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Research into  L2 testing for academic purposes

Research attempts to validate current tests of  L2 
performance in academic contexts have conventionally 
focused heavily on:

 The predictive validity of the tests;

 Stakeholders’ perceptions of the tests.



Predicting academic listening competence

 In comparing the skills,  studies (e.g. Cotton & Conrow, 
1998) quite often find scores on the Reading test more 
strongly predictive than those on the Listening test. 

 Picard (2007) suggests that this may be because the type 
of reading represented in IELTS more closely resembles 
what is required of a learner in a real-world academic 
situation than does the content of other papers.

 On listening, Murray (2016: 103) refers to a QAA report 
(2009) where student and staff focus groups  expressed 
the view that IELTs scores ‘do not necessarily correlate 
well with a student’s ability to understand conversational 
English … or their ability to understand subject specific 
vocabulary’‘ (p. 13)
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Concerns about predictive studies
 Measures of in-course performance cannot separate out 

the role of listening from that of the other three skills
 Different measures of progress are used, representing  

different stages of development (Grade Average – after 1st

of 2nd semester?- , final grade, teacher assessment)
 Different student populations are studied (whole range or 

IELTS 6.0 and above)
 The nature and importance of auditory input varies 

across disciplines
 The importance of auditory input varies across 

educational cultures. 
 Listening skill development varies widely between 

individuals once they are in an English-speaking setting 
(partly reflecting their social instincts). 
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Breeze & Miller (2012)

 controlled for variations between disciplines 
(Humanities, Law and medicine)  

 used final grades as their measure of achievement

 investigated  a specific teaching context and culture 
(a European University where there was no 
immersion effect)
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Results
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Area Correlation (IELTS  listening score / final 
grade)

Humanities (N = 13) ρ = 0.408, n.s

Law (N = 74) ρ = 0.283, p <0.01

Medicine ρ = 0.257, p < 0.05

Students with IELTS entry listening scores of Band 6 and above 
were not consistently more likely to pass the final exam. 
In Law, the failure rate was slightly higher among those with IELTS 
listening scores of Band 6 and above than among students with 
Band 5. 

‘a small to moderate correlation’ (p.507)’



Difficulty vs representativeness

 Predictive validity studies of this kind link gate-keeping test 
scores to very different measures of later performance. 

 The scores in question provide evidence of the relative difficulty 
of the test – but that difficulty may derive from a number of 
factors, some germane to the construct being tested and some 
not.

 As Weir (2005) points out, it is not enough to base judgements 
on post-hoc scores.  If a test is to represent a construct 
adequately, its  design at the outset needs to take full account of 
what we know of the behaviour to be measured.

 We need to employ information from cognitive psychology , 
discourse analysis and auditory phonetics  (and from our own 
knowledge of the academic context) to determine:
- What are the characteristics of successful L2 listening? 
- What specific aspects of the skill are important in an academic 
context?



Specific populations
If tests of specific populations are to accurately predict 

performance in real-world conditions, they need to 
represent so far as is possible:

 The contexts in which learners encounter the L2;

 The types of input they encounter or produce;

 How they are required to handle the input;

 Any limitations that may restrict what can reasonably 
be demanded of them.





What types of listening event?
 The main types of academic listening event would seem to be 

(ordered by the importance of their contribution to the 
academic experience):

Lectures and presentations 
Seminars 
Advice and instructions 
Social activities

 All four feature in the current version of the IELTS listening 
test because it has retained a General element. But the first 
two make much greater  (and more specific) cognitive 
demands of the listener in terms of interpreting a speaker’s 
intentions, following a line of argument etc.

 An incidental finding from a recent study  (Field, 2015) was 
that test takers’ scores on the IELTS lecture-based section were 
considerably lower than their overall IELTS scores, suggesting 
that the conversational sections make a disproportionate 
contribution to the final score.
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Context validity: the lecture

Lecture-based material should ideally reflect the 
characteristics of good presentational style:

 Monologue mode;

 Paced delivery, with medium speech rate and rhythmic 
intonation patterns;

 Clear signalling of changes of sub-topic and 
summations of points made so far;

 A degree of repetition, exemplification and rephrasing.



