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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

This book presents an overview of features that have been identified
as contributing to spoken comprehensibility. From a linguistic point of
view, we start from the bottom up and Chapter 2 focuses on pronunci-
ation, exploring the phoneme, word and utterance level components of
meaning. The focus of the third chapter shifts to spoken texts and the fea-
tures associated with longer turns of monologic speech. The key aspects
of pragmatic knowledge that affect comprehensibility are discussed in
Chapter 4; a summary of research in this area is presented and contextual
and cultural differences that might have an impact on comprehensibility
are explored. Chapter 5 presents a discussion of the effects of fluency on
listeners and their judgements of comprehensibility. While each of these
chapters focuses on comprehensibility indicators at those levels of lin-
guistic enquiry, the aim is also to illustrate how these components func-
tion as part of a broad, intricate system of meaning creation and should
not be evaluated independently.

Chapter 6 takes a higher-level perspective of the opportunities and threats
automated assessment might present to the construct of comprehensibil-
ity. Chapter 7 takes the discussion into the classroom and looks at how
a broader understanding of comprehensibility can support teachers and
learners. The final chapter draws together the approach discussed in the
monograph and summarises key implications for language assessment. A
visual representation of the framework we present throughout is included
in the concluding chapter.

Meaning in Spoken Language

What does it mean to understand someone? What does it mean to be
understood?

An examiner in a face-to-face test of spoken English presents
the test-taker with a topic for an extended monologue. The task
is to speak for two minutes on the topic of ‘a successful person
you know’. The test-taker talks about her favourite celebrity and
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2 Comprehensibility in Language Assessment

spends most of the time allotted describing the star’s appearance

in detail. After the extended monologue, the examiner follows up
with further questions designed to elicit more spontaneous, interac-
tive language. He asks, “Does success depend more on hard work
or on good luck?” His particular variety of English means that he
pronounces ‘luck’ as most speakers of English pronounce ‘look’.
The test-taker, whose first language is morphologically uncomplex,
seems not to pick up on the form of the word, interpreting the ques-
tion as “Does success depend more on hard work or good looks?”
and begins to talk about success and beauty, a perspective that

fits with the broader topic area, too. The examiner interrupts and
repeats, “hard work or good luck” still using his variety of English
pronunciation and, when the test-taker responds again by talking
about beauty, he interrupts and repeats the words, “not good look-
ing, good luck!” agitatedly three times without any modification
of his own pronunciation, perhaps assuming that the morphology
of the word (good luck rather than good lucking (ungrammatical))
will provide the information necessary to achieve mutual com-
prehension. When this does not succeed, the examiner draws on a
gloss for the phrase by saying, “you know, good luck like winning
a raffle draw” but as the test-taker is seemingly unfamiliar with
this culturally specific concept, she still does not understand the
examiner’s intended meaning and, finally, when the test-taker, now
flustered and anxious, still responds by talking about appearance,
he gives up and moves to a different question.

The example of a breakdown in communication above illustrates just
some of the factors that cause misunderstanding or contribute to a lack
of comprehensibility. There is clearly an issue around pronunciation of
a particular word — a reasonably straightforward linguistic factor — that
could have been resolved by an empathetic communicator who under-
stood the need to make himself understood through whatever means
necessary, such as modification of pronunciation, providing a gloss,
rephrasing. Yet there is more than a simple phoneme production factor
at play: the examiner seems to expect the test-taker to accommodate his
particular regional accent (sociolinguistic factor), the test-taker fails to
pick up on the morphology of the word (lexico-grammatical factor), the
examiner makes the assumption that responsibility for successful com-
munication lies entirely with the test-taker (sociolinguistic and pragmatic
factors), and the broader discourse structure and conventions make the
test-taker’s misinterpretation completely plausible (discourse and prag-
matic factors) given the topic of focus in the extended monologue.
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Introduction 3

Comprehensibility is considered central to successful communication
(Munro and Derwing, 1995a, 2006) but despite the crucial role compre-
hensibility plays in communication and the contribution it makes in the
assessment of spoken language ability, its realisation in language tests
has been approached very differently: from often vague and intuitive
holistic ratings of how ‘intelligible’ the test-taker is or how much ‘effort’
is required from the examiner to understand to a focus on purely techni-
cal aspects of language with little consideration of communicative effect.
This book seeks to engage with the construct of communicative compre-
hensibility in the context of language assessment. It aims to provoke a
reconsideration of spoken comprehensibility within language teaching
and assessment as a far broader construct at two inter-related levels. First,
comprehensibility is not just a set of linguistic components at acoustic,
word and utterance level; rather, it includes elements at discourse and
pragmatic level. Second, comprehensibility goes beyond the utterances
of the speaker to include listener characteristics. Finally, comprehensi-
bility is inextricably linked to the communication event it facilitates and
is not an abstract construct that exists in linguistic components alone and
independent of the speech context. We highlight the challenges associated
with a purely atomic approach to comprehensibility (i.e. comprehensibil-
ity in general being linked to a range of distinct linguistics features with-
out taking purpose and context of the speech event into consideration)
and argue that the current approach as realised in language assessment
does not fully take into consideration the range of contributing linguistic
and non-linguistic factors, multimodality, plurilingualism and translan-
guaging — all crucial components in creating shared understanding in
today’s communicative landscape. From this position of a broader per-
spective on comprehensibility, we consider a sample of language tests
and standards of reference, and discuss pedagogy and technology in light
of this approach. It is hoped that this volume will contribute to a renewed
understanding of comprehensibility that will go some way to informing
the design, development and use of tests of spoken language.

At the core of this book is the concept of comprehensibility. While there
are various technical definitions of the term and it overlaps with other
related concepts, our fundamental premise is that comprehensibility is
the successful communication of a message between one person and (an)
other(s); this is a somewhat broader definition than currently used in lan-
guage teaching and assessment. While the perspective we take can be
applied to other forms of communication and language skills in the tradi-
tional sense, in this book, the focus is on the comprehensibility of spoken
language because the aural dimension of the speaking skill has led to a
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4 Comprehensibility in Language Assessment

forefronting of linguistic indicators such as pronunciation and fluency
in terms of their overall impact on comprehensibility and this allows
us to interrogate how these features could be included in this broader
perspective. While the intention is that the approach in this book applies
to all languages, English predominates, as it does in much international
academic discourse. This is due to the relative wealth of research into
comprehensibility in English, the more explicit and detailed rating scales
and test specifications — most likely due to the commercial nature of
English language testing and the associated investment in research and
development, as well as support for test validation in the face of compet-
ing products — and access to published research.

Key Terms and Definitions

We start with an overview of concepts and terminology that form the
basis of our discussion throughout this book: from general terms used
in applied linguistics more broadly to a description of current under-
standing of key concepts related to comprehensibility within language
learning. We introduce alternative viewpoints on comprehensibility from
other disciplines and end this brief section with a clear description of the
broader conceptualisation of comprehensibility we are advocating in this
book. This is the foundation for the subsequent discussion around com-
prehensibility in language testing.

Table 1.1 provides a reference list of key terms for the reader to return
to if necessary.

Co-construction of meaning: The roles played by both speaker and listener
in achieving understanding of a speech event (whether synchronous or
asynchronous).

Construct: The underlying ability that is being evaluated.

Discourse: Spoken language that functions as a whole beyond the level of
the sentence; in this book, discourse will be used interchangeably with the
term spoken text (as distinct from written text).

Features: Technical linguistic characteristics of speech, e.g. the ability to pro-
duce long utterances without hesitation or correctly articulate individual sounds
of the target language.

ELF: English as a Lingua Franca — English used as a common language
between a variety of speakers from different language backgrounds.

Inner / Outer / Expanding Circles: Traditional categorisation of different
English varieties and speakers; Inner Circle — US, UK, Canada, Australia, New
Zealand and Ireland; Outer Circle — mostly ex-British colonies where English
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functions as a predominant language, e.g. Singapore, India, Jamaica, South
Africa; Expanding Circle — countries where English is not generally used as a
means of communication but is learned at school or university.

L1/L2: First language or second language (of the speaker); see NS & NNS
below.

Lingua Franca: Any language used as a common language between speak-
ers of a variety of languages (including possibly the LF); e.g. English, Spanish,
French, Hausa, Mandarin.

Macro features or approach: Starting with the largest contributors to estab-
lishing meaning (e.g. communicative context), and working down the hierarchy
towards the micro, linguistics or acoustic features of speech; also referred to
as ‘top-down’.

Micro features or approach: Starting with the smallest units of language (e.g.
phonemes) and considering how they contribute to establishing meaning; also
referred to as ‘bottom-up’.

Multimodality: “The use of more than one semiotic mode in meaning-making,
communication, and representation generally, or in a specific situation. Such
modes include all forms of verbal, non-verbal, and contextual communica-
tion.” Oxford Reference online dictionary (Dec, 2022); this is considered to be
increasingly prevalent given technology facilitated communication that draws
on various modes simultaneously.

NS: Native speaker — the speaker of a language as their first, most predom-
inant language; this is usually, but not always, their mother tongue; NNS —
Non-native speaker. While this term is used occasionally or cited throughout
this book, we prefer the term L1 speaker (NS) or L2 speaker (NNS) in recogni-
tion of the challenges and issues associated with ‘nativeness’.

Plurilingualism and translanguaging: A speaker’s ability to draw on different
languages and knowledge of language (even partial) within their individual
linguistic and cultural portfolio to get meaning across.

Rating criteria: Aspects of linguistic and/or communicative performance used
by language assessors to assess samples of language produced by a test-taker.

Test validity: Various approaches to validity exist, for example, building an
evidence based argument to support score interpretation for the intended test
use situation. In this book, we take the more traditional definition of test validity
as our foundation: whether a test measures what it purports to measure, not
more or less.

Test reliability: Whether a test delivers accurate and consistent results across
different instances and variables.

TLU: Target Language Use domain — the intended context where the test-
taker will most likely use the language being tested, e.g. university studies.

Table 1.1: Key terms used in this book
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6 Comprehensibility in Language Assessment

Comprehensibility is a complex concept complicated further by the inter-
changeable use of the terms comprehensibility and intelligibility within the
literature as well as the confounding nature of other concepts such as accent
and accentedness. The intelligibility principle (in contrast to the nativeness
principle) presented by Levis (2005) provides a good starting point:

[The intelligibility principle] holds that learners simply need to be
understandable. The intelligibility principle recognizes that com-
munication can be remarkably successful when foreign accents
are noticeable or even strong, that there is no clear correlation
between accent and understanding (Munro and Derwing, 1999),
and that certain types of pronunciation errors may have a dispro-
portionate role in impairing comprehensibility. (p. 307)

Levis (2006) describes intelligibility in a broad and narrow sense: in the
narrow sense, it refers to the understanding of a speaker’s every word;
more broadly, it describes overall or perceived intelligibility, that is,
whether a listener understood the overall meaning the speaker intended
to convey, even if they missed individual words. The narrow sense corre-
sponds to the definition of intelligibility used by many researchers today,
and the broad sense links to comprehensibility as it is typically used in
applied linguistics research. Thomson (2017) provides a detailed account
of how these terms have been used by different scholars; the confusion
that has arisen due to the various uses of these terms is reflected in his
call for more consistency in use.

Applied linguists generally agree that comprehensibility, intelligibility
and accentedness are interrelated yet distinct (Flege, Munro & MacKay,
1995; Major, 2007; Munro & Derwing, 1995a; Derwing & Munro,
1997). Intelligibility is defined by Munro and Derwing (1995a, 1995b)
as “the extent to which a speaker’s message is actually understood” (p.
76, p. 291) and comprehensibility as “listeners’ perceptions of difficulty
in understanding particular utterances” (1995b, p. 291), the latter build-
ing on the notion of effort introduced by Abercrombie in as early as 1949
in relation to understanding of speech and also reflecting the broad sense
in the definition of Levis (2006). They offer no explicit definition for
accent, however. Thomson (2017) points to accent as “being as a percep-
tual phenomenon on the part of a listener” (p. 3), citing Scovel (1969)
who puts the existence of foreign accents squarely on the shoulders
of the listener who perceives them as such. More recently, definitions
of accent have achieved more clarity, although many continue to refer
to deviance from L1 forms of the language, introducing a conundrum
regarding which L1 variant and failing to encapsulate the notion that one
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L1 speaker may perceive another L1 speaker as ‘having an accent’. The
first part of the description of accent as offered by Saito, Trofimovich and
Isaacs (2016) is therefore much more intuitively acceptable: “listeners’
perceptions of the degree to which L2 speech is influenced by his/her
native language...” although the second part of their definition is less so:
“...and/or colored by other non-native features” as the L1 ‘standard’ is
once again introduced.

While there is broad agreement within the field of applied linguistics that
comprehensibility and intelligibility are separate but related concepts,
given that the terms are less definitively used in language teaching and
assessment literature and tools, for the sake of clarity, Table 1.2 outlines
the definitions of the terms as they are typically used in applied linguistics.

Intelligibility: The listener’s actual understanding of each word and utterance
in a sample of speech. This is reliant on more bottom up features (but not
entirely), often measured through transcription of speech samples or selection
of the correct word/phrase from a pair or set. In this book, intelligibility overlaps
with comprehensibility in that a certain degree of intelligibility is usually neces-
sary to achieve overall understanding; the extent to which acoustic, phonemic
or other micro-level linguistic feature understanding is necessary is dependent
on communicative purpose and macro-level factors.

Comprehensibility: The listener’s perceived ease of understanding a sample
of speech. This can be seen as a result of a number of complex and inter-
related factors that allow the listener to ascribe overall meaning to a sample
of speech. This is frequently measured on a 9-band scale where 1 = easy

to understand and 9 = extremely difficult to understand. It is this definition of
comprehensibility that this book is primarily concerned with, although we argue
that comprehensibility extends beyond ease of understanding for the listener;
the success of the intended speech event is what renders the speech act
comprehensible.The overall discussion considers the interrelatedness of the
different micro- and macro-level factors in achieving mutual comprehensibility,
including co-construction of meaning between speaker and listener.

Accentedness: The listener’s perception of the degree to which a speech
sample deviates from a particular form of the target language (usually the one
that the speaker is most familiar with or regards as standard). Accent is usually
measured using a Likert-type scale. Accent might impact intelligibility, listeners’
perception of their understanding, or both, and is particularly relevant in our
discussion of communication in a LF context.

Accent: The listener’s perceived association of a speaker’s pronunciation
with a particular social, cultural, ethnic or socio-economic group, e.g. ‘an Irish
accent’, ‘an educated accent’.

Table 1.2: Definitions of intelligibility, comprehensibility, accent and
accentedness typically used in applied linguistics
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8 Comprehensibility in Language Assessment

The definitions above show how the contrast between intelligibility
and comprehensibility and accent/accentedness in applied linguistics is
between ‘actual’ or literal understanding at a concrete, linguistic level
(intelligibility) and the listener’s perceptions in the case of the other
concepts. It is almost inevitable that this subjective approach to com-
prehensibility leads to both listener-primacy and the abstraction of the
linguistic elements involved in the communicative act, suggesting that
the actual meaning of the utterance exists independently of the context,
purpose and audience, and that the comprehensibility of the utterance
can be assessed in this abstract form.

Other disciplines offer different perspectives. In speech therapy, com-
prehensibility is defined as “the extent to which a listener can under-
stand (comprehend) a spoken utterance in a communicative context” and
“understandable spoken language” (Camarata, 2019: p. 448). Speech
therapists distinguish between three different levels of speech produc-
tion: accuracy, which refers to the production of individual phonemes,
intelligibility, which is described as “the extent to which an utterance can
be understood when the intended message is known” (2019, p. 448), and
comprehensibility, which relates to understanding in authentic commu-
nication contexts. Speech therapists use these three distinctions to treat
speech disorders such as apraxia and dysarthria. Camarata (2019) iden-
tifies comprehensibility as a more functional level of speech production
and recommends that interventions should be targeted at this level, with
other words that while therapy targeted at accuracy might have an impact
on intelligibility and comprehensibility, it is not necessarily the case and
that comprehension “should be a high-priority goal for remediation” (p.
448). In clinical linguistics, intelligibility is used to refer to what applied
linguistics would view as comprehensibility: “Speech intelligibility is
a relative measure of the degree to which a speaker’s speech signal is
understood, the relativity depending at a minimum on the identities of
speaker and listener, what is spoken and where it is spoken” (Weismer,
2008, p. 569), which includes non-linguistic factors such as context. The
definitions from other disciplines above do not focus on listener percep-
tion of ease of understanding, but on the comprehensibility of the mes-
sage in relation to context and audience.

These insights from related disciplines suggest that while linguistic fea-
tures (e.g. accuracy of pronunciation) are crucial components of making
meaning, they are only part of what constitutes making a speech act com-
prehensible. We argue for a broader perspective on comprehensibility
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Introduction 9

than typically taken in teaching and language assessment, one that
encompasses linguistic intelligibility but is not reduced to linguistic indi-
cators only, and one that is not measured in terms of listener ease of
understanding, but extends to the communicative success of the speech
event. Our argument is for comprehensibility, in this broader sense, to be
the focus of the teaching and testing of spoken language. The measure-
ment of a speaker’s ability to make their ideas comprehensible to another
cannot be limited to linguistic proxies and cannot be abstracted from the
communicative context and the audience only, which together play a role
in achieving shared meaning and communicative success.

Rationale and Justification

The main impetus for a reconsideration of comprehensibility in lan-
guage learning and assessment is recognition of the wide-ranging and
complex factors involved in the creation of meaning at a time when the
focus is primarily on the atomic linguistic components that contribute
to making spoken communication comprehensible. While the impor-
tance of linguistic elements (sounds, words, syntax, etc.) to achieving
meaning is not disputed, there is a danger that the operationalisation of
comprehensibility within teaching and testing will be reduced to these
elements only (i.e., to form and accuracy), abstracted from context,
communicative purpose and outcome, and the participants in the speech
act, both speaker and listener. Particularly as research investigates more
‘computable’ components of comprehensibility in order to inform not
only human evaluations of communicative proficiency, but also the
algorithms underlying automated assessment of speaking, we feel that
it is important to take a step back and look at comprehensibility from a
broader perspective.

There are historical shifts that make this reconsideration especially perti-
nent: how language is used by diverse groups of speakers, contemporary
modes of communication, and changing theoretical perspectives on how
communication is achieved. These are discussed in more detail under the
headings of complexity and lingua franca below.

Complexity in Defining Comprehensibility for Assessment

The difficulty in reaching a consensus on what constitutes comprehen-
sibility underscores the complexity of the construct. Even at an atomic
level, while studies (Derwing & Munro, 1997; Zielinski, 2008; Isaacs
& Trofimovich, 2012; Jin & Mak, 2013; Trofimovich & Isaacs, 2012;
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Saito et al., 2015, 2017) have investigated the features associated with
comprehensibility ratings, there is insufficient evidence to make any
conclusive decisions about a ‘comprehensibility inventory’, even for
English. Confounding factors such as limited and varied L1 backgrounds
of speakers and/or raters across studies make a definitive overview more
elusive. While perfect pronunciation has traditionally been seen as the
intelligibility/comprehensibility panacea, that seems far from the case
and, although phonological factors may play a significant role, fluency,
lexis, grammar as well as discourse and pragmatic aspects all contribute
to achieving communicative success.

Aspects outside of the purely linguistic realm such as pragmatic con-
text, familiarity with the topic, or sociocultural factors have an impact
and can determine which linguistic features carry more weight in getting
the meaning across (See Chapters 2, 3 and 4). Also, although tests of
comprehensibility place the onus on the speaker to get meaning across,
comprehensibility is co-constructed and the listener has a part to play.
This introduces not only the listener’s own linguistic skills, but also atti-
tude (e.g. towards accent), motivation and tolerance (e.g. of slow speech
or ambiguity). Disentangling speaker from listener in assessing compre-
hensibility is hardly possible and one of the motivations for reconsider-
ing the primacy of listener ease in assessing comprehensibility.

To further exacerbate the intricacy of interrelated components, compre-
hensibility is context-dependent and, therefore, dynamic (Harding &
McNamara, 2017). The immediate situation in which an utterance occurs
can radically change the meaning, and the evaluation of communica-
tive success will depend on the purpose of the communicative act. Even
within a short conversation, comprehensibility can change depending on
the strategies and motivation of the speaker and listener to reach a point
of shared understanding.

Finally, even if an extensive inventory of atomic features could be iden-
tified and agreed upon, it is impossible that a human would be able to
consciously consider each one and award an overall score; in the case
of machine marking, which aspects have an influence on the final rat-
ing will most likely remain unclear. The potential danger of abstracting
comprehensibility and reducing successful communication skills to a set
of linguistic features (or narrowing the construct) extends to test-taker
‘gamification’ of assessment systems, for example, university applicants
who score well on tests of English but disappoint their lecturers when
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they are unable to engage in meaningful discussion in the academic
realm.

Lingua Francas and Assessing Comprehensibility

Languages that serve as major lingua francas, either regionally or glob-
ally, present particular challenges for teaching and assessment which
have typically relied on standard points of reference as goals or for eval-
uation of success. English, the predominant global lingua franca in many
fields, is an example where the tension between L1 speaker norms and
increasingly diverse varieties has been evident in both language teaching
and testing for numerous years.

The L1 speaker is still referenced in language tests, or influences the test
design, albeit less often or explicitly than in the past. Proponents of an
L1-speaker focus in testing see the use of standard forms as a means to
make the test more consistent and, therefore, more reliable, and more fair
to all test-takers. The rationale behind this is that if a variety of accents
were included in, for example, the listening section of a test, those more
familiar with those accents might have an advantage. This ignores the
reality of English language use around the world, however, and the fun-
damental requirement to validate a test through demonstrating the con-
nection to the Target Language Use (TLU) domain (Chalhoub-Deville
& O’Sullivan, 2020). Berns (2006, p. 723—724) identified three key
assumptions behind L1-speaker norms for English (L1 speaker referred
to as ‘native speaker’ in this excerpt). These can be adapted to apply to
the use of any language as a lingua franca:

(1) everyone learning [X] does so in order to interact with native
speakers;

(2) the communicative competence learners need to develop is the
native speaker’s; and

(3) learning [X] means dealing with the sociocultural realities of [X
country], that is, [ X] ways of doing, thinking and being.

In the case of lingua francas, this has changed, as explicated in the work
of Seidlhofer (2009) who argued for a new perspective on English as a
lingua franca (ELF) that sees the primary role of ELF as facilitating com-
munication within communities of practice. These communities of prac-
tice could (but needn’t) include speakers whose first language is English
and cut across the traditional boundaries between Kachru’s (1985) Inner,
Outer and Expanding circles. Globalisation and the internet facilitate the
interaction of geographically dispersed community members who share

This work is licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4,0/

esuinoxonline


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

12 Comprehensibility in Language Assessment

an interest and an ability to speak English to varying degrees. Taken from
this perspective, ELF is not a standard variety of English or, indeed one
particular form at all, but an instance of communication in the language
that allows for shared understanding of meaning between speaker and
listener.

This is a major impetus for a focus on comprehensibility. It also muddies
the waters with regards to researching the linguistic features contributing
to comprehensibility when speakers of different varieties of English, for
example, can easily achieve mutual understanding despite differences in
lexis, idiosyncracies in grammar, and differently pronounced phonemes.

Multimodality and Plurilingualism

Two other key drivers for a broader perspective on the comprehensibil-
ity construct are multimodality and plurilingualism. The communicative
landscape has changed rapidly over the past several decades and con-
tinues to evolve significantly with the use of technology, demanding an
ability to draw together different sources of information and modes of
communication to get meaning across, and to access different modalities
(images, gestures, sounds, etc) in order to comprehend meaning (Kress,
2000; Lotherington & Jenson, 2011; Early, et al., 2015). A traditional
speaking test that focuses narrowly on pronunciation accuracy, range of
lexis and speech rate, for example, misses the crucially important skill of
leveraging tools beyond the linguistic realm to achieve communicative
goals.

This extends beyond modes of communication to include different lan-
guages. This is particularly relevant in the lingua franca context, where
an effective communicator will demonstrate an awareness of what
non-target language resources she can draw on (e.g. cognates between
her language and that of the listener) and exploit these to achieve mutual
understanding. Traditional language tests (and teachers) frame this neg-
atively as ‘L1 interference’ whereas the use of other languages might
add significantly to communicative comprehensibility. The Common
European Framework of Reference (CEFR) recognises “plurilinguals
[as having] a single, interrelated, repertoire that they combine with their
general competences and various strategies in order to accomplish tasks”
(Companion Volume, p. 30) and, importantly for our broader conceptual-
isation of comprehensibility, plurilingual competence includes an ability
“to call upon the knowledge of a number of languages (or dialects, or
varieties) to make sense of a text” (Companion Volume, p. 30). These
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shifts in our understanding of meaning making and the seismic changes
available in terms of what we can draw on to achieve mutual understand-
ing demand a re-evaluation of our treatment of comprehensibility in the
assessment of a person’s communicative competence.

A generation ago, the world of literacy was based on paper. Now, literacy
engages people in texts and discourses that traverse space and time on
screens in which we can access and mix semiotic resources that include a
multiplicity of languages (Lotherington & Jenson, 2011, p. 226).

Comprehensibility in Language Assessment

In this section, we explore examples of how comprehensibility in general
is dealt with in language tests and proficiency scales and highlight why
this is problematic and needs a much more rigorous and broad under-
standing of what constitutes comprehensibility.

A key component of the assessment of spoken language performance
is rating scales. They contain the assessment criteria for raters to apply
to language performance and they provide the users of test scores (e.g.
universities, immigration agencies, HR departments, regulatory bodies)
with a description (and therefore expectation) of the test-taker’s ability.
In essence, rating scales are the operationalisation of the underlying con-
struct being assessed and provide useful insight into whether and how
comprehensibility is being incorporated in a particular test of speaking
proficiency.

The approach to assessing language proficiency in English has, largely,
shifted from an almost wholly L1-speaker, intuitively-assessed, bench-
mark seen in rating scales such as the Australian Second Language
Proficiency Ratings (ASLPR) (Ingram, 1985) and early versions of the
American Council for the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL)
scales towards a focus on communicative performance using ‘can-do’
statements in the 1990s and beyond (Fulcher, 2003, 2010). The last
two decades have seen another shift towards a more research-informed
focus on features of language (Fulcher, 1996; Lazaraton, 2002; Isaacs
& Trofimovich, 2012). Comprehensibility is usually implicit or vague
in these descriptions of performance, as will be seen in the examples
discussed below.
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Examples from Language Tests

Large-scale, high-stakes tests of English are used primarily to decide
whether a test-taker has the ability to function in an English language ter-
tiary educational situation or in a skilled profession such as medicine; the
same tests are also used to ascertain whether someone has the commu-
nicative skills to migrate to a predominantly English-speaking country
and, presumably, meaningfully participate as a resident of that country.
We focus on the assessment of spoken performance only.

