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Abstract: Active listening, foundational for meaningful social interaction, plays a
pivotal role in enhancing interactional competence (IC) during dialogues. Despite
its importance, current second language (L2) assessments, such as the TOEFL iBT and
the Business English Certificate (BEC) Preliminary, notably does not include active
listening in their evaluation metrics. The research presented here contributes
significantly to this discourse by foregrounding the imperative of listener responses
(LRs) in L2 communication and the diverse interactional functions they serve across
different cultures. Notably, variations emerge, with Chinese speakers exhibiting
more restrained verbal feedback compared to the more vocally expressive English
counterparts. This study stands apart by underscoring the necessity of updating
current L2 assessment rubrics, which currently prioritize grammatical proficiency,
pronunciation, and vocabulary. By weaving in active listening, assessments can
become more holistic, capturing more comprehensively a learner’s L2 interactional
ability. Through rigorous quantitative and qualitative methodologies, this investi-
gation probes the influence of active listening on BEC speaking test outcomes. Its
findings are poised to revolutionize assessment strategies, urging a more encom-
passing approach that factors in both verbal and non-verbal cues, thereby reflecting
genuine linguistic and interactional competence.
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1 Introduction

As one of the essential abilities enabling social interaction, active listening has been
emphasized in social action engagement. The performance of employing different
resources of listener responses (LRs) reflects the cooperation between interlocutors
and understanding of others in conversations. In communication, low use of these
responses can disrupt interaction. This may lead speakers to question if their mes-
sages are understood, impeding effective communication and learning in language
learning settings (Xu 2014), which indicates the low production of resources at
essential places may lead to barriers to mutual understanding and intersubjectivity
(Sacks et al. 1974). Thus, the competence of generating LRs is considered one facet of
interactional competence (IC).

However, very few second language assessments up to date have included the
rating of active listening as a part of the rubric or scoring process. The active listening
aspect was absent in monologue speaking assessments and interactive speaking
assessments between test takers and examiners, such as answering examiners’
questions in the TOEFL iBT and repeating a sentence or summarizing a paragraph in
an automated speaking setting in PTE Academic. Even paired interactive speaking
assessments, such as the Business English Certificate (BEC) Preliminary assessment
that targets assessing examinees’ performance of cooperating in conversations in
business contexts, still lack the consideration of evaluating active listening ability.
Roever and Kasper (2018) argued that for such a paired interactive format in a
specific target domain, active listening ability should be taken into account in the
assessment rating rubric. Motivated by the research gap, the study includes active
listening as one aspect of the paired speaking assessment rating rubric and justifies
the impact of this inclusion on the overall scale from the perspectives of statistics and
interactional function.

2 Literature review
2.1 Listener responses in communication

The importance of LRs in conversation and second language (L2) communication has
been identified by previous research (Carlén 2020; Ross 2018; Shively 2015). When
listeners do not hold the current floor, they provide feedback to show various inter-
actional functions, such as acknowledgment, surprise, questioning, and state-of-opinion
(Schegloff 1997). Researchers from the perspective of Conversation Analysis (CA)
emphasized the function of LRs in sequential contexts according to discrete response
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tokens. Starting with the investigation of “mm hm” and “yeah”, Jefferson (1983, 1984,
1993) examined the phenomenon of these acknowledgment tokens. With more
response tokens having been further studied, which include “uh huh” and “oh”
(Drummond and Hopper 1993a, 1993b; Schegloff 2009), “wow” and “good” (Goodwin
1986), and “okay” (Beach 1993; Pillet-Shore 2003), the different functions of LR
tokens in interactions have raised the awareness of L2 pragmatics acquisition.

