these phrases with the option that contains 

perfect lexical overlap. Responses related to the use of memory such as “I remember”, “if I 

don’t misremember” and “it helps me recall” were spotted quite frequently in Chi and Minh’s 

verbal report. They indicated the importance of memory in this particular case. Besides, Minh 

also revealed that reading the questions carefully before listening helped her recall the right 

information. This is an example to show that in a tricky situation like this, working memory, 

the ability to identify key information, and the opportunity to preview the test item all came 

together to help the listener figure out the correct answer. 

Data for the incorrect answer  

For item 28, six unsuccessful participants ended up choosing the same answer, option 

A (within the ring of fire). A closer inspection of their think-aloud protocols revealed that 

they went through very similar cognitive processes. An important thing to note about these 

participants is that they were not aware of the mismatch between the input and the order of 

item 26, 27 and 28. They followed the stream of speech without questioning and waited for 

the linguistic cues that matched one of the response options. In this case, all the six 

participants reported recognizing the phrase “in the middle of the ring of fire” and 

immediately matching it with option A (“within the ring of fire”) given the obvious 

association between “in the middle” and “within”. However, the text-to-recording strategy 
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did not work for them since their focus was only on a lexical phrase while item 28 required 

comprehension beyond that level as well as careful consideration of the question itself. Some 

examples of incorrect responses are given below: 

(33) Trang: I think he said the volcanoes in Hawaii are in the middle of the ring of fire. It it’s 

in the middle, then within is the most suitable option. I choose A, within the ring of fire.  

(34) Van: I don’t choose “along”. I choose “within”. Within means in the middle right? 

Because he said “in the middle”.  

(35) Trang: It’s not “along the ring of fire”. It’s “in the middle of the ring of fire”. So, I 

choose within the ring of fire. 

The comparison between those who answered item 28 correctly and those who did not 

showed that the ability to recognize the mismatch between the input text and the item order 

played a decisive role. The participants who were able to recognize the mismatch came up 

with the correct answer. In this case, the role of memory must be acknowledged. Meanwhile, 

those who were not able to notice the mismatch, all ended up with the same incorrect answer. 

The mismatch between the order in which key information was introduced in the input text 

and the order of test items did have an impact on the participants’ performance. Given the 

fact that the recording was played once only, it came as no surprise that item 28 was a 

relatively difficult item for the participants. 

Item 35  

This is the last item of the LCLT which belongs to a talk about a students’ concert. In 

this talk, Lucy, a music teacher revealed her experience with a new development in one of the 

music colleges.  

In the concert, Tim Travis, a professional musician  

A. Uses only one kind of instrument.  

B. Conducts his own piece of music.  
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C. Has to play a strange instrument.  

D. Plays drums. 

Audio script: 

The orchestra’s percussionist, Tim Travis, who was more accustomed to playing the drums 

seemed fairly good-humoured about it all. He admitted that he had played some peculiar 

things in his time. He’s rattled chains, played a sharp carving knife and also played on funny 

whistles. In this piece, he has to use a fairly heavy hammer and keeps beating one particular 

place.  

Number of correct answers: 3/10 

Data for the correct answer 

(36) Nga: The answer for question 35 is C because she mentioned names of different 

instruments and those instruments were used by Tim Travis in a strange and fun way. 

Therefore, I choose C. 

(37) Mai: For question 35, I choose C because I heard her mention names of some 

instruments that he played and they all sounded strange so I thought the answer was C. She 

mentioned drums, too but I think there was more evidence for C. 

(38) Trang: I think the answer is C because from the beginning ‘plays drums’ was mentioned 

but it didn’t have anything to do with him. Then, I heard a list of other instruments and he 

admitted that he has to play those instruments so I thought the answer is C. 

Nga, Mai and Trang were the only three participants who answered item 35 correctly. 

Two of them confirmed that ‘drums’ was mentioned; however, they were not trapped by that 

word. All the three participants admitted that they heard names of instruments, other than 

‘drums’. Interestingly enough, they were not able to name any of those instruments, which 

shows that bottom-up processing did not work for them in this situation. They seemed to 

develop a sense for what they heard to compensate for their inadequate linguistic knowledge. 
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A possible explanation is that from their understanding of the general context and the clues 

from the written MCQ, these participants knew that musical instruments would be mentioned. 

Therefore, they could all claim that they heard “a list of other instruments” without being able 

to name them. If that was the case, the use of top-down processes had an important role to 

play. 

After reporting that they heard names of instruments, Nga and Mai explained why the 

instruments were “strange”. It is important to note that none of them seemed to catch the 

word “peculiar” from the input text. Rather, they used other clues to help them decide. Nga 

thought the instruments were played in a “strange and fun” way without giving any reason. 

This could have been just her general impression. Meanwhile, Mai admitted that all the 

instruments sounded strange to her so she decided that they were strange instruments. Trang, 

on the other hand, could catch the phrase “has to” and thus chose option C (“has to play 

strange instrument”), which best matched what she heard. 

Data for incorrect answer 

Option D – play drums 

(39) Thu: From the beginning, I could hear ‘plays drums’, then I heard that he played many 

other instruments so A is not correct.  The option ‘has to play strange instrument,…. it was 

probably mentioned. He found it kind of interesting and he had fun doing something. But I 

heard ‘plays drums’ first so I will choose D. 

(40) Vy: I heard that he played drums but there was so much information after that so there's 

got to be something more. Uhm, C is possible but still I choose D. He definitely played 

drums. 

(41) An: I choose D, “plays drums”. All the information that followed was about other things 

but they did not seem to have anything to do with the concert. That might be additional 

information about him. From the beginning, it was mentioned that he played drums. 
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 These three participants, Thu, Vy and An all chose ‘plays drums’ for item 35. It is 

clear from their explanation that the only phrase they could hear clearly was ‘play drums’. 

Interestingly enough, they all acknowledged that there was more information than just ‘play 

drums’, and that some other options were also possible. However, due to the lack of 

comprehension of other details given in the text, they chose to stick with option D, which 

provided complete lexical overlap with the phrase they recognized. In this case, the 

participants depended solely on bottom-up processing to answer the item, holding on to the 

only linguistic clue they had. The thinking processes that Thu, Vy and An underwent were 

typical of all the participants who chose D and ending up failing this item.  

 In summary, item 35 is a difficult item for which the participants were clearly divided 

in their responses. Only three of them came up with the correct answer, option C, while all 

the others opted for D.  It became apparent from the analysis of verbal data that all those who 

depended merely on bottom-up processing, ended up with an incorrect answer. By sticking 

with the phrase “play drums”, they fell into the trap of lexical overlap. This was probably the 

reason why this item was difficult since as Buck (2001) once noted, lexical overlap between 

the text and incorrect options is the best predictor of difficult items. In order to identify the 

particular detail that this item requires, successful participants had to go beyond word level, 

using their knowledge of the context, background knowledge and even personal feeling to 

compensate for their inadequate linguistic knowledge. Top-down processing had a clear 

advantage in this case.  

Summary 

Thus far, the in-depth analyses of participants’ verbal reports on item 10, 11, 16, 28 

and 35 have cast light on the cognitive processes behind the ability to recognize details of a 

conversation when they are not clearly articulated. The think-aloud protocols clearly 

indicated that linguistic cues and linguistic knowledge are essential for the identification of 
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the required details. Correct responses to item 11, 16 and 28 are good examples to illustrate 

this point. In particular, excerpts (21), (22), (28), (29), (30), (31) and (32) show how the 

subjects came up with the correct answers from the words they recognized. In the meantime, 

failure in linguistic processing induced groundless guessing which later led to incorrect 

responses (excerpt (23) – (27)). For this group of English majors, bottom-up processing was 

important in a sense that their success in it greatly contributed to their correct answers. 

That being said, top-down processing also had a crucial role to play. The use of 

relevant non-linguistic knowledge was evident in the responses for item 11 and 35. In item 

11, the participants’ responses revealed that the interaction between linguistic cues and 

background knowledge was necessary for successful identification of the required detail 

(excerpt (21) and (22)). While in item 35, the understanding of the context was used by the 

successful participants to compensate for their inadequate linguistic knowledge (excerpt (36) 

– (38)). For this item, successful and unsuccessful subjects differed in the ability to go 

beyond word level and use top-down processing to understand the targeted detail. 

The think-aloud protocols also revealed considerable impacts of the multiple-choice 

format. First, this format allowed much uninformed guessing which was often a result of 

inadequate linguistic processing. However, none of the attempts in guessing was successful. 

Examples are found in excerpt (24) - (27). Second, the amount of lexical overlap between the 

input and the incorrect options clearly distracted the listeners. This is evident in the incorrect 

responses for item 10 (excerpt (16) – (19)), item 28 (excerpt (33) – (35)), and item 35 

(excerpt (39) – (41). 

Although these five items were seen as targeting the same listening subskill, they 

varied greatly in terms of difficulty levels. In terms of the participants’ scores, item 10 was 

very difficult with only 1 correct answer. Item 11 and 35 were difficult with only 3 correct 

answers for each. Item 28 was relatively difficult with 4 correct responses. Item 16 can be 
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considered very easy with a total number of 10 correct answers. The varying levels of 

difficulty could be partly attributed to the text and task-related factors identified in the verbal 

data. For item 10, the fact that three speakers were involved in the input conversation was 

clearly responsible for the increased cognitive load on the listeners. Meanwhile, item 28 

challenged the test-takers by not matching the flow of ideas in the input with the order of test 

items. For items 11 and 35, it seemed likely that the content of the input was not very familiar 

to the listeners. That might have been a contributing factor to the participants’ poor 

performance on these items. 

5.4.1.3. Making simple inferences about the context  

The ability to make simple inferences about the context was referred to 32 times in 

the verbal data. As determined in the test specifications, this subskill is targeted by Part 1 of 

the LCLT. Three items in this part (item 3, 5, 8) were found to successfully activate this 

ability. The participants’ responses to these items are provided below.  

Item 3 

What will they do tomorrow afternoon?  

A. Shopping 

B. Swimming in the sea 

C. Boating 

D. Biking 

Audio script:  

- This is a beautiful beach. Shall we come again tomorrow?  

- Don’t we have to go shopping?  

- We can do that in the morning and come here in the afternoon.  

- Okay, and let’s bring Joe and Linda with us. 

Number of correct answers: 10/10 
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Data for the correct answer 

(42) Van: Ah, I chose swimming in the sea because the girl said the beach was … The answer 

is not straightforward. That makes me a little confused because they mentioned ‘shopping’, 

too but from the beginning, she said the beach was beautiful and she wanted to come back 

tomorrow. But the guy said how about shopping? Then she said they could go shopping in the 

morning and come back here in the afternoon. And the question is about tomorrow afternoon. 

So, swimming in the sea.  

Researcher: Did they mention the word swimming? 

Van: No, but swimming in the sea is the best match. 

Van stated the answer immediately but delayed her explanation for a few seconds. By 

admitting that the answer was not straightforward, she seemed to understand that she needed 

to make an inference. Van’s response continued with her recalling most of the details in the 

conversation. It should be noted that she was not simply quoting them one by one but trying 

to connect them in a coherent and organized manner. This was observed in the way she used 

connectives such as “because”, “but”, “from the beginning” and “then”. Van must have been 

trying to understand the context better so that she was able to make an appropriate inference. 

Once she came up with a clear storyline, Van repeated the time reference in the question in 

order to confirm the answer she picked from the beginning (swimming in the sea). Although 

she admitted not hearing the word “swimming”, Van went on to emphasize that her answer 

was “the best match”. It seems likely that she associated the word “beach” that was 

recognized from the text with the word “sea” in the response option, thus, choosing the 

option without even hearing the word “swimming”.  

In her response to item 3, Van was able to identify the required detail by making a 

simple inference about the context. The inference was made based on her good understanding 

of the input. It was simple in a way that it did not involve high-level cognitive processing or 
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much background knowledge. Van only needed to use her basic knowledge of coherence and 

cohesion to figure out the relationship between the ideas in the input text. The association 

between the word “beach” from the input and “sea” in the correct answer was also not 

difficult to recognize. 

(43) An: I choose swimming in the sea because from the beginning, one of them said that she 

wanted to come back to the beach tomorrow. Then the other one suggested going shopping in 

the morning and going swimming, going back to that beach in the afternoon. The question is 

about tomorrow afternoon so they would go swimming in the sea then.  

Researcher: But did they mention the word swimming?   

An: No, they didn’t mention the word swimming. They only mentioned the beach. There are 

actually two possible answers, boating and swimming in the sea so I’m a little confused here. 

However, when they go to the beach, I’m more convinced that they will swim. Boating is not 

that common and if the answer was boating, I believe there would be some detail to 

emphasize the difference between boating and swimming. 

At first, An’s response to item 3 reflected similar cognitive processes to Van’s; 

however, more was revealed later about why she decided to stick with option B, ‘swimming 

in the sea’. When asked whether the word ‘swimming’ was mentioned in the conversation, 

An confirmed that it was not. Then, she started to consider ‘boating’ as well; however, this 

option was quickly refuted by her common sense knowledge. She went beyond the text itself 

to assert that if the answer had been boating, there should have been further details to 

differentiate between boating and swimming.  

Van’s and An’s verbalizations are two typical examples of the participants’ responses 

to item 3. Although the input did not seem difficult to understand, this item was a little tricky 

because the required detail could not be identified immediately. In addition, the correct 

response option included “swimming”, an action which was not mentioned in the input text. 
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Therefore, the participants had to go a little beyond the linguistic cues to make a simple 

inference about the context. 

Item 5 

Where are the glasses?  

A. On the table  

B. On the chair 

C. By the phone  

D. Under the table  

Audio script  

- Are my glasses by the telephone?  

- No, where did you leave them? 

- Well … I had them when I phoned Alice.  

- Here they are. On the floor.  

Number of correct answers: 9/10  

Data for the correct answer  

(44) Mai: Uhm, the woman asked whether her glasses were next to the telephone. The man 

answered no and asked where she last put her glasses. I could hear ‘on the floor’, so I choose 

‘under the table’.   

(45) Thu: She asked whether her glasses were near the telephone. He said no and asked 

where she left them. She said, he said “here on the floor”. So, I think, it’s definitely not “by 

the phone”, “on the chair” or “on the table”. If it’s on the floor, it is definitely under the 

table. 

 Mai and Thu had no problem understanding this conversation. They picked up the 

relevant, salient linguistic cues and inferred the correct answer.  Both of them were able to 

repeat the exact location of the glasses as mentioned by one of the interlocutors. It should be 
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noted that the exact words that they heard (“on the floor”) did not overlap with any of the 

options. Therefore, they had to use their common sense to make a simple inference of the 

context. Thu explained this in more detail by pointing out that “on the floor” could only mean 

“under the table” in this case. 

Data for the incorrect answer  

(46) Nam: I could hear "on the floor" but … ah, it is by the phone because she just made a 

phone call, she put the phone down and the put her glasses down as well. So, I think it has to 

be “by the phone”. 

Like Mai and Thu, Nam was also able to recognize the phrase “on the floor” but 

instead of sticking with it, she got distracted by the word “phone”. Her focus of attention 

shifted to option C since the word “phone” was also found in this option. To justify why she 

chose C, Nam inferred that the woman put the phone down and put her glasses next to the 

phone. It seems clear that the lexical overlap between the input and option C led Nam to 

ignore the most important linguistic cue and allowed her belief to override any other 

possibilities. Therefore, her attempt to make an inference about the context was not 

successful. 

Item 8 

How is Patty going to travel?  

A. By train  

B. By car  

C. By plane  

D. By bus  

Audio script: 

- I’m going to go to Vienna on Saturday.  

- How long does it take to fly there, Patty? 
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- Oh. I’m going to drive.  

- Oh, yes. You get ill on planes, don’t you? 

- Yes, and trains. 

Number of correct answers: 9/10  

Data for the correct answer 

(47) Chi: Uhm, the guy asked how long it would take to fly but the girl said she would drive. 

Although she did not say exactly how she would travel but among the four options, car is the 

only thing that she can drive. So, I choose B, by car.   

(48) Trang: At first, the guy asked how long it would take her to fly there but the girl said she 

was going to drive. So, I choose B, by car. After that, she also explained that she got sick on 

plane or bus.  

In order to answer item 8, both Chi and Trang relied on the word ‘drive’, the most 

important and relevant clue. This word led them directly to the correct answer which was ‘by 

car’. The underlying inference was that among the given alternatives, “car” was the only 

word that could serve as an appropriate object to the verb “drive”. Both participants made a 

simple inference about the context based on the same linguistic cue and drew on the same 

collocational knowledge. This is also the common cognitive process experienced by seven 

other participants. 

Data for the incorrect answer 

(49) Van:  Why are there two possible answers? At first, I heard the word ‘plane’, then she 

said ‘and train’. I’m confused. I usually trust my first thought so I choose C, by plane.  

As for Van, the cognitive process that she underwent for item 8 had a lot to do with 

word matching rather than inferencing. It seems that all of her attention was drawn to 

identifying the exact word that matched one of the given alternatives. Therefore, she got 

confused when she heard both ‘plane’ and ‘train’. Her decision to choose “plane” was not 
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elaborated. Rather, Van simply explained that she trusted the first thought that came to her 

mind. 

Summary 

The participants’ responses to items 3, 5 and 8 have demonstrated how these items 

engaged the ability to make simple inferences about the context. In terms of design, they 

were written in a way that no lexical overlap was found between the input texts and the 

correct answers. That way, the listeners could not depend entirely on simple word matching 

but had to make inferences to answer the items. The participants who answered these items 

correctly reported cognitive processes which included identifying the key words or phrases, 

making inferences from these clues, and matching the inferences with the correct options. 

Their inferences involved basic knowledge of coherence, cohesion and synonyms as in 

excerpt (42) and (43), common sense knowledge of the logical arrangement of objects as in 

excerpt (44) and (45), and basic collocational knowledge as in (47) and (48). The think-aloud 

protocols for item 3, 5, and 8 also indicated that low-level processing which involved 

straightforward lexical matching was not effective (excerpt (46) and (49)). 

5.4.1.4. Making inferences about the speaker’s attitude and opinion  

There was extensive evidence of participants engaging in a process of making 

inferences about the speakers’ attitudes and opinions. Such evidence was elicited from the 

participants’ verbal reports on items 9, 10, 18, 19, 20, 31. In this section, items 9, 19, 20 and 

31 will be subjected to in-depth analysis. 

Item 9 

This item belongs to the first conversation in part 2 of the LCLT. In this conversation, test-

takers hear three people Wendy, Mrs. Turner and Adrian discussing a film they have just seen 

at the cinema.  
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What did Wendy’s mum think of the film? 

A. She loved the film.  

B. It was not her favourite film.  

C. She absolutely hated it.  

D. It made her feel sick. 

Audio script:  

Wendy: What a load of old rubbish! You hated it, too, didn’t you, mum! 

Mrs. Turner: Well, I have seen better films. I mean it wasn’t as good as Aliens or that 

Werewolf film, you know the one?  

Adrian: Oh, come on, some bits were brilliant! 

Number of correct answers: 9/10  

Data for the correct answer  

(50) An: I heard that Wendy did not like this film, she really hated it. She asked her mom but 

her mom said the film was ….. there were better films. She did not have anything bad to say 

about the film. She didn’t hate it or felt sick of it. It was just not her favourite film. 

An could easily recall the general content of the conversation and retrieve from her 

memory an important utterance “there were better films”. Although she was not able to repeat 

the exact words but An seemed to have the sensitivity to the speakers’ implication. From 

what Mrs. Turner said, An inferred that Mrs. Turner thought the film was not bad. Therefore, 

she decided to eliminate option C and D, and came to the final decision that “it was just not 

her favourite film”. 

(51) Minh: Wendy thought it was rubbish but her mom said ‘it wasn’t as good as the Aliens 

film, blah, blah, blah. Adrian said the film was brilliant or something. I didn’t hear exactly 

what he said but it was not important anyway. Here, I only need to pay attention to what 

Wendy’s mom said. Well, she didn’t hate it. Option C, absolutely hate it, it’s more like Wendy 
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when she called the film rubbish. Option D, it makes her feel sick, was the same. Love is 

definitely not true so I think B is the best. Not her favourite means she didn’t hate it but she 

didn’t love it, either. It was not as good as the films that she had seen before. 

Minh started her report by recalling what each of the speakers said about the movie. 

The most relevant and important linguistic cue that she decided to focus her attention on was 

Mrs. Turner’s comment, “it was not as good as the Aliens film”. From this utterance, she 

began to make inferences about Mrs. Turner’s opinion and compared her interpretations with 

each of the response options. That way, she was able to eliminate option C, D, A and picked 

B (it was not her favourite film) as the correct answer. However, Minh did not stop there but 

went on to explain that “not her favourite means she didn’t hate it but she didn’t love it 

either”. Finally, she referred back to what Mrs. Turner said about the film to reassure herself 

of the inference she made. For this item, Minh came up with the correct answer by making 

inferences based on a relevant linguistic cue and the elimination strategy. It should be pointed 

out that Minh’s interpretation of Mrs. Turner’s opinion was mainly shaped by the 

consideration of the language use rather than the prosodic features of the utterance. 

(52) Trang: I’m still thinking about item 9. I think the important information has come but I 

missed it. I guess her mom did not hate this film but because she used a tag question to ask 

…. But it was not her favourite film. I’m thinking B or D but I can’t make up my mind now. 

(Trang waited until the end of the conversation). 

Researcher: So, what’s your answer for item 9? 

Trang: I choose B. I think the film was not so bad that it made her feel sick. It was only about 

dinosaurs.  

Researcher: So, you choose B based on your general understanding after you have listened 

to the whole conversation or because you could hear some information related to option B?  

Trang: I wait until the end of the conversation and then got back to item 9 and chose option 
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B because I think it made sense. Also, because I was considering other options but they were 

not as reasonable. I used the elimination strategy here as well. 