Two of the most well-known tests used for these purposes are the
International English Language Testing System (IELTS) and the Test of
English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) internet Based Test (iBT), both
of which have speaking components. IELTS uses an analytical approach
to assessing the spoken performance of a test-taker during an Oral
Proficiency Interview (OPI), dividing the score for speaking into four
separate criteria: Fluency and Cohesion (FC), Lexical Resource (LR),
Grammatical Range and Accuracy (GRA) and Pronunciation (PRON).
Looking at the public version of the IELTS Speaking Band Descriptors
(n.d.), which reflect the actual band descriptors very closely, proxy
terms for comprehensibility are primarily evident in the PRON criterion
descriptors, as can be seen by these extracts:

» is effortless to understand (band 9)

* is easy to understand throughout; L1 accent has minimal effect
on intelligibility (band 8)

* can generally be understood throughout, though mispronunci-
ation of individual words or sounds reduces clarity at times
(band 6)

* mispronunciations... cause some difficulty for the listener
(band 4)

» speech is often unintelligible (band 2)

Bands 1, 3, 5 and 7 are not defined in terms of features; rather, raters are
instructed to use these bands if the speaker exhibits all of the lower-band
features and only some of the higher-band features. As the only crite-
rion that takes this approach, it suggests that pronunciation is difficult to
define in very granular terms and/or raters might find it difficult to put
into practice.

At band 8, the IELTS descriptors include reference to accent, generally
seen as a separate but related concept to comprehensibility: ‘LI accent
has minimal effect on intelligibility’.

This work is licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4,0/

esuinoxonline


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Introduction 15

It is noticeable that throughout many IELTS descriptors and scales that
refer to spoken communicative ability the term intelligibility frequently
overlaps with the meaning of the term comprehensibility (see definitions
in table 2). The GRA descriptors also refer to comprehensibility, although
to a lesser degree, with reference to ‘comprehension problems’ at bands
6 and 5 and ‘misunderstanding’ at band 4. The L1-speaker is taken as a
reference point in this criterion: band 9 refers to  ‘slips’ characteristic
of native speaker speech’; implicit in this is that comprehension is not
affected. Comprehensibility is referred to obliquely in the LR descrip-
tors in terms of effect on the message: ‘precise meaning’ (band 8) and
‘make meaning clear’ (band 6). In FC, comprehensibility can be seen in
the references to ‘coherence’ at various bands, for example, ‘may lose
coherence at times’ (band 6).

There are several key take-aways from this brief look at the IELTS rat-
ing rubrics. Firstly, the construct of comprehensibility is distributed
across different linguistic categories, suggesting that a complex web of
linguistic features underlies the ability. Secondly, the frequent reference
to comprehensibility (understanding/intelligibility/clarity) in the PRON
descriptors suggests that the test developers view pronunciation as a core
contributor to the construct being measured by the test. This could have
significant impact in light of studies that have found PRON to be the most
difficult for examiners to operationalise compared to the other criteria
(Yates et al., 2011; Galaczi et al., 2011). Other aspects of comprehensi-
bility are evident in that the listener (in this case, a rater) is asked to make
a decision about the amount of effort required to achieve understanding,
indicating that comprehensibility is a) subjective and b) co-constructed
by speaker and listener (although, crucially, it is only the speaker’s effort
to achieve communicative success that is being measured). Finally, the
assessment of amount of effort and the use of modifiers such as some
difficulty, at times, generally, minimal effect point to comprehensibility
being scalar, a characteristic that proves tricky for raters (Isaacs et al.,
2015). Taking a broader perspective on comprehensibility, it is notice-
able that the context of the speech is not taken into consideration; unlike
the IELTS writing rubrics, the speaking descriptors do not make refer-
ence to task achievement, appropriacy or tone.

The TOEFL iBT has two sets of publicly available rating rubrics — one
for the independent speaking task and another for the integrated task
(reading and listening into speaking), both of which are rated on a
4-band scale. Comprehensibility (again, often referred to in the scales
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as intelligibility) is dealt with similarly in both sets of rubrics and is
most evident in the Delivery descriptors, although there is reference to
aspects of comprehensibility across the other categories, too: General
Description (an over-arching descriptor), Language Use and, to a lesser
extent, Topic Development. As with the IELTS descriptors, this spread
attests to the complexity of the comprehensibility construct. The link to
pronunciation, specifically, is also evident, but unlike IELTS, there is no
reference to accent. Although not a separate criterion per se, more fea-
tures of pronunciation are explicitly linked to comprehensibility across
all level descriptors under the Delivery criterion: ‘minor difficulties with
pronunciation or intonation patterns...do not affect overall intelligi-
bility’ (score level 4); ‘speech is basically intelligible’ (score level 2),
suggesting that pronunciation contributes a great deal to comprehensi-
bility. TOEFL, however, introduces a somewhat more explicit connec-
tion between both fluency and successful communication of the message
(under Language Use), and organisation of ideas and clarity (under Topic
Development for the Independent Task). Again, as with IELTS, the sub-
jective nature of comprehensibility assessments is noticeable in the ref-
erences to ‘listener effort’ in score levels 1 — 3, as is the scalar nature of
comprehensibility in the use of terms such as not significantly affected,
does not seriously interfere with communication of the message, and
generally clear (all score level 3).

Other tests of English show similar rating-scale characteristics. The
Trinity College London Integrated Skills in English (ISE) test refers to
Effects of inaccuracies and Effects on the listener, using terms such as
‘intelligibility’, ‘difficulty’ [in following the message], ‘impede com-
munication’ and ‘careful listening’ in the detailed descriptors; there is
a reference to ‘non-standard phonemes’, which could be interpreted (or
operationalised by raters) as accent. Unlike the other tests discussed
above which are all rated by humans, the Pearson Test of English (PTE)
is auto-rated (with human rating for model training and validation pur-
poses); while the machine itself does not make use of rating rubrics, the
descriptors of performance at the different levels are intended to reflect
the salient features that are measured. Speaking items are scored on two
scales: Pronunciation, and Oral fluency (see PTE Score Guide for Test
Takers Version 19, 2023, p. 42-43). Both are assessed using a 6-band
scale (0-5) and PTE is explicit in referencing the L1-speaker benchmark
— 5 is labelled ‘Native-like’ while 1 is ‘Intrusive’ and 0 is ‘Non-English’.
Despite the auto-rating of the speaking by non-sentient machines, com-
prehensibility appears to be included in the construct as described in the
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rating rubric: ‘listeners may find more than ¥ of the speech unintelligible’,
‘difficulty understanding about 1/3 of the words’, ‘unclear’, ‘distortions
do not affect intelligibility’, ‘easily understandable’. Throughout the
two sets of descriptors, accent and nativeness of speech are referenced:
‘non-native phonological simplifications’, ‘intrusive foreign accent’,
‘need to adjust to the accent’ and (somewhat confusingly) ‘All vowels
and consonants are produced in a manner that is easily understanding
by regular speakers of the language’ (author’s emphasis). Apart from
possibly reflecting a particular position with regards to the importance of
accent or standard English in assessing language, the L1-speaker focus
most likely also reflects the need to have a clear reference point in order
for machine-rating to be possible. This has had some unintended conse-
quences, however, as seen in the test results of an educated L1 speaker of
English failing to obtain the necessary score on the speaking test, most
likely due to an unfamiliar accent (Australian Associated Press, 2017).
The intersection between comprehensibility and automated assessment
are explored more in-depth in Chapter 6.

Turning to other languages, various tests of Mandarin Chinese draw on a
range of proficiency scales to evaluate the spoken performance of foreign
language learners. One such scale is the Chinese Language Proficiency
Scales for Speakers of Other Languages (CLPS). The advanced level
descriptor reads: Able to make oneself understood and communicate
effectively with others on concrete or abstract topics and able to give
a description or argumentation on a topic that one is interested in,
expressing oneself clearly and coherently with appropriate details. As
with rating scales in the other languages shown above, there is reference
to comprehensibility of the spoken communication as well as clarity.
Despite the overt communicative focus of the descriptors, it would seem
that testers of Mandarin focus on linguistic features when rating; in their
analysis of four sets of documents for the teaching and assessment of
foreign language learners of Mandarin in mainland China, Jin and Mak
(2013) identified seven distinguishing features used in the teaching and
testing of L2 Chinese speaking: ‘target-like syllables, speech rate, pause
time, word tokens, word types, grammatical accuracy and grammatical
complexity’ (Jin & Mak, 2013, p. 27). Again, we see that the ability to
make oneself comprehensible is narrowed down to a number of different
linguistic variables.

The Test Deutsch als Fremdsprache (TestDaF), is a test for foreign lan-
guage learners of German offered at three different levels covering a
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range from B2 to C1 on the CEFR. While explicitly linked to the CEFR
scales, the test makes use of very concise band descriptors at three levels
or TestDaF-Niveaustufen (TDN) (TestDaF (2012) levels): TDN3, 4 and
5. Comprehensibility is realised in the speaking descriptors as ‘commu-
nicate clearly’ (TDN 5), ‘linguistic deficiencies do not impair communi-
cation’ (TDN 4), and ‘linguistic deficiencies may, however, slow down
understanding’ and ‘the communicative intention is only partly realised’
(TDN 3). In contrast to make of the tests discussed above, these descrip-
tors focus on communicative comprehensibility rather than linguistic
indicators, it would seem.

Examples from Standards and Frameworks

The Common FEuropean Framework of Reference for Languages:
Learning, teaching, assessment (CEFR; Council of Europe, 2001) and
the Companion Volume (Companion Volume; Council of Europe, 2020)
scales provide a useful reference by which educators, students and oth-
ers can evaluate ability and interpret test scores not only in relation to
requirements and other test-takers in a language, but across languages.

Comprehensibility is most explicitly reflected in the CEFR Companion
Volume Phonological Control and Plurilingual Competence scales. As
with other rating scales discussed above, intelligibility overlaps in mean-
ing with comprehensibility — “Intelligibility: accessibility of meaning for
listeners, covering also the listeners’ perceived difficulty in understand-
ing (normally referred to as comprehensibility)” (Council of Europe,
2020, p. 134). Notably, the Phonological Control scale was completely
replaced in the revised CEFR, for reasons explained in the publication:

In language teaching, the phonological control of an idealised
native speaker has traditionally been seen as the target, with
accent being seen as a marker of poor phonological control. The
focus on accent and on accuracy instead of on intelligibility has
been detrimental to the development of the teaching of pronuncia-
tion. (Council of Europe, 2020, p. 134)

The revised Phonological Control scales include reference to specific fea-
tures of speech (individual sounds, prosodic features (e.g. stress, rhythm
and intonation)) as well as to speaker intelligibility and to communica-
tive effect. Comprehensibility is only occasionally and obliquely referred
to in other scales (e.g. give clear descriptions under the Range criterion
(Council of Europe, 2020, p. 171)). In the description of Plurilingual
Competence, there is a clear focus on communicative success: “fully

This work is licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4,0/

esuinoxonline


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Introduction 19

participate in social and educational contexts, achieving mutual under-
standing” and “different languages can be used purposefully for convey-
ing messages in the same situation” (Council of Europe, 2020, p. 123);
in the Plurilingual Comprehension scales, we see the phrases, “to support
comprehension” (B2) and “develop comprehension” (B1) (Council of
Europe, 2020, p. 126).

The American Council for the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL)
takes a can-do approach, with detailed descriptions at each of the eleven
levels identified. While communicative effect or outcome is included in
the descriptors, it is unclear how these might be effectively operation-
alised, given the level of detail and vagueness. In addition, there is liberal
reference to L1-speakers, for example, in this extract from the level Low
Advanced: Their speech can be understood by native speakers unac-
customed to dealing with non-natives (ACTFL, 2012). It is seemingly
implicit that comprehensibility (‘can be understood’) is measured with
reference to the L1-speaker listener only.

This brief overview of how comprehensibility is reflected (or not) in lan-
guage tests and standards of reference reflects several of the tensions
and key issues associated with a shift towards the assessment of compre-
hensibility put forward in this book. The key concern around a narrow
definition of comprehensibility where the construct is distilled down to
linguistic indicators only and insufficient consideration is given to wider
contributors to making meaning is that it will result in construct under-
representation and render the generalisation of performance on a test to
a broader communicative context invalid. McNamara points out, “[t]he
empirical validation in language testing is to ensure the defensibility and
fairness of interpretations based on test performance” (2006, p. 33). If
a test score is used to decide whether someone can carry out particular
communicative functions in a certain context or TLU domain (e.g. uni-
versity or a profession), test developers need to prove that the test reflects
the range of contributors to that ability. It follows that a broader view of
the comprehensibility construct demands tests that are linked to the con-
text of use and are not limited to the ability to use language in an abstract
sense regardless of communicative achievement or effect.

Aims and Structure of the Book

This book aims to provoke a reconsideration of the comprehensibility
construct in the assessment of communicative competence by:
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* unravelling the micro- and macro- threads that contribute to the
understanding of spoken communication

* considering how wider components of the communicative land-
scape contribute to the making of meaning and the success of a
communicative endeavour

» allowing comprehensibility to be defined in terms of dynamic
and changing patterns of features that are linked to context and
purpose

Implicit in this approach to comprehensibility of spoken language is the
recognition that a shift towards accounting for and including the broader,
communicative task specific features and factors crucial to communicat-
ing successfully in a contemporary speech landscape is necessary in both
language teaching and assessment. During the course of this monograph,
comprehensibility is presented as a complex concept: co-constructed,
context-dependent, dynamic construct that evolves through the course
of interaction, it is differentiated from intelligibility as it is not a char-
acteristic specifically displayed by a speaker or a listener. It is linked to
communicative purpose and affected by pragmatic factors including con-
textual, sociolinguistic and sociocultural elements of communication; a
multidimensional construct affecting spoken communication in a num-
ber of different ways.

The rationale for a book dedicated to exploring comprehensibility in the
context of language testing builds on the position expressed in Levis’
(2005) intelligibility principle: that it is comprehensibility that we, as
testers and educators, should be assessing. There are implications of an
insistence on placing comprehensibility at the core of a testing approach:
first, atomic linguistic features should only be referenced where they
have an impact on meaning or there is evidence that they are key contrib-
utors to a more general view of comprehensibility and, secondly, com-
prehensibility cannot be divorced from the context of the communicative
task and the purpose of the test itself. The exploration of comprehensibil-
ity at this point in time is partly motivated by the adoption of technology
for the rating of spoken communication skills. In the context of a relative
lack of understanding of or agreement on what constitutes comprehen-
sibility, the use of automated rating systems could have unforeseen con-
sequences. Investigating how comprehensibility between speakers and
listeners is achieved — and understanding how much we do not know — is
especially important to guard against encoding an insufficiently under-
stood construct that potentially results in negative consequences on indi-
viduals and societies in the assessment of communicative proficiency.
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For the overall structure of this book, we refer the reader back to the
outline provided at the start of this chapter. Starting from the bottom up,
in the next chapter we review a linguistic point of view on comprehen-
sibility, focusing on pronunciation, and exploring phoneme, word and
utterance level components of meaning. The concluding chapter includes
a diagramatic representation of our approach to comprehensibility; the
authors feel that this is more meaningful as a summary of the overall
discussion, although some readers might find it useful to refer to this
intermittently.
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CHAPTER 2

COMPREHENSIBILITY AT A
PHONOLOGICAL LEVEL

‘Whatever you say, say nothing.’
Seamus Heaney, 1975.

Pronunciation is recognised as a signifier of tribe: language background,
social group, or socio-economic background; it can result in acceptance
or discrimination, admission or exclusion. It is also a key contributor
to communicative comprehensibility in spoken language. This chapter
serves to recognise the essential contribution of phonological factors to
the overall construct of comprehensibility and highlight the issues that
come with erroneously or gratuitously focusing on linguistic features of
pronunciation in the assessment of communicative ability. The chapter
looks specifically at the link between phonological features and com-
prehensibility, their realisation in tests of spoken language and the chal-
lenges that occur particularly in tests of languages that function as lingua
francas. We consider how different research approaches attempt to
explicitly link pronunciation and the understanding of spoken language.
Finally, we examine the challenges in determining and operationalising
aspects of pronunciation that affect comprehensibility and argue against
focusing on atomic features of pronunciation to the exclusion of other
intersecting aspects of the comprehensibility construct.

In this chapter, we argue that while it is important to continue investigat-
ing the linguistic features associated with comprehensibility, the assess-
ment and teaching of spoken communicative proficiency should not take
a purely atomic approach. In other words, a speaker’s spoken language
ability cannot be determined only by whether a particular feature is present
or absent in the speech sample, e.g. the ‘th’ (/d/ or /¢/) sounds in English.
Rather, the importance of what we are terming micro-level features (like
minimal pairs where single phonemes can change the meaning, e.g. ship/
sheep in English) for comprehensibility is determined by the context and
communicative purpose of the utterance; it is also influenced by soci-
olinguistic factors (particularly accent, in relation to pronunciation). In
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some situations, a particular feature will carry greater weight in terms of
achieving comprehensibility; in other instances, that exact same feature
will assume a peripheral role, if any — Figure 2.1 towards the end of this
chapter provides a visual representation of this thinking. If a particular
speech sample is being ‘marked down’ because the rating system (human-
rated or automated rating) requires evidence of a certain linguistic feature
that is not there, despite the speech being comprehensible, this leads to
serious questions around the test score being representative of an ability
to communicate effectively. Overall, we advocate that it is only where
certain phonological features serve to resolve ambiguity that arises due to
a paucity of other linguistic and context-related factors that they should
be considered explicitly in assessments of spoken language, i.e. if they do
not obfuscate the intended communicative outcome or effect, they should
not be negatively assessed.

Key Terms

The terminology we use in this chapter and beyond is common to most
discussions of pronunciation more broadly. While this chapter does not
engage in technical discussion of articulatory phonetics or phonology, a
brief description of key terms will help to establish a common framework
for the subsequent exploration of pronunciation and comprehensibility.

The conceptualisation of ‘pronunciation’ used in Second Language
Pronunciation Assessment (Isaacs & Trofimovich, 2016) serves as a use-
ful touchstone here:

(1) individual consonant and vowel sounds, commonly referred

to in the literature as ‘segments’, and (2) features that span a
larger unit than a single segment, such as word stress, thythm and
intonation, referred to synonymously in the literature as ‘supraseg-
mentals’ or ‘prosody’ — terms that are, therefore, used interchange-

ably. (p. 9)

In this chapter, we also use suprasegmentals and prosody interchange-
ably. However, we recognise that the term suprasegmentals includes
both prosodic features (“suprasegmental properties that influence oral
productions, especially when producing connected speech” (Ghanem &
Kang, 2018, p. 115)) and features associated with fluency. While the term
suprasegmental in this chapter refers mostly to features associated with
oral production, some of the studies referenced include temporal (i.e.
fluency) features in their analyses, an indication of how the different fea-
tures of communicative comprehensibility are intertwined. For a more
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detailed discussion of current thinking on pronunciation features that
encompasses both segmental and suprasegmental features, see Ghanem
and Kang, 2018.

Languages in general are made up of a collection of individual phonetic
segments — most commonly vowels and consonants — which are com-
bined to form words and meaning. Segments which serve to differentiate
between meaning are phonemes, or “the smallest phonological units that
can create a linguistic difference in meaning” (Rogersten-Revell, 2011,
p. 93). An example in English is the difference between the words very
and berry, where /v/ and /b/ are distinct phonemes which affect mean-
ing directly, i.e. minimal pairs. A distinction needs to be made between
phonemic differences — where the meaning of the word changes due to
the substitution of a different phoneme as in the example above — and
phonetic differences, where the sound might change but the meaning
does not, like the dialectal variation between /teesk/ (General American
(GA) English ‘task’) and /ta:sk/ ‘task’ in Received Pronunciation (RP)
British English.

Since this book aims to consider comprehensibility from a view that goes
beyond just English we recognise that it is not only the articulation of
individual sounds that might affect comprehensibility. For example, tone
in Chinese dialects is associated with meaning at the syllable and word
level and has been demonstrated as playing as an important role in deter-
mining meaning as phonemes themselves (Surendran & Levow, 2004);
this is likely to extend to other Asian and African tonal languages such
as Mandarin and Hausa respectively (Newman, 1996; Yip, 1996). This is
not discussed here, however, due to limitations in scope.

As suggested in the Isaacs and Trofimovich (2016) definition of ‘pro-
nunciation’ above, phonemes are considered segmental level features
while at the suprasegmental level other features occur. The latter include
word stress (e.g. refuse in English, where stress on the second syllable
signifies the verb to mean to say ‘no’, and on the first, the noun mean-
ing ‘rubbish’ or ‘garbage’); sentence stress which serves, amongst other
functions, in English, to introduce new information or contrasting infor-
mation; intonation — rising and/or falling pitch spanning more than just
one syllable; and pitch itself. However, even at this early stage of label-
ling the components of pronunciation we run into challenges. There is
not, for example, agreement on what constitutes a syllable (Blevins,
1996; Goldsmith, 2011; Ladefoged & Johnson, 2014). In discussing the
link between pronunciation and comprehensibility, while we do not wish
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to neglect the myriad of articulatory and psycholinguistic complexities
that are associated with producing speech, this chapter will focus on the
broader implications of assessing pronunciation in the context of com-
municative effect.

Approaches to Linking Phonological Features and
Comprehensibility

As has been stated, the premise of this book is that communicative com-
prehensibility is not contingent on linguistic features only, but needs
to be considered in the broader context of the speech act. This position
does not suggest that intelligibility achieved through the control of sound
articulation and oral production is not important; indeed, it can be the
origin of much confusion in spoken communication. While the cases
where these cannot be resolved through linguistic context, the context
of the conversation, or paralinguistic strategies are rare, understanding
what the meaning distinguishing phonological features are in a certain
language is in the interests of not only assessors, but also teachers and
students. Faced with the daunting task of mastering or teaching a foreign
language, learners and educators alike have sought to find the most expe-
dient way to do this (Brown, 1988) — see Chapter 7 for a discussion of
pedagogy and comprehensibility. Whether learning focuses on the (elu-
sive) native-speaker accent as a benchmark or on communicative ability,
there is obvious interest in which characteristics of the speaking skill
will bring the biggest return on investment of learning time. In the case
of English, the need to know what features of pronunciation to prioritise
in the classroom has led to a vast body of research into the link between
comprehensibility and phonological features (Derwing & Munro, 2015),
as well as approaches to establishing this correlation. We briefly present
an overview of different approaches to linking phonological features to
comprehensibility, suggesting some limitations to each. We then move
on to consider some phonological features that have been found to con-
tribute to comprehensibility in different studies and, in doing so, high-
light the complexities and difficulties that preclude the production of a
neat inventory of phonological features for comprehensibility, even for
one language.

Correlation Focused Approach

One approach is to investigate which linguistic features correlate most
strongly with high ratings of comprehensibility. As Nagle et al. (2019)
point out, ““...nearly all current evidence about the linguistic aspects of
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L2 comprehensibility is correlational, based on associations between
comprehensibility ratings and coded or rated measures of L2 speech”

(p. 4).

This approach was led by the 1992 study by Anderson-Hsieh, Johnson
and Koehler that focused specifically on features of pronunciation and
since then, various studies have attempted to tap into the underlying lin-
guistic features of comprehensibility. In this method, listeners rate com-
prehensibility (typically using a 9-point ‘ease of understanding’ scale) of
samples of speech; listeners can be naive (non-experts) or experienced
assessors; overwhelmingly, studies tend to rely on L1 speakers of the
target L2. Comprehensibility ratings are subsequently correlated with
features identified in linguistic analysis of the spoken performances;
analysis typically uses expert coding and categorisation or sophisticated
software for more technical examination of acoustic data. The Isaacs
and Trofimovich (2012) study provides an example of this approach;
for a broader overview of studies, see Isaacs and Harding (2017). This
approach is attractive in that it attempts to ‘unpick’ the complex web of
phonological features that contribute to achieving meaning.

The Lingua Franca Core

One particularly influential approach to defining phonological com-
ponents of comprehensibility for teachers and learners is Jenkins’
Phonology of English of International Language (EIL) (2000). Jenkins
investigated data gathered at a UK university, generated by L2 speakers
of English. She identified 40 communication breakdowns and attributed
27 of these to phonological issues. Her proposed Lingua Franca Core
(LFC) balanced evidence from miscommunication data and what Jenkins
— in her experience as a teacher — found to be practically ‘teachable’.
With a focus on teaching practice and a shift from English L1 speaker
pronunciation as the learning goal towards understanding, Jenkins’ core
inventory proposal was revolutionary and is considered the ‘first wave’
of research into ELF (Harding & McNamara, 2017) but it suffers from
several limitations. Firstly, sample paucity — only 27 instances of pho-
nologically-induced misunderstanding were used (Isaacs, 2018; Sewell,
2017). Secondly, only communication between L2 speakers of English
was focused on, thereby potentially defining alternative inventories
and setting different standards, continuing the manufactured division
between L1 and L2 speakers of English within the global community
of ELF users in the World Englishes tradition (Harding & McNamara,
2017; Jenkins, Cogo & Dewey, 2011). A related weakness of the LFC
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is that it seeks to codify an ephemeral, elusive ‘variety’ before it can be
taught or tested.

The Functional Load Principle

Another approach to identifying linguistic features underlying the com-
prehensibility construct is the Functional Load Principle (FLP). It is char-
acterised by more top-down, deductive, theory-led (Meyerstein, 1970)
thinking where evidence is used to confirm the hypotheses about which
phonological features affect comprehensibility. The FLP as it applies to
phonological features uses information from minimal pairs, contrastive
analysis, and articulatory phonetics to whittle down the list of discrete
sounds that contribute most significantly to clarity of communication.
It shares, with other approaches, the goal of identifying which phono-
logical features teachers and learners of a language should focus on to
achieve understanding.