LR, as a potential indicator of L2 learners’ IC, indicates actual language ability
and how interlocutors should frame themselves in daily communication (Ross 2018).
Employment of L2 LR is one of the key facets of developing L2 IC. Therefore, the
ability to perform L2 LR reflects the development of IC in L2 social interactions
(Shively 2015). Previous studies have shown that active LRs facilitate the construction
of both verbal and non-verbal forms. For instance, Eiswirth (2020) found that female
speakers generated more active LRs in social talks related to daily matters compared
to male speakers in verbal responses. Also, as second language proficiency improves,
interactants exhibit increasing mutuality and engagement in their interactions via
the more active deployment of LRs (Galaczi 2014). The results in Carlén (2020)
revealed that during a certain period of study abroad, L2 English speakers could
improve their overall usage of LRs when engaging with ESL instructors in L2 class-
room activities. For multi-modality listener responses in the L2 assessment context,
Lam (2021) compared L2 learners with high proficiency and low proficiency through
a CA perspective, and concluded that the high-proficiency L2 learners are able to
generate more variety of listener responses during an oral proficiency test.

Although the existence of LRs is considered universal, there are still some cross-
linguistic variations in LRs. Based on the overall frequency and functions of tokens in
Chinese conversations, Chinese L1 speakers are often considered as “rare users” of
LR tokens in social interactions due to culture and politeness in social relationships
(Bavelas et al. 2002; Clancy et al. 1996; Smith et al. 2005; Tao and Thompson 1991).
Chinese speakers show a broad tendency to rely on non-verbal or brief non-word
vocalizations in their intercultural communication in English L2 conversation, such
as the production of “en en” in Mandarin Chinese conversation (Clancy et al. 1996). On
the contrary, American, Australian, and British English speakers tend to favor the
active production of LRs in social communication. Therefore, when Chinese L1
speakers socialize in the target L2 English environment, the ability to adopt more
“active” LRs has become a crucial challenge (Weger et al. 2014). In some occasions, the
improper usage of LRs may lead to misunderstandings in significant contexts during
social interactions, such as receiving medical advice, participating in academic dis-
cussions, and communicating under different domains (Dai 2022).

For different scenarios, LRs demonstrate significance in communication out-
comes. In professional communication contexts, active listening is often defined as a
technique that involves attentive listening, along with verbal and non-verbal signs of
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listening such as nodding, eye contact, and appropriate responses (Bodie 2012;
Morgan et al. 2017). This ensures clear understanding and shows respect and interest
towards the speaker. In counselling, active listening is a foundational skill that goes
beyond merely hearing the spoken words. It involves empathetic understanding and
genuine attentiveness to the client’s verbal and non-verbal messages. Counselors are
trained to listen for the underlying feelings, needs, and concerns, with the aim to
understand the client’s perspective without judgment (Kawamichi et al. 2015). This
form of listening is therapeutic and helps in building a strong, trust-based rela-
tionship between the counselor and the client. In the context of business commu-
nication, active listening also plays a crucial role. Here, the focus is on effective
communication, problem-solving, and decision-making within a professional setting.
Active listening in business involves paying full attention to speakers, understanding
their message, clarifying ambiguities, and responding appropriately (Khanna 2020).
The goal is often to ensure mutual understanding, facilitate collaboration, and
enhance team dynamics. Business professionals might use active listening to nego-
tiate deals, resolve conflicts, lead teams, and build relationships with clients and
colleagues. While the empathetic aspect of listening is important, the emphasis might
be more on achieving clear, efficient communication and tangible outcomes.

2.2 L2 listener responses in L2 speaking assessment

To assess the ability of L2 IC, active listening is one of the essential facets that need
to be considered when conducting language assessments, especially in speaking
assessments. With productive components having been taken into account in
speaking assessments, such as grammar accuracy, pronunciation, and discourse
management (Lam 2021), however, the existence and importance of IC of L2 learners
have been largely ignored in speaking assessments (Galaczi and Taylor 2018).
Initially, Hall et al. (2011) pointed out that the verbal and non-verbal “moment-to-
moment” engagements build the interpretations, which contributes to a deeper
meaning of these actions in interactions. For L2 speakers, LRs also varied across
different proficiency levels. For example, Galaczi (2014) demonstrated the impor-
tance of incorporating listener support strategies and turn-taking management into
our understanding of effective communication; both in educational settings and in
the context of assessments. Speakers at the C1 level switched roles between speakers
and listeners via the production of various listener responses.