When the conversation was half way through, Trang was still unable to decide on the 

answer for item 9. I paused the conversation so that she had the opportunity to report what 

she was thinking before there was too much information to remember. At this point, Trang 

had only a vague idea of the conversation, admitting that she might have missed the key 

information. She had a feeling that this was not Mrs. Turner’s favourite film; however, Trang 

could not convince herself of this option. She then narrowed down her choices to only option 

B and D but it was not clear why she thought so. Since she found it hard to decide, Trang 

delayed the answer until the end of the conversation. Once the conversation ended, Trang 

confirmed her final choice which was B (It was not her favourite film) and rejected option D 

(It made her feel sick). She admitted that she waited until the end of the conversation to be 

sure that option B was more reasonable than the other options. There was no evidence from 

her think-aloud protocol that Trang could hear what Mrs. Turner said and make any inference 

from that. Instead, she relied on her overall impression of the conversation and the 

elimination strategy. Trang, eventually, came up with the correct answer but her thinking 

process did not involve the ability to make inferences about Mrs. Turner’s opinion based on 

the consideration of tone or language use.  

Data for the incorrect answer  

Option C – She absolutely hated it. 

(53) Nam: The answer is C, she said she had seen better films so I think she did not like the 

movie. 

Nam chose the wrong answer for item 9 which was quite surprising since she was 

actually able to pick a relevant clue from the conversation (Mrs. Turner said he had seen 

better films). From that clue, Nam inferred that Mrs. Turner did not like the movie and 
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quickly matched her interpretation with C (She absolutely hated it). Since Nam gave a very 

quick and short response, it was not likely that she gave her answer enough thought. She 

attempted to make an inference based on Mrs. Turner’s comment; however, she seemed to 

capture only the surface meaning rather than the subtle implication of the utterance. Although 

Nam was only able to interpret that Mrs. Turner did not like the movie, she could not tell 

from her language and tone of voice that Mrs. Turner did not hate the movie, either. It seems 

possible that her limited pragmatic knowledge led her to choose the incorrect option. Another 

possibility might be that Nam did not take the time to read the response options carefully. 

There was much evidence from the think-aloud protocols showing that item 9 

engaged the ability to make inferences about the speaker’s attitude and opinion. This subskill 

was present in the cognitive processes reported by most participants. An and Minh are two 

typical examples of the subjects who were able to identify relevant linguistic cues and make 

appropriate inferences from the language used by the speakers. It was also found that these 

participants used the elimination strategy to aid their decision-making process. From the 

verbal data, there was also evidence of a different approach in which the overall impression 

of the conversation was taken into account to compensate for missing information. This 

approach was used by only one participant (Trang) when she found herself unable to make 

the decision and thus delayed the answer until the end of the conversation (excerpt (52)). This 

approach, though different from the one taken by all other participants, still led Trang to the 

correct answer. The only incorrect response from Nam could possibly be attributed to the 

listener’s inadequate pragmatic knowledge. 

Item 19 

This item belongs to the third conversation in Part 2 of the LCLT. In this conversation, test-

takers hear an interview with an engineer called Roger Moffet, whose working life has 

changed dramatically over the last ten years.  
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Roger regards his early days in business as  

A. demanding  

B. frustrating  

C. irrelevant  

D. boring  

Audio script:  

Interviewer: And what kind of success did you have in the early days?  

Roger: You could say it was a bit like taking a roller coaster ride and wondering when you’re 

going to come flying off at breakneck speed. Everything was a challenge. Finance, 

production, marketing.  

Number of correct answers: 5/10  

Data for the correct answer 

(54) Chi: In item 19 he compared his early days to a roller coaster, going up and down. So, 

it’s definitely not boring and irrelevant. It might be frustrating and demanding. Demanding 

makes more sense because frustrating is … . If it is a roller coaster, it can’t be … . Business 

is kind of up and down. There are many demands and he has to change himself to adapt and 

meet those demands. So, my answer is A, demanding. 

 So as to come up with the correct answer for item 19, Chi underwent a thinking 

process in which more than one inference were made. From the beginning, she caught the key 

word ‘roller coaster’ and quickly inferred that Roger’s business went up and down in the 

early days. With this inference, she eliminated option C (irrelevant) and D (boring). Left with 

two remaining options, Chi had to make another inference to decide on her final answer. She 

thought “demanding” made more sense; however, uncertainty was evident in the way she 

paused and left her sentences unfinished. Finally, she reasoned that when Roger’s business 

was up and down, there were many demands that he had to change himself to adapt to. This 



147 
 

 
 

inference made practical sense; however, it was not directly linked to any particular linguistic 

cue from the input. Chi might have heard some relevant key words from the conversation but 

was not able to retrieve them from her memory. It seems more likely that she used her own 

common sense, logic and background knowledge to decide on the final answer. 

(55) Mai: I am a little confused. I heard the word roller coaster. It goes up and down so it’s 

kind of frustrating. But after that, I heard the word “challenge” and “finance” and some 

other things so I think demanding will be a better choice. 

 Mai’s explanation reveals that her focus of attention seemed to be mainly at the 

lexical level. When Mai recognized the word “roller coaster”, she immediately associated it 

with the up and down movement and then the feeling of frustration. Nonetheless, she 

completely changed her mind when she heard the words “challenge” and “finance”. From 

here, Mai decided to choose ‘demanding’ as her final answer for item 19. It was clear that she 

made an inference, associating “challenge” and “finance” with “demanding” in this particular 

context.  

(56) An: I’m not sure whether the information for item 19 has passed or is it item 20 now? 

But I think this part of the conversation is quite difficult. They were talking non-stop and it 

was not as clear as the previous conversations. So, it is more difficult to keep track. I think he 

made a comparison here. When he talked about his early days, he compared them to a roller 

coaster. He felt like he was on a roller coaster. That means demanding. Like the job has 

many demands. So, he had to … I don’t know how to explain that but I will choose 

demanding. He compared it to a roller coaster. It feels like demanding. 

 In her response, An admitted that this item was difficult since the conversation was 

fast and not as clear the previous ones. The only piece of information she could recall was 

that Roger compared his early days to a roller coaster ride. From here, she started to make an 

inference about how Roger felt when he found himself on a roller coaster. She immediately 
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thought it was demanding but struggled to explain why. Bottom-up processing was observed 

here since An clearly depended on the linguistic cue she got from the input. However, in 

order to link that information with the correct answer, she must have used her common sense 

knowledge as well as her understanding of the general context because “roller coaster” and 

“demanding” are not usually associated with each other. It could be argued that top-down 

processing also had a crucial role to play in the way An tackled this item. 

Data for the incorrect answers 

Option B – frustrating  

(57) Vy: Uhm … Roger compared his early days to a roller coaster ride. Then, he was 

frustrated. He was spinning. He seemed to have no idea what direction to take. So, I think I 

will choose something frustrating.  

 What Vy was drawing her attention to was the fact that Roger compared his early 

days to a roller coaster ride. From that only cue, she interpreted that Roger’s business back 

then was frustrating. Instead of associating the roller coaster ride with the up and down 

movement, Vy linked it to a spinning movement. She then related that to Roger’s situation, 

explaining that “he seemed to have no idea what direction to take”. Vy’s inference was made 

based on a particular linguistic cue and at the same time shaped by her own background 

knowledge and her personal opinion. This is an interesting example showing that inference 

making is a personal process in which different listeners can make different inferences about 

the same clue. Similar to Chi, Mai and An, Vy was able to recognize the word “roller 

coaster” and made inferences based on this word. However, her background knowledge and 

personal opinion led her to a different inference which unfortunately matched the incorrect 

answer. 

(58) Van: For item 19, I eliminate boring. I don’t think the answer is “boring”, “irrelevant” 

is not possible, either.  
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Researcher: Why do you eliminate irrelevant and boring? 

Van: Well, it is just not logical. That’s how I feel about it.   

Researcher: So, what’s your answer for item 19 if it’s not ‘boring’, ‘not ‘irrelevant’ 

Van: I like B more.  

Researcher: Simply because you like it? Is there any information you can remember from the 

conversation? Anything that gives you the reason to choose ‘frustrating’?  

Van: Well, they talked really fast. All the sounds are linked together. If I miss just one piece 

of information, I will miss all of it.   

Van’s response is another example of test-taking strategy being used to compensate 

for the subject’s lack of comprehension. Having no clue of the conversation, Van became 

entirely reliant on the way she felt about each alternative. Specifically, she eliminated 

‘irrelevant’ and ‘boring’ because they did not sound logical to her. Then, she decided to 

choose ‘frustrating’ over ‘demanding’ simply because she liked it more. Since no evidence of 

her listening ability was found, Van’s report is another case in which construct-irrelevant 

variance was present.  

 

Option C – irrelevant  

(59) Thu: In item 19, he described his success in the early days. He talked a lot but I couldn’t 

understand anything. I guess his success in the early days was too little to mention. So, it will 

not be frustrating, demanding or boring because success does not mean any of those. I think 

the answer is C. I missed all the information. They talked too fast.   

 Thu started by admitting that she missed all the information related to Roger’s 

answer. She focused her attention on the word “success” which was not a relevant and useful 

clue for this item. From here, she made an ungrounded guess that “his success in the early 

days was too little to mention” and thus eliminated “frustrating”, “demanding” and “boring”. 
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Thu finally chose “irrelevant” as her final answer simply because she thought the other three 

options were not related to “success”. No reasonable explanation was given for the particular 

option that she picked. In her response to item 19, Thu depended largely on an irrelevant 

linguistic cue and the written text. Her lack of comprehension was compensated for by her 

test-taking strategy which was to consider the response options using her own knowledge and 

logic. It can be argued that construct-irrelevant variance was present in Thu’s report since 

there was almost no evidence that item 19 engaged her listening ability.  

Evidence from the think-aloud protocols reveal that item 19 engaged the ability to 

make inferences about the speaker’s attitude and opinion. For those who came up with the 

correct answer, their verbal reports all show a lack of comprehension of the input. From 

excerpt (54), (55) and (56), it could be noticed that the subjects were only able to recall 

separate linguistic cues rather than retelling the content of the conversation. They tended to 

depend on the same clue which was the fact that the speaker compared his early days in 

business to a roller coaster. In their attempts to make inferences about the speaker’s attitude, 

these subjects activated their non-linguistic knowledge through the linguistic cues they got 

from the input. The word “roller coaster”, in particular, played a central role since all the 

successful subjects made inferences based on this word. It was also clear that in their 

inference making process, only language use was taken into consideration. There was no 

evidence that the subject paid attention to the speaker’s tone.  

For those who came up with the incorrect answers, two tendencies presented 

themselves regarding how they tackled the question. First, a relevant linguistic cue (“roller 

coaster”) was recognized; however, the subject had different interpretations which 

subsequently led to the incorrect answer (excerpt (57)). Second, the participants were not able 

to understand the input and depended entirely on the written text to figure out the answer 

(excerpt (58) and (59)). 
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Item 20  

This item belongs to the same conversation as item 19.  

What does Roger feel is the greatest benefit of running his own business?  

A. He arranges his free time as he pleases.  

B. He gets on better with other people. 

C. He is free of an environment he disliked.  

D. He has more leisure time than before.  

Audio script:  

Interviewer: Do you have any regrets about the way things have gone, about the way your 

life has taken a different turn?  

Roger: To be honest, not at all. I feel that I’ve escaped being a slave to a regular income. 

From commuting, from having to justify my actions to everyone, from having to attend the 

office party, from having to book my holidays in advance. Actually, I don’t have any 

holidays at all at the moment, come to think of it. I’m too busy. But best of all, I’ve nothing 

to do with office politics. 

Number of correct answers: 6/10  

Data for the correct answer 

(60) Nam: I choose C. He said that he could escape from the environment that he didn’t like. 

Like…like… he has to please other people or something. So, I don’t think he gets on better 

with other people because he doesn’t like to please them. There is no way he can get on 

better with them. Moreover, he is too busy and does not have time for himself. So, the 

greatest benefit cannot be ‘arrange his free time as he pleases’. 

Nam started by justifying her choice and then explained why the other options were 

not appropriate. She chose C, claiming that Roger could escape from the environment that he 
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didn’t like. Although Nam was unable to provide details of Roger’s working environment, 

she could at least give an overall description to justify her claim (“he has to please other 

people or something”).  This overall description can be seen as an attempt to paraphrase the 

input. It seems possible that Nam understood the input but could not retrieve the relevant 

linguistic cues from her memory. Therefore, she chose to paraphrase the given information 

based on her overall comprehension of the input. This attempt was successful since the 

paraphrased information captured an important aspect in Roger’s previous working 

environment. From the impression that Roger did not like an environment in which he had to 

please other people, Nam went on to infer that Roger did not get on better with other people, 

thus eliminating option B. From the input, Nam also knew that Roger was too busy and had 

no time for himself. With that in mind, she eliminated option A (he arranges his free time as 

he pleases). Although option D was not mentioned, it seems likely that Nam did not pick D 

for the same reason. 

(61) Minh: I choose C “free of the environment he dislikes”. The woman asked him whether 

he had any regret but he said no. He said he could escape from being a slave, being judged. 

Like he could not really be himself. Then he said he did not have holiday. So, it can’t be D 

because it’s about leisure. He does not have free time as well. He didn’t say much about 

people. He said that he was very busy. The important point is he emphasized twice that he 

had nothing to do with office life any more. So, the answer is C. 

Similar to Nam, Minh could catch the word “escape” and was able to describe the 

environment that Roger had worked in before. Her description included both a word taken 

directly from the input (“slave”) and paraphrased information (“being judged”, “he could not 

really be himself”). The paraphrased information was evidence of Minh’s comprehension 

since it remained relatively close to what Roger said.  After justifying her decision to choose 

C, Nam started recalling other details in the conversation to eliminate options which were not 
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suitable. Hearing that Roger did not have a holiday, Minh associated that with ‘leisure’ and 

‘free time’, thus eliminating option A and D. She was also able to recognize that Roger did 

not talk much about people, which made option B impossible. Finally, she reconfirmed her 

decision to choose option C. At this point, she did not merely recall information from 

memory but went beyond that level by synthesizing the information she could hear. Minh 

must have put together what Roger said at the beginning and at the end of his answer to 

finally assert that “he emphasized twice that he had nothing to do with office life any more”. 

In general, the cognitive processes that Minh underwent while answering item 20 was well 

explained. She made inferences based on her understanding of the input and used the 

elimination strategy to back her decision.  

(62) Trang: I think the answer is C although I did not think about it at all from the beginning. 

Then he said “best of all” and something related to politics so I infer that it was an 

environment he didn’t like. So, I chose C. 

(63) Mai: In his last sentence, I could hear something related to office so I think it has 

something to do with the environment he didn’t like. “Best of all” means “greatest benefit”. 

He mentioned free time and leisure time but I think the answer is C. 

It appeared that Trang and Mai were not able to get the main ideas from Roger’s 

answer to the interview question. All they could hear was some fragments from the input 

which were “best of all”, “office” and “politics”. However, Trang and Minh did not seem 

able to connect these linguistic cues. Instead, they made inferences which were most likely 

based on their personal logic and experience. In particular, Trang heard “best of all” and 

“politics” and inferred that it was the environment Roger did not like. Mai made the same 

inference, reporting that she heard something related to “office”. No further description of the 

working environment was given as in excerpt (60) and (61). It seems clear that Trang and 

Mai did not come up with the correct answer because they understood the input well. Rather, 
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their success could be attributed to the ability to make inferences which were not well-

grounded but still appropriate.  

(64) Chi: I can’t hear anything related to option B. Option A and D are not possible since he 

said “I’m too busy” and something else. So, I choose C. 

Chi used the elimination strategy to figure out the correct answer. She was able to 

understand enough to be certain that A and D were not possible. At the same time, she also 

recognized that the information about whether Roger got on better with other people (option 

B) was not mentioned in the input. Therefore, Chi decided to choose C without understanding 

the details relevant to this option. It should be pointed out that the multiple-choice format 

contributed greatly to Chi’s success. Without the given options, she might not have been able 

to come up with the correct answer. 

(65) Thu: I think the answer is not A or D. So there are only B and C left. I’m not quite sure 

whether he liked it (the working environment) or not. His answer was long. I think I will 

choose C. It’s my guess.  

 Thu’s report also showed signs of an elimination strategy. However, unlike Chi, Thu 

made ungrounded guesses and there was no evidence of her comprehension of the input. The 

elimination strategy was used as a sole approach to answering the test items. It seems 

possible that Thu depended largely on the written text rather than the auditory input. 

Data for the incorrect answers  

Option B – get on better with other people  

(66) Van: I will eliminate D because he said he was busy. So, he does not have leisure time. 

That means he does not have free time so option A, “arrange his free time as he pleases” is 

also not possible.  I choose B because I could hear the word “communication”.  

Van chose to use the elimination strategy first. Since she could hear that Roger was 

very busy, she eliminated option A and D. Then she claimed that she heard the word 
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“communication” and associated the word with option B (he gets on better with other 

people). However, the word that was actually mentioned in the conversation was 

“commuting”, not “communication”. Mishearing “commuting” lead Van to the incorrect 

answer.  

(67) Vy: A, C and D refer to one point while B refers to another. I think he said that the 

greatest benefit was B. I choose B. 

 Vy was not able to show her understanding of the input. Her explanation was merely 

her own guesses which were most probably based on the written text.  

 

Option A – He arranges his free time as he pleases  

(68) Nga: I remember vaguely that he mentioned something related to arranging his free 

time. So I choose A. 

 There was no evidence of comprehension in Nga’s verbal report. She depended on a 

clue that she remembered vaguely and matched it with option A without further explanation.   

(69) An: I choose A, ‘he arranges his free time as he pleases’. Because I could hear that at 

one point he said he didn’t need to ….. . It has something to do with leisure time. So, I think 

it’s either A or D. Then he said that he didn’t have to book holiday in advance, or ask for 

permission, or join the company party when he didn’t want to. He also said that he didn’t 

have as much free time as before because he was very busy. So, I will not choose D. I choose 

A because although he is busy, he can still arrange his free time as he wants because he is the 

boss. 

 Since much of what she heard was related to leisure time, An narrowed down the 

options to only A (He arranges his time as he pleases) and D (He has more leisure time than 

before). Then, she made inferences so that they matched one of these options. Because An 

was certain that “he (Roger) was very busy”, she inferred that “he didn’t have as much free 
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time as before” and thus eliminated option D. At this point, An went on to make another 

inference to convince herself that A was the correct answer. The claim that “although he is 

busy, he can still arrange his free time as he wants because he is the boss” is not 

unreasonable. However, it was made based on the listener’s knowledge and experience rather 

than on the information given in the input.  

 With 6 out of 10 correct answers, item 20 was rather difficult for this group of 

participants. The approaches to answering the item varied considerably from person to 

person. Among the six successful participants, only two appeared to be able to identify 

relevant linguistic cues and make appropriate inferences from them (excerpt (60), (61)). The 

other four, on the other hand, could only recognize one or two linguistic cues and had to turn 

to their non-linguistic knowledge, the elimination strategy or guessing to come up with the 

correct answer (excerpt (62), (63), (64), (65)).  

 The two main reasons for incorrect answers were mishearing the input (except (66)) 

and lack of comprehension (excerpt (67), (68)). An interesting case was observed in excerpt 

(69) where the listener had a relatively good understanding of the text but failed to catch the 

most relevant information. This led her to making an inference which made sense but did not 

reflect the speaker’s opinion. 

Item 31 

This item belongs to the last talk in Part 3 of the LCLT. Test-takers listen to Lucy, a music 

teacher, talking about new development in one of the music colleges.  

Why did Lucy spend the whole week to listen to the students’ concert?  

A. She had free time.  

B. She had to. 

C. She was attracted to it. 

D. The students wanted her to. 
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Audio script:  

I spent last week sitting in on a rehearsal for a concert which will be given by final year 

students at World Seven Colleges of music in a couple of weeks’ time. Now, I wouldn’t 

normally spend one whole week doing this but after the first day’s rehearsal, I was fascinated 

by what was going on and wanted to hear more. 

Number of correct answers: 7/10  

Data for the correct answer 

(70) Chi: Uhm, the information is quite clear here. Lucy said she spent the whole week 

listening to the students’ concert. Normally, she would not do that but she said that after a 

day and a half, she was fascinated and wanted to hear more. So, I choose C, she was 

attracted to it.   

(71) Vy: She was attracted to the students' concert because I think the concert last the whole 

week and after her first time going to it, she was appealed and attracted. So, she decided to 

go on the other days as well. 

(72) Nga: The answer is C. She said that although she was not free for a whole week, she was 

fascinated after the first day listening to that concert. And I think fascinated is synonymous to 

attracted in option C. So, I choose C. 

 The verbal reports from Chi, Vy and Nga show the typical cognitive processes that 

the seven successful participants experienced while answering item 31. They all chose C and 

provided similar explanation for that choice. It is worth noticing that none of the participants 

depended too much on individual words. Instead, they confidently recalled the main ideas of 

the conversation and make inferences based on their understanding of the context. Since their 

understanding of the input was adequate, compensatory strategies did not seem necessary in 

this case.  
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Data for the incorrect answers 

Option B – she had to  

(73) Nam: I choose “she had to”. I have a feeling that at the beginning, she did not want to 

be there but after one week, she realized that it was good so she continued to watch. I’m not 

quite sure. But I think the answer is “she had to”. 

Nam seemed to get the general idea that the speaker (Lucy) was not very interested at 

first but she then became fascinated by the concert. She thought that Lucy only realized the 

concert was interesting after one week listening to it. However, as Lucy said in the input text, 

she was fascinated after the first day and then decided to spend one whole week listening to 

the students’ concert. It was likely that Nam misheard the time reference or could not 

remember the exact detail. Therefore, she ended up choosing the incorrect option.  