The FLP is used across various domains and was initially applied to pho-
nology by King (1967b), Catford (1987) and later Brown (1988). The
approach uses statistics to analyse the ‘burden’ carried by a particular
phonological feature in terms of disambiguating meaning. As such, the
FLP is sometimes expressed in highly technical terms (e.g. Sundrendran
& Levow, 2004) which can be difficult for non-statisticians to understand
and the calculations are not transparent. The description by Suzukida and
Saito (2021) helps to clarify the approach in more lay terminology:

FL [Functional Load] is a list of segmental contrasts that are
ranked based on their communicative value. These contrasts
were developed from minimal pairs in frequently used words, the
degree of neutralization among regional English dialects, and the
segmental position within a word. (p. 4)

To clarify further, ‘segmental contrasts’ are differences between pho-
nemes or individual sounds that have a direct impact on meaning (e.g. /
pin/ vs /pen/ in English). For a concise description of the FLP, see Munro
and Derwing (2006), who empirically tested the FLP with Cantonese L1
speakers of English. For more detailed discussions about the approach,
see King (1967a) and Sewell (2017).

Times have changed since Brown’s (1988) paper and eyebrows will cer-
tainly be raised about some of the key assumptions as his model was
based on RP, now considered a highly affected variety of English. The
approach, however, has been revisited by Munro and Derwing (2006)
and, more recently, by Suzukida and Saito (2021). While these studies

This work is licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4,0/

esuinoxonline


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

28  Comprehensibility in Language Assessment

pertain to segmentals only, other (far more technical) studies have applied
the FLP to the comparison of the ‘functional yield’ between word stress
in German, Dutch and English and tone in Chinese (Surendran & Levow,
2004) and there is potential to exploit this approach to cover a wider
range of phonological features at both the segmental and suprasegmental
levels.

The Dynamic Approach

There is increasing recognition that comprehensibility is not fixed but
fluid, that it is highly context-dependent rather than abstract and con-
text-independent, and that it relies on co-construction and negotiation of
meaning rather than residing with the speaker only (Leung & Lewkowitz,
2006; Canagarajah, 2007; Jenkins et al., 2011; Seidlhofer, 2011; Harding
& McNamara, 2017).

In contrast to the early proposals by Elder and Davies (2006) to either a)
measure ELF using Standard English (i.e. British or American standard
forms) with ‘accommodations’ operationalised through the review of
test materials for cultural bias or rater training, or b) evaluate alternative
varieties as standards once they had become encoded (e.g. Hong Kong
English), Harding and McNamara’s (2017) discussion of ELF in lan-
guage assessment emphasised the dynamic nature of communication and
highlighted just how slippery the construct of comprehensibility in ELF
(or indeed any LF) is. Their recommendations for an (E)LF construct in
testing include two references to phonological features and accent vari-
ation, and the unfixed nature of comprehensibility can be seen in the
liberal use of the word different:

* The ability to tolerate and comprehend different varieties of
English: different accents, different syntactic forms and different
discourse styles.

* The ability to use those phonological features that are crucial for
intelligibility across speakers of different L1 backgrounds.

*  Co-construction of meaning is also evident in the mention of
the receiver of the message (tolerate and comprehend) and the
creator of the message (ability to use). (Harding & McNamara,
2017, p. 577).

This unfixed, dynamic and co-constructed approach to comprehensibility
is echoed in the recent research by Nagle et al. (2019) into understanding
the components at play as speakers and listeners work to achieve com-
mon understanding:
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As L2 speakers produce varying levels of accuracy, complexity,
and fluency over time, listeners must continuously process this
variability to interpret the intended message within an emergent
discourse structure, suggesting that a speaker’s comprehensibility
is likely a dynamic, time-sensitive construct for the listener. (p. 5)

As such, the focus is on communicative success emerging as a result of
an interplay of changing factors. Nagle et al.’s (2019) study into com-
prehensibility of Spanish L2 speech focused on how the raters changed
their comprehensibility decisions as they listened by using Idiodynamic
Software (Maclntyre, 2012) that recorded rating changes as they lis-
tened, followed by stimulated recall interviews. Nagle et al. (2019) moti-
vate their research as follows:

If comprehensibility is a dynamic construct, then it should display
some of the core properties of dynamic systems, including change
over time, interconnectedness of elements, self-organization into
preferred and dispreferred states, and nonlinearity or threshold
effects (de Bot et al., 2007; de Bot, Lowie, Thorne, and Verspoor,
2013). (p. 21)

While the research included the use of only three samples of speech,
it takes an important step towards recognising and investigating the
dynamic nature of comprehensibility. Their findings also point to the
importance of macro-level factors (discourse, in particular) and the neg-
ative impact of patches of miscomprehension on overall understanding.

Phonological Features Associated with Comprehensibility

In this section we report some phonological features that various research
studies suggest might be key contributors to comprehensibility; with
other words, findings suggest these features could have a stronger impact
on achieving meaning or, in FLP terms, the features carry a heavier bur-
den in contributing to the shared understanding between speaker and
listener. Before we delve into the features themselves, a caveat: this dis-
cussion of features is not intended to be conclusive or exhaustive, or to
provide a neat inventory of features, but rather to provide a sense of what
research has yielded thus far; the discussion itself also illustrates why a
set of phonological features contributing to comprehensibility — even in
one language — remains elusive.

There are several reasons this overview can be neither definitive nor com-
prehensive. Firstly, the findings need to be qualified or restricted because
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variables such as speaker and listener L1, familiarity with accents, topic
familiarity, as well as task types have all been shown to have an impact
on performance and/or comprehensibility ratings (Gass & Veronis,
1984; Foster & Skehan, 1996; Tauroza & Luk, 1997; Major et al., 2002;
Crowther et al., 2015; Suzukida & Saito, 2021), with other words they
are not generalisable across speaker, listener or communicative task.
Secondly, the research designs are so varied as to make comparison dif-
ficult: studies focus on comprehensibility, or intelligibility, or accent — or
conflate two or more of these (studies reported below include one or more
of these concepts). Indeed, to what degree accent and comprehensibility
are being conflated by listeners is unclear and worth bearing in mind as
studies suggest that there is significant overlap in these constructs when
phonological features are investigated (Kang, 2010; Kang et al., 2010).
Finally, some linguistic analysis draws on human intuition (e.g. ‘good-
ness’ of intonation, Derwing & Munro, 1997) while other studies employ
technical tools like PRAAT (e.g. Isaacs & Trofimovich, 2012), making
comparison tricky.

The following overview moves from a micro-level, granular phonologi-
cal component point of view towards higher-level, ‘bigger’ phonological
units not only to provide a logical structure to the reporting of features,
but also in recognition of the trajectory of typical teaching and testing
traditions and the ‘prosodic hierarchy’ (Nespor & Vogel, 1986). Like the
complex web of various linguistic and non-linguistic aspects of commu-
nicative language, however, discrete phonological features cannot easily
be teased apart and there is significant interaction between segmental
and suprasegmental components, and beyond. Indeed, Zielinski argues
that the segmental/suprasegmental categorisation is a “false dichot-
omy” (2015, p. 409) that ignores the interaction and cumulative effect
of different levels of phonology on intelligibility and comprehensibility.
The interrelatedness of phonological factors is evident in the discussion
below.

Segmentals

Segmentals refer to the phoneme level, i.e. the oral production charac-
teristics of vowels and consonants. and are clear contributors to overall
communicative comprehensibility.

Correlation studies have identified a clear link between the production
of certain segmental features and comprehensibility (overwhelmingly in

This work is licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4,0/

esuinoxonline



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Comprehensibility at a phonological level 31

English target language studies) (Derwing & Munro, 1995a; Zielinski,
2008; Trofimovich & Isaacs, 2012; Kang & Moran, 2014) but these
remain inconclusive. While much research into comprehensibility fea-
tures focuses on segmentals, Suzukida and Saito (2021) point out that
these are often treated as a single measurement (i.e. mispronunciation)
and the type of phoneme is neglected. This results in having little insight
into what types of phonemes might be more influential and correlation
studies yield no agreed inventory about which segmental features carry
more weight in terms of comprehensibility for a particular language. For
example, consonants might contribute more to the message than vowels
in some languages.

Apart from phoneme quality (i.e., close articulatory proximity to a rec-
ognised form), position within the lexical-grammatical context also
seems to play a role. For example, in English, consonant clusters at the
beginning and in the middle of words are also seen as key contributors
to understanding, as are long and short vowel contrasts and the ‘nurse’
/3:/ vowel. Deterding’s (2013) study supports this, with the exception
of vowel length which listeners did not always perceive (and is not a
feature in some World Englishes, Kirkpatrick, 2007). Deterding and
Kirkpatrick (2006) found that segmental features caused miscommuni-
cation amongst speakers of ASEAN languages only where those errors
were not common to the English variety of both speaker and listener
such as the insertion of /#/ in the Myanmar speaker’s articulation of us
(realised as /uts/).

The LFC and FLP offer more clarity and certainty around lists of pho-
nemes necessary for learners to master in order to make themselves
understood in English, whether evidence supports this or not. Jenkins’
(2000) LFC proposal included primarily segmental features, with conso-
nants making up the core part of the overall inventory. The LFC, which
applies to English only, sees the whole range of English consonants being
of importance for the learner, with notable exceptions being the dental
fricatives /6/ and /d/, although this is challenged by Luchini and Kennedy
(2013) who provide an example of miscommunication as a result of /6/
substituted with /#/ (the data set, however, is small). Jenkins (2000) sin-
gles out vowel length as a key comprehensibility distinction; this is sup-
ported by Jurado-Bravo (2018) who, however, adds vowel quality (i.e.,
how the individual sound is formed (lips, tongue, etc), not just the length)
as a crucial contributor to intelligibility in Spanish speakers of English.
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Rank Ordering of RP Phoneme Pairs Commonly Conflated by Learners

Vowels Consonants
10 le, el 10 Ip, b/
lee, N Ip, fl
/e, o/ /m, n/
In, of n, I/
fo:, 8u / /N, r/
9 e, 1/ 9 If, hi
le, et/ It, d/
/a:, a1/ Ik, g/
3,00/
8 fiz, 1/ 8 w. v/
/s, z/
7 - 7 /b, v/
If, vl
18, z/
Is, JI
6 /o, 3/ 6 v, &/
/o, au / Is, 3/
5 la:, N 5 /0, &/
/o, o/ 18, s/
3:, A /8, d/
Iz, d3/
/n, n/
4 /e, ea/ 4 18, t/
lee, a:/
/a:, o/
fo:, vl
/3:, el
3 fiz, 18/ 3 1tf, dz/
la:, av/
uz, o/
2 /19, ea/ 2 I, Jl
I, 3/
li, 3/
1 /o, o1/ 1 If, 8/
uz, val /d3, jl

Table 2.1: Brown'’s list of key contrasts in RP English used to illustrate his
application of the FLP (Brown, 1988, p. 604).

This work is licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4,0/

esuinoxonline



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Comprehensibility at a phonological level 33

Despite its adherence to an English L1 speaker benchmark variety, the
FLP approach yielded an intuitively attractive list of segmental feature
production in English that is crucial to meaning, and Brown’s (1988) rank
ordering of the contrastive pairs generated by this approach is shown in
Table 1. Although based on Received Pronunciation (RP), Brown argues
that this is acceptable as it is the target variety of most learners of English
and that the variety bias is mitigated by the ‘neutralisation’ of differences
between regional dialects (limited to Inner Circle prestige varieties).
Brown’s focus is limited to segmentals and his analysis will resonate
with any teacher of English.

Several studies have recently revisited the FLP in the context of com-
prehensibility and intelligibility. Munro and Derwing (2006) showed
that phonemes with a higher functional load had a great impact on both
comprehensibility and accentedness; Suzukida and Saito’s (2021) results
(Japanese L1) were in line with this and concluded, further, that it is
consonants with high functional load that are more strongly correlated
with comprehensibility, providing the useful shorthand for this finding -
high FL > low FL; consonants > vowels (p. 14). In a subsequent study,
Suzukida and Saito (2022) found that high FL phonemes contributed to
expert rater assessment between low to medium pronunciation ratings,
while low FL phonemes had an impact when raters are deciding between
rating pronunciation as medium or high in terms of proficiency level. In
a study that brings together two approaches to identifying phonologi-
cally significant features, Sewell (2017) applied FLP to the LFC, effec-
tively ‘testing’ whether Jenkins’ (2000) inventory also demonstrates a
high functional load. The results suggested that particular phonological
features at the segmental level (especially consonants and their location
in the utterance) are, indeed, of significance to ELF.

In a study that has methodological characteristics of both the LFC and
the FLP, Neri et al. (2006) focused on segmentals in Dutch drawing on
large corpora of spoken language and identifying the salience, frequency,
persistent and the likeliness of impact on comprehensibility to arrive at
an inventory of 11 ‘problematic’ phonemes for teachers to concentrate
on during teaching. Interestingly, the majority of the segmental features
identified were vowels and diphthongs, rather than consonants which are
thought to carry the primary segmental ‘load’ in meaning differentiation
in English.

Findings from studies are further confounded by correlations show-
ing marked differences between different L1 speakers, for example,
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segmental features were important for comprehensibility for Chinese
L1 speakers of English, but much less so for speakers of Hindi or Farsi
(Crowther et al., 2015). Other studies have found that segmental errors do
not affect comprehensibility ratings, or that they correlate more strongly
with ratings of accent than either comprehensibility or even intelligibil-
ity (reinforcing the notion that these are related, but separate, concepts)
(Munro & Derwing, 1995a; Derwing & Munro, 1997; Saito et al., 2017);
while the majority of studies focused on English, Saito and Akiyama
(2017) also noticed only minor impact of segmentals on comprehensibil-
ity in the speech of Japanese L2 learners.

Suprasegmentals

Suprasegmentals refer to features that go beyond the level of consonants
and vowels, i.e. at syllable, word and utterance level, and include word
stress, sentence stress, intonation, pitch and rhythm; this term includes
temporal indicators often associated with fluency, although here we are
focused on the phonological aspects while fluency indicators will be
directly dealt with in Chapter 4.

Evidence from research shows that suprasegmentals play a key role in
achieving understanding (Field, 2005; Kang, 2010; Winters & O’Brien,
2013; Saito et al., 2015) and some researchers suggest that these features
may have an even stronger impact on understanding than segmentals
(Anderson-Hsieh et al., 1992; Kang et al., 2010). Suzukida and Saito’s
(2022) study suggests that accuracy in word stress and production of
syllables (e.g. avoiding errors due to elision, substitution or insertion
of individual sounds within the syllable) affect whether Japanese L1
speakers of English are rated as mid- or high-level in terms of pronun-
ciation. Other studies also suggest that the teaching of suprasegmentals
could lead to better comprehensibility ratings or pronunciation scores
(Derwing et al., 1998) and even that undue pedagogical focus on seg-
mentals rather than global pronunciation could be detrimental to achiev-
ing comprehensibility (Derwing & Rossiter, 2003, Derwing et al., 2004).
Suprasegmentals have often been investigated as a unitary construct, for
example, Munro and Derwing (1995a) who included ‘nativeness of pros-
ody’ in their investigation, Derwing and Munro (1997) (‘goodness of
prosody’), and Saito et al. (2015) where ‘good’ prosody correlated with
higher proficiency ratings. Isaacs (2018), in an overview of the study
of phonological feature correlates to comprehensibility over the years,
pointed out that segmentals received ‘primacy’ in the pre-communicative
language teaching years and that suprasegmental features were relatively

This work is licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4,0/

esuinoxonline


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Comprehensibility at a phonological level 35

neglected. This has changed and researchers now recognise the effect of
higher level phonological components on the production of comprehen-
sible speech (Derwing & Munro, 1997; Wennerstrom, 1994; Hahn, 2004;
Derwing & Munro, 2005; Kang, 2010).

A key non-segmental level in the phonological hierarchy of English
(Demuth, 2009) is word stress. Kager (1996) refers to word stress being
concerned with “the location of prominent syllables within words, as
well as the rhythmic, positional, quantitative, and morphological factors
that govern patterns of syllable prominence” where ‘prominence’ can be
achieved through various acoustic means like pitch intensity and syllable
duration, amplification, and vowel quality. There is great variation across
languages: for example, German and English show a tendency to carry
distinctive word stress that is stored and encoded in the lexicon (Cutler,
1984; Field, 2005), while Finnish has fixed stress on the first syllable of
words. Most studies cited below are based on English where stressed
syllables in polysyllabic words are associated with vowel realisation (i.e.
‘reduced’ or not). For a detailed, more technical, overview, see Kager
(1996).

Various studies have identified word stress as being a key predictor of
comprehensibility and/or intelligibility in English (Kang et al., 2010;
Isaacs & Trofimovich, 2012; Luchini & Kennedy, 2013), and Jenkins
(2000) included it in the LFC inventory. One possible reason word stress
is so strongly related to ease of understanding in English (and, most
likely, other stress-based languages) is because it is encoded and stored
in the mental lexicon — lexical stress seems to act as a ‘look-up’ func-
tion that assists in retrieving vocabulary in these languages (Field, 2005).
This could explain the salience of lexical stress over segmental accuracy
in English, as ‘whole word matching’ overrides segmental errors (Cutler
and Clifton, 1984). Following on from Cutler and Clifton’s (1984)
research, Field’s (2005) study supported their finding that the direction
of stress misplacement is also important in English: a ‘leftward’ shift
appears to be acceptable, a ‘rightward’ shift less so, especially if accom-
panied by changes in vowel quality.

The interaction between word stress and vowel quality in English is an
important one (Field, 2005; Sicola & Darcy, 2015): typically, vowels in
unstressed syllables are ‘reduced’, that is, they undergo centralisation
(usually replaced with schwa /o/) and are shorter in duration and intensity
while stressed syllables are realised as ‘full’ vowels. It is not uncom-
mon that, for English L2 speakers, the ratio of stressed to unstressed
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syllables in English L2 learners is low (e.g. Nakamura, 2011). This
relationship between phonemes and word stress is reflected in Isaacs
and Trofimovich’s (2012) study, which found that the ratio of correctly
reduced vowels correlated positively with comprehensibility ratings
(.74) while segmental error ratio (incorrect production of individual pho-
nemes) showed only moderate correlation (-.54) and errors in syllable
structure (elision or insertion) even less strongly correlated (only -.37):
unsurprisingly, the more word stress errors occur, the fewer appropriate
vowel reductions produced by the speaker. In what seems to be returning
full-circle, Cutler’s (2015) article argues that word stress in English is
redundant, in other words, that it is the vowel quality (full or reduced)
that triggers ‘look-up’ for the listener, rather than the word stress that
leads to retrieval of lexical information. To support this, she points to
the very rare instances of contrastive word stress patterns in English like
INsight vs inCITE (capitals indicating word stress placement), showing
that it is rare that word stress alone has an impact alone on meaning at
the word level.

Word-level stress is interrelated with other temporal features such as sen-
tence stress and rhythm. Sentence stress — also primary stress, nuclear
stress, contrastive stress or accent — is where the acoustic means to
achieve stress (e.g. duration and loudness) is used, in English and lan-
guages like Turkish and Arabic, to introduce new or contradictory infor-
mation into an utterance. Jenkins (2000) includes nuclear stress as part
of the LFC, and Hahn'’s study (2004) found that primary stress misplace-
ment affected content recall by English L1 speakers of monologic speech
produced by a high-proficiency Korean speaker of English. Low (2006),
on the other hand, demonstrated that Singaporean English did not use
prosodic tools to de-accent given information and that this did not affect
intelligibility, calling into question the impact of sentence stress on com-
prehensibility. There are few comprehensibility correlational studies
where primary stress is isolated, however, most likely because of the
interwovenness with other temporal features, lexical stress patterns, and
with the role nuclear stress plays in interactional speech which is less
well researched from a phonological point of view in relation to compre-
hensibility and intelligibility.

Rhythm, which Crystal (1992) defines as “the perceived regularity of
prominent units in speech” (p. 334), can be seen as ‘how a language
divides up time’ (“how groups of syllables are organised into larger units
such as feet and phrases” (Tajima et al., 1997, p. 2)) and is achieved
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through the placement of stress in the stream of speech. This confound-
ing temporal feature (from a comprehensibility perspective) is typically
measured by the duration between stressed speech elements and can
be highly technical (see Tan & Low (2014) for a specialist discussion).
Languages vary greatly in terms of timing and there is currently gen-
eral agreement that rhythm is not a dichotomy of stress-timed languages
(e.g. English and German) or syllable-timed languages (e.g. French and
Chinese), as suggested by Abercrombie, 1967. Rather, languages fall
along a continuum, with isochronous languages (like German) at one
end and isosyllabic languages (like Spanish) at the other (see Low (2015)
for a detailed discussion of previous literature, including mora-timing
as proposed for Japanese). Temporal features in general have been seen
to link to comprehensibility, intelligibility and perceptions of accent:
Zielinski’s (2008) study measured intelligibility for English L1 listeners
of various East Asian L1 speakers of English, finding that listeners relied
on syllable stress timing for understanding and, in particular, that the
(accurate) production of strong syllables had a positive effect on com-
prehensibility; Tajima, Port and Dalby (1997), using technical means to
manipulate temporal features in the English speech of a L1 speaker of
English and a Chinese L1 speaker of English, concluded that intelligibil-
ity is affected by temporal properties. There are examples that suggest,
however, that rhythm may be primarily associated with accent rather than
actual comprehensibility in English; Low (2006), Tan and Low (2014)
and Low (2015) show that two recognised and widely accepted varieties
of English — Malaysian and Singaporean English — are closer to the sylla-
ble-timed side of the spectrum and do not de-accent given information or
reduce vowels frequently. In her research, Szczepek Reed (2012) takes
a Conversational Analysis approach and in one study of Mandarin (syl-
lable-tendency timing) L1 speakers of German as a L2 (tending towards
isochronous timing), identifies rhythm as a prosodic device used for
interactional purposes, with the L2 speakers of German able to mirror the
stress timing of their interlocutors at crucial turn-taking junctures, even
where their speech tended, otherwise, towards syllable-timing. In other
studies, this also occurred with Singaporean English speakers interacting
with British English speakers, with Russian L1s conversing in German,
and with Mandarin L1s interacting in German with L1 speakers of that
language.

Tone functions differently across languages: shift in pitch across a syl-
lable can change the meaning of a word (e.g. Mandarin), and tone on
one syllable relative to the adjacent one (up-step/down-step) (e.g. Shona,
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a Bantu language spoken primarily in Zimbabwe) can change lexical
meaning — this has an obvious impact on comprehensibility, although top-
down or context components are significant mitigating aspects. Moving
up the prosodic ladder, beyond the word level, according to Levis and
Wichmann (2015), “Intonation is the use of pitch variations in the voice
to communicate phrasing and discourse meaning in varied linguistic
environments” (p. 138), where pitch is typically measured in frequency
levels, denoted in FO, etc. While studies linking comprehensibility/intel-
ligibility/accent to intonation often rely on intuitive evaluations (Munro
& Derwing, 1995a — ‘goodness of intonation’; Pickering, 2009), the use
of technology allows more objective measurement of pitch variation
(Isaacs & Trofimovich, 2012, using PRAAT). Across various languages,
pitch has been shown to be associated with communicating emotion and
that less proficient speakers of L2 English tend to use a narrower pitch
range (see Pickering, 2009, for a more detailed discussion), although
the Isaacs and Trofimovich (2012) study showed no correlation between
pitch range and comprehensibility, and in Suzukida and Saito (2022)
intonation was not a factor in proficiency ratings. Pickering’s study
(2009) recognised the interactive role pitch plays, finding that ELF inter-
locutors orient to pitch movement and height in order to manage sources
of communicative ‘trouble’, using these to alert them to comprehensi-
bility issues and whether they have been resolved. From a non-English
perspective, a study of L2 Japanese learners found comprehensibility to
be more strongly correlated with pitch accent than segmentals (Saito &
Akiyama, 2017).

Other studies have identified a range of suprasegmental features contrib-
uting to comprehensibility. Kang et al. (2010) used regression analysis
to evaluate the link between a range of 29 suprasegmental features and
comprehensibility of English, identifying lexical stress as one of the pre-
dictors of comprehensibility; suprasegmental fluency (a combination of
tone choices and temporal features), tones, boundary markers and pitch
were other predictors. Kang (2010), on the other hand (also for English),
found that word stress and pitch range were associated with accent rat-
ings whereas speech rate (a temporal indicator, traditionally categorised
under ‘fluency’ but with clear links to rhythm) was an indicator of com-
prehensibility. As above with segmental features, Ghanem and Kang’s
(2018) overview of the technical aspects of suprasegmental features
serves as a rich reference here, with primary stress (as measured in pitch,
length and intensity) being a key indicator; other phonetic indicators of
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proficiency are prominence and tone height (related to primary stress),
tone choice (related to intonation) and pitch range (with L2 speakers
displaying a narrower range than L1s).

The discussion above reflects not only the interrelatedness of phono-
logical features as contributing factors to comprehensibility, but also
the influence of suprasegmentals in the processing of spoken language,
as well as on interactive communication. Suprasegmental features are
important parsing devices: intonation, pausing, nucleic stress, etc., are
key components in the identification of grammatical constructions, as
O’Brien et al. (2014) have found for German and Nguyen et al. (2008)
have shown for English as spoken by Vietnamese L1 speakers; intona-
tion also helps define meaning and idea units or boundaries (Levis &
Wichmann, 2015). The function of suprasegmental features in spoken
interaction is significant, as seen in the examples above, and, as such,
how speakers of lingua francas use these devices (or do not) to facilitate
communicative goals requires further inquiry.

Phonological Features in Test Constructs

As we have seen in this chapter so far, there is a strong association
between pronunciation features and comprehensibility. Phonological
features are also frequently manifested within rating descriptors that
focus on or include pronunciation indicators. In this section we consider
the role of phonological features in rating scales and standards for a num-
ber of prominent language tests plus the CEFR.

There are several main issues to consider here. Firstly, the tests consid-
ered here are intended to test the general proficiency of speakers from
a range of L1s in the target language. Because comprehensibility fea-
tures seem to be L1-specific (as discussed earlier in this chapter), one
of the key issues with designing a rating scale (or descriptors) intended
to apply to all language groups is that it is destined to be generic (Isaacs
et al., 2018). Indeed, Isaacs et al. point to two dichotomous trends in
scale development: a task- and context-specific approach, and a more
universal approach to the broader trait of speaking ability. If linguistic
features of comprehensibility (as seems to be the case) are linked to
language background and the purpose of the task, then it is not feasi-
ble (nor is it fair) to consider them in ratings of pronunciation unless
the assessment applies to that L1 only, or to that particular context of
evaluation.
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Secondly, in the case of human rated-tests, pronunciation scales are noto-
riously difficult to operationalise (Isaacs et al, 2015; Harding 2017). For
example, even where discrete phonological features can be confidently
referenced in scales, issues with ensuring that human raters have suffi-
cient linguistic expertise, have the same understanding of the features,
and that the cognitive load during rating is not unduly heavy preclude
extremely detailed, feature-rich scales from being implemented. Dimova
(2018) also points out that the use of the term pronunciation across scales
is often left open to interpretation.