This omission of IC leads to a partial examination of the actual ability of L2
learners in language assessments such as IELTS, TOEFL iBT, or PTE Academic,
especially when the language assessment scores are used to apply for an overseas
degree at a university in English-speaking countries. As a result, L2 learners may
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encounter interactive difficulties in the target L2 environment, which may cause
isolation in socialization in the long run.

In addition to the lack of IC in L2 language assessment, the quality of “active
listening” has been ignored in most L2 language speaking assessment rubrics as well.
Active listening can be defined as the ability to perform LRs at a proper moment and
show various aspects of response to the current content produced by the speaker
(Mondada 2011; Shively 2015). Previous studies have shown that active listening
ability has an impact on the outcome of discussion in paired tasks or paired dis-
cussion in L2 tests (Lam 2021; Ross 2018). Ross (2018) conducted a micro-analysis of
the function of LRs in Oral Proficiency Interviews (OPIs) with L2 Japanese learners
and revealed that proficiency had an impact on the production of LRs during the
interview, yet the relationship between test scores and LRs remained unclear in
assessment scoring. Later on, Lam (2021) reported the verbal and non-verbal per-
formance through the Collaborative Task of Cambridge Assessment English and
provided a relatively strong justification for the inclusion of active listening ability in
English speaking assessment.

2.3 Lack of active listening ability in speaking assessment
rubric

Rubric design in mainstream language assessments has mainly focused on gram-
matical accuracy, pronunciation standardization and vocabulary richness, for
example, in TOEFL iBT, PTE Academic, and IELTS (Roever and Ikeda 2022). However,
few speaking assessment rubrics emphasized the importance of IC in the partici-
pation of a paired speaking test. Until recently, some studies attempted to investigate
the design and validation of L2 tests to assess L2 IC, both in rubric development and
test validation. For example, Dai (2022) developed an L2 IC test rubric for L2 Chinese
learners and validated the whole test. Through Dai’s rubric, three dimensions related
to social roles were considered, including non-verbal resources, interactional
structure, and content knowledge. This study proved that non-verbal resources (e.g.,
eye gaze from interlocutors) impact significantly to the overall score in speaking
tests. However, more research in relation to L2 IC assessments still needs to be
expanded to the language testing area.

Under the joint term of listener responses, subcategories can be defined based on
occurrence placement and functions in conversation. According to Sacks et al. (1974),
this study outlines the basic mechanisms through which speakers in a conversation
manage the allocation of turns, including how they recognize and create transitional
opportunities for changing speakers. Thus, the place where a listener response
occurs can be in a transitional or non-transitional place. Based on the functions of
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LRs in the conversation from a CA perspective in language assessment and educa-
tional contexts (Galaczi 2014; Lam 2021; Sert 2019), major subcategories of LRs
include:

BACKCHANNELS are listener responses in a conversation that do not take the main conver-
sational floor but signal the listener’s attention, comprehension, encouragement, or engage-
ment with the speaker. This includes verbal cues such as “mm-hmm?”, “yeah”, and “right”, and
non-verbal cues like nodding, facial expressions, hand gestures, or other forms of visual
feedback.

REACTIVE EXPRESSIONS are responses by a listener that directly reacts to what the speaker is
saying, often conveying empathy, surprise, agreement, or other emotions. These expressions
contain direct reaction tokens, such as exclamations like “Wow!” or “Really?”

REPETITIONS refer to the category where words, phrases, or larger linguistic units are echoed
or restated within a co-constructed conversation by the other interlocutor.

RESUMPTIVE OPENERS are conversational strategies used to return to a previous topic or point
of discussion after an interruption, digression, or after addressing a separate matter. They serve
as cues that signal the speaker’s intent to circle back to an earlier thread of conversation,
ensuring continuity and coherence in dialogue. For example, “Umm, so why you ... ”, where
“Umm” is considered as a resumptive opener for taking the floor while the other interlocutor
is holding the floor because after “Umm” the other tokens indicating actual meanings also
co-occur.