(74) Mai: I think the answer is A. She mentioned the word “loud” or “bucket”, so I think it 

was not pleasant to listen to. So, I choose A “she had to”. 

 Mai quoted the word “loud” and “bucket” which came later in this talk and was not 

relevant to item 31. Judging from her verbal report, Nam seemed unable to comprehend the 

information related to this item. Therefore, she kept waiting until she was able to catch the 

words that she found useful. The words “loud” and bucket” came after the information 

needed for item 31. They were associated with the students’ concert and treated as key words. 

From such association, Mai inferred that the concert was not pleasant to listen to. Therefore, 

the reason why Lucy spent the whole week listening to the concert was because “she had to”.  

In Mai’s response, there was evidence of her making inferences about the speaker’s attitude 

based on linguistic cues from the input text. Nevertheless, her lack of input comprehension 

led to the misidentification of key words. This, in turn, resulted in Mai’s unsuccessful attempt 

in answering item 31. 



159 
 

 
 

 The analysis of the participants’ verbal reports on item 9, 19, 20 and 31 has provided 

evidence that the LCLT did engage the ability to make inferences about the speakers’ 

attitudes and opinions. The wording of these items indicates the test developers’ intention in 

measuring this ability. In particular, the stems of the items explicitly targeted the speakers’ 

attitudes and opinions with questions or statements such as “What does Wendy’s mom think 

of the movie?”, “What does Roger feel is the greatest benefit of running his own business?”, 

and “Roger regards his early days in business as ___”. The response options for each of 

these items also included vocabulary related to feelings such as “she absolutely hated it” 

(item 9), “demanding”, “frustrating” (item 19), and expressions indicating attitudes such as 

“he is free of an environment he disliked” (item 20) or “she was attracted to it” (item 31). 

None of the response options for item 9, 19, 20 and 31 perfectly matched the words used in 

the input text. This shows the test designers’ effort in creating a condition for inferences to be 

made about the speakers’ attitudes and opinions. 

 From the verbal data, there was extensive evidence of participants engaging in the 

process of making inferences about the speakers’ attitudes and opinions. This inference 

making process was aided by the participants’ pragmatic knowledge, common sense 

knowledge and background knowledge. Since such knowledge varied from person to person, 

it was not surprising that in certain situations, the listeners made different inferences based on 

the same linguistic cue(s), thus choosing different answers for a particular item. Examples 

can be found in responses to item 9 (excerpt (50), (51) and (53)), or responses to item 19 

(excerpt (54) and (57)). 

 The think-aloud protocols also revealed that in the inference making process, the 

participants paid much attention to the speakers’ language use but not their tone of voice. 

Indeed, there was no evidence of inferences made based on the prosodic features of the 

utterances. In the participants’ responses, the rationale supplied for an inference or an answer 



160 
 

 
 

was very frequently ‘I heard the word’ or ‘I heard that…’. The tone of the speakers was never 

referred to as one of the factors that aid the inference-making and decision-making process.  

 Although the items analysed in this section target the ability to make inferences which 

can be seen as involving high-level cognitive processes, the importance of lower-level or 

bottom-up processing was indeed undeniable. As was clear from the analysis, all the 

participants who came up with the correct answers for item 9, 19, 20 and 31 reported 

cognitive processes in which they successfully identified relevant linguistic cues and made 

inferences based on these cues. Evidence can be found in excerpt (50)-(52) for item 9, (54)-

(56) for item 19, (60)-(63) for item 20, and (70)-(72) for item 31. At the same time, failure in 

answering these items was mainly associated with not being able to understand the input 

(excerpt (58) and (59)), not being able to recognize relevant information (excerpt (68), (69), 

(74)), and mishearing the input (excerpt (66)). It was clear that for these four items which 

targeted a supposedly higher-level listening subskill, lower-level processing was still 

involved to a large extent. Although top-down processes were salient in the responses to 

these items, bottom-up processes were showed to be of equal (or perhaps greater) importance. 

 Another issue emerging from the analysis was the varying difficulty levels among the 

items. While item 9 was easy for this group of test takers with nine correct responses, item 19 

was quite difficult with only five correct answers. Item 20 and 31 had moderate difficulty 

levels with six and seven correct answers respectively. The reason for the varying levels of 

item difficulty was not yet clear but it might have had something to do with the clarity of the 

input. For item 9, 20 and 31, no complaints were reported about how fast and unclear the 

conversations were. Meanwhile, in the responses to item 19, two of the participants who 

came up with the incorrect answers appeared to totally get lost. The explanation they gave 

was “they talked too fast” (excerpt (59)) and “They talked really fast. All the sounds are 

linked together” (excerpt (58)). 
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 The finding that participants made use of test-taking strategies to make up for their 

lack of input comprehension caused no surprise. The two main strategies they turned to were 

elimination strategy and guessing which were made possible by the written text and the 

multiple-choice format (excerpt (58), (59) and (65). 

5.4.1.5. Understanding discourse function and the purpose of the speaker   

As stated in the test specifications, this subskill ranked high in the difficulty hierarchy 

(level 5) and should be represented by 2 test items in the second part of the LCLT. The verbal 

data, however, provided evidence of only one item in Part 3 of the test that targeted the 

ability to recognize discourse function and the purposes of the speaker. Specifically, the 

responses to item 21 revealed evidence of cognitive processes in which the participants 

turned to their discourse knowledge to figure out the correct answer. Details of these 

processes are provided in the following analysis of the participants’ responses to this 

particular item. 

Item 21  

Context: You will hear a talk to a group of visitors who are visiting the Smithsonian 

museums in America.  

Who is probably giving this talk?   

A. An Indian  

B. A professor  

C. An artist  

D. A tour guide  

Audio script:  

I hope you’ve enjoyed your visit so far in Washington DC. Today we’re going on a tour of 

the Smithsonian. The Smithsonian is actually several museums, each with a different focus, 
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situated together on a mall. These museums in total have more than 60 million items on 

exhibit. 

Number of correct answers: 9/10  

Data for the correct answer  

(75) Trang:  For item 21, I think the speaker was a tour guide who was giving the visitors a 

tour. She said “I hope you enjoy…”. The other three options were not possible. Professors 

give lectures. There was no information about Indian or artist.  

(76) Thu: I choose D, tour guide because she was introducing. Like, today we will go on a 

tour. She must be a tour guide. A professor will not speak like that. Indian and artist were not 

mentioned. 

(77) Van: I can eliminate option A because she can’t be an Indian. She doesn’t have an 

Indian accent. I can infer from the context. That was the way someone was introducing and 

guiding other people. A tour guide.  Something like she was taking the visitors around and 

introduce things at the same time. Now we will go on a tour, something like that. She did not 

say she was a tour guide and I’m taking you on a tour but I understood that. 

Trang, Thu and Van all came up with the correct answer and they underwent similar 

cognitive processes. First, they were able to catch the key phrases which were “we will go on 

a tour”, ‘I hope you enjoy…”. From these cues, they used their knowledge of discourse to 

make inferences about who the speaker was. All the three participants recognized that the 

phrases that they heard was typical of a tour guide’s language. It was evident from the way 

the speaker used the word “tour’, from the way she checked whether the visitors enjoyed the 

trip or introduce the upcoming activity. From such language use, Trang, Thu and Van shared 

the same impression that the speaker was introducing and guiding the visitors. Although they 

all seemed confident in their decision to choose ‘tour guide’ as the final answer, these 

participants still further confirmed their decision by considering the other three alternatives. It 
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should be noted that their evaluation of the other options was also based on their sensitivity to 

discourse types and accent. Trang and Thu eliminated option B (professor) because in their 

opinion, “a professor will not speak like that” and “a professor gives lecture”. These 

responses indicated, though indirectly, that Trang and Thu understood the type of discourse 

generally associated with a professor’s lecture. Van added another perspective when she 

eliminated option A (an Indian) because in her opinion, the speaker did not have an Indian 

accent. 

Some other participants reported similar cognitive processes; however, their responses 

also showed the influence of the written text and the context provided prior to listening. 

(78) An: Before listening to the talk, I read that this was a “talk to a group of visitors”, so I 

had the feeling that tour guide was more suitable than all the other options.  It can also be an 

artist but as I actually listened to the talk, the language use was typical of a tour guide. Like 

“today, we’re going on a tour”. So, I think, tour guide was the best option. Better than 

Indian, professor or artist. 

(79) Minh: Right from the beginning I already thought it would be a tour guide because this 

was a “talk to a group of visitors”. No, she did not have an Indian accent. I don’t think she 

was a professor. Not an artist, either. She did not talk about the museum only. She said they 

visited Washington DC as well, so I think she must be a tour guide.  

Both An and Minh admitted that they had the answer in their minds even before 

listening. The amount of context given for this talk, though limited, was still enough help 

these participants predict the correct answer. For An and Minh, the introduction that this was 

“a talk to a group of visitors” sparked the idea that the speaker would be a tour guide. 

However, this still remained a hypothesis until they actually listened to the text. Although 

their decision-making process was aided by the context given for the talk, their listening 

abilities still played a major role in helping them confirm the hypothesis they had from the 
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beginning. While the use of discourse knowledge was evident in An’s report, general 

understanding of the context and language use led Minh to the final decision on the correct 

answer. 

Data for the incorrect answer: 

Option B – A professor  

(80) Nam: I think this is a professor because I think a tour guide must sound more excited. 

This is a professor giving a lecture. It might be a field trip. 

This was the only incorrect response to item 21 in which the participant made an 

inference based solely on the speaker’s tone of voice. It might have come from her own 

experience that a tour guide usually sounded energetic and excited. Therefore, when the 

speaker’s voice did not seem to match her expectation, Nam discarded the possibility that the 

speaker was a tour guide. She thought the speaker was a professor who was giving a lecture, 

adding that the talk might have been given in a field trip. However, no reference to the input 

text was given to back that claim. It was quite interesting that Nam paid attention to the 

speaker’s tone of voice, which was very rare in the verbal data. Unfortunately, that cue was 

not very useful for item 21.  

In general, item 21 required the participants to go beyond processing at word level 

and make inferences using their knowledge of discourse. As evidenced by the verbal report, 

most participants were able to activate the relevant discourse knowledge to come up with the 

correct answer. There was also evidence of participants using background knowledge and the 

context provided for the talk to aid their decision-making process. Although item 21 was 

supposed to engage a high-level listening subskill (level 5), it was found to be easy for this 

group of participants. This result might be explained by the fact that the input text was 

relatively clear and easy to understand. Another possible reason is that the type of discourse 
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(tour-guide talk) targeted by this item is quite common and therefore its typical features were 

not difficult to recognize.   

5.4.2. Factors affecting test-takers’ performance on LCLT items   

In this section, interest is attached to the evidence from the think-aloud protocols 

which showed that the participants’ responses to certain LCLT items were considerably 

influenced by factors related to the input texts or the design of these items. A total number of 

six factors were identified from the participants’ verbal reports. They are:  

• multiple-choice format;  

• number of speakers; 

• order of items;  

• speech rate;  

• lexical overlap;  

• quality of the recording.  

The following discussion provides evidence for each of these factors and elucidates the extent 

to which they influenced the participants’ cognitive processes. 

5.4.2.1. The multiple-choice format 

The think-aloud protocols suggested that the multiple-choice format encouraged 

bottom-up processes in which the participants focused their attention mainly on lexical 

matches rather than on wider meaning. There was extensive evidence of the test-takers using 

the classic key word strategy to locate relevant information in the auditory input. The most 

common response from all the participants to justify an answer was “I heard the word” and 

what came after that was a particular word or phrase written in one of the options. Some 

reported that they were mainly waiting to catch the word(s) that matched the written text 

rather than listening to get the ideas.  
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The lexical matching strategy was mainly noticed in the participants’ responses to the 

LCLT items that targeted the ability to identify implicit information and the ability to make 

inferences. For certain items in Part 2 and Part 3 of the LCLT, most participants’ responses 

indicated that the lack of comprehension led them to either partly or entirely depend on the 

written text. In a number of cases, the participants treated the answer options as the guide for 

their listening process. Once they were able to identify a lexical item that matched one of the 

response options, they decided to choose that option without understanding the overall 

meaning of the input. Responses to item 10 and item 35 are typical examples (see excerpt 

(18)-(19); (39)-(41)). It seems paradoxical that in response to items which required global 

comprehension of text, many participants tended to processed the input only at the local, 

lexical level. The evidence from the verbal data suggested that the response options might 

have distracted the participants from attempting to go beyond word level and figure out the 

broader relationship between details. However, that undesirable impact of the multiple-choice 

format was not noticed in the responses to items which targeted explicit details and literal 

meaning of the input. For the LCLT items that targeted the ability to identify explicit details 

in short and simple conversations, the participants showed very little dependence on the 

answer options. Most of them were able to correctly recall the content of the input text and 

then chose the answers that matched their comprehension.  

Another issue observed in the verbal data was the use of test-wise behaviours which 

were directly linked to the multiple-choice format. Random guessing was, not surprisingly, 

one of the strategies that the participants reported using to compensate for their lack of 

comprehension. It was noticed in some responses to items 11, 17, 18, 19 and 20 of the LCLT.  

The other test-specific strategy emerging from the think-aloud protocols was deductive 

reasoning which was based solely on the written information. The evidence of test-specific 

behaviours was found in 18 responses which are summarized in Table 5.10.  
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Table 5.10. Evidence of test-taking strategies in the verbal data 

Item Strategy used No. of references 

11 Guessing  3 

17 Deductive reasoning based solely on the written 

information 

4 

Guessing  4 

18 Guessing  2 

19 Deductive reasoning based solely on the written 

information 

2 

20 Deductive reasoning based solely on the written 

information 

3 

 

What stands out in Table 5.10 is the dominant use of test-taking strategies in response to item 

17. In particular, eight out of ten participants reported using either deductive reasoning or 

guessing to tackle the item. Their responses will be discussed in the analysis of item 17 as 

follows. 

Item 17 

Context: You will hear an interview with an engineer called Roger Moffet, whose working 

life has changed dramatically over the last ten years.  

The interview says that Roger is the kind of person who 

A. Is reluctant to try something different.  

B. Enjoys entertaining others.  

C. Does not want to spend his money.  

D. Is happy to reveal the trick of his trade. 

Auditory input:  

It seems only fitting that former construction engineer, Roger Muffet should have used his 

redundancy money to change directions and break into Hollywood, creating special effects 

for film and television. For by his own flamboyant admission, he’s no conventional engineer 
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but a born performer who loves an audience. Do you remember a certain car commercial in 

which a car was driven down the side of a skyscraper? The building façade and windows 

were built by Roger’s own company for a daring stunt whose trade secret he will not divulge. 

He also constructed sections of a bridge for the film Mary Riley which starred Julia Roberts 

and John Malkovich.  

Number of correct answers: 2/10 

Data for the correct answer: 

(81) Mai: I heard something related to special effects so I think it has something to do with 

“entertaining others”. So, I choose B. I also heard the word “engineer” but I didn’t hear 

anything related to the other three options. And it was quite fast. 

Although Mai did not seem to get the general idea of the input, she was able to 

recognize an important linguistic cue which later led her to the correct answer. She associated 

the phrase “special effects” with option B (enjoy entertaining others), which was quite 

reasonable.  

(82) Minh: It’s too fast, I can’t hear anything. She just talked non-stop. I don’t think he’s 

reluctant to try something different. The question is Roger IS the kind of person… . Maybe, 

he WAS reluctant before but he is not any more. Because if he is reluctant to try something 

different, he can’t have a successful business. Does not want to spend his money? No, if he 

does not want to spend his money, he wouldn’t do business. Enjoy entertaining others? 

Maybe, because he works in the film industry.  Is happy to reveal the trick of his trade? I 

don’t think so because they didn’t mention any trick in business. So, I choose B, enjoy 

entertaining others. 

Minh made use of several test-taking strategies to answer item 17. First, she decided 

to delay the answer until the end of the conversation since she admitted getting lost right from 

the beginning. The excerpt quoted above was the response she gave after she listened to the 
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entire interview. Minh only got back to item 17 when she was able to understand the general 

context and use it to answer this challenging item. This strategy worked for her since with her 

understanding of the overall context, Minh was able to eliminate the inappropriate options 

and decide on the correct one. 

Mai and Minh, the only two participants who answered item 17 correctly, reported 

very different thinking-process. While Mai’s success was attributed to bottom-up processing, 

Minh depended largely on top-down processing to figure out the answer. However, they both 

reported having troubles with the fast speed of delivery. 

Data for the incorrect answers: 

Option A - is reluctant to try something different   

(83) Thu: This third conversation is really difficult to listen because it’s really fast, all the 

sounds are linked together. It feels like everything was all mixed up. I can’t hear anything. I 

have to make a guess. I choose A. If his life dramatically changes, he had to try something 

different.   

(84) Nam: I missed it anyway. I think he is reluctant to try something new 

(85) Nga: I can’t hear anything. It’s too fast. I have to use my intuition. I choose A (reluctant 

to try something new). It’s just my random guess. 

(86) Van: I give up. She just talked without pausing. I can’t understand. I have a feeling, just 

a feeling. The answer is A. 

When they failed to understand the input, Thu, Nam, Nga and Van all turned to 

guessing as a compensatory strategy. While Thu made her guess based on the context given 

prior to listening, Nam and Nga simply made random guesses. 

(87) An: I missed all the information but I’ll try. I think I will eliminate option C, does not 

want to spend his money because in my opinion if he’s a successful person, he can’t be stingy 

or narrow-minded. The option “enjoys entertaining others”, I’m not quite sure what it 
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means. I’ll eliminate it, too because I think it has nothing to do with his job, an engineer. I’m 

thinking A or D. But in option A (is reluctant to try something different), I don’t know the 

word “reluctant”, not sure whether it means something positive or negative.  Uhm, D is also 

possible but I don’t think anybody will be happy to reveal his trick. So, I’ll choose A.   

An admitted missing all the necessary information for item 17 so she intentionally 

used her reading skill as a compensatory strategy. An considered all the alternatives and 

referred to the context provided to eliminate the options that she thought were not suitable. 

For example, she learnt from the written introduction that Roger was an engineer, so option B 

(enjoys entertaining others) seemed irrelevant to his job. Once she was able to narrow down 

the possible answers to A and D, An made use of her personal logic to eliminate option D (is 

happy to reveal the trick of his trade). Although she was still uncertain about option A (is 

reluctant to try something different), she ended up choosing it since it was the only alternative 

left. An’s verbal report indicated that several factors came into play at the same time to make 

up for her lack of comprehension. In particular, her reading skill, the context provided and 

also the multiple-choice format all had a role to play in her decision-making process. 

 

Option D - is happy to reveal the trick of his trade   

(88) Chi: The answer is not B or C. I think so. If he is reluctant to try something different, it 

doesn’t seem right. If his working life has changed dramatically over the last ten years, he 

can’t be reluctant to try something different. This is an interview, so he should be happy to 

reveal the trick of his trade. 

(89) Vy: It should be something positive. I think D, he’s happy to reveal the trick of his trade. 

That’s probably the reason why she wanted to interview him. Just what I feel. 
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In order to compensate for their inadequate comprehension, Chi and Vy turned to the 

written text and the given context to figure out the answer. They also brought their own 

feeling and opinion to the decision-making process. 

From the verbal data, it also became apparent that the fast speech rate coupled with 

the lack of pauses caused much trouble for the listeners. When the input was so difficult to 

understand, it came as no surprise that the participants had to turn to test-taking strategies to 

figure out the answer. Some of them reported depending entirely on the context provided and 

the written text to tackle this item (excerpt (82), (87), (88), (89)). At the same time, some 

others turned to random guessing as their last resort (excerpt (83)-(86)). 

Judging from the way it was written and with reference to the relevant input, item 17 

was expected to engage the ability to identify a certain detail when it was not clearly 

articulated. However, in reality, most of the responses to this item clearly indicated the use of 

test-taking strategies which were made possible by the multiple-choice format. In the 

responses to item 11, 18, 19, and 20, test-taking strategies were also found but with much 

lower frequency. As for deductive reasoning, evidence was found in excerpt (58) and (59) for 

item 19, excerpt (64), (65) and (67) for item 20. Guessing was identified in responses to item 

11 (excerpt (25)-(27)). This strategy was also found in two verbal reports for item 18 as 

follows. 

Item 18 

How did Roger feel initially about what happened ten years ago?  

A. angry  

B. depressed  

C. resigned  

D. disinterested  
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Audio script:  

Well, about ten years ago, I had a heart by-pass operation and about the same time, I was 

made redundant. I was feeling pretty low at the time so I decided that the only thing to do was 

to take my working life into my own hands and set up my own business.  

Data for random guessing 

(90) Vy: I think he was … just my guess because I missed all the information. I think he felt 

depressed. 

(91) Nga: I was still paying attention to item 17 so I missed the information related to item 

18. However, I guess it was depressed. 

These two participants were candid about the way they came up with the answer for 

item 18. They simply guessed because they missed all the relevant information. Their guesses 

were correct, which was lucky for them but at the same time revealed nothing about their 

listening ability. 

Among the 18 responses in which the participants attempted to use test-taking 

strategies to answer the test questions, five of them were correct (excerpt (64), (65), (82), (90) 

and (91)). Apparently, the multiple-choice format introduced construct-irrelevant variance to 

the LCLT since it allowed some listeners to arrive at the correct answers without 

understanding the input text.  

5.4.2.2. Number of speakers 

The number of speakers in the input conversation for item 10 was one of the factors 

that made it the most difficult item of the LCLT. The involvement of three speakers with two 

female voices and 1 male voice was found to increase the cognitive load associated with this 

question. As the listeners were trying to identify the particular detail required by the item, 

they also needed to distinguish between the voices and decide which information was 

exchanged between which speakers. Previous studies have found that the more voices there 
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are on a sound file and the more overlap there is between them, the more difficult it becomes 

for the listeners to discern who is saying what (Green, 2017, p.18). Evidence in the verbal 

data showed that most of the participants were not able to tell exactly who was talking to 

whom and about what. In their verbal reports, some simply referred to the speakers as “they” 

rather than their exact names or roles in the conversation (excerpt (16)-(18)). Memory was 

also an issue when the subjects had to remember not only the content of the conversation but 

also the speakers who were involved in the discussion of one particular detail (excerpt (18)). 