As will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6, auto-rating also grap-
ples with the conundrum in terms of trying to ‘unpick’ the underlying
construct that the test aims to evaluate. In some cases, specific features of
pronunciation may be deliberately programmed into the auto-rater, usu-
ally based on research into the link between comprehensibility and these
features In other cases where ‘big data’ is used to train the machine, it is
less clear exactly what the ‘black-box’ auto-rater is taking into account;
sometimes, not even the test developers are aware and rating reliability
is based solely on post-hoc correlation statistics between human raters
and the computer (see Chapter 6). Test-takers, teachers and the users of
test scores (like universities and immigration agencies), however, would
often like to interpret the meaning of a particular score and some auto-
rated test developers provide descriptions of the construct being mea-
sured and some test developers have provided validation studies (e.g.
TOEFL SpeechRater (Xi et al., 2008; Chen, et al., 2018) and the guides
produced by the Pearson Test of English (PTE)). We draw on the latter
to understand more about how phonological features, in particular, are
reflected in auto-rated tests of spoken language.

Finally, a key component of comprehensibility that was raised in Chapter
1 is co-construction of meaning and the role of the listener in the suc-
cess of the message. As is reflected in the scales and descriptors below,
pronunciation skills are evaluated in terms of the impact on the listener
(rater) and the implicit onus is on the speaker to make themselves com-
prehensible through control and manipulation of a range of phonological
features. From a broader comprehensibility point of view, this is prob-
lematic, as is discussed below.
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Overview

IELTS IELTS 9-band rating scale (9 = most proficient) for the Oral
Proficiency Interview (OPI) delivered and rated by human exam-
iners. Public band descriptors are referred to here, although
these closely resemble the rating scales used by examiners.

Phonological features are contained within the Pronunciation
category of the Speaking descriptors; there is a separate
Fluency scale which includes reference to hesitation, pausing
and coherence, but not phonological features beyond the seg-
mental level.

TOEFLIBT TOEFL iBT speaking is human rated on a scale of 30 points
divided into 5 sections: Below Basic, Basic, Low-Intermediate,
High-Intermediate, and Advanced.

The comments below refer to the public performance descrip-
tors in which can-do type statements at different levels include
one bullet point referring to both fluency and phonological
features.

PTE PTE scale descriptors (0 = non-English, 5 = Native-like) cover
phonological features as part of the ‘enabling’ scores compo-
nent of test reporting under ‘Pronunciation’ and ‘Oral fluency’.
These are viewed as linguistic ‘traits’ and are included in the
machine assessment of all the speaking item types except the
short question listening-into-speaking task.

TestDaF In the sub-test level descriptions speaking section, the three
levels (3 = lowest, 5 = highest) do not mention specific lan-
guage components; rather, the phrase ‘linguistic deficiencies’ is
used and linked to impact on meaning. The CEFR is used as a
reference point.

HSK The original HSK was developed using word (character) lists
including frequency (Meyer, 2012, p. 121) and there was no
speaking test. Currently, speaking proficiency is described in
relation to the CEFR, i.e. in CEFR can-do statements and there
is no explicit mention of pronunciation features, only communi-
cative outcomes.

CEFR As many tests rely on the CEFR levels to describe speaking

Companion proficiency, these are covered here. The CEFR Companion

Volume Volume is referred to given the significant changes to the pro-
nunciation descriptors — the ‘Phonological Control’ scale (see
Chapter 1).

The CEFR Phonological descriptors are informed by four factors
related to pronunciation: articulation of phonemes, prosodic
features, accent, and intelligibility (Council of Europe, p. 134).

Table 2.2: Phonological features in rating scales and standards: Overview
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Segmental features

IELTS

TOEFL BT

PTE

TestDaF
HSK

CEFR
Companion
Volume

Unspecified ‘pronunciation features’ are referred to through-
out from three perspectives: range of features, control of the
features, and effect of the use. It is unclear, in the public band
descriptors, whether these are at segmental or suprasegmental
level, but ordering of the descriptor sentences suggests that
they go from discrete to holistic.

At the lower levels, the impact of ‘mispronunciation’ on meaning
seems to refer to discrete sounds although this is not made
explicit.

Under the detailed Pronunciation trait descriptors, ‘mispro-
nunciation’ of individual consonants and vowels is referred to,
with frequency of inaccuracies decreasing with proficiency.
Mispronunciation at the phoneme level is in reference to ‘native-
like’, ‘regular speaker’ and influence of other languages.

Reference to problems with ‘consonant sequences’ at the lower
levels.

N/A
N/A

Dealt with explicitly under the broad category under the ‘Overall
Phonological Control’ descriptors and, in a more detailed man-
ner, under ‘Sound Articulation’. The focus is on clarity and pre-
cision of the articulation of phonemes (although no benchmark
is provided). Descriptions are generic, e.g. ‘sounds in the target
language’ and mispronunciation is tolerated in the mid-range if
intelligibility is not affected, although L1 influence on phoneme
production is referenced at the lower and higher levels.

Table 2.3: Phonological features in rating scales and standards:

Segmentals

Suprasegmental features

IELTS
TOEFL BT
PTE

See above.

At the higher levels, intonation is made mention of explicitly.
Correct word stress is covered under the Pronunciation trait with
reference at some levels to vowel reduction; as with segmentals,
frequency of ‘correct’ stress increases with proficiency levels.
Sentence stress is referred to as a positive indicator at the two
highest levels.

Lack of stress-timing and ‘staccato’ delivery referenced through-
out the Oral fluency descriptors, as well as ‘phrasing’ and ‘pho-
nological simplifications’ (although what these are is unclear).
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N/A

N/A

As with segmental features, suprasegmentals are covered in
both the over-arching ‘Overall Phonological Control’ category
and the more detailed ‘Prosodic Features’ scale descriptors. The
focus is on range of suprasegmentals (‘repertoire’), intelligibility
and influence of L1.

Table 2.4: Phonological features in rating scales and standards:

Suprasegmentals
Holistic references Comments
IELTS Reference to intelligibility and, The descriptors lack specificity.

TOEFL BT

PTE

TestDaF

HSK

at the lower levels, the impact
of mispronunciation on intelli-
gibility are made. Difficulty for
the listener is also referred to.

Reference to clarity and ease The descriptors lack specificity.
of understanding are made

throughout; the term ‘intelligi-

bility’ used when describing

pronunciation, ‘comprehen-

sibility’ is used at the highest

level when describing overall

coherence.

References to effect on intelli- Detailed phonological feature

gibility and clarity. and frequency of errors as indi-
cators of proficiency could only
be operationalised by a machine.

Requirement for no errors at the
highest ‘native-like’ band 5 is
unrealistic and inauthentic.

Clarity is referred to at the Descriptors are exceptionally
highest level; the impact of brief and lacking in specificity;
‘linguistic deficiencies’ on there is a clear focus on commu-

communication is mentioned nicative impact.
at the lower two levels and

again at the lower level in

terms of how they might ‘slow

down understanding [for the

listener]’ at the lowest level.

N/A

@ @@@ This work is licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4,0/

EY MG HND

eeUINOX


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

44 Comprehensibility in Language Assessment

CEFR Intelligibility and clarity are The descriptors seem to be

Companion referred to, although L1 appropriate for European lan-

volume influence is also mentioned guages although whether they
throughout. encapsulate all the features of

non-European languages is
questionable (e.g. tones).

The CEFR takes the co-
construction of meaning into
account in the Phonological
Control descriptors, e.g. “inter-
locutor needs to be collaborative”
atA1.

Table 2.5: Phonological features in rating scales and standards: Holistic
approach and comments

The overviews in Tables 2.2 — 2.5 highlight several aspects of phonolog-
ical feature representation in test constructs. Firstly, while the generic
nature of descriptors that apply to a range of L1 learners is to be expected,
the only auto-rated example included in the overview (PTE) contains
the most specific references to phonological features (although these are
still largely generic). This most likely reflects the cognitive difficulties
human interlocutors would have operationalising this level of detail,
even if the features are shown to be significant to the construct — only
computers have the processing power necessary for this task. Secondly,
the more detailed descriptors reflect the hierarchy of pronunciation fea-
tures in contributing to creating meaning (also reflected in language
teaching) — segmentals are a focus at lower levels, while these become
more ‘assumed’ at higher levels where attention is on suprasegmentals.
Finally, in most of the scales reviewed, the responsibility for communi-
cative success lies squarely with the speaker, even where listener effort is
referenced; the exception is the CEFR Companion Volume Phonological
Control descriptors which bring in collaborative willingness and other
interlocutor traits that contribute to the co-construction of meaning.

The importance of rating scales in realisation of pronunciation as a key
contributor to the broader comprehensibility construct is crucial. Knoch
(2016) identifies three approaches to developing rating scales — expert
intuition (e.g. IELTS), empirical data (as used in many of the studies
described in the above section on approaches to linking features to the
comprehensibility construct) and the use of theoretical models — discuss-
ing how the latter has not been drawn on for speaking scale development.
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The first two, of course, are vulnerable to incorporating bias into the
scales and, therefore, the construct. Knoch (2016) also emphasises the
need to validate scale development, perhaps by contextualising the crite-
ria within a validation argument structure, and stresses the importance of
going beyond the more common investigations into reliability and level
discrimination, suggesting that (in this case, for the skill of writing, but it
can be generalised across language skills):

[researchers] can also focus their investigations on how well the
writing construct is captured in the scale and how relevant the
scale is to the wider domain being measured. Researchers can also
examine whether the scale has positive consequences on stake-
holders. (p. 59)

The relevance of descriptors to the wider domain is of particular interest
to ELF and other LFs, especially in relation to evaluation of pronun-
ciation given its prime position at the intersection of language assess-
ment and sociolinguistic factors underpinning accent and variation. A
key question is whether the scale criteria adequately reflect what impacts
understanding in the real-world context: “What the descriptors are based
on and whether that input reflects the communicative reality needs inves-
tigation”, as Knoch (2016, p. 18) recommends. Importantly, how the
descriptors are realised by raters (or technology-driven rating systems)
deserves attention, given the potential of rater-bias that is driven by atti-
tudes towards accent rather than an assessment of comprehensibility.
The decisions based on scores obtained through the application of rating
scales, which are central to the realisation of the construct, can have a
serious impact on the lives of people and the structure of societies.

Challenges and Considerations

The discussion so far demonstrates that while there is increasing insight
into how phonological aspects affect communicative comprehensibility,
we are still some way from any conclusive evidence and any inventory of
phonological features is subject to a myriad of variables. Situated within
a broader perspective on comprehensibility with an emphasis on com-
municative context, purpose and outcome, the inclusion of phonolog-
ical features in the assessment of communicative ability faces several
challenges, primarily around generalisability. These are discussed under
three main areas below: speakers, listeners, and communicative context.
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Speakers

The L1 background of the speakers has a major influence on the acqui-
sition and production of segmentals in the target language as is evident
in various models of language acquisition (Eckman, 2004; Escudero &
Boersma, 2004; Best & Tyler, 2007; Flege & Bohn, 2021) which demon-
strate that the closer the target language is to the L1 in terms of pho-
netic realisation at the phoneme level, the more easily the L2 phoneme
will be learnt and produced, and the less it will impact intelligibility.
This is supported in relation to comprehensibility by other research, for
example, Crowther, Trofimovich, Saito, and Isaacs’ (2015) study across
different L2 English learners shows that substitutions at the segmental
level had a much more profound effect on comprehensibility ratings for
Chinese-L1 speakers compared to their Hindi- and Farsi-L1 counter-
parts. This has implications for rating scales or automated assessment
models that include specific phonemes as indicators of communicative
proficiency if they are intended to be generalised across a range of L1
speakers. Generalisation (of descriptors or a model) to a wider group of
English L2 speakers is only possible if the test-taker population is ade-
quately represented in the sampling. It seems unlikely that more than a
narrow range of indicators will be identified for a wide range of speaker
backgrounds (as the LFC attempted on a small scale), suggesting that
until there is more conclusive evidence, mention of articulation of indi-
vidual phonemes should be linked to the impact on the overall message,
or clearly restricted to a particular L1 profile.

Suprasegmentals, however, appear to be more generalisable across lan-
guage background and, if they have an impact on communicative com-
prehensibility as is indicated in numerous studies, then Levis’ (2005)
suggestion that they be incorporated into pronunciation instruction for
different language backgrounds could extend to rating scales and the
development of automated models.

The question of speaker background is one that will be revisited in
Chapter 6 in our discussion on automated rating within the broader com-
prehensibility perspective. This relates specifically to sample size and
profile, and the need to ensure that the data is representative of the target
population the rating model will be used to assess.

Listeners

It is not only the speech samples drawn on in the studies that suffer from
under-representation of a range of L2 speakers of the target language
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when investigating the comprehensibility construct. Another key ques-
tion centres on who the judges are of what is easy to understand and, in
most studies (including Spanish, see Nagle, 2019), the arbitrators have
been L1 or near-L1 raters of the target L2. With other words, the data on
which the studies are based are not reflective of real-world lingua franca
communication in terms of listeners either. In particular, as ELF has
grown and English language users have found themselves more likely
to be in conversations that do not include a ‘native speaker’ (Graddol,
1999), students and teachers of English have concentrated their efforts
on making themselves understood in the first instance rather than striving
for a particular native-speaker accent (Derwing & Munro, 2005; Field,
2005; Levis, 2005). It is crucial, then, that the raters used for research
into comprehensibility features are representative of the real-life users
of the language if the test is to be valid (Cooke, 2020). This applies
to pronunciation in particular, given that this is the linguistic skill that
shows most variation, not only amongst users of ‘big-language’ Lingua
Francas (French, Spanish, Chinese, Swahili and, of course, English), but
also amongst speakers who are considered native-speakers of those lan-
guages. Unfortunately, research in the area of English-language compre-
hensibility correlates has, so far, been biased towards small groups of
‘expert’ L1 speakers of English. There are exceptions, mostly where an
explicit comparison between L1- and L2 speakers has been a core focus
of the research but findings are contradictory, with some results suggest-
ing that there is a difference between how these groups rate comprehen-
sibility (e.g. Kang, 2012) and others finding no difference (e.g. Derwing
& Munro, 2013). Any evidence indicating a difference, however, sup-
ports the need to ensure that raters are representative of the language
users themselves.

Other listener related factors that can influence the findings include
familiarity of the listener with the topic, whether naive or expert raters
are used (Yan & Ginther, 2018), and the motivation of the listener to
understand the speaker. Rater background and familiarity with the L1
of test-takers (Winke et al., 2013; Carey et al., 2013) could also impact
comprehensibility ratings, particularly in relation to pronunciation.

Context

In this broader perspective on comprehensibility, we are advocating for
language to be viewed not as an abstract entity that achieves meaning
only through linguistic devices, but as inextricable from the context in
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which the communicative event occurs. This applies to phonological
features that no doubt play an important role in achieving the overall
message. However, the extent to which the accuracy or presence of cer-
tain features should be explicitly measured in the assessment of commu-
nicative comprehensibility depends on the communicative goal of the
speech event, to what degree non-phonological features (including other
linguistic features such as grammar and lexis, and paralinguistic factors)
contribute to the making of meaning, and, in interactive, dialogic speech,
how the dynamic, shifting nature of comprehensibility between speaker
and listener works towards achieving the communicative goal.

Different contexts place varying loads of work on pronunciation to
achieve communicative success and convey meaning. Different com-
ponents — phonological features — of pronunciation will rise (and fall)
in prominence and relevance depending on the particular context and
purpose of communication, including what the speaker and listener
wish to achieve. For example, articulation of segments is crucial when
prompted to read a credit card number into an automated phone banking
system; however, in most everyday conversations, mispronunciation or
‘mis-hearing’ of a word can easily have the message ‘rescued’ by pro-
viding additional linguistic or paralinguistic information — an example
is the confusion in English numbers such as 50 and /5 where even L1
English speakers who share a dialect have to resort to emphatic stress of
the last syllable or provide other information to disambiguate their utter-
ance (e.g. ‘one five’). Further examples of this are discussed in relation
to Figure 2.1 below.

The co-construction of meaning is another push factor towards consid-
ering pronunciation within the broader communicative context and as
one of many variables. Communication is an act of negotiation between
speaker and listener, one that relies on a diverse and constantly changing
set of input variables in order to achieve the transfer of meaning (or opin-
ion, or attitude). It also relies on non-linguistic factors such as the moti-
vation of the listener to understand the speaker’s communicative goal,
on their tolerance of ambiguity and willingness to forgo the understand-
ing of every individual word in the interest of the wider communicative
goal, and attitude and bias towards particular accents (or other speaker
characteristics). Clearly this is a challenge for assessment without easy
solutions; however, a shift towards testing interaction with a focus on
task achievement could go some way to mitigating this.
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Shifting Importance of Features of Comprehensibility

Figure 2.1 is an initial attempt to map the multiple, fuzzy intersections
between macro-level factors (including higher level linguistic factors
such as lexis, syntax and discourse), sociolinguistic factors, and phono-
logical features. The y-axis takes into account the context of the speech,
ranging from situations where the accuracy of the acoustic-signal is cru-
cial to convey meaning because contextual clues are missing (or wholly
ignored, such as with shibboleth tests) to situations where macro-level,
non-linguistic factors do much of the work in getting meaning across
and linguistic features carry less weight in this regard. The x-axis rep-
resents the demands of the wider social milieu set for the language such
as politeness, persuasion, or indicating identity.

§ Some Sentence An awareness
- phonological stress To make of regional
control of typical  (introducing oneself fully pronunciation
a To give phrases new or understood to a new variations and
) directions to contrastive L 1-target group, e.g. potential impact
3 a taxi driver ideas) where an American on the audience
3 in order To is giving directions to
§ toreacha participate someone from the UK
3 destination inan and pronounces the
a academic word route’
5 debate differently
c
S
% To establish
@ rapport and Suprasegmental -
] maintain audience intonation
3 engagement,
E €.g. an academic
g. To provide presenter
151 personal Suprasegl:nental To
5 information = appr(l)pr;nate demonstrate
° over the Accurate segmental ?I:’":I::’n of et ar Accurate control of
S phone control, syllable or y regional segmental and supra-
o 2 identit segmental features
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@ accent/variety only
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Figure 2.1. Pronunciation located in a broader, dynamic view of
comprehensibility

Figure 2.1 is intended to be an example of how the identification of the
pronunciation features to be measured (e.g. to be included in a rating
scale or in a feature-driven automated assessment model) should be
informed by both context and sociolinguistic factors. Importantly, these
factors intersect as the purpose of the evaluation of spoken language —
represented by the grey ovals in Figure 2.1 — within a certain context of
use.
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At the top end of the y-axis, context is rich and even if someone is speak-
ing a foreign language and using hand gestures, it is likely that meaning
will come across reasonably well. In the example on the top left-hand
side of the grid, both the speaker (the passenger) and the listener (the taxi
driver) are highly familiar with the particular scenario and a few badly
pronounced words (such as ‘go straight’ or ‘turn right’) could most
likely still result in a positive outcome. Those speech events that have
sparse contextual factors or macro-level aspects will rely more heavily
on pure linguistic elements to get meaning across, such as when someone
is required to state their full name on the phone, similar to the example in
the bottom left-hand side of the figure. The arrows in the figure indicate
which phonological features would most likely be most significant in
terms of achieving comprehensibility.

Sociolinguistic factors intersect along the x-axis, demonstrating the rel-
ative importance of listener perception of phonological features that do
not otherwise impact meaning per se. While there is a cumulative aspect
to the features as we move diagonally along the intersection of the axes
— excellent control of intonation without an ability to generally produce
the individual sounds of the language would not yield a positive commu-
nicative effect in an academic debate, for example — the underlying aim
of the figure is to consider which phonological features carry the greatest
burden of communicative load in the different instances of communica-
tive outcome, and guide which features could play a greater role in lan-
guage assessment that is both purpose- and context-driven. An example
of where literal meaning might be clear but the speaker does not achieve
the purpose of the communicative event is the delivery of a presentation
that fails to engage the audience because supra-segmental features such
as intonation are not used; consider the monotone delivery of an exciting
news item, for example.

At the top right-hand quadrant of the grid is an example of how a regional
difference in pronunciation of a lexical item (US vs UK pronunciation
of the word route) might cause a momentary lapse in comprehensibility,
one which is most likely quickly resolved through the plentiful contex-
tual clues, but could also be the target of a test of regional origin (see also
the example of the interlocutor’s regional pronunciation affecting the
test-taker’s understanding at the beginning of Chapter 1). In the bottom
right-hand section of Figure 2.1, another test of origin ignores context
entirely (i.e. it is unimportant because meaning is not the focus) in a shib-
boleth test. Ultimately, what constitutes acceptable purpose for language
testing is an ethical consideration.
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The extent to which features of pronunciation work in tandem with a
range of other linguistic and contextual features and the degree to which
co-construction of meaning between speaker and listener are illustrated
by the difficulty in providing examples that are wholly reliant on pro-
nunciation only. Even unexpected information — such as the opening of a
narration or the first lines of a poem — seem to be quickly informed with
predictions of what’s to come in the mind of the listener. It would seem
we are predisposed to build shared mental models of meaning and to
make sense of the sensory input around us.

The onus is on test developers to understand the context in which pro-
nunciation is contributing towards the evaluation of comprehensibility,
to consider how this impacts comprehensibility indicators and to develop
tasks relevant to the specific context where rating scales focus on or
give much greater weighting to the relevant aspects of pronunciation.
Essentially, this can be used to construct map pronunciation features,
once the purpose of the test is established. This has obvious implications
for large-scale, international tests in which a range of generic features
are included in the rating scales and apply to different task types. Highly
generalised, communicative context-independent scales could result in
potentially serious, negative implications for test-takers.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have investigated the connection between features of
pronunciation and the construct of comprehensibility, as well as looking
at how these features are reflected in language tests.

While segmental and suprasegmental features are key contributors to the
comprehensibility construct, the connection between these is complex
and context-dependent, and they need to be considered in light of their
actual impact on the message. Although there is increasing understand-
ing around which phonological features have an impact on comprehensi-
bility, it is crucial that the assessment of phonological features:

* s not gratuitous, that is, they are only referenced when there is
clear evidence, from research, that they impact meaning or com-
municative effectiveness in that context

» ensures that there is adequate representation of both the speakers
and listeners involved in the real-world use of the language in
the test construct, not just L1 speaker or elite varieties
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* considers the purpose of the test itself so that undue weight is not
put on phonological features when there are other macro-level
and linguistic factors that contribute to comprehensibility.

The interplay of phonological features with other linguistic and non-lin-
guistic factors in the speech event ecosystem is visually represented in
Figure 8.1 in the last chapter of this book.The strong link between accent,
phonological features and potential bias unrelated to comprehensibility
warrants particular attention by testers. This convergence of sociological
factors and test consequences in the assessment of pronunciation makes
it imperative that test developers and users take an ethical stance in rela-
tion to this.

This work is licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4,0/

esuinoxonline



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

CHAPTER 3

COMPREHENSIBILITY AT A
DISCOURSE / TEXT LEVEL

In this chapter we move further up the rungs of the linguistic ladder to
focus on extended spoken texts, that is, beyond the word and sentence
or utterance levels. While Chapter 4 considers speech in terms of how it
achieves meaning and is understood within the broader contextual and
sociocultural aspects in which it occurs, here we focus on the features
associated with longer turns of monologic speech. Monologues warrant
investigation not only because many Oral Proficiency Interviews (OPIs)
include an extended turn on a specific topic (e.g. IELTS, Cambridge’s B2
First and C1 Advanced) but also because the increasing move towards
computer-based testing (human- or machine-rated) means that speak-
ing tasks are typically restricted to the elicitation of extended speech
in response to visual, aural or written prompts and input in the form of
presentations and narrations, for example.

The key assumption underlying this chapter is that comprehensibility
is linked to communicative purpose (see Chapter 2) and that, above
the utterance level, the aim is for the listener to understand the spoken
text as a whole, for example, the argument a lecturer is putting across
in a presentation. In this chapter, we are interested in whole-text
comprehensibility, in other words, we are not concerned with listening-
for-specific-information (acoustic-signal, lexical-retrieval driven) such
as train station announcements. Comprehensibility at the whole-text
level can only be achieved through adequate (co-)construction of a
mental model in the mind of the listener and discourse strategies and
devices are crucial to this.

This volume takes a micro- to macro-level approach to the exploration of
linguistic features of comprehensibility and readers might consider that
moving from a focus on phonology to a discussion on discourse omits
the lexical and syntactical levels of language. Obviously, these have a
significant impact on whether a speaker can be understood or not: knowl-
edge of, and ability to, control the grammatical structures of a language
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and the range of vocabulary at the speaker’s disposal will determine the
richness and precision of the message she is attempting to convey. Much
research has been done in these areas, both in terms of language test-
ing and comprehensibility itself (Varonis & Gass, 1982; Read & Nation,
2006; Saito et al., 2016; Tavakoli & Foster, 2008; Webb & Rodgers,
2009a and 2009b) and we direct readers to these detailed studies for fur-
ther reading. We do not ignore these important components of compre-
hensibility, however: as will become evident below, both grammar and
lexis are key contributors to creating an extended-text mental model in
the minds of speaker and listener, thus establishing mutual understand-
ing, or comprehensibility.

First, this chapter identifies the scope and definition of discourse as it is
explored here and covers some challenges and tensions. Next, a general
overview of discourse features that have been researched and theorised
is presented with an example from a language test. We then consider
research into the link between spoken discourse features and comprehen-
sibility. Finally, we turn our focus to how discourse features contribute
(or otherwise) to the assessment of overall understanding of speech in
rating scales and the role of raters in interpreting these as factors affect-
ing comprehensibility.

What is Discourse?