Context validity: the seminar
 Dialogue mode

 Pragmatic language (inviting an opinion, challenging a 
view uncontentiously)

 Two different viewpoints that a test taker might have 
to differentiate.



What topics and discourse patterns?

 Testers cannot fully simulate a real-world  lecture, 
where the L2 student has access to background 
information and specialist terminology that serves to 
compensate for gaps of understanding.  Instead, the 
test designer has to draw upon issues of general 
debate or relatively esoteric pieces of information 
which test takers are unlikely to have encountered. 

 It is nonetheless possible to adopt a range of 
discourse types which resemble those of academic 
lectures. Expository and  ‘discursive’ material are 
clearly the most appropriate, both with a clear 
argument structure that the listener needs to follow. 

14



‘Discursive’ discourse patterns
Reviewing a range of recordings used in tests at CEFR C 

level, Field (2012b) suggested that the term ‘discursive’ 
was imprecise. He proposed the following categories as 
appropriate for academic contexts (though there may be 
some variation between disciplines):

 Expository (including cause-and-effect and 
counterfactual relationships) 

 Discursive (conventionally weighing evidence ‘for and 
against’)

 Argumentative (putting forward a single viewpoint)
 Persuasive (trying to win the listener over)
 Analytical/interpretive (common in humanities subjects)
 Process-descriptive (Brown & Yule, 1983), featuring (e.g.) 

objects that potentially change their form as part of a 
process
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Length
Recorded samples in tests clearly have to be much shorter 

than real-world lectures. 

 They should nevertheless feature discourse patterns 
resembling those of academic events

 It is also possible to include clips of around 30 seconds that 
represent moments in a presentation critcial to 
understanding, where a speaker (e.g.)
 Signals a change of topic

 Contrasts two views

 Summarises a point

 In a lecture context, problems of global comprehension 
often originate in a listener’s failure to pick up local points 
and markers of direction.



The primacy of the recording

 Studies (e.g. Salisbury, 2005) have revealed the 
extent to which item writers (and instructors) tend 
to rely upon written scripts when preparing 
questions to check comprehension.

 There is a growing recognition (Field, in press) that 
many factors causing difficulty in L2 listening derive 
not from language or content but from the recording 
and from the nature of connected speech. They 
include the extent to which item keys are or are not 
auditorily prominent.

17





The academic listener

 In his early proposals for listening ‘sub-skills’, Richards 
(1983) proposed two separate groups: one for general 
listening and one for academic listening. 

 Richards’ proposals were based entirely on intuition. 
Despite extensive psycholinguistic research into the 
nature of the listening skill from the 1960s onwards, we 
still lack a sufficiently detailed account of what the 
academic listening experience entails (for some rather 
random  insights, see Field, 2011b). 

 The major considerations in designing valid tests for this 
population must be:
 to represent as closely as possible the type of spoken input 

that academic listeners encounter;
 to create tasks and items that elicit as closely as possible the 

cognitive processes that they have to employ.  
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Phases of listening (Field, 2008, 2013)

Speech signal

Words 

Meaning

Input decoding

Lexical search

Parsing

Meaning construction

Discourse construction



Phases of listening (Field, 2008, 2013)
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Automaticity: the Stroop test  (Stroop, 1935)

red

blue

black

green

white

orange

brown

yellow

purple



Specifying performance by level

At lower levels, test takers do not process the L2 with a sufficient 
degree of automaticity.

Decoding, lexical search and parsing demand heavy resources of 
attention because test takers; 

 lack confidence in the accuracy of their phoneme recognition skills;

 cannot map automatically from the acoustic signal to known words; 

 are limited in the length of the pieces of speech they can hold in 

their minds in order to parse them.