COLLABORATIVE FINISHES refer to a phenomenon in Conversation Analysis where one
speaker completes a sentence or an utterance that another speaker has begun.

In addition to the above five subcategories, listener responses are categorized as
transitional or non-transitional based on the position of listener responses that
occurred. Transitional responses facilitate shifts in conversation, enabling changes
in speaker or topic, often signaled by phrases like “Right, and also ... ” or “That’s true,
but ... . Non-transitional responses, such as “uh-huh”, “I see”, or “okay”, simply
acknowledge the speaker’s comments without altering the conversation’s direction.
Transitional responses manage turn-taking and topic shifts, while non-transitional
ones maintain listener engagement and attentiveness without interrupting the
speaker’s flow. Both types are vital for regulating interaction dynamics in conver-
sations (Clancy et al. 1996).

To our knowledge, no research so far has discussed the rubric design related to
active listening ability in both L2 IC study and assessment regarding the deployment
of LRs. In addition, the impact of adding ACTIVE LISTENING ABILITY on the rubric of
L2 speaking assessment is still rarely investigated. Thus, this study aims to integrate
the performance of active listening and the impact of the inclusion of active listening
ability as one aspect of the rating rubric of the paired L2 speaking assessment.
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3 The study

Until now, the majority of prior studies that concentrated on active listening ability
conducted qualitative analyses using CA. However, only a limited number of
studies employed both quantitative and qualitative methods to investigate this
issue (Eiswirth 2020; Kosugi et al. 2021). Due to the qualitative nature of CA, making
generalizations about active listening ability based on individual excerpts proves
challenging. The quantitative method complements it with frequencies of LR
tokens and paired speaking assessment scores, allowing for generalizability at a
statistical level. This study aims to investigate the inclusion of the active listening
aspectin the rating rubric of paired speaking assessment through both quantitative
and qualitative analyses of scores and LRs to gain both in-depth analysis of the
various deployment of LRs in business speaking assessment and statistical evi-
dence for justifying the feasibility of inclusion of LRs in formal L2 English assess-
ment. Thus, three research questions are proposed based on the research goal:
(1) Does active listening ability impact the BEC speaking test score?

(2) Ifso,how does the active listening ability influence the BEC speaking test score?
(3) What factors differentiate the low-level and high-level performances of active

listening in the BEC speaking test?

4 Methods
4.1 Participants

40 adult Chinese ESL learners of English (16 males and 24 females) participated in the
current study. Their age ranged from 19 to 33 (M = 24.550, SD = 2.689). Participants
were students or graduates of a large public University in Australia (4 bachelors, 30
masters and 6 PhDs). They came from a variety of major backgrounds, which
included linguistics (n = 18), information technology (n = 8), science (n = 4), finance
(n = 3), management (n = 3), education (n = 2), journalism (n = 1) and law (n = 1).

All participants spoke Mandarin Chinese as their first language and English as
their second language. Since participants took three different English proficiency
tests, we converted TOFEL iBT and PTE Academic scores into IELTS scores to estimate
their average English proficiency based on authoritative conversion scales devel-
oped by Educational Testing Service (ETS) and 2020 Concordance Report - PTE Aca-
demic and IELTS Academic. After the score conversion, participants’ overall English
proficiency scores ranged from 5.5 to 8.0 (M = 6.788, SD = 0.517). They were classified
as higher intermediate to advanced L2 learners of English, equivalent to the B2 to C2
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level according to the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR; Council of
Europe 2020). Written informed consent for the video-recorded test participation
was obtained from each participant beforehand. All participants received stationery
gifts as compensation for their time of participation.