‘Discourse’ is a confusing term because it is used to describe wide and
diverse instances of human communication, from linguistic analysis of
extended speech to the broad analysis of language in use in the socio-
political landscape (Harris, 1952; Widdowson, 2004; Sealey, 2020).
Furthermore, within applied linguistics, the terms discourse and text are
used differently by different researchers (Widdowson, 2004; Tanskanen,
2006). For the purposes of clarification, in this chapter, discourse refers
to spoken language that functions as a whole beyond the level of the sen-
tence, and discourse will be used interchangeably with the term spoken
text (as distinct from written text). While spoken language does not nec-
essarily use ‘sentences’ in the formal grammatical sense, and research-
ers typically use AS-units (“a single speaker’s utterance consisting of
an independent clause or subclausal unit, together with any subordinate
clause(s) associated with it” (Foster et al. 2000, p. 365)) or similar for
analysis, ‘sentence’ will be used here to refer to a unit of spoken language
that generally corresponds in terms of function and form to that of a writ-
ten sentence, although we explicitly recognise that spoken language is
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different to the written form, and that the degree of variation is linked to
the wider communicative context of the speech under scrutiny.

In this sense, discourse refers to how spoken sentences or shorter utter-
ances are connected to each other in extended speech that forms a coherent
whole, such as a story or a presentation. This level of textual ‘connection’
has been recognised, theorised and studied for many years and the liter-
ature yields some useful descriptions and definitions, although different
— and sometimes opposing — positions are taken. Halliday and Hasan
(using the word ‘text’ rather than discourse) describe it as “any passage,
spoken or written, of whatever length, that does form a unified whole”
and stress how “a text is a unit of language in use” (1976, p. 1); Cook
(1989) also describes discourse as “language in use, for communication”
(p. 6). Yet it is more than just how sentences are connected to each other:
Widdowson (2004) points out that there are also features within sen-
tences that connect ideas into larger units of coherent meaning.

As instances of communication — as examples of language in use — dis-
course is necessarily context-dependent and meaning (comprehensibil-
ity) is achieved through a complex web of relationships at different levels
of the situation in which the language occurs. Researchers have typically
taken a tripartite approach to context in discourse, seeing it as linguis-
tic (also referred to as ‘cotext’), cognitive (e.g. building mental models
of the extended text by drawing on linguistic and other sources), and
social. This discussion is limited to the exploration of linguistic cotext
and, to a lesser degree, the cognitive aspect, in relation to comprehensi-
bility and testing. The study of discourse as discussed here is primarily
the study of coherence and cohesion which Tanskanen describes as “how
the sequences we hear or see hang together” (2006, p. 1); we also touch
briefly on prosodic features associated with spoken text in terms of their
influence on the discourse structure.

Although we are focusing on monologic spoken discourse, it is worth-
while considering that neither the ‘monologic’ nor the ‘spoken’ represent
binary dichotomies in relation to ‘dialogic’ or ‘written’. Monologues
take different forms, from short, casual voice messages to long, formal
speeches and, even as extended lectures or presentations, the mental
model of meaning is formulated by the speaker with the virtual or asyn-
chronous listener or audience in mind (Linell, 1998). Speeches and pre-
sentations display some properties of dialogic speech, for example, as the
speakers generally attempt to establish a relationship with the audience,
and the use of cohesive devices reflects this (Tanskanen, 2006). While
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there are different discourse characteristics associated with written and
spoken texts (Brown & Yule, 1993), there is recognition that printed and
verbal texts are not always distinct from each other in terms of linguistic
discourse features and may fall along a continuum depending on level of
formality or informality, or whether the text is planned or spontaneous
(Ochs, 1979; Tannen, 1980; Crystal, 1995). These writers from almost
three decades ago were prescient: consider the characteristics of written
forms of social media in comparison to pre-recorded lectures available to
students as online resources, for example, with the former showing more
characteristics of spoken language and the latter of written language.

Before looking at features of cohesion and coherence, a brief acknowl-
edgement that there are broader factors that influence the linguistic features
that are elicited from a speaker, including those associated with discourse,
is necessary as these are the speech samples to which rating criteria will
be applied. First of all, the mode is likely to affect the response elicited,
for example, whether the test is delivered by a human interlocutor face-to-
face, over the phone, or through a synchronous computer-mediated plat-
form, or through a digital device with no human interlocutor. Even where
a test-taker is engaging in an extended monologic task, whether there are
visual clues or back-channelling will have an impact on the strategies
they use to achieve comprehensibility. Audience is a second consider-
ation: whether the performance is for a human interlocutor, synchronous
or asynchronous, or for a machine-rated evaluation. Thirdly, task-type,
linked to genre, is a fundamental factor in determining the text type and
could subsequently affect the rater’s (or rating system’s) evaluation of
overall comprehensibility as manifested in text coherence.

In summary, we have delimited the scope of this chapter to monologic
spoken discourse, although as the discussion above indicates, distinctions
and categorisations are not always clear cut and the factors influencing
the use of discourse features are myriad. In the next section, we consider
how discourse and comprehensibility are connected and describe the fea-
tures associated with extended, monologic discourse that help to make
spoken texts meaningful as a whole.

Monologic Spoken Discourse and Comprehensibility

This deeper dive into the linguistic and structural features of monologic
texts that contribute to the ‘wholeness’ of extended speech is not meant to
be exhaustive; rather, the intention is to provide an overview of the fea-
tures along with an example to illustrate the link to comprehensibility, to
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highlight the complexity of interactions and lay the groundwork for dis-
cussion of discourse features in the evaluation of spoken communication.

To illustrate how discourse features contribute to comprehensibility, we
draw on an example taken from a test of English, a ‘long turn’ task typi-
cal in many tests of spoken language. Consider, first, just the utterances
or propositions that a test-taker might make as part of their response (the
test and task are deliberately not mentioned here) and assume they are
made in this order:

There is a net.

Many people are gathered together.
A tall girl is second.

The sun is shining brightly.

There are only five girls wearing t-shirts and running.
A man is serving.

There is the shade of trees.

A crowd is watching intently.

9. No observers can be seen.

10. There is a very large venue.

11. An opponent looks nervous.

XN RPN =

These propositions, taken individually, are comprehensible, but are as
yet difficult to make sense of as a whole, although — already — readers’
knowledge of the world (and of language tests!) is most likely being
drawn upon to link these together into a mental picture. From an assess-
ment perspective, while all the individual utterances might be compre-
hensible, grammatical and factual, the ‘long turn’ cannot be evaluated as
comprehensible overall.

The first step in deciphering how these sentences could collectively cre-
ate a comprehensible monologue is to understand the task (the context),
taken from the Cambridge B2 First for Schools speaking test practice
materials (Cambridge English, 2015) (Part 2 — “Long Turn”) which
includes two thematically linked photographs and instructions uttered
by an examiner-interlocutor, “Here are your photographs. They show
people trying to win in different situations. 1'd like you to compare the
photographs...” (see Appendix 1). While there is a second component to
the task (“...and say what you think might be difficult for the people”), in
the interests of brevity, we will concentrate only on the first requirement.
Already, knowledge that the pictures depict a competitive activity gives a
different meaning to some of the words (net, serve, second, and the type
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of crowd (spectators)). Knowledge that the response will be a compari-
son helps to solve the apparent contradiction between propositions 2, 5,
8, 9. Another step that could be taken without manipulating the actual
words or grammar is for the reader-listener to re-order the utterances in
their mind in a way that provides a structure that ‘flows’ in a more logical
way, one that meets the expectations of a comparative text in the mind
of the listener.

Mere organisation, however, is not enough to properly link the ideas
together in a truly comprehensible way that allows the listener to under-
stand the situation without too much cognitive ‘work’ and without the
message losing some meaning or arriving only half-formed in the mind
of the listener. Grammatical structures and words need to be changed and
added so that the response might sound something like this:

In the first photograph, many people are gathered together in a
large venue where the sun is shining brightly. A man is serving
across a net to an opponent who looks very nervous while the
crowd watches intently. In the other photograph, there are no
observers and only five girls wearing t-shirts are running in the
shade of trees. A tall girl is second.

Yet this still feels disjointed and could be made more ‘whole’ through not
only the addition of references to the task, but also better grammatical
and lexical choices:

I’m going to compare two photographs where people are com-
peting to win. The one on the left shows many people gathered
together in a large sports stadium to watch a tennis match. As the
sun shines brightly, a player is serving across the net to his oppo-
nent who looks very nervous while the crowd watches intently.
The other picture is quite different. Firstly, there are no spectators
and only five girls wearing t-shirts can be seen running a race in
which the tallest girl is coming second. Secondly, in contrast to
the championship where there is bright sunlight, these girls are
competing in the shade of trees. Overall, while the first seems

to be a professional sports event for adults, the second is a more
intimate competition for young athletes.

In this imagined response, which is intended to be more comprehensible
at the broader text level, there are additional external references to the
photographs and a stronger framing structure; furthermore, both gram-
matical and lexical changes facilitate a more detailed mental model in
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the mind of the listener. In other words, the listener links the concepts
and actions to make the description more comprehensible. These features
will be covered in more technical detail in the discussion below, with
references to this example where helpful.

Extended speech such as this achieves its connectedness chiefly through
cohesion and coherence. While there is broad agreement that both cohe-
sion and coherence exist and that these are separate concepts, there
are, nevertheless, tensions between functional grammar and structur-
alist schools of thought who see one or the other area as contributing
more weight to the achievement of textual unity (Brown & Yule, 1978;
Halliday & Hasan, 1976; Carrell, 1982; Tanskanen, 2006). Tanskanen
(2006) provides a clear differentiation of the two:

cohesion refers to the grammatical and lexical elements on the
surface of a text which can form connections between parts of the
text. Coherence, on the other hand, resides not in the text, but is
rather the outcome of a dialogue between the text and its listener
or reader. (p. 7).

Cohesion is linguistic in nature, generally obvious to the listener, objec-
tive and quantifiable; it resides in the words and grammar of the text
itself, in the technical nuts and bolts of language. Coherence, on the other
hand, eludes surface-level analysis and offers up few bite-sized, concrete
tools, suggesting, instead, that there is an underlying system that estab-
lishes the extended speech as one entity. The locus of coherence is pre-
dominantly in the minds of the speaker and listener, making it subjective
and ethereal. However, as Tanskanen (2006) puts it, “[i]nstead of trying
to decide which is more important or more necessary for guaranteeing
identification as text, [...] both cohesion and coherence can be said to
have a role to play in contributing to the unity in discourse” (2006, p.
18-19). Metaphorically, if extended discourse is a house, cohesion is the
mortar connecting the bricks of meaning and ideas, and coherence is the
unseen frame of the building without which the other elements would
be an unstructured mess. Both are necessary to produce a recognisable,
single unit that is comprehensible to the listener as such.

Cohesion

There are many different ways to achieve textual ‘wholeness’ and there
are diverse approaches to the categorisation of cohesion. Several influ-
ential works provide detailed analyses of cohesion in English includ-
ing Halliday and Hasan (1976), Brown and Yule (1978), Hoey, (1991),

This work is licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4,0/

esuinoxonline



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

60  Comprehensibility in Language Assessment

McCarthy (1991), and Halliday and Matthiessen (2013). Readers
are directed to the works referred to in this section for a detailed
understanding.

Cohesion is typically separated into grammatical and lexical cohesion.
Halliday and Matthiessen identify four mechanisms by which cohe-
sion is achieved in English: conjunction, reference, ellipsis, and lexical
organisation (2013, p. 603). Conjunction refers to a collection of devices
(including adverbial linkers like actually) and grammatical constructions
that express the relationships between clauses in the text including causal
(because), additive (and, not only... but also...), contrastive (but, while
X..., ¥... ), and temporal (while, after) connections. Teachers and testers
are most likely familiar with the clumsy (over-) use of these by less profi-
cient learners of language. Reference covers a myriad of devices to link,
situate and order components of the text, including personal pronouns
(they, his), demonstrative (or deictic) features (there, now), and (in some
languages) articles, like a tennis player followed by the tennis player
in subsequent mentions; these devices can refer to items within the text
itself, or that are text-external (e.g. the one on the left), and they tend to
form a reference chain that helps to keep the text together. In language
assessment tests where the response is in relation to rich input data such
as graphs, photographs, or integrated reading or listening into speaking
tasks (such as the one from which the example at the start of this chapter
is taken), it would seem that the ability to reference effectively to input
material is especially important.

Other grammatical linking devices in English include relative construc-
tions (his opponent who is looking nervous) and ellipsis (substitution or
complete omission as in the first [photograph] shows) — see Halliday
and Matthiessen (2013, p. 605-606) for a detailed discussion). Other
aspects of grammar also contribute to cohesion at the text level, such
as the choice of voice, tense or aspect. In the example above, the use of
progressive aspect in a player is serving across the net grammatically
‘stretches’ the event in the mind of the listener and allows her to com-
prehend the action as ‘currently’ occurring (in the context of the static
photograph in the test task). These choices are usually informed by the
genre or domain of the speech event (e.g. descriptive, narrative), vary a
great deal across languages and contribute to the success of constructing
the mental representation.

Vocabulary range and choice have an obvious effect on comprehen-
sibility (the greater the lexicon available and the appropriacy of word
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selection, the more precise and nuanced the meaning that can be con-
veyed), and lexical cohesion also plays an important role in creating a
connected mental representation of a concept or event, without which
comprehensibility would not be achievable. Tanskanen (2006) highlights
the importance of “the choice of lexis [as] one of the primary means
available to speakers and writers for creating continuity in their mes-
sages” (p. 2). Lexical cohesion is essentially about building chains of
meaning across a text; “cohesive harmony” in Hasan’s terms (1984);
“patterns of lexis” that represent multiple relationships within the text
and beyond in Hoey’s (1991) work. This is achieved in many different
and complex ways as seen in the example put forward earlier in this
chapter, including simple repetition (girl... girls... girl...), complex rep-
etition (competing... competition...), use of synonyms (competition...
race...), exploitation of the hierarchical relationships between lexical
items (hypernymy) such as match --- player, and lexical sets (the chains
or patterns of meaning) (competing --- sports stadium --- match --- oppo-
nent --- race --- second), to name a few.

There are several considerations around lexical cohesion in particular
that have bearing on comprehensibility. Firstly, the discourse-specificity
of the lexical chains and patterns means that the impact these have on
meaning are likely to be prompt-specific, that is, a relationship between
two lexical items might exist in one text but not in another where the
genre or topic is different (Hasan, 1984), such as serve and net. Secondly,
these triggers and associations need to be shared by both speaker and lis-
tener (e.g. a knowledge of sports events and, specifically, tennis matches
and athletics) (Linell 1998) and this, in turn, is subject to socio-cultural
and pragmatic factors. This underlies the criticism that global, one-size-
fits-all tests of the ‘big’ languages test more than comprehensibility of
language and, in fact, also expect test-takers to be able to navigate and
understand first-world, privileged scenarios (such as tennis matches).
Finally, lexical chains come in waves as the speech evolves and may last
for the duration of the text or end after just a few utterances (Halliday
& Matthiessen, 2013), as in our example above where the lexical chain
referencing the visuals (photograph... the one on the left... picture....)
gives way to referencing of the situations they represent (match... cham-
pionship... race... sports event... competition...); this shift from one lex-
ical chain to the other needs to be carefully managed to avoid jarring the
mental representation the listener is building and ensure comprehensibil-
ity at an extended text level.
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Coherence

As was mentioned earlier in this chapter, coherence resides in the minds
of speakers and listeners, rather than within the text itself. To revisit the
building metaphor, coherence is the realisation of the house, achieved
through the building blocks of meaning and the bonding characteristics
of cohesive devices, as well as through the use of structural elements that
form the frame of the abode. Coherence requires a stepping back from
the building blocks to see the text as a unified whole, as a bricklayer
would to see the effect of their craft on the shape of the building.

Cook (1989) describes coherence as “the quality of being meaningful
and unified” (1989, p. 4). Gernsbacher and Givon (1995) explain:

Coherence is a property of what emerges during speech produc-
tion and comprehension — the mentally represented text, and in
particular the mental processes that partake in constructing that
mental representation. A coherently produced text — spoken or
written — allows the “receiver” (listener or reader) to form roughly
the same text-representation as the “sender” (writer or speaker)
had in mind. (p. vii)

The authors also point out that the degree of coherence is about how
well these mental models in different minds match up, and point out that
coherence involves collaboration and negotiation (see also Tanskanen,
2006). Even where the text is not synchronously interactive, such as a
speech or pre-recorded piece of spoken discourse, the speaker is work-
ing towards creating a comprehensible ‘whole’ for the real or imagined
listener.

The broader ordering and structuring of information and ideas in the
discourse event is of crucial importance to establishing overall com-
prehensibility. Celcé-Murcia (2008) proposes a model for communica-
tive competence that includes a central role for discourse competence
which

refers to the selection, sequencing, and arrangement of words,
structures, and utterances to achieve a unified spoken message.
This is where the top-down communicative intent and socio-
cultural knowledge intersect with the lexical and grammatical
resources to express messages and attitudes and to create coherent
texts. (p. 46)
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and includes:

coherence: expressing purpose/intent through appropriate content
schemata, managing old and new information, maintaining tempo-
ral continuity and other organizational schemata through conven-
tionally recognized means.

generic structure: formal schemata that allow the user to identify
an oral discourse segment as a conversation, narrative, interview,
service encounter, report, lecture, sermon, etc. (p. 47)

Understanding the speaker’s purpose or intent as well as identifying the
genre (which would inform register) are fundamental to comprehensibil-
ity of the text as a whole — knowing that the speaker’s intent in the task
described above is to compare/contrast two photographs immediately
renders the extended monologue more comprehensible, even without the
cohesive devices.

Coherence is influenced by the richness of information (story breadth
and depth), topic development, generic structure, and theme and rheme.
As might be expected, density of information contributes to the unity
of text and various measures have been used as criteria in evaluating
the correlation between coherence and comprehensibility. These include
story cohesion (measured as the number of adverbials used as cohesive
devices), and story breadth (number of distinct propositions), and story
depth (number of different types of propositions, e.g. situation setting,
action, etc.) (Isaacs and Trofimovich, 2012). Topic development includes
introducing a topic (or identifying one in a testing situation where the
prompt is provided) and then expanding this topic in what Seedhouse
and Harris (2011) term a ‘stepwise’ manner, that is, without un-signalled
topic shifts. Generic structure acts as a template that guides both speaker
and listener in terms of how the information and ideas should be ordered
and helps drive topic identification, development and shift. This allows
the listener to know what to expect next and is strongly linked to genre
and function, for example, narration, description, argument. Theme and
rheme (or topic and comment) is another key tool to achieve coherence,
with the theme being ‘fronted’, followed by a comment in relation to this
theme which subsequently links to the following theme, either directly
or through inference.

The key principle underlying this chapter is that comprehensibility of
extended spoken text is achieved through the successful construction of a
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shared mental representation in the minds of speaker and listener. These
macro, structural aspects of coherence in monologic speech are crucial
to the building of this mental model and to subsequent perceptions of
comprehensibility.

Prosodic Features Contributing to Comprehensibility at the
Discourse Level

Chapters 2 and 5 provide an in-depth description of phonological and
fluency features in relation to comprehensibility. Prosodic features play
a key facilitative role in the building of mental models because spoken
(as opposed to written) discourse carries the added complication that the
aural signal needs to be recognised and parsed by the listener. Features
of both phonology (e.g. intonation, pitch) and fluency (e.g. pausing) play
a role in breaking the stream of speech into units of meaning that the
listener is able to process, and relating these semantic chunks to one
another, contributing significantly to the comprehensibility of the overall
message. Thompson (1994) provides a succinct summary:

The intonation system thus offers the presenter of a monologue
resources for signalling the underlying meaning relations of the
monologue, by connecting together parts of the text. The sys-

tem of prominence enables the speaker to indicate the functional
relationship between two words which enter into a cohesive tie;
for example, whether they are equivalent or in opposition to each
other. Similarly, the use of contrastive high pitch can be used to
signal a contrastive relation between lexical items. The system of
tone choice allows the speaker to indicate the relative newsworthi-
ness of different elements of the message. (p. 65).

There is a wealth of literature on the relationship between prosodic fea-
tures and discourse structure and processing. For detailed linguistic anal-
yses, both from the teaching and linguistic analysis perspectives, readers
are directed to Chun (2002), McCarthy (1991), Wennerstrom (2001a and
2001b), and Wichmann (2000).

The discussion above aimed to provide a foundation for our analysis
of research into the link between discourse features and comprehensi-
bility in the next section, as well as the subsequent review of a selec-
tion of rating scales from the point of the discourse-comprehensibility
intersection.
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Research into Discourse Features and Comprehensibility

Finding evidence that links discourse features to comprehensibility is
challenging. Firstly, research specifically investigating comprehensi-
bility is scarce and those pertaining to spoken discourse features and
comprehensibility are rarer still; below, we focus on those related to
comprehensibility, with minimal reference to other more general dis-
course-proficiency studies. A second reason why links between dis-
course features and comprehensibility are tenacious at best is because
equation between studies is seldom possible. This is due to the variation
inherent in the data used, and due to the extraneous factors discussed in
the first section of this chapter. The mish-mash of data types drawn on
across the studies defies comparison or findings that can be generalised;
on the other hand, some studies mentioned below draw on one and the
same, relatively small data set, and this sparse input resource further lim-
its our understanding of the comprehensibility construct. Finally, many
of the studies simultaneously investigate a variety of linguistic features;
this risks conflating discourse devices under other categories. Below, we
start by briefly considering the non-phonological linguistic correlates of
comprehensibility that have been, to some extent, identified by research-
ers. The sample of studies cited here is not meant to be an exhaustive
review, nor does it aim to identify clear trends in the findings. Rather,
this serves to illustrate the challenges highlighted in the previous para-
graph and to provide a sense of the complex interplay between a variety
of features in the (co-)construction of a shared mental model of meaning.

In the oft-cited ‘comprehensibility deconstruction’ study by Isaacs and
Trofimovich (2012), three discourse-level indicators were measured in
the extraneous narrative speech of 40 French-L1 learners of English:
story cohesion which counted adverbials (like actually, but, etc), story
breadth, which counted the number of propositions; and story depth,
which counted different story-telling components or proposition cat-
egories (e.g. setting, action, etc.). Only story breadth showed a strong
correlation with comprehensibility (.71). Using what appears to be the
same speech data (but different raters), Saito et al. (2015) looked into
the difference between linguistic features associated with either com-
prehensibility or accentedness, measuring the same components as the
previous study, and conflating the discourse measures into the broader
category of lexicogrammar which was shown to impact comprehensibil-
ity (but not accentedness), with only discourse richness (number of prop-
ositions) showing a direct correlation (.62). The researchers add that the
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reason for a low count of cohesive devices in the speech samples could
be the short length of the responses. While not explicitly investigating
discourse devices, Saito et al.’s (2016) study into pronunciation and lexis
is relevant because it includes two lexical features directly associated
with discourse and lexical cohesion: polysemy (“related senses in a sin-
gle lexical entry” (Saito et al., 2016, p. 149 such as the word man which
has distinct but related meanings) and hypernymy (levels of connections
between general and specific terms, e.g. colour and blue). Of these, only
polysemy is associated with comprehensibility scores. Again, it seems
the same data set as above was used with different raters, both novice
and expert.

Crowther et al. (2015) considered ten linguistic variables in their study of
comprehensibility correlates — which drew on responses from Chinese,
Hindi-Urdu and Farsi L1 speakers learning English — including discourse
richness which refers to the content of the speech measured by listeners
on a scale of 1 (lack of detail and sophistication) to 1,000 (lots of ideas
and sophisticated structure). This was subsequently conflated under the
lexicogrammar category but did, as a discrete measure, correlate strongly
with comprehensibility ratings overall (0.95). To confound things fur-
ther, the overall lexicogrammatical category was strongly associated
with comprehensibility for Hindi-Urdu speakers, while the phonolog-
ical features impacted comprehensibility of the Chinese L1s and there
was no clear association between either of the categories and the Farsi
speakers. In another study, Suzuki and Kormos (2020) included three
explicit measures of discourse in their research into linguistic correlates
of comprehensibility: total number of words, frequency of connec-
tives, and latent semantic analysis (LSA). LSA is the semantic overlap
of words in adjacent sentences to measure how conceptually similar
they are and the researchers used CohMetrix to measure this indicator.
Their study included 120 samples of extraneous speech produced by
Japanese L1 speakers of English and was notable in that they did not use
a picture-prompt; rather, they provided the test-takers with a statement
designed to elicit an argumentative response. While there was no signif-
icant correlation between comprehensibility and the frequency of con-
nectives or LSA, there was a correlation with the total number of words.
Given that the study also found a strong correlation between speech rate
and comprehensibility, this might reflect those indicators.

An additional area where there has been ongoing research into the lin-
guistic indicators of comprehensibility is pronunciation and there are
several studies that are relevant to our exploration of discourse and
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comprehensibility. Hahn (2004) focused on primary stress in the speech
of a male Korean International Teaching Assistant (ITA) and concluded
that while correct placement of primary stress allowed English L1 listen-
ers to process speech with more ease (i.e. it signalled units of meaning,
topic shift, etc.), the finding was not significant. Kang et al. (2010) also
investigated how intonation and pitch help to ‘chunk’ speech into units of
meaning or thought groups, and how paratones (the intonational equiv-
alent of a paragraph in writing) contribute to the overall informational
structure of the discourse, facilitating comprehension. They conclude
that the end of an utterance is signalled by both pitch variation and length
of pause; where these are missing, the speakers are considered to be less
comprehensible. It should be noted that listeners were restricted to L1
speakers of English only and as Jenkins (2000) argued, the results may
be different for English L2 listeners. Pausing seems to be a key indicator
linked to discourse and comprehensibility. Pickering (2001) found that
longer, irregularly occurring silent pauses (within, not between, units of
meaning) broke up conceptual units in ITA lectures and had an impact on
the perceived ease of understanding. Kang’s (2010) study of ITA speech
from a range of language backgrounds, rated for comprehensibility by 58
English L1 novice listeners, highlights that the L2 speakers do not fol-
low the same pausing conventions (e.g. longer pauses at discourse junc-
tures) as English L1 speakers; however, the findings show that pauses,
stress-related variables and pitch range did not contribute to comprehen-
sibility ratings.

There are several studies that focused quite narrowly on discourse fea-
tures in relation to distinguishing proficiency levels rather than compre-
hensibility. These are not within the scope of this book, and the reader
is directed to Fung and Carter (2007), Seedhouse and Harris (2011),
Iwashita and Vasquez (2015), and Iwashita, May and Moore (2017) for
further reading.