5.4.2.3. Order of items 

This factor was found to affect the participants’ performance on item 28. In the input 

text, the information necessary for item 28 was mentioned even before the information 

relevant to item 27. This requires not only the listening ability but also a good memory that 

allows the listeners to refer back and retrieve the right piece of information. As observed 

from the verbal data, the responses to item 28 were clearly polarizing. Only the 4 participants 

who noticed the mismatch and still had the relevant detail in their memory came up with the 

correct answer ((excerpt (31), (32)). Meanwhile, all the other ones who were not aware of the 

mismatch ended up with the incorrect answers. 

For item 28, even the successful participants found themselves to be confused and 

somewhat annoyed by the fact that the order of items did not match the flow of the input text. 

Such a mismatch disrupted their metacognitive processes (Chi, 2011) and added unnecessary 

cognitive load on their attempts to construct meaning (Kintsch, 1998). My hypothesis was 

that the test developers might have intentionally put item 27 and 28 in an unexpected order 

with the view to discriminating between good and not-so-good listeners. However, in this 

case, I would argue that this arrangement was unfair for both the successful and unsuccessful 

participants. Those who were able to notice the strange order had to experience confusion and 

more pressure on their memory. For unsuccessful participants, it was not their fault to not 
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notice the mismatch between the item order and the information flow. In a listening test that 

allows the test-takers to listen to the recording once only, anyone should expect the item 

order to match the flow of information. The participants’ responses to item 28 suggests that 

scrambling the sequence of items placed unnecessary cognitive burden on the test-takers and 

failed to test their true listening ability. This technique should not be used to manipulate item 

difficulty. Elliott and Wilson (2013) cautioned that there needs to be sound justification for 

presenting items out of their chronological order within the text.  

5.4.2.4. Speech rate 

Throughout the LCLT, the speech rate seemed reasonable for the participants. Item 17 

was the only item that the participants found extremely challenging because of the fast speech 

rate. Most participants started their report with a comment on the fact that the speakers 

“talked to fast”, “talked non-stop” and “talked without pausing” (excerpt (82)-(86)). For that 

reason, they got lost and failed to make sense of the input. They eventually gave up and 

turned to test-taking strategies to answer this item. 

There might be two reasons why the input for item 17 was so difficult for the 

participants. First, the lack of pauses was definitely a contributing factor. In the part of the 

recording which was relevant to item 17, the speaker did not pause very often and each time 

she did, the pause was too short for the listeners to process the input. This lack of pauses, as 

evidenced in most participants’ verbal reports, made it difficult for them to identify word 

boundaries and keep up with the flow of speech. Second, the conversation related to item 17 

was delivered at a faster rate than the input for the previous items. It should be noted that Part 

2 of the LCLT included 3 separate conversations and four items were written for each 

conversation as follows:  

• Conversation 1 (item 9-12) 

• Conversation 2 (item 13-16) 
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• Conversation 3 (item 17-20) 

The sudden increase in speech rate was only noticed by the participants when the third 

conversation began. Most of the participants started their report by an exclamation of how 

fast the speech rate was while such comments were not recorded for the previous 

conversations. This indicated that the participants might have expected the third conversation 

in Part 2 to be delivered at a comparable speed with the other two and thus, were totally 

unprepared for the increase in speech rate. This unexpected change, most probably, caused 

the participants to lose confidence as soon as the conversation started. 

Evidence from the think-aloud protocols clearly showed that speech rate had a 

detrimental effect on comprehension. Nonetheless, since speech rate itself is a fairly crude 

measure and might not be the sole source of the participants’ problems. The consideration of 

speech rate should be extended to the frequency of pauses (Goldman-Eisler, 1961) and the 

consistency of speed throughout one certain part of a test. 

5.4.2.5. Lexical overlap 

In the LCLT, complete or partial lexical overlap between the input text and the 

response options were observed in the items that engaged the ability to identify details of a 

talk or conversation. Specifically, in most of the items that involved the ability to understand 

clearly articulated details, lexical overlap was found between the input and the correct 

answers (item 1, 2, 7, 15). The think-aloud protocols revealed that most of the participants 

answered these items with ease by matching the words they heard with the options containing 

those words (excerpt (1)-(8)). Apart from the clarity and the simple language use of the 

passages, the lexical overlap between the auditory input and the correct answers apparently 

made the items very easy for the participants. 

On the other hand, in the items that engaged the ability to identify details which were 

not clearly articulated, complete and partial lexical overlap was mainly seen between the 
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input and the distractors (item 10, 28, 35). Consequently, it diverted the participants’ 

attention away from the implied details and tricked the listeners into choosing the incorrect 

answers (excerpt (16)-(19), (33)-(35), (39)-(41).  

A previous study by (Freedle & Kostin, 1996) indicated that lexical overlap between 

the correct option and the text is the best predictor of easy items while the overlap between 

the incorrect options and the text is the best predictor of difficult items. That holds true in this 

study since the difficulty levels of certain items were clearly influenced by whether lexical 

overlap was found in the correct answers or the distractors.  

5.4.2.6. Quality of the recording 

The inconsistency in the quality of the LCLT recordings represented a source of 

construct-irrelevant variance which was found to have a noticeable impact on the 

participants’ performance. As reported by all the participants, the quality of the last sound file 

in the LCLT was noticeably worse than the files used previously in the test. They also 

acknowledged that the poor sound quality made the last talk difficult to understand. The 

reports from Trang, Thu, and Minh are typical examples. 

(92) Trang: She talks really fast and the sound quality is not as good as the previous ones. I 

can’t hear much. I can’t hear anything for item 31. 

(93) Thu: I can’t hear very clearly. The sounds were a bit distorted. 

(94) Minh: Oh, what’s wrong with the sound. It’s not clear any more. I can’t understand 

anything. 

Since the sound quality was poor for the entire input text for item 31 to 35, most of 

the participants reported having difficulty answering these items. From their think-aloud 

protocols, it was clear that they chose the answers mainly by matching an option with a word 

or phrase that they were able to catch in a stream of blurry sounds. The poor sound quality 

apparently had a negative impact on the participants’ performance on item 31 to 35. 
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Summary 

The evidence from the verbal data revealed that the cognitive load of the LCLT items 

was governed by not only the listening subskills they engaged but also a number of text and 

task-related factors. The characteristics of the input text that were found to affect test-takers’ 

performance were the number of speakers in a conversation and speech rate. The task-related 

factors emerging from the participants’ verbal reports were the multiple-choice format, order 

of items and lexical overlap. Apart from that, poor sound quality was also identified as a 

considerable source of construct-irrelevant variance. Taken together, all these factors 

highlight the multifaceted nature of listening task difficulty. In Chapter 7, they will be further 

discussed in terms of the practical considerations for the assessment of listening in general.  

5.5. Judgement on the first warrant of the explanation inference  

 

This study provides evidence for the warrant which holds that the LCLT items 

actually engaged the listening subskills described for level 3, 4 and 5 of the CEFR-V. The 

most important findings will be summarised in this section so as to lay the ground for the 

final judgement on this warrant. 

5.5.1. Poor coverage of the targeted listening construct 

Evidence gathered from the participants’ responses revealed that the LCLT items 

provided very limited coverage of the targeted construct which stretched over a wide range of 

16 listening subskills. In fact, only 5 subskills were covered by the test and they are:  

• Understanding details of discussion around him/her provided speech is clearly 

articulated (level 3); 

• Understanding details of discussion around him/her when they are not clearly 

articulated (level 4); 

• Listening and making simple inferences about the context (level 4); 
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• Listening and making inferences about the speakers’ attitude and opinion through 

his/her tone and language use (level 4); 

• Understanding discourse function and the purpose of the speaker (level 5). 

Despite a strong emphasis on measuring the ability to understand the main ideas of the input 

text, there was no evidence of this subskill both in the way the test items were written and in 

the participants’ responses. While listening for main ideas has been regarded as a key 

component in not only traditional taxonomies (Richards, 1983; Weir, 1993) but also the 

CEFR and CEFR-V scale descriptors, it was completely ignored in the LCLT. Therefore, 

none of the participants had the opportunity to use their ability to process input and 

synthesize information to achieve global understanding of the listening text. Also, there was 

no evidence of higher-level listening subskills such as:  

• Understanding the purpose of the speaker even when it is not clearly and directly 

articulated (level 5);  

• Understanding details in propositionally and linguistically complex speech (level 5);  

• Understanding idiomatic expressions (level 5).  

Among the five subskills that were actually covered by the LCLT, the strongest focus, was on 

the ability to identify details of a discussion both when they are clearly articulated and when 

they are implied. The ability to make inferences was also frequently reported in the 

participants’ responses. Meanwhile, not much evidence was found about how the subjects 

made use of their discourse knowledge to understand the purpose of the speaker.  

 The results of this study indicated a significant gap between the target construct and 

the listening abilities that the LCLT was able to measure. This gap represents one of the 

major sources of invalidity, the situation in which the assessment is too narrow and fails to 

include important dimensions of the construct (Messick, 1995).  
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5.5.2. Presence of construct-irrelevant variance 

Overall, the evidence considered suggests that the LCLT’s validity was threatened by 

construct-irrelevant variance. The multiple-choice format allowed the participants to make 

guesses and depend on the written text when they were not able to understand the auditory 

input. Apart from that, the poor sound quality which should be avoided at all costs was found 

to be a problem for the last sound file of the test. Such evidence of construct contamination 

apparently casts doubts on the interpretations of the LCLT scores.  

Haladyna and Downing (2004) suggested a wide range of factors to be considered 

which include test preparation, test development, test administration, scoring, student-related 

characteristics and cheating. However, given the nature of this study, a comprehensive 

investigation of all these factors was not possible. Since all the participants were invited to 

take the test in a non-test condition, their performance was not influenced by student-related 

factors such as test anxiety or motivation. Moreover, in a one-on-one, worry-free setting, 

aspects of test administration as in a real test event were clearly not applicable. All the 10 

students participating in this study were LCLT first-timers and therefore test preparation was 

not an issue. Also, there were no concerns related to scoring and cheating because scoring 

was objective and the participants had no reason to cheat. With all other factors screened out, 

this study can only shed light on the construct-irrelevant variance induced by the input text 

and the design of test items. However, in a real test event, the LCLT’s validity might have 

been threatened by other sources of construct-irrelevant variance.   

In sum, evidence from the verbal data suggests that the LCLT suffered from both 

construct under-representation and construct-irrelevant variance. Therefore, the warrant 

which holds that the target construct was well-represented by the LCLT items was not 

supported. 
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            Chapter 6. The comparability between the LCLT and IELTS Listening 

 

This chapter contributes to the evaluation of the explanation inference by providing 

evidence for the second warrant which holds that test-takers’ scores on the LCLT correlated 

well with scores on an international English proficiency test that measured a similar 

construct. It reports on the comparability study between the LCLT and an IELTS Listening 

test. In this chapter, the background of the study is first presented. This overview is followed 

by a review of comparability studies on language tests. The methodology and findings of this 

study are then reported before a decision is made about the second warrant of the explanation 

inference.  

6.1. Background of the study 

Although the localized test of English proficiency in Vietnam is currently developed 

and intended for domestic use only, it claims alignment with the CEFR and aims to reach a 

level of comparability with international tests of English proficiency. This broader vision is 

of great importance since it is the desire of test-takers and test scores users, nowadays, to look 

further than one test and examine the equivalence among various tests of English proficiency 

(Lim & Khalifa, 2013). With this being the case, a study that compares the Vietnamese 

localized test to an international measure of English proficiency will be useful because it 

sheds light on how the local test played out in terms of international benchmarks of 

proficiency. This chapter reports on a study that compared the LCLT with the listening 

component of the International English Language Testing System, also known as the IELTS 

test. 

There are two main reasons why the IELTS test was chosen for this comparability 

study. First of all, among all the current tests of English proficiency in Vietnam such as the 

Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), the Test of English for International 

Communication (TOEIC) or the newly introduced Aptis test, IELTS is still the most popular 



181 
 

 
 

one. Over the past 20 years, this test has gained public acceptance as a reliable indicator of 

test-takers’ proficiency in English. Therefore, it is not uncommon for any new test of English 

proficiency to be considered against the standard that the IELTS has set.  Secondly, test-

takers’ results on the LCLT and IELTS can be used in Vietnam for the same purposes which 

are higher education and employment. However, different universities, organizations and 

companies may have different policies regarding which test is accepted. In general, the 

popularity of IELTS and the common purposes that it shares with the LCLT has made this 

test an obvious choice for an external measure of proficiency that the LCLT can be compared 

to. Although IELTS is a well-established test of English proficiency which has been accepted 

internationally, it is not looked at, in this study, as a kind of standard that the LCLT should 

follow. The two tests were compared in an objective manner with the view to informing test 

developers, test-takers and test-score users of how comparable they are rather than implying a 

superior-inferior relationship between them. 

6.2. Comparability studies on language tests 

 

This section is intended to give an overview of comparative test analysis and validation 

studies which are relevant to the context and purposes of this present study. In particular, 

attention will be paid to a number of studies in which well-established international tests of 

English proficiency were compared to each other. Another important part is also dedicated to 

studies that compared locally developed tests in Asia to internationally recognized tests of 

English proficiency. In so doing, this section aims to provide insights into different approaches 

to investigating cross-test comparability which has become increasingly important to test-

takers and test score users nowadays (Lim & Khalifa, 2013).  

A seminal project in terms of developing a systematic approach to the comparison of  

language tests is the Cambridge-TOEFL comparability study conducted by Bachman,  

Davidson, Ryan and Choi (1995). This study compared the First Certificate of English  
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(FCE) administered by the University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate and  

the paper-based version of the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL)  

administered by the Educational Testing Service (ETS), Princeton. Data analysis for this  

study included a qualitative content analysis conducted by expert judges using Bachman's  

(1990) model of Communicative Language Ability and Test Method Facets. A range of  

quantitative analyses were also utilized to investigate the test performance and factor  

structure of the test batteries. Although the research started with the hypothesis that the  

different measurement traditions from which the tests were developed would result in  

“clear and striking differences” in both test content and test performance (Davidson &  

Bachman, 1990, p. 28), the research results revealed a substantial amount of overlap. The  

study concluded that there were more similarities than differences in terms of test content  

and the two tests were generally measuring similar language abilities.  

Around the same time with the Cambridge – TOEFL project, Geranpayeh (1994)  

conducted a comparability study on IELTS and TOEFL, focusing solely on test scores.   

In an attempt to justify score comparison between the two tests, Geranpayeh (1994)  

compared the results of 216 subjects who took both tests from 1990 to 1992. Moderate to  

high correlations between the paper-based TOEFL and IELTS scores were found.  The  

results of factor analysis suggested that IELTS and TOEFL were likely to share similar  

internal structure and thus might provide similar information of test-takers’ language  

ability.  

Along the same line, more recently, a study was carried out by ETS (2010)  

comparing test-takers’ performance on the new internet-based TOEFL and IELTS. This  

study compared the results of 1,153 test-takers on each section, i.e., Listening, Speaking,  

Reading, and Writing as well as their overall scores on both tests. The quantitative  
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analysis of test performance revealed that the correlations between IELTS and TOEFL in  

terms of Writing and Speaking scores were not very strong. Meanwhile, moderately high  

correlations were observed in the Listening and Reading scores. The correlation between  

total scores on both tests was indeed higher than any section score correlations. Even  

though the results of this study showed that test-takers’ overall scores on IELTS and  

TOEFL were comparable, it was not clear whether IELTS and TOEFL were sharing the  

same underlying construct. 

Influential as they are, major international examinations, such as IELTS and TOEFL, 

are only likely to work when they are used for the right purpose and on the population they 

have been designed for (O'Sullivan, 2012). The consideration of the test-taking population 

and its own context has given rise to localized tests of English proficiency. In Asia, the 

General English Proficiency Test (GEPT) of Taiwan and the EIKEN test of Japan are the two 

much-quoted examples of localized tests that have been recognized in other countries. 

Research has been carried out to seek evidence of the comparability between these localized 

tests and international tests of English proficiency.              

In 2013, Weir, Chan and Nakatsuhara (2013) conducted a study to establish the 

statistical cross test comparability of the GEPT Advanced and IELTS in their reading and 

writing subtests. The correlation between GEPT-A and IELTS reading scores was found to be 

moderate (.520). However, the findings suggested that it was harder to pass the GEPT-A 

reading test than to score 6.5 or above in the IELTS reading test. Regarding the writing 

scores, moderate to large correlations were obtained between GEPT-A scores and IELTS 

writing bands. It was also suggested that passing the GEPT-A writing test was more difficult 

than scoring 6.5 or above on the IELTS writing test. Significant positive correlations implied 

that the Reading and Writing tests of GEPT-A and IELTS might have measured the same 

underlying construct; however, this was not verified by any empirical evidence. 
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More recently, in 2016, the British Council conducted a comparison study  

between GEPT and the Aptis test (Wu, Yeh, Dunlea & Spiby, 2016), using the  

socio-cognitive framework for test development and validation (Weir, 2005; O’Sullivan &  

Weir, 2011). In this study, the constructs of both tests were analyzed using factor analysis  

and content analysis while test performances were compared through statistical analysis.  

The findings revealed that the Aptis subtests correlated significantly with all the GEPT  

subtests at moderate to high levels. The results of Factor Analysis indicated that GEPT  

and Aptis measured the same construct. Content analysis which was conducted by means  

of expert judgement showed that the Aptis Listening, Speaking and Reading was more  

difficult than the GEPT. However, the GEPT Writing test was considered more  

cognitively challenging than the Aptis.  

Another attempt to compare the GEPT with an well-established international test  

was the comparability study between the GEPT-A and TOEFL (Kunnan & Carr, 2017)  

which focused on the reading and writing component. Both qualitative content analysis  

and quantitative statistical analysis were conducted on the reading component.  

Meanwhile, for the writing subtests, only quantitative analysis of test-takers’ performance  

was carried out. The reading texts of GEPT-A were found to be more challenging in terms  

of vocabulary and syntax. The statistical analysis showed that test-takers performed better  

on the TOEFL iBT reading than on the GEPT-A reading. Similar results were observed  

for the performance on the writing test. However, it was also found that test-takers’  

reading and writing scores on the GEPT-A correlated significantly with their TOEFL iBT  

scores.  

Regarding the EIKEN test, the best-known comparability study to date was the  

one that compared this test with the TOEFL iBT in terms of both construct and score  
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performance (Brown et al., 2012). This study targeted the three upper-level EIKEN exams  

(Grade 1, Grade Pre-1 and Grade 2), each of which was divided into reading, listening,  

writing and speaking subsections. The results of correlational analysis showed that the  

total scores of EIKEN and TOEFL correlated strongly with each other. This provides  

evidence that test-takers’ total scores on EIKEN can predict their total scores on TOEFL  

iBT and vice versa. In terms of test construct, a two-component Principle Component  

Analysis showed a pattern of loadings indicating that the two tests were measuring similar  

constructs.  

            The studies reviewed previously reflect the efforts by both local and international  

researchers in examining the link between various tests of English proficiency available  

for test-takers these days. In general, the studies on international tests of English  

proficiency revealed good signs of comparability between them in terms of test  

scores. However, due attention was not paid to the comparison of test construct when most 

studies of this kind relied on factor analysis as the only source of evidence for construct 

comparability. Meanwhile, factor analysis is the method that works out the process by 

looking at the test results (Field, 2013) rather than investigating the cognitive processes that 

underlie the design of test items. Therefore, it fails to elucidate what the test construct 

actually entails. The lack of depth in construct comparison can be seen as a major limitation 

of most comparability studies mentioned in this review. 

6.3. Methodology 

This study aims to elicit evidence for the second warrant of the explanation inference 

which holds that test-takers’ scores on the LCLT correlated well with their scores on an 

IELTS Listening test. It should be emphasized that the comparison of the constructs is a 

prerequisite for the comparison of test scores. There is no point in comparing test-takers’ 

scores on two tests that measure different constructs. Therefore, this study compares the 
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LCLT and IELTS in two substantial areas, the test construct, and the test-takers’ 

performance. This comparison requires a mixed method approach that includes both 

qualitative and quantitative analyses. Data were collected via two mock tests administered to 

the same group of students from the host university. 

6.3.1. Participants 

The study participants included 66 Vietnamese students. At the time of the study, they 

were all second-year English majors at the host university. All of them were female students, 

aged 19 to 20. These students were relatively familiar with the format of the IELTS Listening 

test but they never took the LCLT before. Therefore, prior to the administration of the LCLT, 

the test was properly introduced to ensure that the participants were well-informed and 

understood what they were expected to do. The information sheet and consent form for this 

study are provided in Appendix G and H. 

6.3.2. Test administration  

The instruments needed for data collection are the LCLT and a retired version of an 

IELTS Listening test. Test materials included test papers and recordings of the listening texts 

from both tests. While security and confidentiality were required for the LCLT materials, the 

IELTS Listening test paper and recording were published in the practice test collection by 

Cambridge University Press. 

The group of 66 English majors were invited to take the LCLT first in a mock test 

event. That said, the test was administered under strict testing conditions and participants 

were encouraged to try their best. The interval between the LCLT and the IELTS Listening 

test was one week which was not long enough to risk any significant change in the students’ 

proficiency level, either in terms of gain or loss. Although a counterbalanced design in which 

a certain number of students take the LCLT first and others take the IELTS first would have 

been a more robust data collection method, it was not possible due to objective reasons.  
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After all these steps, the data obtained for analysis included the test papers and 

recordings of both the LCLT and IELTS. The results of 66 participants for both tests were 

also recorded for the comparison of test-takers’ performance. 