4.2 Study design
4.21 Instrument

The current study adopted the adaptive paired format of the B2 Business Vantage
Speaking test of the Business English Certificate (BEC) as the research instrument to
collect interactive production data (Figure 1). The adaptive BEC speaking task was the
same for B1, B2, and C1 level learners. The BEC speaking test has been validated and
widely used for the purpose of examining L2 English learners’ speaking proficiency
in business contexts (Lee 2008) and enabled researchers to observe LRs that indi-
cated their IC during the joint conversation (Sun 2014). We reduced the proportion of
examiner’s intervention in the original test and increased the proportion of exam-
inees’ participation to provide more opportunities of interaction during the test.
Participants performed the adaptive speaking test in a pair. The length of the
adaptive speaking test was 15 min, during which participants were asked to discuss
business-related topics. The discussion topics were selected from the Business Cer-
tificates Handbook for Teachers, which have been used in the previous BEC speaking
tests. The discussion topics in the current study were the same for each pair of
participants.

Work Experience Programme

Your company has decided to offer a 2-week work experience programme for a small group of
business students.

You have been asked to help with the preparations for this programme
Discuss the situation together and decide:
e what kinds of work experience should be offered to the students

* how the participants should be selected

Figure 1: An example of designed instruments for the discussion task (see Supplementary Material for
full instruments).
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The BEC speaking test consisted of three sections. In the first section, partici-
pants were given 2 min to briefly introduce themselves. The first section functioned
as a warm-up activity, which aimed to familiarize participants within each pair. In
the second section, participants were required to discuss a topic about “career
change” and prepare a one-minute presentation to report their discussion within
2min, during which they were also required to negotiate and decide the content
and format of the presentation. The prompt in the second section covered a few
keywords as directions and hints to facilitate the discussion, such as “further study
or training” and “opportunities for future promotion”, in case participants had no
idea about what to say due to little background knowledge about the given topic.
The third section formed as a free discussion, which was the most important part of
the task. In the third section, participants were asked to co-design an internship
program for a small group of business students within 6 min. The test prompts were
attached to Supplementary Material.

4.2.2 Raters and rating scales

Two Raters were hired in this study who were both experienced official BEC speaking
test Raters. They were asked to give ratings based on a new rubric that was developed
by the current study. Given that participants’ average English proficiency was
equivalent to B21evel according to CEFR (Council of Europe 2020), the new rubric was
developed by targeting the spoken features of L2learners at this level. The traditional
rubric for the BEC speaking test assessed examinees’ speaking performances in four
major aspects, which were Grammar and Vocabulary, Discourse Management,
Interactive Communication, and Active Listening (see Supplementary Material).
Following the traditional rubric, the current study added Active Listening as the fifth
aspect to the assessing rubric (see Supplementary Material).

The Rater training consisted of three stages, which are individual training, pilot
scoring, and formal scoring. At the individual training stage, the researcher con-
ducted a two-hour individual training session with each of the two Raters, during
which videos of four pairs of participants with different L2 proficiency levels were
shown. Besides, the developed rubric was introduced to the Raters, who provided
constructive and professional feedback to the descriptors of the developed rubric. At
the pilot scoring stage, an online one-hour training session was conducted to present
the new rubric to the two Raters. Then, they did a practice in which they rated a
sample pair of BEC test takers’ speaking performances in a video on YouTube. The
two Raters also shared their ratings and discussed the reasons with the researchers.
At the formal scoring stage, the two Raters were asked to watch the video recordings
of participants’ performances, give ratings based on the five bands from 1 to 5, and
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provide detailed feedback for each participant’s strengths and weaknesses in each of
the five aspects of the assessing rubric (see Supplementary Material).

4.3 Procedure

All participants were randomly divided into twenty dyads due to the unbalanced
distribution between intermediate and advanced English proficiency levels. Each
pair of participants took the speaking assessment in a quiet room at the campus of
the University of Melbourne. At the beginning of the test, participants were asked to
fill in a demographic questionnaire to collect basic information (gender, age, major,
length of residence and English proficiency test scores). Then, both visual and verbal
task instructions were shown by one of the researchers to participants, during which
they were allowed to raise any questions about the test and ask the researchers for
clarifications. Next, participants completed the three sections of the test. All partic-
ipants were instructed to speak English during the test. The time span of the whole
test was 15 min and the time for each section was controlled by researchers.