This overview of research points strongly towards the need for not only
further research into discourse features and comprehensibility, but a clear
and coherent research agenda to progress understanding and support the
building of better tests and rating systems.

Discourse Features and Comprehensibility in Rating Scales

It is clear, from the discussion in this chapter so far, that, beyond the word
and phoneme levels and especially beyond the utterance level, discourse
features have a significant impact on the ease with which a listener is

This work is licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4,0/

esuinoxonline


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

68  Comprehensibility in Language Assessment

able to build a mental model — in other words, on comprehensibility —
even if there is not a large body of empirical evidence to support how as
yet. In the last section of this chapter, we turn our attention to discourse
features in rating scales and we are specifically interested in whether the
link between discourse features and comprehensibility is reflected in the
scales.

In general, where discourse features (including aspects of coherence) are
explicitly referenced in spoken performance descriptors, there are two
broad approaches. The first is to dedicate a specific criterion on the scale
to discourse features; the second is to subsume reference to the features
under other criteria such as fluency, lexis or phonology. Our analysis
below considers descriptors of four English language tests set along a
continuum between these approaches.

An underlying consideration for both approaches is around task-
specificity, that is, whether discourse descriptors (separate or inte-
grated) reflect the genre of the response to which they are being applied.
Chalhoub-Deville (1995) cautions against one-size-fits-all rating descrip-
tors precisely because different task-types draw out different aspects of
the construct, that is, discourse characteristics of the response are shaped
by the genre demanded by the task itself.

Before we consider descriptors of particular language tests, the CEFR
is a useful place to begin as it increasingly informs or acts as the foun-
dation for scale development. At first glance, the importance of genre in
describing spoken performance is clear: while there is an overall spo-
ken production scale, sub-scales related to sustained oral monologues
are explicitly linked to what the communicative task demands of the
speaker. These are divided into three macro-functions (describing expe-
rience (interpersonal), giving information (transactional) and ‘putting a
case’(evaluative)), and two specialised genres — public announcements,
and addressing audiences. In relation to production of language in aca-
demic and professional domains, the CEFR Companion Volume (2020)
explicitly states:

Judgments are made about the linguistic quality of what has been
submitted in writing or in a signed video, and about the fluency
and articulateness of expression in real time, especially when
addressing an audience. Ability in this more formal production

is not acquired naturally; it is a product of literacy learnt through
education and experience. It involves learning the expectations
and conventions of the genre concerned. (p. 60-61)

This work is licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4,0/

esuinoxonline



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Comprehensibility at a discourse / text level 69

As previously discussed in this chapter, genre conventions include the
ability to use a range of discourse features related to both coherence and
cohesion. Monologic discourse characteristics are evident throughout
the CEFR spoken production descriptors (Council of Europe, 2022, p.
62—66): appropriate highlighting of significant points (Overall, B2); lin-
ear sequence of points (Overall, B1); integrating sub-themes, develop-
ing particular points and rounding off with an appropriate conclusion
(Describing Experience, C1); construct a chain of reasoned argument
(Putting a Case, B2); can structure a longer presentation appropriately
in order to help the audience follow the sequence of ideas (Addressing
Audiences, C1). Impact on comprehensibility is not explicit, but there
is reference to clarity, particularly at the higher levels; at B2 (Giving
Information) reliably and C2 (Addressing Audiences) confidently and
articulately appear. Cohesive devices are mentioned less frequently or
are implicit, sometimes in reference to their absence: mainly isolated
phrases (Overall, Al); sequential connectors (Giving Information, A2);
These references to surface-level features associated with ordering
speech tend to be at the lower levels, which may suggest that less overt
cohesive devices are expected at the higher levels (cf. integrating sub-
themes, Describing Experience, C1).

In the revised CEFR, cohesion and coherence are explicitly dealt with
under Pragmatic Communicative Language Competences and includes
“Discourse competence [which] concerns the ability to design texts,
including generic aspects like Thematic development and Coherence and
cohesion” (Council of Europe, 2020, p. 138). As might be expected, var-
ious aspects of coherence and cohesion are explicitly covered in these
descriptors, with many being associated with the specific genres men-
tioned above; again, the link to comprehensibility is indirect and focuses
more on communicative effect, for example, under Thematic develop-
ment:. an effective way (C2), convincingly (C1), clearly signal (Bl);
under Coherence and cohesion: clear... speech... (C2), mark clearly
the relationship between ideas (B2), clear, coherent discourse (B2). The
CEFR, then, clearly recognises the role that discourse features play in
effective communication and the link to comprehensibility is implicit in
reference to the overall communicative effect.

Moving on to scales of specific tests, we return to the Cambridge B2
First test of English (previously the FCE or Cambridge English: First)
we used as a springboard for our exploration of discourse features which
treats discourse as a separate criterion. The B2 First speaking module is
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a ‘paired’ test (i.e. two candidates) and includes four parts: a two-minute
‘interview’, a one-minute ‘long turn’ (as described above), a collabora-
tive task which involves a conversation with the other candidate, and
a discussion section where the interlocutor facilitates further conversa-
tion between the test-taker pair, expanding on the topic in the previous
section. The rating descriptors are intended to assess whether each of
the candidates meets (level 3), fall short of (level 1 or 2), or exceeds
(levels 4 or 5) the standard expected at B2 on the CEFR scale. They are
divided into the following criteria: Grammar and Vocabulary, Discourse
Management, Pronunciation and Interactive Communication. Focusing
on Discourse Management, features of both coherence and cohesion are
explicitly mentioned, as can be seen in examples like Produces extended
stretches of language despite some hesitation / Contributions are rele-
vant and there is very little repetition / Uses a range of cohesive devices
(level 3). Apart from the conflation of fluency and discourse features, it
is also noticeable that there is no explicit reference to the effect on the
overall message.

The TOEFL iBT is a step further along the continuum of separate vs inte-
grated discourse-feature scales — discourse features are primarily covered
under the Topic Development (TD) descriptors but are also referred to
under the General Description (GD) descriptors (both five levels, 0—4),
for the independent (computer-mediated, speaking-only) and integrated
(listening-into-speaking) tasks. Features of discourse are explicitly men-
tioned in relative detail with some reference to the effect of coherence
and cohesive devices on comprehensibility (clarity and vagueness under
TD on the Independent and Integrated task scales). While intelligibility
is referred to throughout the GD scales, it is not explicitly linked to dis-
course features.

In the International English Language Testing System (IELTS), coherence
and cohesion features are incorporated under the Fluency and Coherence
(FC) criterion and, similar to the B2 First described above, reference to
discourse features tends towards the linguistic only (speaks coherently
with fully appropriate cohesive features (Band 9); repetitious use of sim-
ple connectives (Band 4)), with no explicit reference to the impact these
might have on the comprehensibility of the speech being assessed. In
addition, IELTS examiners (who are also interlocutors) apply one set of
descriptors to all parts of the Oral Proficiency Interview, despite different
stages of the exam eliciting responses that display different aspects of
the discourse construct: short-responses with marked topic shifts in Part
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1 (Seedhouse and Harris, 2011), an extended monologic task in response
to a topic in Part 2, and to the aim to build a more interactive discussion
in Part 3.

The Pearson Test of English (PTE) Academic version uses a number of
tasks for the assessment of speaking ability. Two of these elicit extended
monologic speech, one in relation to an image (description) and the other
requires the retelling of a lecture (integrated listening-into-speaking
task). Although PTE Academic is machine rated, a Score Guide is
available to test-takers and there are descriptions of the traits scored in
each task, suggesting that the automated rating model is task-specific.
Although discourse features are not referred to explicitly, cohesion and
coherence are indirectly described in terms of their function as concept
connectors. Consider, for example, the descriptions at the highest level
(5) and lowest (0) for the Describe image task (Pearson, 2022, p. 35):

5 Describes all elements of the image and their relationships, pos-
sible development and conclusion or implications

0 Mentions some disjointed elements of the presentation

In the Re-tell lecture task, the importance of coherence is more explicit
(levels 5 (highest) and 1 (second lowest) (Pearson, 2022, p. 36):

5 Re-tells all points of the presentation and describes characters,
aspects and actions, their relationships, the underlying develop-
ment, implications and conclusions

1 Describes some basic elements of the presentation but does not
make clear their interrelations or implications

Unlike the descriptors for the other tests discussed, the PTE Academic
descriptors do not include specific reference to linguistic elements used
to achieve coherence and cohesion but focus rather on the relationships
within the content or message. There is no indication of how these con-
nections might be realised in terms of linguistic or other discourse fea-
tures. Indeed, this is one of the concerns with machine rating — that while
statistical correlation between humans and machines might be high, what
is actually being counted or measured by the auto-rater is unclear. A
counter-argument, however, is that (as we have seen in the more general
discussion around coherence and cohesion earlier in this chapter) effec-
tive communication is about establishing similar connections between
ideas in the mind of the listener as in the mind of the speaker; the achieve-
ment of this is complex and resists exact definition in linguistics terms.
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Whether the complexity is located in a humanly-unfathomable algorithm
used by a computer or in the equally mysterious minds of human raters,
how exactly coherence and cohesion contribute to overall comprehen-
sibility between speaker and listener remains inconclusive. (Automated
rating is covered in more detail in Chapter 6.)

This section has provided an overview of how discourse features are
connected (or not) to comprehensibility in a sample of rating scales.
Although the descriptors in the framework and these tests differ in how
explicitly linguistic (‘co-text’) and structural features associated with
spoken discourse management are referenced, it is evident that the organ-
isation of and linking between ideas is important in the measurement of
oral proficiency and, by implication, the impact on meaning at a whole-
text level. Several points arise which are relevant to our broader focus on
comprehensibility:

*  Where descriptors include reference to specific cohesion or
cohesive devices, the risk is that raters (or an auto-rating sys-
tem) could over-operationalise the aspects of the scales that
are most salient and easily quantifiable like mechanical or for-
mulaic markers (firstly, secondly, there are two sides to every
coin); as a consequence, test-takers who employ more sophisti-
cated, nuanced strategies to achieve comprehensibility might be
penalised for not using a range of cohesive devices; this has the
added consequence of negative washback as test-takers focus
on using highly formulaic language rather than meaning-rich
communication;

*  Given the overlap of discourse with other linguistic criteria such
as fluency and lexis, speech displaying discourse features that
contribute positively to comprehensibility could be penalised
under a different criterion, for example, repetition of key words
might attract a lower rating under lexis where the rater (or auto-
mated rating system) is expecting a wider range of vocabulary,
or repetition that contributes to establishing a unified text could
be seen as negative under the fluency criterion;

* The application of a set of general descriptors to different types
of responses elicited by different tasks could result in test-takers
not being given the opportunity to demonstrate the discourse
management skills or devices being evaluated by the descriptors,
for example, in instances where the turn is too short or the topic
not suitable for the inclusion of topic development.
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Conclusion

We return to the underlying assumption of this chapter: that compre-
hensibility is linked to communicative purpose, and that, in the case of
extended, monologic text, the goal is for the text to be understood as
a whole. We recognised the significant contribution that discourse fea-
tures make to this overall comprehension and explored the components
of discourse by taking two steps back from the linguistic coal-face of
comprehensibility from an extended-text perspective: first, to view the
connections between semantic items within and across sentence bound-
aries that are achieved through cohesion; then, further back to take in
the larger structuring and ordering of extended, monologic speech that,
together with cohesion, results in overall coherence and allows the lis-
tener to perceive — and comprehend — the text as a unified whole. We saw
that the contribution of discourse features and strategies to comprehen-
sibility at the text level is complex and not fully understood, given the
relative scarcity of studies, and that further, targeted research is neces-
sary. The discussion also demonstrated that there is overlap between the
features of discourse and other linguistic features, and that the reflection
of these features in rating scales can be superficial, conflated or con-
founded, with potentially negative consequences on the evaluation of
comprehensibility as the target construct.

As with the areas of focus of other chapters in this volume, there is a
sense that an atomic approach to establishing the relationship between
linguistic features and comprehensibility does not adequately reflect the
intersection of various factors during any particular speech event. The
reader is referred to Figure 8.1 in the concluding chapter for a visuali-
sation of how discourse features might interact with other linguistic and
non-linguistic factors within the spoken communicative environment. In
the case of discourse features, we may be so concentrated on inspecting
and recording the inventory of building components that we fail to appre-
ciate how it is the combination of the bricks, the mortar, the frame, the
foundation and the embellishments that produce the overall result. We
are looking at the trees, not the wood.
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CHAPTER 4

COMPREHENSIBILITY AT A
PRAGMATIC LEVEL

In this volume, we have argued that comprehensibility is a multidimen-
sional construct affecting spoken communication in several different
ways. In Chapters 2 and 3, we focused on phonological and discourse
dimensions of comprehensibility and underlined a range of variables that
contribute to comprehensibility of L2 speech in these dimensions. The
focus of the current chapter, however, is on the pragmatic dimension of
comprehensibility, that is, when a speaker’s sounds and words are clear
at utterance and discourse level, but their message is not easy to under-
stand in the given social and cultural context of the communication.

We started the book by discussing an example of a communication break-
down, during a spoken interaction, when the examiner’s pronunciation
of the word “luck” was not understood by the test-taker. The pronunci-
ation of the word affected the test-taker’s comprehensibility leading to
incorrect responses from the test-taker. Trying to resolve the problem,
the examiner provided a gloss “you know, ‘good luck’ like winning a
raffle draw” hoping the test-taker understands the word in question is
“luck”. This attempt also failed but this time not owing to pronuncia-
tion problems, but because the concept of “a raffle draw” was culturally
unfamiliar to the test-taker, leading to comprehensibility issues in this
context of communication. It is necessary to note that comprehensibility
at a pragmatic dimension, similar to other dimensions discussed in pre-
vious chapters, depends on the listener as much as on the speaker. This
claim is based on strong research evidence (e.g. Hustad, 2006; Shepperd
et al., 2017) suggesting that comprehensibility is a characteristic that the
speaker and listener jointly bring to the act of communication by pro-
ducing and comprehending the intended meaning effectively and suc-
cessfully. Given the interaction between the speaker and listener in this
sense, it is also important to consider comprehensibility as a dynamic
and interactive phenomenon that evolves during the interaction. In the
following sections, we will discuss these issues in more depth.
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Another important factor to highlight in this chapter is the nature of “lis-
tener” in relation to the pragmatic dimension of comprehensibility. Most
of the work conducted on comprehensibility in the 1980s and 1990s
(e.g. Gass & Varinos, 1984; Derwing & Munro, 1995a, 1997) consid-
ered comprehensibility (and intelligibility) as a measure of the extent to
which native speakers of an L2 (primarily English) understand and inter-
pret nonnative speakers’ speech. Here, we use the terms native and non-
native speaker in the context of these studies. As discussed in Chapter 1,
given the spread of ELF we consider these terms outdated and inappro-
priate. While there were differences between these studies in terms of the
participants’ L1, level of proficiency, age and professional background,
comprehensibility was consistently judged by native speakers of the tar-
get language. As discussed in Chapter 1, this practice has changed at
least to some extent in language testing research. Linguists and language
professionals are aware that a large majority of English communication
in the world today takes place between a range of L2 users of English
in different settings and for a wide range of purposes. The shift in who
uses English and for what purposes English is used has invited a shift
in perspective to what constitutes comprehensibility and how it should
be judged. Accordingly, we propose comprehensibility should be judged
based on the norms of ELF (see Chapter 1 for a more detailed discussion)
when tested by international English language tests. Also note that, as
discussed earlier, given the abundance of research on English language
tests, our discussions in this volume predominantly focus on the assess-
ment of English. However, we assume the same concepts and principles
might be applicable to other lingua francas and their corresponding tests.
The discussions provided in this chapter, therefore, are based on these
principles.

The chapter’s structure is as follows. After discussing pragmatic com-
prehensibility from a communication and intercultural perspective, the
chapter will discuss key aspects of pragmatic knowledge that affect
comprehensibility. Summarising research in this area (e.g. Purpura,
2004; Rover, 2011, Taguchi, 2005, 2007, 2012), we will discuss some
important aspects of pragmatic knowledge that contribute to compre-
hensibility. Before reviewing the literature in this area, however, it is
necessary to note that little research has so far focused on examining the
relationship between pragmatic knowledge and L2 comprehensibility.
Many studies reported in this chapter have examined the relationship
between pragmatic knowledge and other aspects of L2 ability (e.g. com-
municative success in Purpura, 2004, and proficiency in Taguchi, 2005).
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However, reviewing this literature seems imperative as it will assist us
understand which pragmatic aspects of language use may be related to
comprehensibility.

In our discussion in this chapter, we will then focus on two major cat-
egories of variables affecting comprehensibility at a pragmatic level:
Contextual factors and sociolinguistic and socio-cultural factors. Issues
such as implied meaning, topic familiarity, and mode of discourse will be
discussed in relation to context. We will then discuss social factors and
cultural norms in pragmatic aspects of language use, including L2 variet-
ies and culturalingual factors that affect comprehensibility. We will then
turn to assessment of comprehensibility in language test rating descrip-
tors, rating scales and raters. More importantly, we will argue that in
order to have a valid and reliable assessment of comprehensibility, issues
related to pragmatic aspects of it should be carefully considered in the
design of rating scales and rater training materials.

Pragmatic Knowledge and Comprehensibility

As discussed in previous chapters, comprehensibility has been defined
in different ways over the past decades. The variations in these defini-
tions are often shaped in the light of the different epistemological and/
or methodological assumptions and principles that informed each defi-
nition. The way language and linguistic ability was perceived and the
methods used to measure this ability have without doubt determined how
comprehensibility has been defined. In this chapter, we will first focus
on the development of the concept of pragmatic knowledge as a back-
ground to understanding comprehensibility. We will discuss some defi-
nitions of pragmatic knowledge to demonstrate how comprehensibility
at a pragmatic level has gained currency in the field of linguistics and
consequently in language testing. To do so, we provide a historical back-
ground to the emergence and development of the construct of pragmatic
knowledge and its relationship to comprehensibility.

Hymes (1971) can be considered as one of the earliest scholars who high-
lighted the significance of the concept of pragmatic knowledge by argu-
ing “there are rules of use without which the rules of grammar would be
useless” (Hymes, 1971, p. 278). Hymes’ reference to pragmatic knowl-
edge was a milestone in the field of linguistics in general, and had an
influential impact on how language was perceived and defined in a range
of sub-disciplines of linguistics. In language testing, Bachman’s model
of communicative language ability was a turning point for the field in
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developing a more in-depth understanding of pragmatic knowledge and
finding ways to assess it. In his model, Bachman (1990) considered prag-
matic competence/knowledge as a central and essential aspect of com-
municative language ability. Prior to Bachman, Canale and Swain (1980)
and Canale (1983) had proposed a model of communicative language
ability comprising four types of knowledge: linguistic, sociolinguistic,
discourse, and strategic competence. Drawing on Canale and Swain’s
work, Bachman’s (1990) model suggested that communicative lan-
guage ability goes beyond language competence to include other factors
such as knowledge structures and psycho-physiological mechanisms.
Language competence, in his model, comprised two types of knowledge:
Organisational (abilities that are central to the formal structure of lan-
guage), and pragmatic (abilities that are important when using language
in context) (Bachman, 1990, p. 87-88). Bachman’s pragmatic knowl-
edge consisted of illocutionary competence and sociolinguistic compe-
tence, with the former referring to ideational, manipulative, heuristic and
imaginative functions of language, and the latter representing sensitivity
to variations in social and regional diversities and familiarity with the
conventions related to these varieties of language use in communication.

Leech (1983) re-labelled the two types of knowledge in Bachman’s prag-
matic competence as pragmalinguistics, and sociopragmatics. While
pragmalinguistics refers to the linguistic tools that are used to express
and comprehend the intended meaning, sociopragmatics reflects under-
standing the social conventions that affect speakers’ linguistic choices
and listeners’ interpretation of them. We consider Bachman’s concep-
tualisation of pragmatic knowledge important in understanding prag-
matic aspects of the construct of comprehensibility. Whether one follows
Bachman'’s classification or Leech’s categories, the importance of prag-
matic knowledge lies in its relationship to conveying and understand-
ing the intended meaning in terms of both the context of language use
and the social and cultural variations of language. Analysing Bachman’s
view on pragmatic knowledge has allowed us to see the central role prag-
matic knowledge plays in comprehensibility, although his model did not
use the term ‘comprehensibility’ when discussing the construct.

Gass and Varonis (1984) and Varonis and Gass (1982) took the very first
step towards examining the role of listener backgrounds (i.e., topic famil-
iarity) in L1 listeners’ comprehensibility judgements. These two studies
are relevant to our discussion in this chapter as the researchers made the
first attempt to highlight the role of factors beyond pronunciation that
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affect comprehensibility. In a study designed to test comprehensibility
as a function of familiarity, Gass and Varinos (1984) investigated the
role of pronunciation and grammar in comprehensibility of L2 speak-
ers of English when their speech samples were judged by a group of
L1 speakers. In simple language, they considered comprehensibility the
extent to which native speakers comprehend non-native speakers’ talk.
Analysing the L1 speakers’ judgements, the authors suggested that profi-
ciency in grammar and pronunciation makes a substantial contribution to
comprehensibility. However, they explained that a larger scheme should
be considered if a better understanding of comprehensibility was to be
achieved. Gass and Varinos (1984) proposed the following scheme to
explain comprehensibility in its full sense:

C=p+g+fl+£f2+F3,...+fl+s

C = comprehensibility; p = pronunciation; g = grammar;
fl = familiarity with topic; {2 = familiarity with speaker;
F3 = familiarity with speaker’s native language; fl = fluency;
s = social factors

As can be seen in Figure 4.1, the scheme primarily highlights the mul-
tidimensional nature of comprehensibility. The factors affecting com-
prehensibility in this model range from grammar and pronunciation to
different aspects of familiarity both with the speaker and the language
variety. The dots indicate that there might be other factors potentially
affecting comprehensibility. While this early work should be consid-
ered a key development in providing a broader understanding of com-
prehensibility by referring to factors beyond word and sentence level,
the proposed scheme is restricted by its predominant focus on familiar-
ity. Looking into three aspects of familiarity (i.e., familiarity with the
topic, speaker, different L1 backgrounds), the results of Gass and Varonis
(1984) suggested that familiarity with topic had a major influence on
comprehensibility. Familiarity in the other categories was suggested to
have a facilitative role in comprehension. The scheme, however, did not
make a reference to contextual, social or cultural variables that affect
comprehensibility. Gass and Varonis’s (1984) and Varonis and Gass’s
(1982) work encouraged researchers to start asking questions about the
construct of comprehensibility, and opened up a forum to discuss factors
beyond pronunciation and grammar that affect comprehensibility.

Another milestone in the development of the concept of comprehen-
sibility with reference to pragmatics in the 1980s was the publication
of Smith and Nelson’s (1985) state-of-the-art article on ‘international
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intelligibility’ of English. In this article, the authors reviewed 163
research outputs and summarised the findings in the form of some com-
monly agreed principles about intelligibility. Smith and Nelson’s (1985)
work was particularly important as their summary highlighted (a) the
widespread use of English as an international language by a range of
L1 and L2 speakers, (b) the role of the listener and the interactive rela-
tionship between the speaker and listener, and (c) the complex nature of
what they considered ‘international intelligibility’, that is, understanding
a speaker’s speech by both L1 and L2 speakers of English. They further
argued:

Since intelligibility depends upon so many factors of different
types involved in a given speech event, it is difficult to find ways
of integrating approaches and parameters. That is a challenge for
future research. (P. 333)

Problematising the limited understanding of the complex construct of
‘international intelligibility” at the time, Smith and Nelson’s (1985) sem-
inal work played a pivotal role in shaping and expanding the perspective
towards what it takes to understand a speaker. They further criticised
the existing research for using the terms intelligibility, comprehensibility
and interpretability interchangeably, calling for more research to distin-
guish these concepts. They suggested that these three terms should be
used distinctively to refer to more specific meanings, with intelligibility
denoting word and utterance recognition, comprehensibility demonstrat-
ing word and utterance meaning, and interpretability focusing on mean-
ing behind words and utterances. In effect, Smith and Nelson (1985,
p.334) argued that intelligibility offered a narrow and insufficient per-
spective since communication problems also occur “when people fail to
understand the meaning of a word or an utterance (comprehensibility),
or the meaning behind the word or utterance (interpretability)”. While
Smith and Nelson’s work was highly influential in directing researchers’
attention to the pragmatic aspects of communication, it did not provide
a clear explanation of how the three concepts can be distinguished or
whether and to what extent they may interact with one another.

Following from this call, Kachru (2008) adopted Smith and Nelson’s
approach and developed a triadic framework for understanding the com-
plex nature of comprehensibility. Being informed by the sociolinguistic
specification of English as an international language, Kachru (2008, fol-
lowing Smith, 1992, and Smith & Nelson, 1985), considered intelligi-
bility, comprehensibility and interpretability as the three crucial factors
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affecting understanding a speaker’s intended meaning. As discussed in
Chapter 1 and below, for reasons of scope we will not focus on the con-
cept of interpretability in this volume. In the next paragraph, however, an
analysis is provided to show how we perceive the relationship between
comprehensibility and interpretability in Kachru’s model.