This limits the attention capacity that they have available for 
higher level operations like inferring meaning, identifying 
speaker attitude, following a line of argument 
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Problems for a low proficiency academic listener

 A greater prevalence of low-frequency words with precise 
specialist meanings.  Result: increased demands upon the 
academic listener to infer the meaning of unfamiliar items 
by analogy with familiar ones or by reference to co-text and 
context.

 More complex syntactic structures, given that a lecture is to 
some extent pre-planned, is couched in an analytic or 
discursive style and the lecturer may draw upon written cues 
in the form of PowerPoint slides. Result: greater demands 
upon the listener, since longer pieces of speech have to be 
retained in the mind while a parse is achieved. 



Higher level processing: Meaning construction

In terms of meaning construction, it is critical for a student 
listening to an academic presentation to be capable of: 
enriching basic meaning by

 applying knowledge of the world

 applying knowledge of the topic

 inferring connections between utterances 

 resolving anaphoric reference

 interpreting speaker goals

 relating utterances to visual PowerPoint paraphrases



Higher-level processing: Discourse construction

Choose  

Connect

Compare  

Construct

Is it important? Is it relevant?

How is it linked to the last utterance? 

Is it consistent with what was said so far?

What is the overall line of argument?



Structure building (Gernsbacher, 1990)

 Skilled academic listeners construct a 
hierarchical representation of a talk



Items tapping into various information units    (Field,  2013)
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Level of processing  in tests of academic listening

 Processing at the levels of meaning and discourse is often 
under-represented in the testing of L2 academic listening. 

 Item writers tend to focus on interesting points of information, 
with the consequence that their items target a string of isolated 
facts, without requiring test takers to report the wider argument 
that links them.  

 Certain formats also tend to elicit low-level processes. Gap-
filling items focus listener attention at the level of the word and 
the phrase; while MCQ items often give rise to test-wise 
strategies based upon listening for key words (Field, 2012a).

 But there is no reason why (e.g) MCQ items cannot be devised 
that require test takers to tap in to higher level processes:  What 
is the link between A and B? What was the speaker’s view of….?
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Solution 1

 Select formats which enable items to be targeted at 
higher levels of processing. 

 a. Alert item writers to the flexibility of certain formats 
(e.g. MCQ / Multiple Matching)

 b Specify a fixed number of items in each section of a test 
that target:

 Reporting the main point

 Reporting the purpose of the speaker

 Showing understanding of connections between points

 Inferring connections that are not explicitly expressed
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Solutions for the local tester (subjectively marked)

Ask open-ended questions at discourse level:

 What is the main point of the recording? / Give three 
main points.

 What is the connection between Point A and Point B?

 Complete a skeleton summary of the text with main 
points and sub-points

 Complete a partially table to contents with headings and 
sub-headings

Ask learners to compare two recordings for similarities and 
differences orally or in the form of notes (in L1 or L2)
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Solution 2

 Design new formats which enable higher-level processes 
to be tested.

 Example: summary, assessed by number of points 
mentioned and by relative importance accorded to the 
points

 Example: gap completion of a summary which heavily 
paraphrases the recording and redistributes the 
information in it.

 Example: Skeleton ‘‘Table of contents’ outlines where 
candidates have to fill in major and minor points. One or 
two points given as examples
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A structure building task
Three types of pollution

1..…………………..

a. Example:………….

b. Solution:……………

2. …………………….

a. Cause: ………………..

b. Result:   Climate change

3. …………………….

a. Result:……………………..

b. Solution: ……………………..



Counteracting test-wise strategies
With more and more tests moving to computer-based delivery, 

the opportunity arises to change the way in which questions 
are presented to the candidate

 Rubric - including an indication of context

 First play of recording

 Question appears on screen

 Second play of recording. Test taker chooses response

Benefits: a. Reduction in test-wise strategies

b. Test taker listens the first tine in a way that more

closely resembles real-world academic listening





1 Double play

 Most tests of academic listening favour a single play – because 
 a) it shortens test time  
 b) it replicates  real-life  listening events  more closely
 c) it makes the test ‘more demanding’

Arguments in  favour of double play:
 With audio material, it compensates for not having access to 

paralinguistic signals or seeing the physical context of the 
speech event. 