6.3.3. Expert judges 

Since the qualitative analysis of this study was conducted by means of expert 

judgement, a team of reviewers was organized for this particular purpose. This team 

consisted of five reviewers, including myself. The reviewers were Vietnamese teachers of 

English who had at least 5 years of teaching experience at the time of the study. They all held 

Master’s Degrees of Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL). Each 

reviewer was from a different university in Vietnam. 

This study took a consensus approach to expert judgement, which means the 

reviewers were first asked to give their expert opinions on certain aspects of the LCLT and 

the IELTS Listening test. Then, the results were discussed as a group to identify sources of 

disagreement and resolve any differences. The last step was to arrive at a final evaluation that 

all the five reviewers agreed on.  

6.3.4. Data analysis 

The comparison of test construct is an important part of content analysis since it helps 

to verify whether both the LCLT and the IELTS Listening test were measuring the same 

construct. This investigation of test construct is usually conducted by means of Factor 

Analysis and/or expert judgement. The latter was chosen for this study because of two 

reasons. First, the sample size is not large enough to ensure reliable outcomes for Factor 

Analysis. While a sample size of 100 is the minimum requirement for Factor Analysis, only 

66 participants were recruited for this study. Second, Factor Analysis is the method that 

works out the process by looking at the test results (Field, 2013) rather than investigating the 

cognitive processes that underlie the design of test items. Factor analysis therefore does not 
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provide useful insights into what the test construct might entail. For these reasons, expert 

judgement was an obvious choice.  

At this stage of the study, the team of five item reviewers (expert judges) undertook a 

qualitative investigation of the cognitive demand for each test item in both tests. An 

evaluation template was constructed with a list of Listening sub-skills that reviewers could 

match with each test item. While the underlying construct for the LCLT was based on CEFR-

V (which was adapted from CEFR), the construct for the IELTS Listening test was not. 

Therefore, the comparison of construct between these two tests was done via an unrelated 

theoretical framework of listening ability. Among a number of descriptive models of 

communicative competence (Bachman, 1990; Canale, 1983; Canale & Swain, 1980), 

Bachman and Palmer's (1996) framework is by far the most widely accepted general 

description of language ability among language testers (Buck, 2001). This framework was 

adapted by Buck (2001) in an attempt to aid test development by identifying the components 

of listening. It looks at not only language competence but also strategic competence in 

listening. However, Buck (2001) did point out that in second-language testing, more 

emphasis should be put on testing language competence rather than strategic competence. 

The reason is that, for adult language learners, their cognitive ability is relatively developed 

and stable while their language competence is only partially developed. For that reason, the 

differences in performance between individual listeners is generally due to the differences in 

their language competence rather than their strategic competence. Therefore, the investigation 

of the listening construct in this study focused only on language competence. The framework 

of listening ability as suggested by Buck (2001) was used for the comparison of construct 

between the LCLT and the IELTS (Table 6.1). 
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Table 6.1. The framework for describing listening ability  

 

Based on this framework, the expert judges gave their opinions on the type of knowledge that 

each item of the LCLT and IELTS required. An evaluation template for this analysis is 

provided in Appendix J. 

Once the reviewing team and the evaluation template were ready, a training session 

was organized for all the reviewers. This session serves a threefold purpose which was to (a) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Language 

competence  

Grammatical 

knowledge 

Understanding short utterances on a literal 

semantic level. This includes phonology, stress, 

intonation, spoken vocabulary, spoken syntax  

Discourse knowledge  Understanding longer utterances or interactive 

discourse between two or more speakers. This 

includes knowledge of discourse features, such as 

cohesion, foregrounding, rhetorical schemata, story 

grammars, and knowledge of the structure of 

unplanned discourse  

Pragmatic knowledge  Understanding the function or the illocutionary 

force of an utterance or longer text, and 

interpreting the intended meaning in terms of that. 

This includes understanding whether utterances are 

intended to convey ideas, manipulate, learn or are 

for creative expression, as well as understanding 

indirect speech acts and pragmatic implications.   

Socio-linguistic 

knowledge 

Understanding the language of particular socio-

cultural settings, and interpreting utterances in 

terms of the context of situation. This includes 

knowledge of appropriate linguistic forms and 

conventions characteristic of particular socio-

linguistic group, and the implications of their use, 

or non-use, such as slang, idiomatic expressions, 

dialects, cultural references, figures of speech, 

level of formality and register.  
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familiarize reviewers with the LCLT, (b) provide more insights into the IELTS Listening test, 

and (c) make sure that the reviewers had correct understanding of the evaluation template. 

Afterwards, the whole team had three meetings together on different dates. In the first 

meeting, the team carried out the analysis for the LCLT, following a three-step process. 

Everyone was initially asked to analyse and evaluate the LCLT’s input texts as well as each 

test item individually. Then, the results were discussed as a group to identify sources of 

disagreement and resolve any differences. The last step was to arrive at a consensus 

evaluation of the input text and all the test items. This process followed the recommendation 

by Alderson et al. (2006) and was repeated in the second meeting which focused on the 

IELTS Listening test.  The outcomes of these two meetings were two consensus evaluation 

templates which prepared the reviewers for the third and final meeting. At this final stage of 

the analysis, the whole team was convened one more time to discuss and come to a joint 

conclusion of the similarities and differences between the LCLT and IELTS in terms of their 

underlying constructs. 

The performance of test-takers on the LCLT and IELTS test was compared by means 

of descriptive statistics, item analysis, reliability and correlational analysis. First, the 

descriptive statistics for each test were calculated using SPSS 21. In order to compare both 

tests in terms of statistical characteristics of test items and reliability, Rasch analysis was run 

using Winsteps (Version 4.0.1). Next, the correlation between test-takers’ scores on the 

LCLT and their scores on the IELTS Listening test was calculated, also with SPSS 21. A 

Pearson r correlation coefficient was used to measure the relationship between the LCLT and 

IELTS test scores.  

6.4. Evidence of comparability between the LCLT and IELTS  

This section reports on the findings obtained from the comparison between the LCLT 

and the IELTS Listening test. Evidence of the similarities and differences between these two 
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tests will be presented in terms of both the test construct and the test-takers’ performance. 

These findings provide crucial insights into the comparability between the two tests, making 

it possible for a conclusion to be made about the second warrant of the explanation inference.  

6.4.1. Results of construct analysis 

In the analysis of the listening constructs, the expert judges identified the major 

processes and subskills required by both tests. We found most of our views on test items 

complimentary and thus were able to reach a consensus about the final judgement for each 

test. This section reports on the listening construct for the LCLT and IELTS as agreed by the 

item reviewers.   

6.4.1.1. LCLT listening construct 

The language competence investigated in this study consists of four different types of 

knowledge which are grammatical knowledge, discourse knowledge, pragmatic knowledge 

and sociolinguistic knowledge. There was an overwhelming agreement that the first three 

types of knowledge played a significant role in answering LCLT’s test items. Meanwhile, 

only a small percentage of test items required test-takers to use their sociolinguistic 

knowledge. It is important to note that in many cases, one single item can cover more than 

one aspect of the language competence. A summary of construct coverage for the LCLT is 

presented in Table 6.2.          
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Table 6.2. Expert judgements on the LCLT construct  

Language competence  Item  Total number of items 

Grammatical knowledge: understanding short utterances on a literal semantic level 

Pre-existing knowledge of 

grammar, vocabulary, 

syntax, phonology 

 

All items  

 

    35 items – 100%  

Discourse knowledge: understanding longer utterances or interactive discourse between 

two or more speakers 

Cohesion 1, 3, 5, 6, 7, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 

15, 16, 17, 20, 23, 24, 32, 34, 35 

 

 

 

    19 items – 54%  

Foregrounding 20 

Rhetorical schemata x 

Story grammars x 

Structure of unplanned 

discourse 

x 

Pragmatic knowledge: understanding the function or the illocutionary force of an 

utterance or longer text, and interpreting the intended meaning in terms of that 

Indirect meaning/hints   1, 3, 7, 9, 10, 11  

  21 items – 60%  

 

Pragmatic implications  3, 11, 21 

Text-based inferences  1, 3, 5, 8, 10, 11, 14, 16, 17, 18, 

19, 20, 21, 22, 29, 31, 32, 34, 35 

Sociolinguistics knowledge: understanding the language of particular socio-cultural 

settings and interpreting utterances in terms of the context of situation 

Slang x  

 

 

2 items – 6%  

Idiomatic expressions  19 

Dialects x 

Cultural references 10 

Figures of speech 

(comparison, metaphor, 

euphemism, understatement, 

sarcasm…) 

x 

Levels of formality and 

registers 

x 
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As far as grammatical knowledge is concerned, it was agreed that all items of the 

LCLT tapped into this constituent of language competence with a view to examining whether 

test-takers were able to understand short utterances on a literal semantic level. This type of 

knowledge includes phonology, stress, intonation, spoken vocabulary and spoken syntax  

(Buck, 2001) and we agreed that all items relied on this. However, some items required more 

difficult processing than others. For example, the item that required test takers to recognize “a 

variety of” as an equivalence of “many” was considered easier than the one that asked test-

takers to match “feeling pretty low” with “feeling depressed”. 

In terms of discourse knowledge which underlies test-takers’ ability to understand 

longer utterances or interactive discourse between two or more speakers, a total number of 19 

items were found to measure this type of knowledge. Almost all of them measured test-takers 

sensitivity to cohesion while only one item was found to target the aspect of spoken discourse 

known as foregrounding. The other aspects of discourse knowledge, namely rhetorical 

schemata, story grammars and structure of unplanned discourse were not covered by any test 

items. 

Regarding pragmatic knowledge, the item reviewers were able to identify 21 items 

which were intended to assess the ability to understand the function of an utterance and 

interpret its meaning accordingly. As can be seen from Table 6.2, a dominant number of 

items assessed the ability to make text-based inferences. Indirect meaning/hints and 

pragmatic implications were also covered by test items but only to a modest extent.   

Sociolinguistic knowledge was not a major focus of the LCLT. Only two items tapped 

into this kind of knowledge, covering idiomatic expressions (item 19) and cultural references 

(item 10). 



194 
 

 
 

6.4.1.2. IELTS listening construct 

Similar to the LCLT, it was broadly agreed among item reviewers that all test items of 

IELTS measured grammatical knowledge in a way that they required pre-existing knowledge 

of grammar, vocabulary, syntax, phonology and so on. As seen from Table 6.3, a majority of 

items were found to measure test-takers’ sensitivity to cohesion. This did not come as a 

surprise given that this test used only long texts and the understanding of cohesion was 

crucial for comprehension. A total number of 35 items, representing 87.5% of the test, were 

found to target test-takers knowledge of cohesion. Apart from cohesion, items of the IELTS 

test did not cover any other constituents of discourse knowledge. 

With regard to pragmatic knowledge, there was a strong focus on text-based 

inferences. While no items were found to target test-takers’ sensitivity to indirect meaning 

and pragmatic implications, the item reviewers agreed on the 16 items that were designed to 

assess the ability to make text-based inferences. In terms of sociolinguistic knowledge, a 

consensus was reached between the item reviewers that this component of language 

competence was not targeted in this test. Other aspects which are usually considered 

challenging for second language learners like slang, idioms, figures of speech, and levels of 

formality were also not present in this IELTS test. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



195 
 

 
 

Table 6.3. Expert judgements on the IELTS construct 

Language competence  Item  Total number of items 

Grammatical knowledge: understanding short utterances on a literal semantic level 

Pre-existing knowledge of 

grammar, vocabulary, 

syntax, phonology 

 

All items  

 

40 items – 100%  

Discourse knowledge: understanding longer utterances or interactive discourse between 

two or more speakers  

Cohesion 3, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 

15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 

24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 32, 33, 

34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40 

 

 

 

35 items – 87.5%  

Foregrounding X 

Rhetorical schemata X 

Story grammars X 

Structure of unplanned 

discourse 

X 

Pragmatic knowledge: understanding the function or the illocutionary force of an 

utterance or longer text, and interpreting the intended meaning in terms of that 

Indirect meaning/hints   X  

16 items – 40% Pragmatic implications  X 

Text-based inferences  9, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 22, 

31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 40 

Sociolinguistics knowledge: understanding the language of particular socio-cultural 

settings and interpreting utterances in terms of the context of situation 

Slang X  

 

 

0 items – 0%  

Idiomatic expressions  X 

Dialects X 

Cultural references  X 

Figures of speech 

(comparison, metaphor, 

euphemism, understatement, 

sarcasm…) 

X 

Levels of formality and 

registers 

X 
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Despite differences in the extent to which each type of knowledge was covered by the 

LCLT and IELTS, the overall evaluation revealed that the constructs of both tests matched 

together relatively well. In general, the LCLT and IELTS were measuring similar listening 

abilities, focusing on grammatical knowledge (GK), discourse knowledge (DK) and 

pragmatic knowledge (PK) (Figure 6.1).  

 

Figure 6.1. Comparison of the listening construct between the LCLT and IELTS 

In terms of grammatical knowledge, both tests were in complete agreement with each other 

when all of the items required pre-existing knowledge of grammar, vocabulary, lexicon, 

phonology and so on. As far as discourse knowledge is concerned, both the LCLT and IELTS 

put a strong emphasis on test-takers’ sensitivity to cohesion. Regarding pragmatic 

knowledge, a dominant focus on text-based inferences was observed in both tests. Despite the 

minor difference in the involvement of sociolinguistic knowledge (SK), the construct of the 

LCLT did match that of the IELTS to a reasonable degree. This finding is of great importance 

since it lays the ground for further comparison to be made between the LCLT and IELTS. 
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6.4.2. Results of the quantitative analysis on test-takers’ performance  

6.4.2.1. Descriptive statistics 

Valid test data was collected from 66 volunteers who took both the LCLT and the 

IELTS Listening test. Table 6.4 presents the descriptive statistics for these test-takers’ scores 

on both tests. 

Table 6.4. Descriptive statistics for the LCLT and IELTS scores 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The differences in test-takers’ performance between the LLCT and the IELTS Listening test 

were clearly seen from the descriptive statistics. While the minimum scores on both tests 

were quite close to each other (13 for the LCLT and 15 for the IELTS), a remarkable gap was 

noticed in the maximum scores. Specifically, the maximum score on the LCLT was only 27 

out of 35. Given that this group of test-takers were all English majors, this result was quite 

low. Meanwhile, the maximum score on IELTS was 37 out of 40, which was very high. 

Mean, median and mode values were noticeably higher for IELTS. The standard deviation 

was 3.32 for the LCLT and 4.85 for IELTS, suggesting that test scores varied to a greater 

extent in the IELTS test. Taken together, descriptive statistics showed that this group of 

English majors performed much better on the IELTS Listening test. This could be inferred 

that, for this group of test-takers, IELTS was much easier than the LCLT. 

LCLT IELTS Listening test 

Mean = 19.470 

Median = 19 

Mode = 17 

SD = 3.32 

Skewness = .410 

Kurtosis = -.513 

Min = 13 

Max = 27 

Range = 14 

Mean = 25.712 

Median = 26 

Mode = 26 

SD = 4.85 

Skewness = .068 

Kurtosis = -.247 

Min = 15 

Max = 37 

Range = 22 



198 
 

 
 

6.4.2.2. Item analysis 

Item analysis for both the LCLT and IELTS was carried out with Rasch measurement. 

In this section, the results related to item difficulty, person ability and construct-irrelevant 

variance will be presented in detail. 

The relationship between item difficulty and test-takers’ ability for the LCLT is 

schematized in Figure 6.2. As can be seen, test-takers clustered in the middle of the map 

rather than spreading out, which suggested that they belonged to a homogenous group with 

similar ability levels. Located at the bottom of the map were 10 items which were very easy 

for this group. Despite this large number of easy items, there were still six very difficult items 

that prevented test-takers from scoring high. That helps to explain why the highest score 

recorded was only 27 out of 35. In general, the LCLT was still difficult for this group of 66 

English majors. The results shown in Figure 6.2 shed further light on the descriptive statistics 

presented previously.  
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Figure 6.2. Item difficulty and person ability in the LCLT 

 

Figure 6.3 revealed a very different picture about the relationship between item 

difficulty and person ability for the IELTS Listening test. The same group of test-takers 

tended to spread out rather than clustering in the middle. None of the items was too difficult 

for this group but instead, some test-takers were found to have an ability level even beyond 

the most difficult item of the test. More specifically, test-takers B13, A21, B25 and A12 were 
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not matched to any test items since their ability levels were higher. Below these levels, a 

relatively good match was observed between test-takers’ ability and item difficulty. However, 

at the bottom of the map, in the area from -3.5 to -1 logit, there were 9 items that were not 

matched to any test-takers because they were too easy. These easy items accounted for 22.5% 

of the test. In general, the IELTS Listening test was easy for this group of 66 English majors. 

That also confirms the descriptive statistics reported previously for the IELTS test.  

 

Figure 6.3. Item difficulty and person ability in IELTS 
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Thus far, differences in the test-takers’ performance on both the LCLT and the IELTS 

Listening test have been brought to light. For this group of English majors, the LCLT was 

shown to be much more difficult than IELTS. It is important to acknowledge, at this point, 

that test familiarity could have been a contributory factor since most of the participants were 

familiar with the IELTS Listening test. The LCLT, on the other hand, was part of a newly 

developed test in Vietnam, and this group of 66 English majors had no prior experience with 

it before participating in this study.  

Another important part of item analysis was the identification of construct-irrelevant 

variance in both tests. Fit statistics for the LCLT and IELTS are presented in Appendix K. In 

general, the infit MNSQ values for LCLT items fell into the stringent range between 0.8 to 

1.2 and the ZSTD values for these items were also within the acceptable range from -2 to 2. 

Item 32 was the only item that contained construct irrelevant variance, which was evidenced 

by its large MNSQ value (1.32) and large ZSTD value (3.0). A similar result was seen for the 

IELTS Listening test when 39 items were shown to have acceptable MNSQ values. 

Construct-irrelevant variance was identified in only item 16 which had a large MNSQ value 

(1.23) and large ZSTD (3.0). Taken together, the quantitative analysis of test scores indicated 

that construct-irrelevant variance was not a serious threat for both the LCLT and IELTS.  

6.4.2.3. Test reliability 

 

Table 6.5 summarizes the reliability indices for both the LCLT and IELTS.   

 

Table 6.5. Person and item reliability for the LCLT and IELTS  

 

Reliability index  

 

LCLT IELTS  

Item reliability  

 

0.95 0.91 

Person reliability 

 

0.48 0.70 
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The results of Rasch analysis showed that item reliability was high for both the LCLT 

and IELTS. These values are 0.95 and 0.91 respectively. With this result, we can be confident 

about the item difficulty hierarchy for both tests. However, there was a stark contrast between 

them in terms of person reliability. While the IELTS test had an acceptable value of person 

reliability (0.7), this value for the LCLT was very low (0.48). The order of test-takers’ listening 

ability based on their LCLT scores was therefore questionable. This low person reliability 

index also implies a lack of items in the LCLT. Overall, suffice it to say that, for this group of 

test-takers, the LCLT was much less reliable than IELTS.   

6.4.2.4. Correlational analysis 

As can be seen from Table 6.6, the correlation coefficient was rather low (.311) and 

the correlation was highly significant (p= .011). This result did not indicate a strong 

correlation between test-takers scores on the LCLT and their scores on the IELTS Listening 

test. With the significant difference noticed in test-takers’ performance on both tests, this 

finding was to be expected. As it turns out, high scores on the IELTS Listening test did not 

predict high scores on the LCLT and vice versa.  

Table 6.6. Correlation between LCLT and IELTS scores 

 

 IELTS scores  LCLT scores 

 

IELTS 

scores    

 

Pearson Correlation  

 

Sig. (2-tailed 

 

Covariance 

 

N 

1 

 

 

 

23.562 

 

66 

.311* 

 

.011 

 

5.030 

 

66 

 

LCLT scores Pearson Correlation  

 

Sig (2-tailed) 

 

Covariance  

 

N 

.311* 

 

.011 

 

5.030 

 

66 

1 

 

 

 

11.084 

 

66 
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In studies that compared a localized test with an international test of English 

proficiency, it was usually found that test-takers’ results for both tests were strongly correlated 

(Brown, 2012; Wu et al., 2016; Weir et al., 2013). However, that did not appear to be the case 

in this comparison between the LCLT and IELTS. Although the LCLT and IELTS were found 

to measure a similar listening construct, test-takers’ scores on both tests did not correlate well 

with each other. A thorough explanation for the low correlation would have to come from in-

depth content analyses which are realistically beyond the scope of this thesis. That being said, 

it is likely that the differences between the two tests in terms of the input texts and the item 

design resulted in marked differences in the test-takers’ performances. In light of the findings 

from the study on test-takers’ cognitive processes (Chapter 5), the number of speakers, speech 

rate and the sound quality all had adverse impacts on the test-takers’ performance on the LCLT. 

These factors might have been better controlled for the IELTS Listening test, which possibly 

led to better results for the test-takers. Test format is another aspect that should be taken into 

consideration. While the LCLT depended entirely on the multiple-choice questions, the IELTS 

test employed a variety of response formats such as multiple-choice, matching, gap filling or 

short answers. The use of different formats might have reduced the chances of lucky guesses 

as well as the use of test-taking strategies associated with a particular type of question.  

6.5. Judgement on the second warrant of the explanation inference 

The findings of this comparability have revealed that the LCLT and IELTS were 

measuring similar listening construct. However, test-takers’ performance differed greatly 

with much better results for the IELTS Listening test. The most disappointing finding is the 

low correlation between scores on the LCLT and scores on the IELTS. This result refuted the 

warrant which holds that test-takers’ performance on the LCLT correlated well with their 

performance on an international test that measured a similar listening construct. 
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The significant differences between test-takers’ scores on the LCLT and their scores 

on the IELTS Listening test raised intriguing questions about the causes of such differences. 