While intelligibility, according to Kachru (2008), is understanding
the intended meaning at a word level and comprehensibility at a text
level, interpretability refers to understanding the intended meaning at
an interactional level. In other words, it is possible to be intelligible and
comprehensible, but not interpretable. Arguing that “interpretability is a
matter of construction that can be put upon verbal acts by the interloc-
utors in social interaction” (Kachru, 2008, p. 311), Kachru suggested
that interpretation of one’s intended meaning is instigated, shaped and
developed in interaction between the speaker and interlocutor. Therefore,
one conclusion to reach is that the interpretation of the intended mean-
ing the interlocutor brings to the conversation would help determine the
degree of her/his understanding of the message. Kachru’s classification
is particularly interesting and novel as it considers comprehensibility as
a multidimensional construct in which the role of the interlocutor/lis-
tener in understanding the intended meaning is reinforced. The distinc-
tion between Kachru’s comprehensibility and interpretability, however,
seems rather arbitrary, as in real-life communication, understanding the
intended meaning in interaction is an inseparable part of the construct of
comprehensibility. Here, it is important to note that Smith and Nelson’s
or Kachru’s models are similar to the framework we are proposing in this
volume in that they emphasise the importance of communication prob-
lems that occur at “utterance level” and “beyond utterance level” (Smith
& Nelson, 1985, p. 334) with a potentially damaging impact on com-
prehensibility. What makes our framework different from those is that
we consider comprehensibility as an overarching construct to include
communication at word, utterance, discourse and pragmatic levels, with
a communication problem occurring at any of the levels affecting com-
prehensibility. In other words, while our approach considers comprehen-
sibility as a single construct of different facets, Smith and Nelson’s and
Kachru’s models assume there are three different, and perhaps distinct,
constructs (intelligibility, comprehensibility and interpretability) affect-
ing listeners’ understanding. In what follows in this chapter, we argue
that to be comprehensible, it is necessary that the meaning is understood
in the context of interaction.
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In the work that followed in the 1990s, Derwing and Munro’s work is
particularly important as it highlighted the role of listeners’ understand-
ing of L2 speech, a framework which was then adopted by a large number
of researchers in the field. For Derwing and Munro (1997, p. 2), com-
prehensibility referred to “native speakers’ perception of intelligibility”,
and it was operationalised through L1 English speakers’ judgments of
intelligibility, on a rating scale of how difficult/easy it was to understand
the L2 speaker’s utterances. Based on our analysis of this definition, the
word ‘utterance’ suggests Derwing and Munro’s (1997) definition was
primarily interested in comprehensibility at utterance level. This distin-
guishes their approach to many others who had just focused on under-
standing speech samples at word level. In this volume, however, we are
proposing a broader perspective to understanding comprehensibility, a
construct that goes beyond “utterance level” to include comprehensibil-
ity in terms of discourse and context. We will come back to this in the
following sections of this chapter.

The last perspective we discuss here is Taguchi’s (2005, 2007) view on
the relationship between pragmatic comprehension and L2 proficiency.
For Taguchi (2005), pragmatic knowledge is “the ability to comprehend
and produce meaning in context” (p. 543). She argues that pragmatic
competence involves knowledge at two levels of production and com-
prehension (i.e., pragmatic performance and pragmatic comprehension
respectively), implying that both the speaker and the listener need prag-
matic knowledge to take part in successful communication and interac-
tion. Taguchi (2005) also argues that pragmatic comprehension involves
“the ability to understand implied speaker intention by using linguistic
knowledge, contextual clues, and the assumption of relevance” (p. 544).
In her conceptualisation of the relationship between pragmatic knowl-
edge and pragmatic comprehension, Taguchi highlights the significance
of comprehensibility in the sense that we acknowledge it in this chapter,
that is comprehensibility as understanding the intended meaning in the
context of language use. Our proposed scheme, however, goes beyond
Taguchi’s definition to include sociolinguistic and sociocultural variables
as well. We will discuss these variables in further detail in the section on
sociolinguistic factors below.

A few important conclusions emerge from this brief historical overview
of the definitions and conceptualisations of comprehensibility and its
relationship to pragmatic knowledge. First of all, the concept of under-
standing the intended meaning in relation to context has been central
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to the construct of comprehensibility for a long time. Whether differ-
ent researchers refer to the concept using the term ‘pragmatic compre-
hensibility’ or not, the concept is known by various researchers as an
important aspect of successful communication. Second, while there have
been valuable and innovative attempts at analysing this aspect of com-
prehensibility over the past decades, research in this area has remained
limited and inconclusive. The lack of agreement on what constitutes the
pragmatic aspect of comprehensibility is expected to have a knock-on
effect on the assessment of comprehensibility in language testing. In our
proposed scheme in this volume, we consider pragmatic knowledge a
factor contributing to comprehensibility that affects communication both
from a speaker and listener perspective.

Comprehensibility from a Pragmatic Knowledge Perspective

From a pragmatic perspective, there are different variables that contrib-
ute to the concept of comprehensibility, including linguistic, sociolin-
guistic, attitudinal, and intercultural factors. In what follows, we will
discuss some of the variables that are particularly important in the assess-
ment of comprehensibility in language testing. To structure the discus-
sion, we have grouped these variables under two categories. The first
category includes variables rooted in the coding and decoding of the lin-
guistic components of the talk, for example, providing and interpreting
contextual cues, implicatures, and references. Such variables are often
called contextual aspects of pragmatic knowledge. The second category
includes variables that go beyond the immediate context of communica-
tion to integrate issues related to social, sociolinguistic and sociocultural
aspects of comprehensibility. Issues such as attitudes, social values, lan-
guage varieties, and intercultural understanding are some of the variables
in this category that influence understanding the intended meaning. We
label this category sociolinguistic and sociocultural aspects of compre-
hensibility. In the sections that follow, we discuss each of the categories
to examine how they can influence comprehensibility.

Contextual Aspects of Comprehensibility

There is little disagreement among linguists and communication experts
about the impact of context on understanding a message. In this sense,
context includes a range of variables from linguistic factors such as use
of discourse markers to non-linguistic features of interaction such as
environmental noise. Understanding the intended meaning is facilitated
when there are adequate contextual cues, when the message is relevant
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to the discourse situation, when a speaker is discussing a topic that is
familiar to the listener, or when clear references are provided to allow
the listener to understand and interpret the intended meaning. Several
contextual variables have been shown to have a direct impact on com-
prehensibility including familiarity and predictability of the message,
familiarity with the topic and speech events/speech acts, and relevance.
Relevance, in this sense, is defined as the need to make the output rele-
vant to the ongoing talk in terms of both content and context. (See Cribb,
2012, for a full discussion.). Some of these variables are more important
than others for assessment of comprehensibility in language testing. We
focus on a few variables for which strong research evidence exists.

Familiarity. There is ample research evidence to suggest familiarity with
the topic, genre, speech acts, interlocutor, and setting helps promote
comprehensibility. As discussed above, Gass and Varinos (1984) showed
that the different aspects of familiarity (i.e., familiarity with the topic,
speaker, different L1 backgrounds, a specific L1 background) affect com-
prehensibility, familiarity with the topic having the greatest influence. In
a more recent study, Schmidgall (2013) argues that in addition to topic
familiarity, an interest in the topic would positively impact the listener’s
comprehensibility. We will discuss the important role of familiarity with
L2 varieties under the section on sociolinguistic and sociocultural factors
below.

Contextual cues. While order and organisation of information appears to
be crucial for comprehensibility, research in testing pragmatic ability has
shown that the overall effect of miscues is more substantial on compre-
hensibility than ordering of the information (Green, 1998). This finding
suggests that test-takers’ failure to incorporate appropriate cues such as
logical corrections and references in their talk has a damaging impact on
their listeners’ understanding of the intended meaning. Use of discourse
markers appropriately, for example, is another way of providing a solid
structure and strong signposting for the interaction leading to a rich con-
text for comprehensibility. Research in this area (e.g. Liao, 2009; Miiller,
2005) has shown that not using discourse markers adequately and appro-
priately has a damaging impact on coherence and comprehensibility of
L2 users’ output.

Mode of discourse. The mode of discourse, referring to whether the talk
is monologic, dialogic or group interaction, has an impact on comprehen-
sibility. Mode, in this sense, does not just refer to the number of speakers
taking part in the interaction, but more importantly it includes the degree
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of collaboration and amount of negotiation possible during the speech
event. Therefore, the effects of mode on comprehensibility should be
studied in relation to these contributing factors. In general, interaction
with a higher degree of collaboration and an opportunity to negotiate
meaning in a dialogue in principle helps promote comprehensibility as
these opportunities enable the listener and speaker to work on problem-
atic areas of communication and resolve them. Lack of collaboration and
negotiation of meaning opportunities, for example in a monologic task,
would inevitably make the listener’s task more challenging when com-
munication problems arise. Cribb (2012) argued that under such circum-
stances “there is a greater burden on the speaker to construct and package
the utterances into a ‘tighter’ discourse to enable the listener to build a
coherent interpretation” (Cribb, 2012, p. 71). In this sense, comprehen-
sibility in a monologic and non-interactive mode is a more difficult goal
to achieve.

The dialogic mode of interaction, on the other hand, typically involves
short turns, overlaps and interrupted speech. While these are inherent
characteristics of everyday conversations, they make understanding the
speaker difficult for two reasons. First, longer pieces of discourse are
usually considered easier to comprehend, as short exchanges and brief
turns may not provide adequate contextual cues. Second, the short and
interrupted nature of dialogues may lead to miscues associated with
a lack of coherence, affecting listeners’ ease of understanding (Cribb,
2012). These aspects of mode seem to contribute to the ease of under-
standing at a pragmatic level, and as such they deserve a careful consid-
eration and more research.

Sociolinguistic and Sociocultural Aspects of Comprehensibility

There is emerging L2 research evidence to suggest that comprehensibil-
ity is influenced by a range of variables linked to social aspects of com-
munication (Hansen Edwards, Zampini, & Cunningham, 2018, 2019;
Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2019). Social factors that potentially affect
comprehensibility are numerous and include a wide spectrum of social,
sociolinguistic and sociocultural elements ranging from age and gender
to attitudes, richness of social experiences, variations in language use,
and educational and professional backgrounds. Despite the significance
of research in this aspect of comprehensibility, it is surprising that this
area is still under researched. In this section, we aim to provide a discus-
sion of some important variables in this area. Given the length of this
chapter, however, we will not be able to discuss all these variables. We
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will first discuss sociolinguistic variables before moving to sociocultural
variables that affect comprehensibility.

Role of L1: One the factors that contribute to the ease or difficulty of
understanding a speaker is her/his L1. It is generally hypothesised that
L2 listeners may behave differently from L1 listeners when rating a
speaker’s comprehensibility. The existing research evidence also sug-
gests that there are advantages for ease of understanding when the lis-
tener and speaker share the same language, and therefore difficulty is
likely to arise when they don’t share the same L1 background. Foote
and Trofimovich’s (2018) study, for example, showed clear L1 effects on
ratings of L2 comprehensibility, in that speakers from the same language
often found it easier to understand someone from their own language
background. Interestingly, L1 background did not seem to have a major
contribution to variability in comprehensibility ratings when groups of
raters from different L1 backgrounds assess the same speech samples.
These authors also reported that the various L1 combinations in the lis-
tener—speaker relationships resulted in “overlapping yet non-identical
linguistic variables contributing to comprehensibility ratings”, suggest-
ing a range of linguistic elements (e.g. pronunciation, fluency, grammar)
might be at play to affect the rating of different groups.

Familiarity with the L2 varieties. In the previous section, we discussed
familiarity as a contextual factor affecting comprehensibility. From
a social and sociolinguistic perspective, however, familiarity with the
varieties of the L2 is perhaps the most important factor affecting com-
prehensibility and judgements of it. In the case of ELF, familiarity with
the different varieties of English seems to be a crucial factor in compre-
hending speakers from these different varieties (see Chapters 1 and 2 for
discussion of these at the word and sentence level). Presence of several
nationally and locally well-established varieties of English in the world
today (e.g. Singapore, Hong Kong, and Cockney) and emergence of new
and local varieties (e.g. Jafaican, see Kerswill, 2014) makes the task of
comprehending these speakers more challenging to a range of different
English language users. For this reason, variables such as exposure to
these varieties, extended experience of living in the target language com-
munity, and opportunities to immerse in educational and cultural contexts
(e.g. immersion programmes and study abroad contexts) are variables
that crucially determine the extent of the listener’s comprehensibility.

A number of recent studies extend support to these claims. Saito et
al. (2019), for example, examined the effects of a range of personal
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characteristics of L2 users (e.g. age, proficiency, familiarity and meta-
cognition) on their judgements of comprehensibility when listening to
Japanese accented English. By categorising the listeners to lenient and
strict raters, the researchers compared comprehensibility ratings of the
two groups. The results suggested that lenient listeners paid more atten-
tion to comprehensibility while strict listeners cared more about phono-
logical accuracy. In addition, the examination of the listeners’ language
profile through a background questionnaire suggested that metacognition
(awareness of the crucial role of comprehensibility), language experi-
ence (e.g. using English for professional purposes) and language dis-
tance (the distance between the raters’ L1 and L2) also affected their
comprehensibility ratings. In another study, Shintani, Saito and Koizumi
(2019) examined the effects of raters’ multilingualism on their judge-
ment of L2 accentedness and comprehensibility. The findings suggested
that multilingual raters with a better command of English over their other
languages during their early childhood tended to be stricter than others in
their judgement of L2 comprehensibility and accentedness. The findings
also suggested that having a balanced exposure to two languages at home
from early childhood can positively impact accentedness and compre-
hensibility judgements.

Attitudes to L2 varieties. Several studies have so far shown that listen-
ers’ attitudes to language varieties can affect comprehensibility. Before
discussing this body of research, it is important to maintain that research
has already shown that there are attitudes towards different varieties
of English. In most studies, a consistent preference has been found for
those varieties from the Inner Circle Englishes (e.g. American or British
English) in contrast to local and emerging varieties (e.g. Indian English
or Hong Kong English) (Ahn & Kang, 2017; Bernaisch and Koch, 2015;
Bolton and Kwok, 1990). Such studies have predominantly focused on the
relationship of attitudes towards accent and intelligibility (understanding
meaning at word and sentence level), where only few have examined the
relationship between attitudes toward varieties and comprehensibility at
a pragmatic level. In line with previous research examining comprehen-
sibility, Hansen Edwards, Zampini, and Cunningham (2018, 2019) found
that perceptions of accentedness were correlated with comprehensibility
ratings. They also reported that American English was perceived to be
the most comprehensible and the least accented, whereas Chinese and
Hong Kong varieties were rated as the most accented and least compre-
hensible. Interestingly, they found little relationship between these per-
ceptions and the ability to actually understand the variety and/or speaker.
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Some listeners were even found to attribute lower levels of sophistica-
tion, intelligence and creditability to L2 speakers of lower comprehen-
sibility, suggesting comprehensibility can be perceived as a cognitive
variable to some listeners (see Hansen Edward et al., 2018, for a full
discussion).

Kennedy and Trofimovich (2019) highlighted the importance of social
influences on ratings of comprehensibility. Reporting on studies inves-
tigating listeners’ socially-oriented bias, the authors argued that having
positive or negative attitudes towards the speakers may affect ratings of
comprehensibility. In a study investigating university lecturers’ ratings of
comprehensibility, Sheppard et al. (2017) provided evidence that those
reporting negative attitudes toward the English proficiency of interna-
tional students gave lower ratings of comprehensibility to students’ L2
English speech than those reporting positive attitudes, despite the fact
that both groups provided equally accurate ratings of intelligibility in
transcribing the speakers’ speech.

Professional background. Shepperd et al. (2017) showed that compre-
hensibility was influenced by the listeners’ professional background. In
this study, university lecturers (teaching subject content) were compared
with English for Academic Purposes (EAP) instructors (teaching lan-
guage) in terms of their rating of comprehensibility. The results showed
that although the two groups had similar scores when rating students’
intelligibility and comprehensibility, EAP instructors were more accu-
rate for less intelligible speakers. Positive attitudes towards international
students’ language abilities was suggested as a factor influencing rating
of comprehensibility.

Isaacs and Thompson (2013) also examined the effects of rater experi-
ence on judgments of L2 comprehensibility, accentedness, and fluency
by collecting data from 40 Canadian L1 English speakers in two groups
of experienced (20 experienced English as a Second Language [ESL]
teachers) and novice (20 graduate students from non-linguistic pro-
grammes) raters. Although the researchers did not find any statistically
significant differences between the mean ratings of comprehensibility (or
fluency and accentedness) between experienced and novice raters, the
qualitative data highlighted some important differences between the two
groups. For example, experienced raters were more likely to highlight
pronunciation errors and more prepared to be adept at understanding L2
speech.
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Gender and Age. In a study of high-school bilingual speakers in a bilin-
gual educational context in Paraguay, Spezzini (2004) indicated that
gender seemed to be a variable distinguishing speakers in terms of com-
prehensibility ratings. In this study, female students received a higher
rating for both their verbal ability and comprehensibility ratings than
their male classmates. The author interpreted the finding in terms of
female students “outperforming boys in verbal ability” in general with
a knock-on effect on their comprehensibility (Spezzini, 2004, p. 421).
The results of the study also showed that students with higher levels of
English use for social purposes received higher comprehensibility rat-
ings, implying a relationship between social use and comprehensibility.
Taylor Reid, Trofimovich and O’Brien (2019) investigated the effects
of social bias, manipulated through age of listeners on comprehensibil-
ity by examining English L1 users’ ratings of comprehensibility when
judging French L2 users of English in Canada. Results suggested that
younger listeners tended to upgrade the speakers’ comprehensibility in
their ratings, while the older listeners downgraded speakers on all mea-
sures of comprehensibility. The authors used the findings as evidence for
the dynamic nature of comprehensibility.

Differences in cultural norms of communication practices that promote
or impede communication comprise another set of variables that affect
comprehensibility. Culture, in this sense, refers to the shared knowledge
between the speaker and listener of a common language and cultural con-
ventions of how the language is used in different situations in everyday
life. Listeners’ familiarity with the cultural norms of communication (e.g.
turn taking and backchannelling) and their awareness of the sociocultural
and intercultural differences in communication are central to commu-
nicating the message effectively and comprehensibly. While there are
a wide range of such factors, for reasons of scope we will only discuss
some important sociocultural factors that affect comprehensibility.

L1 variations. Research in comprehensibility has shown that L1 can be a
source of variation in comprehensibility. Crowther, Trofimovich, Isaacs
and Saito (2015), for example, examined comprehensibility of four
groups of speakers (Mandarin Chinese, Hindi/Urdu, Farsi, and Romance)
performing two different speaking tasks in English. The raters were L1
speakers of English and experienced experts in applied linguistics who
were familiar with the language varieties under investigation. In addi-
tion to task-related differences in the speakers’ comprehensibility, their
study showed L1-specific influences when investigating the relationship
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between comprehensibility and L2 performance. For example, a strong
association was reported between comprehensibility ratings and segmen-
tal errors in the pronunciation of the Chinese speaking group; a strong
association was observed between comprehensibility ratings and patterns
of intonation in the Hindi/Urdu speaking group; and a strong relationship
was seen between comprehensibility and lexico-grammar in the Farsi
speaking group. All this evidence suggests that L1 background can have
an impact on comprehensibility; this would inevitably make the assess-
ment of comprehensibility more complicated in international language
testing contexts.

Cultural norms of conversations (e.g. backchannels and overlaps).
Although good listeners are generally known to be able to produce back-
channels when engaged in communication, providing backchannels is,
to a great extent, culturally defined with some cultures requiring more
backchannels, for example, than others. Given this variety of use among
speakers, those listeners unaccustomed to different cultural norms could
be affected when exposed to these varieties. White (1989), in a study
examining the frequency of backchannels across cultures, reported that
Japanese listeners produced more backchannels, both in terms of fre-
quency and type, when engaged in intercultural talks than American
listeners. Berry (1994), examining a smaller group of eight partici-
pants, reports a similar finding when comparing American and Spanish
speakers, claiming that although there are several occasions for overlap
in conversations of both groups, Spanish speakers have more frequent
backchannels and longer overlap periods. More research is needed to
examine such effects more systematically.

Culturalingual variables. Taylor Reid et al. (2019) argue that listeners’
cultural differences and intercultural understanding influence compre-
hensibility ratings. Drawing on data collected from French and English
speakers in Canada, they report that listeners who grew up as young
multilingual speakers in Montreal after Bill 101 came to effect “may
have felt more open to varied language use, regardless of interlocutor
proficiency, even when exposed to negative comments” (Taylor Reid et
al., 2019, p. 278). Bill 101, or the Charter of the French Language, came
into effect in 1997 in Quebec Province in Canada to define French as the
official language of the government, promoting Quebec as a multilingual
society. Taylor Reid et al. (2019) have argued that listeners’ perspectives
on society and different linguistic groups affect listener comprehensibil-
ity, an important variable that has not been accounted for in research on
L2 comprehensibility.
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Pragmatic Aspects of Comprehensibility in Rater and Rating
Scales

In previous sections of this chapter, we provided an analysis of the prag-
matic aspects of comprehensibility and discussed a range of variables
that contribute to it. The discussion above is a brief representation of the
listener-based variables that potentially affect raters’ L2 comprehensibil-
ity judgements. The brief discussion also highlights the dynamic nature of
comprehensibility affected by both the speaker and the listener implying
that different listeners may suggest different ratings of the same speech
sample. This is where the task of encouraging different raters to agree
on the same score/rating becomes complex and challenging particularly
given the range of variables that potentially affect their ratings. In this
section, we highlight the importance of such variables from a language
testing perspective in relation to rating scales, raters and rater training. In
language testing, when comprehensibility is assessed, testers are in fact
examining the speaker’s ability to communicate her/his message suc-
cessfully and effectively. Typically, samples of the candidate’s speech
are examined by trained raters on a set of pre-established and validated
rating scales. Comprehensibility of the speaker’s intended message is,
in effect, examined through listeners’ (i.e., raters’) ability to extract the
speaker’s meaning and interpret intentions when judging the speaker’s
performance against a set of rating scales and rating descriptors. This
suggests that a systematic and evidence-based discussion of the assess-
ment of comprehensibility should include an analysis of rating scales
and raters. Rating scales normally present a description of proficiency
and a definition of the construct at pre-determined levels of proficiency
often ranging from zero to ‘nativelike’/advanced mastery. Raters, usu-
ally L1 speakers of the language or proficient L2 users of it, often have
sufficient experience in language teaching or testing and receive some
training on how to use the rating scales. In what follows, we first discuss
representations of comprehensibility in two internationally recognised
tests, TOEFL iBT and IELTS. In doing this, we will analyse the extent
to which comprehensibility is represented from a pragmatic perspective.
We then provide a summary of research on rating scales, raters and rater
training in this area.

Rating scales. TOEFL iBT speaking scales, available online, range from
0 to 4, where 0 represents a speaker who does not respond to the ques-
tion or whose response is not related to the topic, whereas 4 reflects a
proficient speaker who fulfils all the demands of the task for each of
the constructs under investigation. The speech samples collected through
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TOEFL tasks are assessed in terms of four sub-constructs of general
description, delivery, language use, and topic development.

In TOEFL iBT speaking rating descriptors, Delivery seems to be the
category that considers aspects of the construct of comprehensibility
proposed in this volume. Delivery focuses on pace, flow and temporal
aspects of speech, and predominantly examines issues central to intel-
ligibility including pronunciation and intonation. There are occasional
references to clarity of meaning, although it is not known whether this
clarity is linked with phonological, discoursal or pragmatic aspects of the
delivery. While one may expect to see a reference to the assessment of
comprehensibility in its full form, the focus of Delivery seems to be con-
cerned with comprehensibility at a word and utterance level. Surprisingly,
the description of Delivery at lower levels (e.g. Level 3) makes a vague
reference to issues of comprehensibility at a meaning level by highlight-
ing the importance of meaning in ‘meaning may be obscured in places’.
Such a reference to meaning is missing in the rating description of the
higher levels implying that only low-proficiency speakers may struggle
with comprehensibility at a meaning level.

The IELTS speaking rating scales are assessed at nine levels of profi-
ciency ranging from 1 where no communication is possible to 9 where
an effective and successful communication is achieved (0 is assigned
to non-attendance). The four sub-constructs of speaking in IELTS are
Fluency and coherence, Lexical resource, Grammatical range and accu-
racy, and Pronunciation (see Appendix 2 for further details). The analysis
of the rating descriptors suggests that the concept of comprehensibility
mainly spans over the two sub-constructs of Fluency and coherence and
Pronunciation, with the former reflecting some aspects of comprehensi-
bility at a discourse level (e.g. use of connectives and discourse mark-
ers) and the latter representing comprehensibility at a word and utterance
level (e.g. mispronunciation of words and sounds). The sub-construct of
Fluency and coherence also focuses on fluency aspects of performance
including flow of speech, hesitations and repetitions. The rating descrip-
tors, however, do not refer to comprehensibility at a meaning level. A
reference to meaning is more visible in Lexical Resource criterion (at
Bands 4 and 8) at a word level where communicating ‘basic meaning’
and ‘precise meaning’ are stipulated. Grammatical Range and Accuracy
criterion highlights ‘misunderstanding’ and ‘comprehension problems’
at Bands 4, 5 and 6 referring to conveying meaning accurately at utter-
ance level. None of the two former criteria make a reference to ease or
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difficulty of understanding meaning at a pragmatic level. Our analysis
implies that comprehensibility at word and utterance level is clearly rep-
resented in the IELTS rating descriptors, whereas comprehensibility at a
meaning (pragmatic) level does not have a strong presence. TOEFL iBT
values comprehensibility of meaning more explicitly although only for
lower levels of proficiency. It should be noted that the two tests are fun-
damentally different in terms of mode of communication, with TOEFL
relying on monologic tasks while IELTS uses interactive speaking tasks,
although the interactive nature of speaking is restricted by the testing
conditions. Such differences are expected to have implications for how
comprehensibility is assessed in these tests.

For reasons of scope, we will not be able to analyse comprehensibil-
ity scales in a wider range of international language tests (e.g. Aptis or
PTE). However, what seems common is that comprehensibility is not
usually given a distinct set of scales. In fact, it is mostly combined with
a range of other sub-constructs of speaking including fluency, coherence
and delivery. Another common characteristic of these tests is that they
consider comprehensibility as a continuum and adopt a scalar assessment
(Crowther et al. 2015; Kang et al., 2019). The length of the scales varies
from 4 to 9 points, and polar adjectives such as easy/hard to understand
or totally comprehensible/incomprehensible are used to rate the extent of
comprehensibility.

Issues related to raters. Research in language testing (Winke, Gass &
Myford, 2013; Kang et al., 2019; etc.) has provided ample evidence that
judgements of comprehensibility are influenced by a range of factors
related to raters. The influence of such factors on raters’ judgements
introduces an unsystematic variation to the assessment of language abil-
ity. Therefore, it is possible to argue that proficiency ratings of compre-
hensibility are susceptible to error. Even if it is not considered an error,
such variation is problematic as it results from a range of different factors
including rater linguistic and professional background, their social val-
ues, attitudes, and amount of experience and training.

Taguchi (2011), for example, examined rater variations in assessing
pragmatic aspects of performance of 48 Japanese English as a Foreign
language (EFL) students performing two different speech acts. Four L1
speakers of English, from different cultural backgrounds (one African
American, one Asian American, and two Australians), were recruited to
rate the performances in terms of appropriateness of the language in rela-
tion to the speech acts. The results highlighted a core of similarities but
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also portrayed many differences in terms of pragmatic norms and social
values the raters considered when evaluating comprehensibility.