 It gives listeners the opportunity to normalise to an unfamiliar 
speaker’s voice.

 With computer-delivered tests, it enables the test questions to 
be delivered between the two plays (Sherman, 1997), reducing 
the opportunity for test takers to use test-wise strategies
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Current evidence
 A recent study by Field (2015) used two former IELTS 

recordings to investigate the impact of double play upon score 
bands and upon the cognitive behaviour of adult test takers.

 Double-play raised scores, but by a smaller amount than 
expected. 

 Replaying the recordings did not appear to disproportionately 
favour test takers at any of the three proficiency levels tested; if 
anything, it marked out the differentials between score bands 
more sharply. 

 In protocols following the task, a majority of test takers
reported that they used the first play to orient themselves to 
the listening passage and the second to confirm their answers 
to questions.

 Several participants reported that hearing the recording twice 
had the effect of reducing listening anxiety.
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2. Accent
 It is sometimes suggested that, in the international 

environment of a university course, a listener must be 
capable of adapting to a range of accents, including those 
of L2 speakers.

 However, the only convincing account that we currently 
have on how we acquire the ability to decode speech 
(including speech in unfamiliar accents) is based upon 
exemplar theory (Pisoni, 1997, Goldinger, 1997, 
Pierrehumbert, 2001, Bybee, 2001: Chap 1, Nygaard, 
2008).

 It assumes that speech encounters leave long-term 
memory traces in a listener’s mind. Listeners develop an 
ability to recognise phonemes and word forms in 
connected  L2 speech by constantly tracing analogies 
between new input and what has been heard previously. 
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Implications for accent recognition
 If one accepts this version of events, then it is clear that 

our ability to process unfamiliar accents is extremely 
limited until we have had a sufficient level of exposure to 
them.

 This signals caution in using accents in high-stakes tests 
that are likely to be unfamiliar to many candidates. It is 
incorrect to conceive that a sign of a competent listener is 
the ability in some way to ‘stretch’ familiar versions of 
English in order to accommodate to unfamiliar ones.

 Using multiple varieties of English also runs the risk of 
biasing a test in favour of those who can afford to travel 
and/or those who happen to have a local area where the 
accent is spoken. (Taylor, 2006)
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3. Replicating the lecture context

 Competence in real-world lecture listening (whether in L1 or 
L2) involves a complex process of mapping between written 
words on a PP slide and the points that the speaker is making. 

 This operation is not as easy for the aspiring L2 listener as it 
might appear. Most experienced lecturers avoid simply reading 
aloud what appears on the slides. Instead, they use the text as a 
trigger to memory and then go on to paraphrase it and/or to 
elaborate on it. 

 In other words, one important mark of academic listening 
competence is the ability to map from written words to 
paraphrase and vice versa. Yet this is something that is rarely if 
ever tested within tests, whether international or local. 

 In computer-delivered versions, it should surely be possible in 
at least one section of a test to simulate the lecture situation 
more closely by accompanying the speaker’s voice with 
summative PP slides.
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Thanks for listening to this piece of academic 
discourse.

jcf1000@dircon.co.uk
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What actually goes on ?

 (1) [The main point was] preserve tree but I’m not quite 

sure because + every every time I use + I mean my my

method to + listen to to do the […] listening + yeah I 

just look at the words not focus what it is about (Student 

S1: 145)

 (2) I missed it because I didn’t I didn’t I didn’t realise 

the ‘frequency’ has came so quickly (Student P1: 99)

[Field, 2012a]



Multiple questions
 R: is there anything that you heard that helped you?

 S: I have the problem about that because I am concentrate on 
the two of the questions so …I didn’t realise

 R: so

 S: his his + he’s already go to the 9

 R: right ok so you were still listening out for number 8

 S: yeah and number 7

 R: so that’s why you missed number 9

 S: yes actually it’s a lot of problem about how to know where 
he’s talking       (Field,2012a)