These questions can be answered by an in-depth content analysis for both tests. It is suspected 

that various aspects of test design might have been responsible for the test-takers’ poor 

performance on the LCLT. Factors related to the input text such as text speed, text length or 

accent might have had considerable impacts on the test-takers’ performance. Other than that, 

the differences in the nature of the test tasks or in the response formats should also be taken 

into consideration. 
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                                       Chapter 7. Overall discussion 

 

This chapter recapitulates the argument-based validation of the LCLT and brings 

together all the major findings of the research. In light of the evidence gathered from the 

quantitative study on the LCLT scores (Chapter 4), the qualitative study on test-takers’ 

cognitive processes (Chapter 5), and the comparability study between the LCLT and an 

IELTS Listening test (Chapter 6), a final judgment will be made about whether the argument-

based validity holds up in practice. From there, major problems with the LCLT will be 

thoroughly discussed. Looking further than this particular listening test, this chapter 

highlights important issues in localizing high-stakes tests of English proficiency. The rest of 

the chapter provides a discussion of notable concerns in the assessment of second language 

listening and a critical reflection on the argument-based approach to validation.  

7.1. Argument-based validity of the LCLT 

This research project aims to develop a validity argument for the evaluation, 

generalization and explanation inferences of the LCLT. The evaluation inference relies on 

three warrants related to the statistical characteristics of the LCLT scores. The generalization 

inference hinges on one warrant related to the LCLT’s reliability. The explanation inference 

rests on two major warrants about (a) the extent to which the LCLT items engaged the 

listening subskills described for level 3, 4 and 5 in CEFR-V and (b) the correlation between 

the test-takers’ scores on the LCLT and their scores on an international test of English 

proficiency. The evidence needed to assess these warrants was gathered from three different 

studies. Table 7.1 summarizes the inferences, warrants and studies conducted in this research.  
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Table 7.1. Summary of the inferences, warrants and relevant studies 

Inference Warrant Study 

 

Evaluation inference: the 

test-takers’ performances 

on the LCLT were 

appropriately observed and 

scored.  

Item difficulty was appropriate 

for test-takers.  

 

 

 

 

Quantitative study on the 

LCLT scores (Chapter 4) 

The LCLT items had 

reasonable discriminating 

power. 

Test items were relevant to the 

 

targeted listening construct.  

 

Generalization inference: 

The LCLT scores were 

reliable 

The LCLT has high item and 

person reliability indices  

 

 

Explanation inference: 

test-takers’ performances 

on the LCLT are reflective 

of the targeted listening 

construct. 

 

The LCLT items actually 

engaged the listening subskills 

described for level 3, 4 and 5 

of CEFR-V. 

 

Qualitative study of test-

takers’ cognitive 

processes (Chapter 5) 

 

 

Test-takers’ scores on the 

LCLT correlates with scores on 

an international test of English 

proficiency that measures the 

same construct. 

 

Comparability study 

between the LCLT and 

IELTS (Chapter 6) 

 

 

 



207 
 

 
 

While the evaluation inference, to a certain extent, were supported by validity evidence, the 

other two inferences were not. Before arriving at an overall judgement on the validity of the 

LCLT, the assessment of each inference can be restated as follows. 

The evaluation inference  

The test-takers’ performance was appropriately observed and scored. 

This inference was supported for two reasons. First, the discriminating power of the 

LCLT were quite reasonable. The discrimination index was moderate for the majority of the 

test items. Eight items were found to discriminate test-takers particularly well and only two 

items had low discrimination indices. Second, most of the test items were found to be 

relevant to the targeted construct. As evidenced by the quantitative analysis of test scores, 

construct-irrelevant variance was present in only three items.  

It should be noted that the evaluation inference was supported but only to a certain 

extent. While the discriminating power and construct-irrelevant variance did not threaten the 

test’s validity, the high level of difficulty was clearly a concern for the LCLT. Three items 

(item 10, 22 and 29) were found to be too challenging for the test-takers. Most of other items 

had relatively high difficulty levels which were more suitable for higher-proficiency 

candidates. There was a shortage of easy items targeting lower-proficiency test-takers. For 

that reason, these test-takers’ ability levels might not have been reliably measured.   

The generalization inference 

The LCLT scores were reliable. 

While the item reliability for the LCLT was high (.97), the person reliability (.75) was 

not high enough for a high-stakes test. This result indicates that we can place confidence on 

the hierarchy of difficulty for the LCLT items. However, the order of test-takers ability 

according to their results on the test was not as reliable. The generalization inference was 

therefore not fully supported. 



208 
 

 
 

The explanation inference  

Test-takers’ performances on the LCLT are reflective of the targeted listening construct. 

This inference was not supported since both of its warrants were refuted. Specifically, 

the think-aloud data indicated that only five out of 16 subskills in the test construct were 

actually covered. The test-takers’ performance was affected by poor sound quality, the 

multiple-choice format, the number of speakers in a conversation, the order of items, the 

speech rate, and the lexical overlap between the input and the test questions. The 

comparability study between the LCLT and IELTS revealed that although the LCLT and the 

IELTS Listening test were found to be similar in terms of construct, the test-takers’ scores on 

both tests did not correlate well with each other. In fact, the correlation was low, implying 

that the LCLT was far from comparable with an internationally recognized test of English 

proficiency. 

Figure 7.1 recapitulates the validity argument with evidence for each warrant. The 

validity argument for the LCLT was not successfully supported since the generalization 

inference and most importantly, the explanation inference were not backed by the research 

findings. 
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Figure 7.1. Argument-based validity for the LCLT  



210 
 

 
 

The results showed in Figure 7.1 are absolutely crucial for the development of future 

LCLTs. By unveiling the sources of invalidity in this particular test, this research highlights a 

number of major flaws that should be addressed in the future. The following section discusses 

in detail both the positive features and noteworthy problems with the LCLT. It also proposes 

a number of ways in which these problems can be tackled. 

7.2. Positive features of the LCLT 

 

Despite the fact that the validity argument for the LCLT was not successfully 

supported, the test still possesses a number of good qualities that deserve acknowledgment. It 

should be emphasized that the LCLT was developed by a group of English teachers who were 

new to the role of item writers, especially for high-stakes listening tests. Due to a lack of 

language testing expertise at the host university, these teachers were mobilized to take on this 

new role without substantial training in item writing. However, they managed to create the 

auditory input and design a relatively decent listening test with 35 multiple-choice items. It 

was apparent that great effort had gone into both input text selection and item construction.  

In terms of content, the LCLT incorporated a variety of topics ranging from daily life, 

entertainment and places to geography and art. Although some socio-linguistic knowledge 

might have been necessary for one or two items, the input texts, in general, did not require 

special topical knowledge. In the study on test-takers’ cognitive processes, none of the 

participants reported any issue with the topics of the listening texts. Apart from the diverse 

topics, the LCLT also included a good variety of discourse types such as daily conversations, 

interviews, tour-guide talks or lectures. It should be noted that a large number of individual 

listening texts was required for the LCLT. Specifically, eight short conversations were needed 

for Part 1, three long conversations for Part 2 and three long talks for Part 3. It was indeed a 

challenge to put together in one test a total number of 14 individual texts which had different 

contents and featured only general background knowledge.  
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Since effective multiple-choice items are notoriously difficult and time-consuming to 

write, the developers of the LCLT must have undergone a laborious process constructing 35 

MCQs for the test. Although the design of many items was flawed when it came to details, 

most questions in the test appeared to follow the general rules for writing MCQs. In all the 

questions, the stems were easy to understand, grammatically correct and had reasonable length. 

The four alternatives for each question was usually short, clear and grammatically consistent. 

This way of designing test items was suitable for a listening test since it minimized the amount 

of reading, thus allowing test-takers to focus on the spoken texts. For certain items (item 10, 

11, 13, 19, 20, 32), the distractors did a very good job. The think-aloud data showed that while 

answering these items, the participants had to consider two or three alternatives and think 

critically to decide on their final answers. Another positive feature of the LCLT was the absence 

of ambiguity. For each question, there was always one correct answer and no overlapping 

content was seen between the alternatives.  

In relation to the listening construct, the items that targeted the ability to understand 

explicit and implicit details were relatively well written. For the latter, in particular, the think-

aloud protocols showed that these items did motivate the listeners to use both bottom-up and 

top-down processes to figure out the answers (Section 5.4.1.2). The ways in which these items 

were constructed successfully engaged high-level thinking, pushing the test-takers to go 

beyond word level to comprehend the wider meaning of the texts.  

As evidenced by the statistical analysis of test scores, the LCLT had reasonable 

discriminating power and most of the test items were relevant to the listening construct. This 

result, along with the positive features discussed previously, is encouraging evidence that local 

English teachers at the host university are capable of developing good listening tests. Their 

skills and expertise will be greatly improved as they gain more experience on the job, receive 

further training and are informed by validation efforts similar to this present research. 
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7.3. Problems with the LCLT and proposed solutions 

The findings of this research bring to light four major problems with the LCLT. They 

are construct underrepresentation, the inappropriate difficulty levels, construct-irrelevant 

variance, and unsatisfactory person reliability. This section discusses these issues in light of 

the research findings and the existing literature. For each of these issues, practical solutions 

are proposed. 

7.3.1. Poor construct coverage 

The most serious problem with the LCLT is construct under-representation. The test 

represented its target construct very narrowly by focusing primarily on the comprehension of 

details. The test-takers’ ability to make inferences and understand discourse function were 

also engaged but to a much lesser extent. The subskills that were not observed in the 

participants’ verbal reports included:  

• the ability to understand main ideas in various contexts; 

• the ability to understand new words in context; 

• the ability to understand idiomatic expressions; 

• the ability to follow detailed directions or instructions;  

• the ability to make inferences about the purpose and the implication of the speaker.   

The under-representation of the targeted listening construct, as Messick (1989) emphasized, 

is a major threat to the LCLT validity. It adversely affects score interpretations and can 

mislead score users (Kane, 2002). 

Although these findings are disappointing, it should be pointed out that the 

underrepresentation of the targeted listening construct is not unique to the LCLT. In a limited 

number of studies on the cognitive validity of the IELTS Listening subtest, evidence of 

construct underrepresentation has been found. In his investigation of the cognitive validity of 

the lecture-based questions in the IELTS Listening paper, Field (2005) pointed out that the 



213 
 

 
 

focus of testing was very much bottom-up and test questions mainly engaged shallow 

processing at local level. Geranpayeh and Taylor (2008) also described the IELTS Listening 

test items as focusing on explicit and easily accessible information. More recently, in an 

attempt to validate the IELTS Listening test, Aryadoust (2013) found that the test 

underrepresented the listening construct “by tapping only two listening subskills: the ability 

to understand explicit stated information and to make paraphrases” (p. 218). It is unfortunate 

that research on how well tests of listening actually engaged their intended construct is 

scarce. No other published research has been found to focus strongly on the construct 

representation of a particular listening test. The findings of this research and of previous 

studies on the IELTS Listening test imply that construct underrepresentation is a major issue 

not only for locally created listening tests but also for the ones which are internationally 

recognized and professionally made. The focus on details and local comprehension of the 

input text appear to be a shared pattern. 

Improving the construct coverage should be the top priority in the development of 

future LCLTs. Better construct coverage for the LCLT can be achieved with the four 

following practical solutions. First and foremost, it is vitally important to make sure that the 

test developers fully understand the construct and are consistent when designing test items. 

For any item writer, in-depth understanding of the targeted listening construct is a 

prerequisite for the success of the item writing process. However, the construct of a test can 

never be fully comprehensive and is always open to interpretation (Clapham, 1996; Fulcher 

& Davidson, 2007). In case of the LCLT, some of the 16 listening subskills that the test 

aimed to measure can be quite confusing for the item writers. For example, it will be 

challenging to write an item that assesses the ability to understand the main ideas of 

propositionally and linguistically complex speech on familiar topics. The interpretation of the 

term “propositionally and linguistically complex speech” might vary from one person to 
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another. Unless an agreement is reached among the test developers about what the term 

means in the particular context of the LCLT, it will be difficult to select suitable input texts 

and write items to represent the subskill. It might not be a coincidence that the descriptions 

for all the five listening subskills represented by the LCLT were clear and easy to understand. 

However, this was not always the case for the unrepresented subskills, for example:  

• Listening and identify the main points and structure of propositionally and 

linguistically complex speech including technical discussions; 

• Listen and recognize details in propositionally and linguistically complex 

speech.  

Detailed guidelines and discussion between test developers are necessary to ensure that 

everyone in the item production team shares the same understanding of the construct and how 

it should be represented by test items. 

Secondly, it is important to ensure that there is variety in the test format. The decision 

to choose the multiple-choice format for the LCLT was likely based on practical 

considerations such as objective, low-cost and efficient scoring (Haladyna, 2004). 

Nonetheless, the test method should first lend itself to the construct targeted by the test tasks 

(Haladyna & Rodriguez, 2013). The multiple-choice format is unfortunately not ideal to 

represent all aspects of the LCLT’s ambitious construct. The findings from the study on test-

takers’ cognitive processes (see Chapter 4, section 4.4.2) revealed that while answering 

LCLT multiple-choice items, the test-takers mainly adopted a procedure of matching the 

words they could hear from the recording with words written in the questions, thereby largely 

relying on the lexical overlap. This attention to word level was at the expense of in-depth, 

global understanding of the input text (Field, 2005), which was apparently an important part 

of the LCLT’s target construct. Since the multiple-choice format alone is not good enough to 

represent well the LCLT construct, other test methods should be taken into consideration. 
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Field (2013) suggests a number of other useful formats for listening tasks such as multiple 

matching, gapped summary or true/false/not mentioned. However, he also cautions that test 

developers should have sound reasons for choosing a particular format for a particular 

listening task. The impacts of test methods on test-takers’ performance will be further 

discussed in Section 6.4.  

Thirdly, giving the test-takers the second chance to listen to the aural input would be 

useful. The results of the study on the test-takers’ cognitive processes suggested that their 

performance on many test items was adversely affected by the rapid shift of attention 

between reading, listening, recalling information, and word matching. While working on the 

items that required relatively complicated inference making, some candidates decided to 

delay the answer since they found the items too cognitively demanding to give immediate 

answers. In this case, test-takers can really benefit from a second chance to listen to the input. 

Field (2009, 2011) suggests that test-takers carry out different types of processing when given 

the opportunity to listen twice. On the first listening, they are able to locate relevant evidence 

in the input text and possibly making initial links with one or more items. On the second 

listening, test-takers will have the chance to review, confirm or even change the initial 

answer. In the LCLT construct, many listening subskills involve high-level processing which 

was not observed in the test-takers’ verbal reports. If these test takers could listen to the input 

the second time, they would be likely to display high-level thinking as they review, confirm 

or change their initial position of the information they hear. With the double-play format, the 

test-takers will possibly be engaged in a wider range of listening behaviours targeted by the 

LCLT. Although this format has often been criticized for being more time-consuming and 

less authentic (Ruhm et al., 2016), a number of empirical studies have showed that repeated 

listening had positive effects on test-takers’ performance. For example, Otsuka (2004) found 

that repeated listening reduced item difficulty. Cervantes and Gainer (1992) found that the 
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double play format had more effect with top-down (gist) tasks than with bottom-up (detail) 

tasks. In terms of authenticity, single-play tasks can become less relevant these days when, 

given changes in technology, people can listen to online materials such as recorded lectures, 

radio programs, as often as they wish (Murray, 2007). Despite much debate surrounding the 

issue of whether test-takers should be allowed to listen once or twice (Geranpayeh & Talor, 

2008), from a cognitive point of view, the double play format is still worth considering for a 

listening test.    

The fourth suggestion concerns review and revision, a very important step in the test 

development procedure. It is in this step that reviewers have the opportunity to examine the 

extent to which test items represent the target construct (Green, 2017). Since there is no 

guarantee that the subskill that the test developer has in mind when designing an item is 

actually the subskill employed by the test-takers, test trialling and feedback from reviewers 

are essential. For the LCLT, the feedback on construct representation is best provided by 

those who are familiar with the construct and the test specifications. It is important that the 

reviewers are prepared to be completely objective and honest. At the same time, the test 

developers should also be able to accept the fact that their test items might not adequately 

represent the construct and that they need to revise, drop or write new items (Green, 2017). 

Since construct underrepresentation was found to be a serious problem with the LCLT, the 

work of the reviewers should go beyond superficial aspects such as spelling, test layout, 

instructions and focus strongly on the evaluation of test items against the target construct. 

Honest feedback and thorough revision will, most probably, lead to better construct coverage 

for the LCLT. 

7.3.2. Inappropriate difficulty levels  

The statistical analysis of the LCLT (Chapter 3) showed that the test items were 

difficult for the test-takers. The comparability study between the LCLT and IELTS (Chapter 
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5) found that the same group of English majors from the host university scored significantly 

higher in the IELTS Listening test than in the LCLT. Taken together, these findings confirm 

that the LCLT items had very high levels of difficulty. 

The study on the cognitive processes of LCLT test-takers (Chapter 5) revealed that 

certain text and task-related factors contributed to increasing the cognitive demands of many 

LCLT items. These factors include the number of speakers, order of items, speech rate, and 

lexical overlap. It is important to note that these factors were found to make some LCLT 

items more cognitively demanding in ways that did not really represent the construct. 

Specifically, including three speakers in a conversation and sequencing items out of the 

chronological order put unnecessary pressure on the listeners’ working memory. The sudden 

increase in speech rate and the lack of pauses in the auditory input caused anxiety. The 

lexical overlap between the listening text and the response options increased the listeners’ 

dependence on the written input. 

It is crucial that the test developers have better control over item difficulty for future 

LCLTs. This means the difficulty levels of test items should reflect the targeted construct 

instead of being unreasonably determined by text and task-related factors. Since the LCLT 

construct does not target the listening ability in settings which feature a large number of 

speakers, having two speakers in the recordings for part 1 and part 2 of the LCLT would be 

reasonable. That way, listeners will have more time to normalise to the different speakers’ 

voices (Elliott & Wilson, 2013) and really focus on processing the input. Scrambling the 

order of multiple-choice items to make them more challenging for the test-takers was also not 

justified by the LCLT construct. Therefore, it should be ensured that, in future LCLTs, the 

order of items follows the order of information in the input text. This match between the test 

items and the input text will help to avoid confusion for the test-takers and reduce the impact 

of memory. In terms of speech rate, it is important to ensure comparable speed for the 
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conversations or talks that belong to the same section of the test. The number of pauses 

should also be taken into consideration.  

Although the suggestions above can be useful in mitigating the unnecessary impacts 

on the LCLT item difficulty of text and task-variables, they are certainly not enough. 

Geranpayeh (2013) once noted that item writers usually think of an intended difficulty level 

when they construct the test items but they can never be sure how difficult their items are 

until they are taken by real candidates. Therefore, trialling the test on a representative sample 

of test-takers is an essential step in the test production procedure. It is also suggested that 

statistical analysis should be carried out on the candidates’ scores and be followed by content 

analysis from experts (Geranpayeh, 2013). At this stage, items with acceptable statistical 

values will be retained while items whose statistical values fall outside the acceptable range 

will need to be revised or rewritten for a new trial. The whole process of writing, trialling, 

analyzing, and revising test items takes much time and effort; however, without such a 

process, it is not possible to control and balance item difficulty in a listening test. The 

evidence of the LCLT’s inappropriate difficulty levels implied that the trialling, analyzing, 

and revising steps might have been skipped or done half-heartedly. It is therefore important to 

ensure that the LCLT developers carry out these steps with great care so as to better control 

the difficulty of future tests. 

7.3.3. Substantial construct-irrelevant variance 

The study on the statistical characteristics of the LCLT scores indicated that 

construct-irrelevant variance (CIV) was not a major issue for the LCLT (see Section 3.2.6). 

However, the qualitative analysis of the test-takers’ cognitive processes revealed two sources 

of CIV that had considerable impacts on test-takers’ performance. The poor sound quality of 

the last recording used in the test resulted in construct-irrelevant difficulty (Messick, 1995) 

for the last five items. The multiple-choice format allowed the test-takers to use test-taking 
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strategies such as random guessing or deductive reasoning based solely on the written 

information. These test-specific behaviours indicate possible flaws in the test design that 

permit the test-takers to avoid normal processes (Field, 2013). This means that even when 

they come up with the correct answers, it is difficult to be confident that their answers are 

reliable indicators of their listening ability. Rather, it only means that the test-takers are lucky 

to be rewarded by correct guesses (Wu, 1998) or that they successfully apply the approach 

they were trained in to tackle multiple-choice tasks (Gude & Duckworth, 2008). With 

evidence that the LCLT test-takers made their decisions on the basis of the written 

information only, it was their reading ability that affected their performance on a listening 

test (Field, 2009). 

So as to reduce the presence of construct-irrelevant variance, it is generally desirable 

to employ a variety of response methods (Elliott & Wilson, 2013). This suggestion was given 

before as a good way in which the construct coverage for the LCLT could be improved (see 

Section 6.2.1). However, it is discussed here as a solution that helps the LCLT avoid 

construct-irrelevant variance caused by the over-reliance on the multiple-choice format. 

Shohamy (1997) notes that all response methods have their advantages as well as drawbacks. 

By using a blend of response methods, the validity of the entire test will not be overly 

threatened by the drawbacks of any individual method (Elliott & Wilson, 2013). The 

dependence on blind guessing and on the written text will be lessened if only a certain 

percentage of the LCLT items takes the multiple-choice format. 