Winke et al. (2013), among others, have provided evidence that rater’s
level of comprehensibility is affected by their familiarity with the can-
didates’ L1. The results of their study indicated that raters who spoke
Spanish as a second language were “significantly more lenient with L1
Spanish test takers, as were L2 Chinese raters with L1 Chinese test tak-
ers” (Winke, et al., 2013, p. 231).

Another interesting study examining the dynamic role of raters in the
assessment of comprehensibility is Nagel, Trofimovich and Bergenon
(2019) who focused on raters’ process of rating rather than its product.
Examining 24 Spanish-speaking raters assessing L2 speech samples, the
authors looked into different stages of rating by checking the raters’ rat-
ing as the speech unfolded. Stimulated recall interviews were then used
to determine the relationship between their thoughts and ratings. The
results showed that raters can be divided in to three groups of dynamic,
semi-dynamic and non-dynamic raters depending on the frequency of
changing their rating during the process. Surprisingly, the majority of
raters belonged to the non-dynamic group implying that the raters were
less likely to change their overall rating as they listened to the speech
sample throughout. An important finding of the study is that it offers
evidence in support of a “substantial individual variation in how listen-
ers approached the rating task and in the speech features that elicited a
response” (p. 669).

Kang, Rubin and Kemrad (2019) examined variability of compre-
hensibility ratings among novice raters of various backgrounds. They
asked 82 untrained raters from a range of background variables (L1 or
L2 speakers status, educational background, EFL teaching experience,
amount of exposure to L2 speakers’ speech, and formal training in lan-
guage and linguistics) to judge 112 speech samples of test-takers taking
the TOEFL iBT speaking test. The results showed that approximately
20% of untrained raters’ score variance was due to raters’ background
and attitudinal factors. The most important finding of this study was that
providing training to the raters significantly reduced variability resulting
from rater background and attitudinal variables.

A summary of the research reported above indicates that a range of vari-
ables under investigation affected raters’ variability in rating compre-
hensibility. Despite the strong research evidence in the field of language
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testing that warns language assessment organisations against issues
affecting raters’ rating of comprehensibility, we can still observe several
factors causing variations among raters’ ratings that are not accounted for
in the assessment of comprehensibility. The most important factors seem
to be the L1 speaker status, amount of exposure to L2 speech, and rat-
ers’ background and attitudes. This is to say L1 speaker raters are more
lenient, and raters with more contact with L2 varieties of the language
being tested often provide higher rankings of comprehensibility, espe-
cially regarding pragmatic aspects of communication.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have argued that comprehensibility is affected by
pragmatic factors including contextual, sociolinguistic and sociocultural
elements of communication. The discussions provided in this chapter
highlight the dynamic and multidimensional nature of comprehensibility,
and show how different variables interact with one another to help pro-
mote (or prohibit) understanding the intended meaning. The contribution
of pragmatic factors to comprehensibility and its interaction with other
linguistic and discourse features, and paralinguistic aspects of communi-
cation is presented in Figures 8.1. To support our proposed perspective,
we have reviewed the existing research that investigates the extent to
which pragmatic aspects of communication can affect comprehensibility.
Despite its significance, we note that research in this area is scarce and
therefore little is known about the relationship between comprehensibil-
ity and pragmatic knowledge. The existing literature is particularly lim-
ited in that there are few experiments to examine the effects of pragmatic
knowledge on comprehensibility while controlling for listener variables.
These limitations indicate the need for more research in this area.

The chapter further highlights the need for a careful analysis of the con-
struct of comprehensibility at pragmatic level for language testing pur-
poses. Our analysis of the rating scales from two current tests of English
suggested that this aspect of comprehensibility is not currently carefully
considered, and the potential impact of pragmatic factors of speech on
listeners’ ease of understanding remains unknown in the assessment of
speaking ability. Research in language studies has shown that the devel-
opment of pragmatic knowledge correlates with development of profi-
ciency (see Taguchi 2005, p. 544), implying that higher level learners are
better at understanding the message (e.g. the implied meaning, indirect
requests, or a message with little contextual cues). However, the rating
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scales we have analysed do not stipulate in what ways pragmatic aspects
of speech may affect ease of understanding of a speaker’s message.

Our discussions have also suggested that assessing the impact of prag-
matics on comprehensibility throws new challenges at language testing
organisations including the development of scales, descriptors and rater
training materials that can account for a reliable, valid and fair assess-
ment of this aspect of comprehensibility. The impact of listener-related
variables on L2 comprehensibility, for example, imply that different
listeners may provide different comprehensibility ratings for the same
speaker. In line with previous research (Carey et al., 2011; Winke et al.,
2013) we consider rater background factors (e.g. L1, experience, famil-
iarity) as “a potential rater effect” (Winke et al., 2013: p. 231), and argue
that rater training programmes should include materials to make raters
aware of the dynamic nature of comprehensibility and the significant role
these, as listeners, plays in this dynamic system. The range of pragmatic
issues affecting listeners’ comprehensibility imposes another challenge
for language testing as it invites the development of comprehensibility
descriptors and rater training materials to help raters present a profes-
sional judgement of speech samples’ comprehensibility based on their
intuitive judgements of comprehensibility. One way to deal with such
a challenge is to control for the influence of listener backgrounds when
developing comprehensibility descriptors and/or recruiting raters. An
important implication of our discussions is to appreciate the dynamic
nature of comprehensibility, particularly its co-constructed and dynamic
nature, and to encompass the role of listeners as an indispensable part of
the process.
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CHAPTER 5§
COMPREHENSIBILITY AND FLUENCY

Comprehensibility has been considered central to successful communi-
cation throughout this volume, since it highlights the listener’s percep-
tions of the level of difficulty she/he experiences in understanding the
speaker. We have argued thus far that difficulty in understanding a speak-
er’s intended meaning occurs not only at a phonological level but at dis-
course and pragmatic levels. For similar reasons, fluency is fundamental
to successful communication as it reflects fluid, smooth, effortless, and
rapid production of the message in real time. Fluency, in essence, reflects
the degree of automaticity in a speaker’s speech and demonstrates the
speaker’s ability to use the language quickly and coherently without
disrupting the flow and smoothness of speech. In simple terms, we can
postulate that slow, effortful and interrupted speech or speech that is
uncommonly disrupted by repetitions and repairs is difficult to compre-
hend. Lack of fluidity, smoothness, normal speed and frequent disruption
of speech in a L2 speaker’s spoken performance may reflect the informa-
tion processing or linguistic challenges she/he is experiencing during the
speech production process or when interacting her/his intended meaning.
Such challenges in producing fluent speech, to be discussed in the fol-
lowing sections, appear to have a direct impact on comprehensibility.

Like comprehensibility, fluency is a complex and multidimensional con-
struct defined in terms of a number of distinct but interrelated dimen-
sions. Much research has recently focused on investigating the nature and
construct of fluency, and noticeable developments are made that provide
a more in-depth understanding of how different aspects of fluency affect
comprehensibility. In order to examine and understand this relationship,
we will first define and analyse fluency and discuss its measurement in
the field. Drawing on such definitions and discussions, the chapter will
then focus on the existing research on the relationship between fluency
and comprehensibility.
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Defining Fluency

The term fluency, as it is used in English, refers to two different but
interrelated concepts. In the general sense of the term, fluency refers to
a speaker’s overall language ability/proficiency, whether in L1 or L2,
denoting someone’s natural ability to use language efficiently. In this
sense, a fluent speaker is someone who is able to use the language effi-
ciently and skillfully where the definition may go beyond speaking to
include other language skills (e.g. she/he is a fluent writer). In the more
specific, and linguistically relevant sense of the term, fluency refers to the
efficient and skillful speaking ability and represents speedy, smooth and
uninterrupted flow of language. These two perspectives have been histor-
ically known as ‘broad’ and ‘narrow’ senses of fluency (Lennon, 1990).
More recently, Tavakoli and Hunter (2018) have argued that the concept
of fluency can best be considered at four levels of ‘very broad’, ‘broad’,
‘narrow’ and ‘very narrow’ where the ‘very broad’ reflects overall L2
proficiency or mastery of language and the ‘very narrow’ represents
speaker’s fluency in detailed, objective and measurable indices such as
amount of pause or rate of speech. In our discussions in this chapter, we
are interested in fluency in its narrow sense and may frequently refer to
research findings in relation to the very narrow perspective proposed by
Tavakoli and Hunter (2018).

Much of research examining L2 fluency is primarily informed by a psy-
cholinguistic perspective to second language acquisition (Segalowitz,
2010; Skehan, 2009), based on which fluency can be defined as ‘rapid,
smooth, accurate, lucid, and efficient translation of thought or commu-
nicative intention into language’ (Lennon, 2000: 26). Such definitions
primarily draw on the linguistic and cognitive processes underlying
speech production and comprehension in order to explain the construct
of fluency. For example, they assume fluency is achieved when “the psy-
cholinguistic processes of speech planning and speech production are
functioning easily and efficiently” (Lennon, 1990: 391), and therefore
disfluency in a speaker’s speech may indicate issues with speech plan-
ning and processing (e.g. struggling to put the concepts and thoughts
together, needing more time to access the right lexical items, being chal-
lenged not knowing a grammatical structure, etc.). Fluency is also under-
stood as a sign of increasing implicit acquisition of linguistic forms, what
is usually referred to as ‘procedural knowledge’ (Schmidt, 1992). This
concept denotes that when linguistic knowledge becomes procedural,
primarily as a result of practice and repetition, speech production pro-
cesses are facilitated leading to more fluent spoken performance.
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Such perspectives, in effect, argue that fluency develops from slow and
effortful language planning, processing and production to fluid, uninter-
rupted and rapid production of speech when language knowledge is pro-
ceduralised and speech production is automatised. Tavakoli and Wright
(2020, p.3) consider this perspective to defining fluency as the “cognitive
dimension of fluency”, and argue that although the cognitive dimension
has been fundamental to researching fluency in L2 studies, there is a
second and equally important perspective to understanding and research-
ing fluency which has largely remained under-researched. Tavakoli and
Wright (2020, p.3) call this second perspective “fluency in interaction”,
and define it as

the ability to ensure the speaker aims to be comprehensible to the
listener; the ability to manage interactions well; and the ability to
keep a conversation going appropriately given the context, pur-
pose and audience (p.3).

They argue that focusing on both perspectives when examining fluency
is indispensable as it echoes current models of fluency as a dynamic mul-
tifaceted phenomenon, in which cognitive factors interrelate with social
experiences of interaction (Segalowitz, 2010, 2016).

Tavakoli and Wright’s (2020) proposed perspective on fluency is per-
tinent to our discussion of comprehensibility in this book for a number
of reasons. First of all, the ‘fluency in interaction’ perspective consid-
ers the listener as an active component of the meaning making process,
underlining the impact of a speaker’s fluency on the listener. This per-
spective is closely linked to our argument here in which we consider
comprehensibility to be a joint endeavour between the speaker and
listener. Second, considering fluency from both a cognitive and inter-
actionist perspective would provide us with a framework that allows
for an analytic understanding of the relationship between fluency and
comprehensibility. Finally, in the field of language testing, such interac-
tional perspectives to understanding spoken language performance are
already ingrained in language benchmarks (e.g. the CEFR) and rating
descriptors (e.g. IELTS speaking descriptors). For example, the CEFR
recognises proficient speakers for their ability to “interact with a degree
of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction with speakers
of the target language quite possible without imposing strain on either
party” (Council of Europe, 2018, p.144). While such a dynamic perspec-
tive to comprehensibility (i.e., successful communication relies on not
only the speaker but also the listener), is recognised as a principle in
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language testing documents (e.g. the CEFR), there is little clarity about
how such listener factors can be examined and operationalised in lan-
guage testing, or included in the development of language benchmarks
and rating descriptors. What seems clear is that analysing fluency from
a cognitive and interactionist perspective ties in more appropriately with
the language testing context central to the purpose of this book. It would
also enable us to develop a more in-depth understanding of the relation-
ship between the two constructs and how they can be represented in the
assessment of L2 speaking ability. In what follows, we will discuss the
construct of fluency in more detail.

Analysing the Multidimensional Construct of Fluency

Current research in L2 fluency unanimously agrees that fluency is a
complex and multidimensional construct (e.g. Foster, 2020; Segalowitz,
2010; Skehan, 2014; Tavakoli & Wright, 2020) in which the different
dimensions interact with one another to explain the speaker’s fluency.
The most widely cited framework for understanding fluency as a multidi-
mensional construct is that of Segalowitz (2010). After years of examin-
ing L2 fluency with different groups of L2 speakers in different contexts,
Segalowitz (2010) proposed that the construct of L2 fluency can best
be defined in terms of three distinct but interrelated dimensions of cog-
nitive fluency, utterance fluency, and perceived fluency. Cognitive flu-
ency, in Segalowitz’s (2010) framework, refers to the speaker’s “ability
to efficiently mobilize and integrate the underlying cognitive processes
responsible for producing utterances” (Segalowitz, 2010, p. 48); utter-
ance fluency signifies the measurable aspects of fluency such as speed
and pausing patterns; and perceived fluency demonstrates the listener’s
inferences about the speaker’s cognitive fluency. Perceived fluency, in
this sense, represents whether the listener considers the speech fluent and
what characteristics of the speaker’s fluency are more salient to them.

In Segalowitz’s framework, the three dimensions of fluency are inter-
related, interacting with one another in a dynamic manner. Cognitive
fluency requires ease of planning and processing and rapid access to, and
retrieval of, linguistic knowledge during the speech production process.
Issues with cognitive fluency are usually evident when the speaker is
challenged by any aspects of processing (e.g. understanding the linguis-
tic information in individual sounds) and packaging information (e.g.
understanding the difference between active and passive use of verb
forms), understanding the concepts, and constructing the message (e.g.
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access and retrieval of linguistic items). Challenges with cognitive flu-
ency, an abstract concept, can be observed in different tangible aspects
of the speaker’s speech (i.e., utterance fluency), for example, in the form
of a slowed down speed, repetitions or frequent pauses. These concrete
and measurable features of speech can indeed, in Segalowitz’s words
(2010, p.48), reflect “the operation of the underlying speech processes”.
We will discuss these different measurable representations of fluency in
more detail in the following section.

Perceived fluency relates to both cognitive and utterance fluency. It is
closely linked to cognitive fluency as it demonstrates the inferences lis-
teners make about the speaker’s cognitive fluency. For example, when
judging a speaker’s fluency, the listeners often consider factors such as
whether the speaker is producing language with a degree of difficulty,
whether the performance suggests the speaker is challenged identifying
the correct lexical items, or whether the speaker finds it difficult to con-
vey their intended meaning in a timely manner. Perceived fluency, as
mentioned earlier, is also related to utterance fluency. In making their
judgements about a speaker’s degree of fluency, listeners in principle use
concrete and observable evidence in the speaker’s speech (e.g. pauses,
repetitions, and hesitations) to indicate the challenges the speaker may
have faced. In other words, perceived fluency results from the listener
drawing on the concrete aspects of fluency (utterance fluency) to derive
judgements about the challenges the speaker is facing (cognitive fluency).

A simple example to show this interrelationship could be when a lis-
tener judges the speaker as disfluent (i.e., perceived fluency) because the
speaker has paused several times in the middle of their speech (utterance
fluency) to search for lexical items or grammatical structures (cognitive
fluency).

Several studies have to date examined the relationship between per-
ceived and utterance fluency, and have provided solid evidence about
which utterance fluency measures best predict perceived fluency. One
of the earliest studies, Kormos and Denes (2004), found that speech
rate, mean length of run, and the number of stressed words produced
per minute were the best predictors of perceived fluency. Derwing et
al. (2004) also reported that speech rate and frequency of silent pauses
in the speaker’s speech can predict the listeners’ perceptions of fluency.
Examining the link between utterance and perceived fluency, Bosker,
Pinget, Quene, Sanders, and de Jong (2013) investigated rater sensitiv-
ity to speakers’ pausing behaviour. The results suggested that pause and
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speed were reliable predictors of untrained raters’ perceived fluency.
They also reported that in the English language a pause of 0.025 of a
second was the threshold for considering a silent pause as a sign of dis-
fluency. Another study relevant to our discussion here is Préfontaine,
Kormos, and Johnson (2016) who examined perceptions of fluency in
French as a second language. Examining speech samples of 40 adult
learners of French of varying levels of proficiency studying at university,
the authors reported that mean length of run and articulation rate were
the most influential factors in raters’ judgments, while the frequency of
pause played a less important role. Interestingly, they found that, unlike
previous research in this area, length of pause was positively related to
perceived fluency. Given this finding was in contrast with most previous
studies, the authors interpreted this in the light of cross-linguistic varia-
tions specific to French. Conducting a meta-analysis of research exam-
ining the relationship between perceived and utterance fluency, Suzuki,
Kormos and Uchihara (2021) reported that while perceived fluency was
strongly associated with speed and pause frequency and moderately with
pause duration, only a weak relationship was observed between repair
fluency and perceived fluency. In summary, the findings of research in
this area suggest that slow speed of performance, frequent pausing —
especially if not followed by a sufficiently long stretch of talk, frequent
self-repetitions, and empty fillers are the factors most closely associated
with perceptions of a disfluent speaker. It is worth noting that speech
that is too fast, although not a typical characteristic of most L2 speak-
ers’ speech, is also considered as dysfluent with a damaging impact on
comprehensibility. Other important findings in this area include the exis-
tence of a threshold for what listeners consider to be a pause, and evi-
dence of cross-linguistic differences in what listeners expect in different
languages.

We have now presented a summary of research on the relationship
between utterance and perceived fluency as it is central to our discussion
of the relationship between comprehensibility and fluency to which we
will return in the Comprehensibility and Fluency Section below. Before
that, however, we will need to discuss whether and to what extent it is
possible to measure utterance fluency reliably and objectively. This topic
is necessary as most research on the relationship between comprehen-
sibility and fluency uses these objective measures of fluency as part of
their analysis.
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Measuring Fluency Objectively

Since the 1980s, L2 researchers have been using a wide range of objec-
tive measures to assess fluency for teaching, assessment and research pur-
poses. Examples of such measures include ‘number of words produced
per minute’, ‘total amount of pause per performance’, and ‘frequency
of stressed words in an uninterrupted stretch of talk’. Over the past two
decades, however, approaches to measuring fluency have received much
more research attention and have consequently been examined more
carefully and systematically. The development of technology has also
made a major contribution to the accuracy of measuring temporal aspects
of utterance fluency. As a result of these developments, it is possible to
claim that the measurement of fluency has become more systematic and
evidence-based since the 1980s.

Providing a historical overview of these measures, Tavakoli and Wright
(2020) argue that many of these measures were initially borrowed from
other neighbouring disciplines, such as clinical language sciences (e.g.
speech-language pathology) and working with patients suspected to have
suffered from a brain damage (e.g. diagnosing aphasia). In these disci-
plines, similar to L2 studies, features such as speech rate and length of
utterance have been commonly used to represent patients’ fluency based
on which clinical decisions were to be made. Since then, L2 studies have
made substantial progress in developing approaches to measuring flu-
ency in ways that are more suitable to L2 studies, and L2 speakers. In the
following section, we provide a summary of the most important devel-
opments in the field of measuring L2 fluency over the past decades. By
doing this we aim to provide a measurement framework that can be used
when analysing the relationship between comprehensibility and fluency.

As discussed above, different L2 studies in the field have used a range
of fluency measures to evaluate L2 learners’, test takers’ and research
participants’ fluency. The wide range of measures used and the less-than-
systematic approach to operationalising them raised questions about
which of these measures best represented the construct of fluency. In order
to respond to such questions, Skehan (2003), and Tavakoli and Skehan
(2005), proposed a new framework in which fluency was characterised
in terms of speed, breakdown and repair measures (see Appendix 3 for
a full list of utterance fluency measures and how they are calculated).
These three aspects of utterance fluency were later linked to different
stages of the speech production process (de Bot, 1992; Levelt, 1989),
enabling researchers to make tangible connections between observable
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features of speech and the speech production process (see Tavakoli &
Wright, 2020, for a full discussion).

Speed fluency, in this framework, refers to the concept of how speedy
someone’s spoken performance is, or the speed with which her/his
speech is delivered. In this sense, speed can be reflected in the number of
syllables produced per minute, number of syllables produced in a stretch
of talk between two pauses, or proportion of speech to total amount of
performance time. Later on, Skehan (2014) and Tavakoli, Nakatsuhara,
and Hunter (2017, 2020) argued that for an accurate measurement of
fluency, it was necessary to distinguish between pure and composite
speed measures. This suggests utterance fluency can also be measured
through composite fluency, in which two aspects of fluency are com-
bined to demonstrate the degree of fluency in one’s speech (e.g. speed
and pausing may combine to show speech rate). These researchers have
argued that speed should be measured independently of pausing (articu-
lation rate, i.e., total number of syllables per performance time excluding
pauses) and in combination with pauses (speech rate, i.e., total number
of syllables per performance time including pauses). These two aspects
of speed provide very useful information about fluency especially when
individual differences in speaking style in terms of speed and pausing are
considered (de Jong et al., 2015).

An important progression in measuring speed has been made possi-
ble through the development of digital technology. Software such as
GoldWave, Audacity, and PRAAT have made it possible for researchers
to analyse speech and measure its temporal aspect with high precision
and reliability. Another development in the field is the new research-
based understanding of the units of measurement. For example, given the
differences between morphological structures of different languages, it is
now known that using syllables (rather than words) is a more appropriate
unit of measuring speed. Similarly, research has indicated that the base
linguistic units of analysis should be chosen carefully, that is, AS-Unit
(analysis of speech unit by Foster et al., 2000) is more relevant to analys-
ing speech than previously used units such as T-Unit (Hunt, 1965) which
are considered appropriate for written language.

Breakdown fluency, in Skehan’s (2003) framework, refers to the silences
(pauses) that break down the flow of communication. Pause, although a
natural part of communication, can be considered as a sign of disfluency
if it occurs too frequently, in inappropriate positions or for long dura-
tions. In L2 fluency studies, pause can now be examined in terms of its
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length, frequency, location and character. That is to say, it is important
to examine how long the pause is, how frequently it is happening, where
it is occurring in an utterance (mid-clause or end-clause positions), and
whether it is filled or unfilled. While previously researchers considered
longer pauses as signs of disfluency (e.g. one second in Foster & Skehan,
1996, or 0.4 second in Freed, 2000), the latest findings of research in L2
fluency studies (De Jong et al., 2011; De Jong & Bosker, 2013) indicate
that for L1 speakers of English a pause of longer than 0.25 of a second
seems noticeable. This threshold may be different in other languages.

Frequency of pausing is another important characteristic of breakdown
fluency to be carefully considered when assessing L2 speakers’ fluency.
The existing research evidence (Bosker et al., 2013) suggests that pause
frequency is a more crucial indicator of breakdown fluency than pause
length. Particularly relevant to our discussion of comprehensibility is that
pause frequency appears to have a more substantial impact on perceived
fluency, implying that it is the frequency of pause rather than its length
that affects listeners (e.g. Préfontaine, 2013; Préfontaine & Kormos,
2016). In terms of pause location, there is ample research evidence to
suggest pauses occurring in mid-clause positions, compared to those pro-
duced at clause or unit boundaries, are considered as a characteristic of
L2 speakers and therefore signify disfluency (Kahng, 2014; Segalowitz,
2010; Tavakoli, 2011). Some researchers (Tavakoli & Wright, 2020)
have suggested that location of pauses would have an important influ-
ence on the listeners’ perceptions of fluency.

The final characteristic of pause to consider when assessing breakdown
fluency is the character of pause, for example, whether the pause remains
silent/unfilled or if it if filled with empty fillers such as ‘er’, and “‘uhm’.
L2 researchers (Clark & Fox Tree, 2002; Schmidt & Beers Fagersten,
2010) maintain that these two different forms of pause may reflect
different processes. For example, while both silence and filled pauses
may demonstrate language processing demands, filled pauses can high-
light emphasis, discourse organisation and communication strategies
(Dewaele, 1996; Schmidt & Beers Figersten, 2010). Cross-linguistic
studies (e.g. Tian, Maruyama, & Ginzburg, 2017) have also suggested
that some languages vary over use of silent and filled pauses (e.g. silent
pauses are commonly used for memory-retrieval in English and Chinese
but to ensure appropriateness in Japanese), and there are conventions
about which specific meanings different empty fillers convey in differ-
ent varieties of a given language (e.g. British English, but not American
English, uses “um” to signal a more severe problem than “uh”).
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Repair fluency represents the effort a speaker makes to repair their
speech during and immediately after the production of an utterance.
Repair measures, also called dysfluency measures, are usually calculated
by examining the frequency of repetitions, replacements, reformulations,
and self-corrections per unit of time. This aspect of utterance fluency has
remained relatively under-researched, and as such its measurement has
not changed a lot over the past decades.

To sum up the discussions in this section, it is possible to argue that,
theoretically, the new approach to measuring fluency (speed, breakdown
and repair) has helped develop a better understanding of not only how
fluency is objectively measured but how these measures can be used to
shed light on the L2 speech production process. For example, it is now
known that speed of performance may reflect the underlying cognitive
and language processing challenges (e.g. searching for ideas or linguistic
units may slow down the speaker); pausing may indicate the speaker’s
working memory and information processing capacity (e.g. pausing to
plan for what to be said next) or their communication strategies (e.g.
using filled pauses to keep the listener engaged); and repair measures
can highlight the underlying monitoring processes (e.g. self-correcting
an error).

Despite all these developments and contributions, several important
questions and challenges remain in relation to the measurement of flu-
ency. For example, there is strong research evidence (Duran-Karaoz &
Tavakoli, 2020; Peltonen, 2018; Suzuki, 2021) to suggest that L1 and
L2 fluency behaviours are inter-related. That is to say, an L2 speaker’s
speed, pausing patterns and use of repair measures can to some extent
be predicted based on their L1 speaking style and fluency behaviour.
This finding implies that any measurement of fluency will inevitably
include an individual-learner related variance that has to be accounted
for. However, by taking account of the speaker’s L1 fluency behaviour it
will be possible to factor in the contribution of this individual variation
in fluency that is unrelated to L2 proficiency.

As discussed above, there is also emerging evidence to indicate there
are different conventions and expectations (e.g. conventions for length
of pause or use of fillers) of fluency behaviour in different languages.
Listeners, therefore, can be expected to transfer these conventions from
one language to another when judging a speaker’s fluency without realis-
ing the cross-linguistic variations. Finally, it is necessary to point out that
the technical terms in this area 