7.3.4. Unsatisfactory person reliability 

Rasch analysis on the LCLT scores showed that the person reliability for this test was 

.75 which was acceptable (see Section 3.2.6). With this result, one can be relatively certain of 

the hierarchy of the test-takers’ ability in that that the high-scorers will be likely to score high 

on another LCLT and low-scorers will be likely to still score low. Having an acceptable 
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person reliability index was good news for the LCLT. That said, Linacre (2012) emphasizes 

that person reliability should be 0.8 for a high-stakes test. He also noted that if this value for a 

test is less than 0.8, the test needs more items. Therefore, an obvious solution to increase 

reliability for future LCLT is to increase the number of items in the test, which should reduce 

error of measurement and provide better construct coverage. It is also important to consider 

practical constraints such as the time limit of the test, the time that test developers have to 

write test items, or examinee fatigue.  

The decision of how many items to be added to the future LCLTs cannot be 

intuitively made and the quality of added items is also difficult to determine. These issues can 

only be addressed by trialling the test on a representative sample size. The test developers 

may try adding a certain number of items to the LCLT and give the longer test to a 

representative group of candidates. The statistical analysis of test scores will reveal whether 

the addition of new items can help to achieve the reliability needed for the LCLT. In order to 

examine item quality, statistical and content analysis will both be useful.  

7.4. Issues in the localization of English proficiency tests  

In recent years, the concept of test localization has attracted more attention since the 

current use of major international tests of language proficiency, with little or no evidence of 

local appropriateness of these tests, is no longer supportable (Su et al., 2020). In Asia, the use 

of locally produced English proficiency tests has become a growing trend in English 

assessment. During the first decade of the twenty first century, there was an increasing 

number of English proficiency tests being developed by different institutions in Asia such as 

the General English Proficiency Test (GEPT) developed by the Language Training & Testing 

Centre in Taiwan; the Test of English for Academic Purposes (TEAP) developed by the 

Eiken foundation in Japan or the College English Test (CET) in China (Nguyen, 2020). These 

tests became the motivation for Vietnamese testing experts to create a new assessment tool 
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that is valid, reliable and at the same time more affordable and suitable for local context. 

However, in stark contrast to that rosy picture, the findings of this research suggest that test 

localization is easier said than done. Although the research focuses only on a particular 

component of a localized test, it opens up a part of a bigger picture in which a number of 

drawbacks are noticed in the localization of English proficiency tests in Vietnam.  The 

following discussion of these drawbacks might be useful for teachers, researchers and policy-

makers with an interest in language test localization. 

7.4.1. Poor construct conceptualization 

As mentioned in the Introduction chapter, the Vietnamese localized tests of English 

proficiency are developed on the basis of the six-level framework of foreign language 

proficiency for Vietnamese. Adapted from the CEFR, this framework retains most of the 

content of the CEFR (Nguyen & Hamid, 2015), without closely examining the deep-rooted 

nature of English teaching and learning in Vietnam (Hoang, 2010; Nguyen et al., 2018). 

Despite such criticisms, the Vietnam Foreign Language Framework has still been treated as 

the single operationalized construct for the locally created English proficiency tests which 

serve multiple high-stakes purposes. However, that one-size-fits-all approach is highly 

problematic since it does not take into account the language abilities required for each 

purpose. In other words, the Vietnamese localized English tests are developed without a 

clearly defined target language use domain which is “a specific setting outside the test itself 

that requires the test taker to perform language use tasks” (Bachman & Palmer, 2010, p.60). 

The investigation of the LCLT’s construct in this research reveals how poorly the listening 

construct is conceptualized. 

The primary purpose for which the Vietnamese localized English proficiency tests are 

developed is to assess the English proficiency of English teachers in Vietnam (Le, 2017). 

While this purpose clearly indicates that the tests should target the English proficiency 
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needed for a particular professional field which is teaching, the listening component in these 

tests is developed based on a framework for general English proficiency. The sixteen 

listening subskills listed in the test specifications bear very little relevance to the working 

environment of English teachers in Vietnam. The listening abilities that English teachers need 

to demonstrate in order to succeed in their job are not reflected in a general test construct 

which contains subskills such as:  

• understanding the main points of short, clear announcements; 

• understanding discourse function and the purpose of the speaker; 

• understanding details of discussion around him/her when they are not clearly 

articulated; 

• understanding new words in context.  

Without the identification of the target language use domain, the assessment of 

listening skill for English teachers in Vietnam clearly lacks authenticity and specificity, the 

two important features of a language test for specific purposes (Douglas, 2000). Therefore, 

the results of such assessment can scarcely be a predictor of the teachers’ language 

performance at work. This drawback can only be addressed when the listening subtest is 

developed with a full consideration of the specific features of the teaching field. It is essential 

that the test developers investigate the extent to which Vietnamese teachers of English make 

use of their listening skill, focusing on important issues such as:   

• Which particular aspects of teaching require the teachers’ listening skill?  

• Which particular aspects of listening skill are the most important and relevant to the 

teachers’ job?  

• Are there any differences in the use of listening skill among English teachers from 

primary to tertiary level? 
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These questions can be answered by means of classroom observation, questionnaires or 

interviews. It is only when the teaching practices in the classroom and the teachers’ voices 

are taken into consideration that the listening construct can be identified. Unfortunately, 

instead of making the effort to provide specific descriptors of the listening abilities necessary 

for Vietnamese teachers of English, policy-makers opted for a general framework to assess 

the teachers’ listening skill. This is also the case for other components of the Vietnamese 

localized test of English proficiency. Le (2017) found that the content of the speaking and 

writing subtests also fails to cover the abilities needed for English teaching. Nguyen (2017) 

pointed out that the language content of the locally developed tests is different from the 

actual teaching practices.  

Apart from its use in the evaluation of English teachers nation-wide, the Vietnamese 

locally created English tests have also been implemented as a graduation benchmark policy 

for university students (Le, 2017). Under this policy, the graduation threshold is level 5 of the 

CEFR-V (equivalent to C1-CEFR) for English majors and level 3 (equivalent to B2-CEFR) 

for non-English major students. However, the CEFR-V does not take into account the 

teaching curricular used at higher education institutions across the country. In fact, each 

individual institution has its own right to decide what to teach based on the general guidelines 

from the Ministry of Education and Training (Pham & Bui, 2019). Bui and Nguyen (2016) 

pointed out that the most popular English language programs offered by universities and 

colleges in Vietnam for non-English majors consist of basic English communication 

grammar, reading, and basic English communication. Therefore, the use of a test that 

measures level 3 to level 5 of the Vietnam Foreign Language Framework as graduation 

requirements is argued to be over-ambitious and unachievable for a majority of university 

students (Nguyen et al., 2018; Van Huy & Hamid, 2015). With regard to the assessment of 
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listening, the students who are exposed to only basic grammar, reading, and English 

communication will be disadvantaged by a test that measures high-level subskills such as:  

• understanding enough to follow detailed directions or instructions; 

• understanding the main ideas of a conversation even when content is not 

straightforward and clearly structured;  

• listening and making inferences about the speaker’s attitude and opinion through 

his/her tone and language use. 

To better serve its purpose as a graduation requirement, the development of the Vietnamese 

localized English proficiency test should be informed by research on the curricular and 

teaching practices at higher education institutions in the country. 

Thus far, it is apparent that the construct targeted by the listening subtest of the 

Vietnamese localized English proficiency test is appropriate for neither teacher evaluation 

nor a graduation benchmark. The conceptualization of that construct is simply based on a pre-

determined framework of language proficiency instead of the purposes for which the subtest 

is developed. This is also the case for the reading, speaking and writing components of the 

test (Le, 2017). As a result, many Vietnamese teachers of English and university students 

have been assessed against irrelevant standards, which has led to social consequences and 

negative wash-back effects (Le, 2020; Pham & Bui, 2019). The use of only one test which is 

based on a borrowed language proficiency framework in the Vietnamese context for different 

high-stakes purposes does not seem to work. The problem with this one-size-fits-all approach 

is that the characteristics of English teachers and university students in Vietnam have been 

largely ignored. Questions of trustworthiness arise when a localized test of English 

proficiency is not found to reflect the working, learning environment and the unique 

characteristics of the local test-takers. 
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7.4.2. Substandard technical quality 

Solorzano (2008) cautioned that there are several risks to the use of a standardized 

high-stakes language test in public education. One of them is the risk that the rush to develop 

and administer these tests to a large number of test-takers loses sight of important principles 

of test construction. The disappointing findings about the technical quality of the LCLT 

clearly illustrate this point. At the surface level, the test looked like a decent multiple-choice 

test which had clear instructions and was objectively scored. However, the in-depth 

investigation revealed major flaws underneath that surface. The ambitious listening construct 

was poorly represented by the test items and the quality of the recordings was not consistent 

throughout the test. In addition, the difficulty of certain items was unreasonably affected by a 

number of text and task-related factors. The unsatisfactory person reliability index suggested 

that the LCLT needed more items. Apart from that, there are still other important aspects that 

this research was not able to cover. They include but are not limited to the lexical profiles of 

the listening texts or the design of multiple-choice items (Green, 2017). The investigation of 

the LCLT’s validity, though still insufficient, suggests that not much effort was put into the 

sophisticated technical aspects of developing a listening test. This sounds the alarm about the 

quality of the reading, speaking, and writing components of the English proficiency tests 

developed by the host university. It also casts doubt on the technical quality of the tests 

developed by the other universities that were chosen to develop the localized English 

proficiency test. 

When language tests are used for high-stakes purposes, their technical quality is a 

fundamental concern (Solorzano, 2008) since it affects the interpretation of test scores. 

Kopriva (2000) emphasizes that when high-stakes decisions are made using test results that 

may be flawed, the test-takers’ futures hang in the balance. In Vietnam, the futures of 

thousands of English teachers and university students depend on their scores on the locally 
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created tests of English proficiency. If efforts are not made to ensure that these tests are of 

good quality, unfair decisions will be made about the test-takers. Taking the test will be a 

waste of their time and money. This research uncovers only a small part of the reality 

regarding the actual quality of the Vietnamese locally developed English proficiency tests. 

What has been found is enough to raise concerns about the validity of these tests and the 

impacts they have on the test-takers’ career and future. 

7.4.3. Lack of quality control 

The fact that the Vietnamese localized English proficiency tests are developed by 

eight universities across the country has made quality assurance extremely taxing. Although 

they are leading universities in Vietnam in terms of foreign language education (Toan, 2013), 

there is no guarantee that the tests they develop are comparable in terms of quality. In this 

research, the LCLT was found to have poor validity even when it was developed by one of 

the most prestigious universities in Vietnam in the area of English education. That result 

implies that there is little ground for optimism about the quality of the tests developed by the 

other seven chosen universities. Le (2017) is concerned that the inconsistencies among the 

different institutions responsible for developing the tests might result in discrepancies in the 

actual proficiency levels of two candidates achieving the same results. Therefore, a 

comprehensive procedure for quality management is needed to make sure that the different 

versions of the Vietnamese localized test of English proficiency created by the eight chosen 

universities are of comparable quality. The least that will need to be done next will have to be 

test equating, so that the eight versions of the same test that are developed by eight 

independent universities can be credibly argued to be capturing similar levels of language 

competence. Unfortunately, this issue has not been emphasized in both legal documents and 

academic research. 
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Concerning the quality of a language test, validity is by far a must-have criterion 

(Bachman & Palmer, 1996). However, validation research on different versions of the 

Vietnamese localized test of English proficiency is still very limited. Without more validation 

studies like this one, equating different versions of the test will be a meaningless endeavour. 

The lack of published validation works in both domestic and international platforms can be 

explained by the three following reasons. First, there might have been little interest among 

researchers in validating the Vietnamese localized tests of English proficiency. Second, 

validation research might not have been supported by the universities that are responsible for 

developing the tests. Since this line of research requires access to confidential data such as 

the actual tests and test-takers’ results, it is obviously impossible without the permission from 

these universities. Third, validation research might have already been done at each individual 

institution but the research results have not gone public. However, since the Vietnamese 

localized test of English proficiency is a high-stakes test with considerable social impact, the 

public should be informed of its validity. Therefore, validation research should be 

encouraged, supported and published at least in accessible domestic journals and reports. 

Other localized tests of English proficiency in Asia such as Taiwan’s General Test of English 

Proficiency (GEPT) and the Japan’s EIKEN test are good examples to consider. These tests 

provide grants for validation studies and welcome international testing experts to participate 

or lead the projects. These studies are updated on their websites and in searchable research 

reports. Similar support for validation research should be an important value of the 

Vietnamese localized test of English proficiency. The public, especially the test-takers whose 

futures depend on the test results deserve information on the validity and other aspects of the 

test’s quality. More importantly, investigating the quality of the tests that have been 

administered is vital for the improvement of the tests that will be conducted in the future. 
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7.4.4. Negative social consequences 

Although this research does not attempt to investigate the social consequences of the 

localized English proficiency tests in Vietnam, there is an indirect link between the research 

results and the tests’ negative impacts as revealed by a number of previous studies. The poor 

construct conceptualization and questionable quality of the tests partly explains why they 

have not been well received by local teachers of English and university students.  

Since the very start of the National Foreign Languages Project 2020, English teachers 

in Vietnam have been put under the spotlight. When their test results were revealed, the 

majority of teachers failed to achieve the expected proficiency levels, which attracted a lot of 

criticisms from the public (Le, 2017). According to these results, a great number of English 

teachers had poor listening and speaking skills (Vietnamnet, 2016). In an attempt to raise 

teachers’ proficiency in English, in-service language improvement courses were offered to 

English teachers of all educational levels (Le, 2020). After these courses, the teachers who 

had failed the test had to take the English proficiency test again. Nonetheless, despite 

intensive training, the number of teachers who met the proficiency requirement was still far 

from the expected target (Le, 2020). A great number of teachers felt frustrated as they had to 

repeatedly take the test without achieving significant progress in test scores (Le, 2020). 

Moreover, they had to experience the feeling of humility when being classified as unqualified 

teachers. This feeling negatively affected their professional identities, leading to their 

demotivation in trying to reach the proficiency levels which are believed to be too 

challenging for them (Le, 2017). Even when they are able to reach these proficiency levels, 

there will be no guarantee that their improved English proficiency leads to their improved 

classroom practices (Nguyen & Mai, 2015). 

Although the English teachers’ scores on the locally developed English tests have 

captured public attention and put them under a lot of pressure, not much has been discussed 
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about the quality of the tests. Given the research findings on the poor validity of the LCLT, I 

would argue that rather than blaming the teachers for their disappointing test performance, 

improvements should be made to the tests themselves. It is clear that when taking the locally 

created tests, the teachers’ English proficiency is assessed against ambitious standards which 

bear very little relevance to their context and teaching practices. This partly explains why 

they lose the motivation to improve their proficiency in English. It is time that the teachers’ 

context and voices are taken into consideration and reflected in the localized English tests. 

For university students in Vietnam, the use of localized English proficiency tests as a 

graduation requirement has not been much favoured. Under Project 2020, Vietnamese 

students are able to choose an array of English proficiency tests developed by both domestic 

universities or international institutions such as the International English Language Testing 

System (IELTS), the Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC), the Test of 

English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), Cambridge Preliminary Test (PET) and First 

Certificate of English (FCE) (Nguyen, 2013). Le (2017) reports that students still opt for 

IELTS, TOEFL, TOEIC, PET or FCE because of their recognised international credibility 

(Le, 2017). Ironically, although a great amount of money has been budgeted for the 

development of the localized English proficiency tests, they are not trusted by Vietnamese 

students. Unfortunately, the reality unveiled by this research, to a certain extent, suggests that 

many students were right to doubt the quality of the locally developed tests of English 

proficiency.  

The use of the locally created English tests was believed to generate extrinsic 

motivation among teachers and students (Pham & Bui, 2019). However, in reality, the tests 

have yet to create the social impacts they aimed for. They were found to demotivate English 

teachers nation-wide and were not favoured by university students. Such consequences 

clearly show that a locally created test will not be well received by local test-takers if it does 
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not take into account the local context and test-takers’ characteristics. Moreover, just because 

an English test is locally produced does not mean that the expectation for its quality is 

lowered. When that test is used for high-stakes purposes and costs the test-takers a certain 

amount of money, it should be of acceptable quality. The undesirable social impacts will 

continue unless the Vietnamese localized tests of English proficiency are thoroughly 

improved. 

7.5. Concerns about the assessment of second language listening  

Beyond its meaning for a locally created listening test, this research provided a 

number of useful insights into the assessment of second language listening in general. Most 

of these insights came from the analysis of the think-aloud protocols provided by 10 English 

majors from the host university. The protocols shed light on not only the cognitive processes 

of the participants but also the factors affecting their performance. Taken together, such 

evidence highlighted the need to rethink the use of the multiple-choice format in listening 

tasks, in general.  Besides, it has practical implications for developing tests of listening. 

7.5.1. Undesirable impacts of the multiple-choice format  

The think-aloud protocols in this research suggested that the way in which the 

participants processed the input was very much bottom-up since they focused their attention 

mainly on lexical matches rather than on wider meaning. Such behaviour was clearly 

promoted by the multiple-choice format. There was extensive evidence of the test-takers 

using the classic key word strategy to locate relevant information in the auditory input. In one 

of the very few studies on the effects of the multiple-choice format on the listeners’ cognitive 

processes, Field (2005) also found that the listeners’ thinking operated in the direction: 

written lexical input – spoken lexical input. This way, the multiple-choice format somehow 

changed the purpose of listening. It was no longer listening for comprehension but indeed, 

listening to check whether the input matched one of the ideas given to them before the 
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recording was played. The listeners, when given multiple-choice questions, did not listen 

with an open mind but with a number of expectations shaped by the questions and the 

response options. As evidenced by the think-aloud protocols, the correct answers, sometimes 

were merely the result of successful lexical match rather than true comprehension. This result 

is in agreement with Weir’s (1993) criticism that previewing questions before listening 

changes the nature of the listening tasks. It confirms Yanagawa and Green’s (2008) concern 

that previewing answer options may encourage test-takers to adopt a lexical matching 

strategy which must have limited validity for the testing of listening skill.  

The multiple-choice format is often chosen for listening tests because it is convenient 

and cost-effective (Yanagawa & Green, 2008). That said, the assumption that a format should 

be used because of its convenience and efficiency is flawed. The issue of construct validity 

should be of primary importance in the decision regarding the response formats. Barta (2009) 

emphasizes that the unique and often stressful nature of listening calls for the application of 

valid response format even more. The findings of this research and that of Wu (1998) and 

Field (2009) suggest that the multiple-choice format might be suitable for items that target the 

understanding of details and bottom-up processing. However, much more research is still 

needed to investigate which listening subskills can be best embraced by multiple-choice 

items.  

 Since a given response method can only test part of the listening construct, a blend of 

response methods is believed to permit broad construct coverage (Elliott & Wilson, 2013). 

Testing textbooks often provide lists of testing methods that can be used to assess listening 

but mostly without discussing the usefulness of these methods in measuring the listening 

construct (Barta, 2009). In fact, the advantages and disadvantages of response formats such as 

true/false, multiple matching, short answer, gap filling or note-taking are usually discussed at 

the surface level. Very little has been known about what particular listening subskills these 



232 
 

 
 

formats are actually able to engage. While it is generally desirable to employ a variety of 

response methods to ensure fairness for test-takers and increase construct coverage for a 

listening test (Alderson et al., 1995), the decision of which format to use to measure a 

particular aspect of the intended construct has not been informed by relevant research. As a 

consequence, test developers might end up using a number of response formats in a listening 

test only to ensure variety rather than construct validity. Therefore, research that investigates 

the impacts of different response methods on L2 listeners’ cognitive processes is sorely 

needed. Only with such research will the choice of response formats be well informed and 

truly useful for measuring a targeted listening construct.   

7.5.2. Practical considerations for developing listening tests    

In the development of listening tests, it is important to consider the interplay between 

the listening subskills, test tasks and input text (Ayradoust, 2018). Except for the effects of 

the multiple-choice format which has been discussed previously, this research also provides 

insights into the effects of some text and task-related factors. Such insights lead to some 

practical considerations for the assessment of L2 listening.  

First, the consideration of delivery speed for a listening text should go beyond the 

crude figure of mean speech rate. This research has supported a classic stance that a text with 

faster speech rate adversely affected test-takers’ performance (Elliott & Wilson, 2013). It also 

became apparent that the lack of pauses had a detrimental effect on comprehension. Evidence 

from the think-aloud protocols indicated that the lack of pauses in the input text made it 

difficult for test-takers to identify word boundaries and keep up with the flow of speech. 

While most of the studies on speech rate revolve around a threshold rate at which 

comprehension increases or decreases (Foukle, 1968; Griffiths, 1992) or typical speech rates 

for different discourse modes (Tauroza & Allison, 1990), very little attention has been paid to 

the importance of pauses. Since pauses assist listeners in word segmentation and allow them 
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more time to process the input (Goldman-Eisler, 1961), it is necessary to properly incorporate 

them in a listening text. Elliott and Wilson (2013) suggest that both pause length and the 

positioning of pauses need to be taken into consideration. Since these aspects of the input text 

have not been researched enough, they would be interesting areas to investigate further.  

Second, the appropriate number of speakers for a text is an issue that needs to be 

thought through. This factor is believed to affect the test-takers’ performance because it 

brings up the issue of distinguishing between speakers and switching attention from one to 

another. The belief was confirmed by the evidence from the think-aloud data which showed 

that having three speakers in an input conversation considerably increased the cognitive load 

of the related test item. It was observed that the test-takers experienced trouble when they had 

to quickly shift attention among the three speakers. The most serious problem with the 

number of speakers seemed to be the extra pressure on the listeners’ memory. I would 

venture to go a step further by arguing that this problem was worsened by the multiple-choice 

format. Since the listeners had to listen to a short conversation between three speakers then 

picked a correct answer and at the same time disconfirmed the other three options, most of 

them reported having difficulty matching what they heard with a particular option since they 

could not remember who said what. It seems apparent that the multiple-choice format 

doubled the cognitive demand of the item. The listeners had to switch attention not only 

among speakers but also among response options and they had to do that almost at the same 

time. In the selection of input text for a listening test, I would suggest that a maximum of two 

speakers is enough if the targeted construct does not involve the ability to listen to a 

conversation with three or more speakers. It is also advisable to have one male and female 

speaker so that listeners can easily distinguish the speakers’ voices (Weir, 2005). In case, 

more than two speakers have to be involved, other aspects such as the response format, the 

topic or the lexical demand of the input text should be carefully considered.  
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Third, lexical overlap between the input text and the response options should not be 

overused as a strategy to manipulate item difficulty. The findings of previous research have 

revealed a relationship between task difficulty and the lexical overlap between words in the 

text and the response options of multiple-choice items (Buck & Tatsuoka, 1998; Jensen, 

1997). Buck (2001) emphasizes that the overlap between the correct options and the 

necessary information in the input text is the best predictor of an easy items. Similarly, the 

overlap between the input text and the incorrect options is the best predictor of difficult items. 

The relationship between the lexical overlap and listening task difficulty was supported by 

this present research. It was also found that using lexical overlap was an ineffective strategy 

because it manipulated item difficulty at the expense of construct validity. This strategy 

encourages test-takers to rely heavily on linguistic cues and draw their attention away from a 

natural interpretation of the input text. Chang (2008) and Field (2005) both shared a similar 

concern. From a personal point of view, a certain amount of lexical overlap between the input 

text and the test questions is essential since it helps listeners keep track of the flow of speech. 

For multiple-choice questions, in particular, the strategic use of lexical overlap to adjust item 

difficulty should be done with care and with reference to the construct. The amount of 

overlap in a multiple-choice item and the degree of overlap (complete or partial) are issues 

that deserve more attention and further research.  

The insights gained from the test-takers verbal report indicate that manipulating the 

speech rate, number of speakers, item order, and lexical overlap invalidly increase item 

difficulty. These strategies can make listening test items more cognitively demanding but 

because of them, test-takers might be deprived of the opportunity to show their true listening 

ability. At the end of the day, adjusting the difficulty of a listening task requires more effort 

than simply making changes to the input text or to the item design. Evidence from the present 

study suggests that every decision on which factor to be adjusted and how it can be adjusted 
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should be made in light of the targeted construct. Moreover, when one factor is changed, 

other related factors should also be taken into consideration. This helps to balance out the 

cognitive load of an item and ensure that test-takers do not have to suffer from multiple 

sources of difficulty at the same time.    

7.6. Critical reflection on the argument-based approach to validation 

 

Applying the argument-based approach in validating the LCLT is a valuable learning 

opportunity. Throughout this research project, I have gained a greater appreciation for this 

approach because of three particular benefits it offers researchers in test validation. The first 

and also the most important advantage, in my opinion, is the opportunity to state the intended 

interpretations and uses of test scores and let them guide the validation work. Therefore, 

validating the LCLT became a more meaningful process since the test was assessed against 

its own claims rather than a generic list of qualities that could be applied to any test. This 

advantage has also been acknowledged in a number of previous studies (Aryadoust, 2013; 

Chapelle et al., 2008; 2010; Lim, 2009; Liu 2014). It is directly connected to the second 

benefit, the logical determination of the types of evidence that would be required. In case of 

the LCLT, once the evaluation, generalization, and explanation inferences were proposed, the 

evidence needed to support these inferences became apparent. I was not inclined to list and 

seek all possible types of validity evidence. Instead, it was more productive to focus on the 

evidence that was most relevant to the inferences.  

The third advantage of the argument-based approach is the application of the Toulmin 

argument model. I find this model particularly useful since it helped to effectively and logically 

organize the evidence needed to support each of the inferences in the validity argument for the 

LCLT. Apart from that, taking rebuttal into consideration is a crucial step that ensures the 

comprehensiveness of a claim. Identifying and seeking evidence for a rebuttal is absolutely 

necessary because sometimes, it takes only one rebuttal to cancel out all the validity evidence. 
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For example, in the evaluation inference for the LCLT, evidence of construct under-

representation alone was enough to refute the inference despite validity evidence such as 

minimal construct-irrelevant variance or reasonable discriminating power (see Chapter 3).  

Although the argument-based approach provides a great conceptual tool for outlining 

and allocating research effort, it lacks methodological guidance for the actual validation 

work. After stating the three inferences for the LCLT, I was left to figure out which 

qualitative and quantitative methods to use to elicit evidence necessary for each inference. A 

review of previous studies that applied the argument-based approach revealed inconsistency 

in terms of research methodology. For example, to elicit evidence for the evaluation inference 

of the TOEFL test, Chapelle et al. (2008) investigated statistical characteristics of test items. 

Supporting the same inference for an integrated listening-speaking task, Frost et al. (2012) 

used discourse analysis to examine the extent to which test-takers’ performance reflected the 

rating scale descriptors. Although the decision of which research methods to use is largely 

dependent on the test in question, a common methodological guidance is still much needed. A 

guidance mapping out the main research methods that could be used to investigate each 

inference in the interpretive argument will be beneficial for researchers, especially those who 

attempt to apply the argument-based approach for the first time.  
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                                               Chapter 8. Conclusion 

 

This final chapter offers reflections on various aspects of this research project. First, it 

highlights the contribution and practical implications of the research. What then follows is the 

acknowledgement of the limitations. The chapter ends with suggestions for future research 

and the researcher’s final thoughts on the entire journey.  

8.1. Contributions of the research 

This entire research provides the first in-depth assessment of a locally created 

listening test in Vietnam. The results shed light on the poor validity of the test and highlight 

the major issues that need to be addressed in the future. As was clear from the research 

findings, the LCLT suffered from both construct under-representation and construct-

irrelevant variance, the two major threats to validity (Messick, 1989). These findings suggest 

that the test scores did not effectively reflect the test-takers’ listening ability. The use of such 

a test for high-stakes purposes such as screening English teachers or setting English 

proficiency standards for university graduates is, therefore, highly questionable. The LCLT 

was also found to have high levels of difficulty and for at least eight items, their cognitive 

demands were increased in ways that did not engage the targeted listening subskills. 

Although reliability was not a major issue for the test, the research findings still indicated that 

the LCLT did not have enough items to cover its ambitious construct.  

Taken together, the research findings raised an alarm about the technical quality of the 

LCLT. Since listening is, arguably, the most difficult skill to assess (Field, 2013), the flaws in 

listening tests, in general, and in the LCLT, in particular, are to be expected. Rather than 

criticizing the test developers, this research has provided them with an opportunity to reflect 

on their work and see where the problems were. It also proposed practical solutions for the 

betterment of future LCLTs.  
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Although this research focused only on a particular locally created listening test, its 

findings suggested that the localization of language tests, in general, is easier said than done. 

In theory, the goal of test localization is to develop tests which are suitable for local test-

takers while being aligned to international standards. In reality, the LCLT was found to be 

neither appropriate for local test-takers nor compatible with international standards. This 

failure was due to poor construct conceptualization, substandard technical quality, and lack of 

effective quality control measures. There is still a great deal to be done before Vietnam can 

establish an effective mechanism for the localization of an English proficiency test. It is 

important that the main value of test localization is embraced by both test-developers and 

policy-makers. The gap between theory and practice can only be narrowed when clear 

guidance is in place and effective actions are taken to ensure the quality of the localized 

English tests.  

This study represented a very limited number of efforts that investigated test-takers’ 

cognitive behaviour in response to the multiple-choice format in a listening test. It further 

confirmed Field’s (2009) finding that the multiple-choice format encouraged the lexical 

matching strategy and distracted test-takers from the broader meaning of the text. It also 

supported Weir’s (2005) concern that previewing the multiple-choice questions before 

listening changed the nature of the listening task. The use of the multiple-choice format was 

found to be counter-productive in items that targeted the ability to identify implicit details 

and to make inferences. This finding, to a modest extent, addressed the lack of research on 

the interaction between listening subskills and response formats in general. 

Four other factors were found to affect the cognitive demand of items in a listening 

test. They are the number of speakers, order of items, speech rate, and lexical overlap. These 

factors are known to have certain impacts on item difficulty (Freedle & Kostin, 1996, 1999; 

Buck & Tatsuoka, 1998); however, very little has been revealed about how they actually 
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affect test-takers’ thinking process. The investigation of the verbal data indicated that the 

number of speakers, the order of items and the lexical overlap between the input text and the 

multiple-choice questions were potential threats to the validity of a listening test. These 

factors were found to add an extra burden on the test-takers’ memory and distract them from 

a normal listening process. In terms of speech rate, while previous studies mainly focused on 

the crude figure of articulation speed such as the number of words per minute (Griffiths, 

1992; Tauzora & Allison, 1990), this study found that the frequency of pauses was another 

important dimension of speech rate that affected the cognitive demand of test items. 

8.2. Practical implications of the research  

 

In light of its findings, this research has practical implications for the development of 

listening tests. These implications focus on two important aspects, the provision of suitable 

texts and the design of test items.  

With regard to the listening text, sound quality must remain the top priority. This 

might sound too obvious; however, since that turned out to be an issue for the LCLT, it 

should still be emphasized. For a listening test that puts together a number of separate sound 

files, the editing stage is important to make sure that the sound quality is consistently good 

throughout the test. Buck (2001) provided detailed instructions on ensuring good sound 

quality. The number of speakers in a conversation should be carefully considered. A 

maximum of two speakers (one male, one female) is ideal since it does not put too much 

pressure on the listeners’ working memory. The determination of speech rate should go 

beyond a crude figure of words per minute and take pauses into consideration. The number, 

the length, and the position of pauses in an input text are important factors that can affect test-

takers’ performance.     

Five practical suggestions are given for the design of listening tests. First, a variety of 

response formats is needed. Although the multiple-choice format offers undeniable 
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advantages, it is not ideal in measuring a construct that include both low and high-level 

listening subskills. Moreover, the opportunity to preview the questions and all the response 

options may change the nature of listening. Second, multiple-choice items are suitable for 

items that target bottom-up processing and the ability to understand details. The research 

findings suggest that this format might not be very useful in assessing the ability to 

understand the speakers’ attitudes or opinions. Third, for listening tests which give test-takers 

only one chance to listen, test items should be organized in chronological order. Scrambling 

item order confuses listeners and unreasonably increases item difficulty. Fourth, the double-

play format might be useful if a test aims to measure many high-level listening subskills.  

Finally, in order to control the difficulty of a test item, it is important to consider not only the 

listening subskill that the item targets but also text- and task-related factors. Although 

adjusting factors such as vocabulary, speech rate or number of speakers can increase or 

decrease item difficulty, this strategy should be treated with caution. Since text and task-

related factors do interact with each other, it is necessary to adjust one factor in relation with 

the other ones. Moreover, this manipulative strategy will not be useful if changes in the 

textual features of the input or in the task design do not reflect the intended construct.    

8.3.  Limitations of the research  

 

A major limitation of this research project is the absence of the extrapolation and 

utilization inference in the argument-based validation framework for the LCLT. The localized 

test of English proficiency that the LCLT is a part of has been used in Vietnam as 

requirement for graduation, post-graduate studies and job application. Therefore, the 

investigation of the uses and the consequences of test scores is of great importance. Not 

including them in this research has reduced the comprehensiveness of the argument-based 

validation framework.  
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A small sample participant size is another drawback of this research. For a high-stakes 

test like the LCLT, a large sample size would be ideal for validation. However, all the three 

studies in this research were conducted with relatively modest populations. It should also be 

acknowledged that the participants recruited for (a) the qualitative study on the test-takers’ 

cognitive processes and (b) the comparability study between the LCLT and IELTS were not 

representative of the test-taking population. They were all English majors with relatively high 

levels of English proficiency, whereas actual candidates of the locally created English tests 

vary greatly in terms of their backgrounds and proficiency levels. This apparently limits the 

generalizability of the findings of these two studies. 

The main source of weakness in the quantitative study on LCLT scores was the fact 

that the two groups of test-takers did not experience the same testing condition. In order to 

create a sample size large enough for Rasch analysis, a group of English majors from the host 

university was added to the original group of test-takers. This group benefited from an 

anxiety-free testing condition since they were aware that the results of the test would not have 

any impact on their study. Thus, procedural fairness was not ensured since test-takers were 

not treated equally and consistently (Kane, 2010).  

In the qualitative study on the test-takers’ cognitive processes, the participants were 

invited to take the LCLT in a non-test condition. Therefore, the cognitive processes they 

reported did not fully reflect the processes undergone by test-takers in a real test event. The 

performances of 10 participants in this research were clearly not affected by factors like time 

pressure and test anxiety. They took the test in a nice, quiet room where they could sit close 

to the speaker in order to get the best possible sound quality. The non-test condition was a 

major trade-off in the design of this study. The insights into the listeners’ cognitive processes 

were prioritized at the expense of authenticity. 
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Finally, in the comparability study between the LCLT and an IELTS Listening test, 

the test-takers’ familiarity with IELTS might have helped them perform better on this test. 

While the LCLT was new to the group of 66 test-takers from the host university, the listening 

component of IELTS was, most probably, more familiar to many of them. Since test 

familiarity can give test-takers an unfair advantage, it might have contributed to the 

significant difference in the test-takers’ performances on the two tests. 

8.4. Suggestions for future research 

A natural progression of this project is to validate the extrapolation and utilization 

inference of the LCLT. From the perspective of both test-takers and test- score users, a study 

on the usefulness of this test is of great importance. Apart from the listening sub-test, further 

studies need to be carried out to validate other components of the English proficiency tests 

developed by the host university. It is recommended that these future validation studies be 

conducted on a larger sample size and a more representative test-taking population. This 

study also calls for validation efforts from other universities that have been responsible to the 

development and administration of localized English proficiency tests in Vietnam.   

The assessment of listening will also be a fruitful area for future work. Qualitative 

studies on the interaction between listening subskills and response formats are sorely needed. 

While testing textbooks often provide a list of response formats for a listening test, impacts of 

test methods on construct validity are rarely discussed. The decision of which response 

format(s) to use to best engage a particular listening subskill should not be made on the basis 

of the popularity, convenience or efficiency of a certain format. Instead, it should be 

informed by relevant research which has not been widely available. Therefore, more research 

in this area will definitely benefit test developers.  

More research is needed to fully understand the extent to which factors that affect 

listening task difficulty might increase or decrease the cognitive demand of test items. More 
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importantly, it is necessary to examine whether these factors help to better measure the 

listening construct or add unwanted dimensions to the listening tasks. Insights into these 

issues will help test developers design good items and effectively control test difficulty. 

8.5. Concluding comments 

I embarked on this research project with a focus on a particular locally created test. 

However, I have completed it with findings which will be meaningful for not only test 

developers in Vietnam but also, item writers, researchers and teachers who share a common 

interest in assessing L2 listening. Venturing into this under-researched area was challenging 

but exciting at the same time. I often got lost but gained new experience in every step of the 

way. 

The poor validity of the LCLT, as evidenced by this research, will be disappointing 

for the test-developers at the host university. It should be noted that the ultimate purpose of 

this research was not to criticize the test-developers but to help them create better tests in the 

future. As a former test item writer, I understand how important it is to be able to identify 

flaws in a test and have a plan to address them. Therefore, once the problems with the LCLT 

were identified, I proposed solutions that can help item writers who might be struggling with 

the development of new LCLTs. 

The most exciting part of this research, for me, was the journey into the test-takers’ 

minds. The think-aloud protocols unveiled cognitive behaviours that I had never envisaged. 

Each participant brought a unique perspective to the study. Analysing their thoughts piqued 

my curiosity in the nature of listening and the challenges of assessing it. I can see a future in 

which I, as a researcher and item writer, will keep exploring this elusive, unobservable 

language skill.   
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Appendix A. Request for permission to access data (Vietnamese) 
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Appendix B. Request for permission to access data (English)  
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Appendix C. Information sheet (The study on LCLT scores)  
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Appendix D. Consent form (The study on LCLT scores) 
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Appendix E. Information sheet (The study on test-takers’ cognitive processes)  
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Appendix F. Consent form (The study on test-takers’ cognitive processes)  
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Appendix G. Information sheet (The comparability study between the LCLT and 

IELTS) 
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Appendix H. Consent form (The comparability study between the LCLT and IELTS)  
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Appendix I. Detailed descriptors for listening skill in CEFR-V 

Listening to conversations between native speakers  

Level Descriptors 

Level 3 

(B1 – CEFR) 

Can generally follow the main points of extended discussion around 

him/her, provided speech is clearly articulated in standard dialect.  

Level 4 

(B2 – CEFR) 

Can understand much of what is said around him/her but may find it 

difficult to understand all the details if the speakers do not modify their 

language.  

Can keep up with an animated conversation between native speakers.  

Level 5 

(C1 – CEFR) 

Can understand complex conversations between native speakers even on 

abstract, complex unfamiliar topics.  

 

Listening to lectures and presentations  

Level Descriptors 

Level 3 

(B1 – CEFR) 

Can follow in outline straightforward short talks on familiar topics 

provided these are clearly articulated with familiar accent.  

Can follow a lecture or talk within his/her own field, provided the subject 

matter is familiar and the presentation straightforward and clearly 

structured.  

Level 4 

(B2 – CEFR) 

Can follow the essentials of lectures, talks and reports and other forms of 

academic/professional presentation which are propositionally and 

linguistically complex.  

Level 5 

(C1 – CEFR) 

Can follow most lectures, discussions and debates with relative ease.  
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Listening to announcements and instructions  

Level Descriptors 

Level 3 

(B1 – CEFR) 

Can follow simple technical information, such as operating instructions for 

everyday equipment. 

Can follow detailed directions (e.g: traffic directions)  

Level 4 

(B2 – CEFR) 

Can understand announcements and messages on concreate and abstract topics 

spoken in standard dialect at normal speed.  

Level 5 

(C1 – CEFR) 

Can extract and understand specific information from poor quality, audibly 

distorted public announcements, e.g. in a station, sports stadium, etc.  

 

Listening to audio media and TV (CEFR-V) 

Level Descriptors 

Level 3 

(B1 – CEFR) 

Can understand the main points of radio news bulletin as well as 

interviews, new stories with visual illustrations provided speech is clearly 

articulated with simple language.  

Can understand the main points of the radio and TV programs provided 

speech is clearly articulated at relatively slow speed.  

Can understand the content of the majority of recorded or broadcast audio 

material on topics of personal interest delivered in clear standard speech.  

Level 4 

(B2 – CEFR) 

Can understand most radio documentaries and most other recorded or 

broadcast audio material.  

Can identify the speakers’ mood or tone.  

Can understand recordings in standard dialect likely to be encountered in 

social, professional or academic life and identify speaker viewpoints and 

attitudes as well as the information content.  

Level 5 

(C1 – CEFR) 

Can understand a wide range of recorded and broadcast audio material, 

including some non-standard usage, and identify finer points of detail 

including implicit attitudes and relationships between speakers.  
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Appendix J. Evaluation template for content analysis  

Language competence  Item  Note  

Grammatical knowledge: understanding short utterances on a literal semantic level 

Pre-existing knowledge of 

grammar, vocabulary, syntax, 

phonology 

  

Factual information such as names, 

numbers, prices, dates … 

  

Discourse knowledge: understanding longer utterances or interactive discourse between two or more speakers 

Discourse markers   

Cohesion   

Foregrounding   

Rhetorical schemata   

Story grammars   

Structure of unplanned discourse   

Pragmatic knowledge: understanding the function or the illocutionary force of an utterance or longer text, and 

interpreting the intended meaning in terms of that 

Indirect meaning/hints     

Pragmatic implications    

Text-based inferences    

Sociolinguistics knowledge: understanding the language of particular socio-cultural settings and interpreting 

utterances in terms of the context of situation 

Slang   

Idiomatic expressions    

Dialects   

Cultural references   

Figures of speech (comparison, 

metaphor, euphemism, 

understatement, sarcasm…) 

  

Levels of formality and registers   
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Appendix K. Fit statistics of the LCLT and IELTS items  

         LCLT                              IELTS 

Item Infit MNSQ Infit 

ZSTD 

Item Infit 

MNSQ 

Infit ZSTD 

34 1.06 .3 38 1.02 .2 

22 1.07 .3 17 1.19 1.5 

29 .85 -.3 7 .98 -.2 

11 1.15 .6 34 1.00 .1 

17 .93 -.2 21 .97 .3 

10 .92 -.3 23 .98 -.1 

20 .85 -.9 15 .92 -.9 

24 .94 -.5 31 1.04 .6 

18 1.11 1.0 16 1.23 3.0 

9 .84 -1.7 22 1.03 .4 

13 1.05 .5 10 .93 -.9 

16 .88 -1.2 20 .99 -.2 

28 1.07 .7 29 .95 -.6 

35 1.05 .6 24 1.13 1.7 

19 1.02 .2 37 1.07 .9 

31 .94 -.9 19 1.09 1.1 

6 .89 -1.6 40 .96 -.5 

33 1.05 .6 6 .97 -.3 

5 .88 -1.3 30 .91 -1.0 

26 .98 -.2 3 .97 -.3 

32 1.32 3.0 12 .96 -.4 

15 .86 -1.2 11 .97 -.3 

12 1.19 1.4 14 .96 -.3 

3 .98 -.1 26 .99 -.1 

23 .96 -.2 28 .95 -.4 

14 1.05 .3 9 .91 -.7 

8 .97 -.1 25 1.03 .3 

27 1.00 .1 36 1.03 .2 
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25 1.05 .3 8 .91 -.6 

21 .99 .0 32 1.07 .5 

30 1.00 .1 35 .96 -.1 

7 .97 .1 5 .95 -.2 

2 .98 .2 27 .94 -.2 

4 1.00 .2 18 .98 .0 

1 .99 .3 39 1.02 .2 

   13 1.02 .2 

   1 1.04 .2 

   4 1.00 .2 

   33 .94 0 

   2 1.01 .3 