4.4 Data analysis

Data were analyzed by using a mixed method of qualitative and quantitative ana-
lyses. For the qualitative analysis, we first transcribed all participants’ data and
annotated ten different types of LRs. Next, we conducted CA to capture the fine
details of active listening features in the data. For the quantitative analysis, we
calculated the frequency of subcategories of listener response in each conversation.
We used Python (version 3.7.6) and R statistical platform (version 4.0.3) (R Core Team
2020). Since the test scores of the adaptive BEC speaking test are generated by the two
Raters, we calculated Cohen’s Kappa to indicate the inter-rater reliability by using
the sklearn.metri package in Python.

To answer Research Question 1, we ran simple and multiple linear regression
models by using the 1m function to analyze the relationship between the total amount
of active listening tokens and the total BEC speaking test score and three aspects in
the rating rubric related to pragmatics, including Discourse Management, Interac-
tive Communication, and Active Listening. Multiple linear regression models were
also used to analyze the relationship between the BEC speaking test score and the
number of different types of active listening tokens. The normality assumption to run
linear regression models was checked through both histograms and QQ plots. Graphs
were created in R by using the ggplot2 package. To answer Research Questions 2 and
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3, we analyzed Raters’ feedback and conducted a detailed CA of the conversations in
the test. All data analysis codes can be accessed through Supplementary Material.

5 Results
5.1 Relationship between test score and active listening ability

We calculated the inter-rater agreement via Cohen’s Kappa for their scores of the
overall speaking assessment for each participant and the score of each bond in the
rating rubric. The result of Cohen’s Kappa was 0.83 for speaking rating results, which
indicated a high inter-rater reliability. Table 1 demonstrates the descriptive statistics
of the test scores in the five aspects of the newly developed rating rubric as well as the
total score of the adaptive BEC paired speaking test given by the two Raters. Table 2
presents the descriptive statistics of the active listening tokens appearing from the
adaptive BEC paired speaking test.

Firstly, the first simple linear regression model was run to investigate the
relationship between the total amount of active listening tokens and the total score of
the adaptive BEC paired speaking test. The results of the simple linear regression
model 1 showed that the total amount of active listening tokens explains 40.8 % of
the variance in the test performance after adjustment (8 = 0.217, 95 % CI [0.134, 0.300],
F(1, 38) = 27.880, p < 0.001), which indicated that active listening ability was a sig-
nificant predictor of participants’ overall adaptive BEC paired speaking test per-
formance (see Table 3 and Figure 2).

Then, the second simple linear regression model was run to investigate the
relationship between the total amount of active listening tokens and the score of the
three key aspects in the test rubric that are particularly relevant to pragmatics,

Table 1: Descriptive statistics of the scores in the adaptive BEC paired speaking test.

Rater 1 Rater 2
M SD M SD
Grammar and vocabulary 3.738 0.707 3.250 1.276
Discourse management 3.988 0.738 3.200 1.091
Pronunciation 4.363 0.480 3.700 0.966
Interactive communication 4.013 0.712 3.425 1.375
Active listening 4.125 0.586 3.625 1.314

Total 20.225 2.532 17.200 5.170
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Table 2: Descriptive statistics of the active listening tokens appearing from the
adaptive BEC paired speaking test.

n
Transitional backchannels 21
Transitional reactive expressions 78
Transitional collaborative finishes 2
Transitional repetitions 17
Transitional resumptive openers 131
Non-transitional backchannels 151
Non-transitional reactive expressions 306
Non-transitional collaborative finishes 6
Non-transitional repetitions 28
Non-transitional resumptive openers 4
Table 3: Results of the simple linear regression model 1.
B p Adjusted R
(Intercept) 14.672 wkk
Total amount of active listening tokens 0.217 wkk 0.408

Note. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p <0.05.

28-

24 -

20-

Total BEC Speaking Test Score

0 10 20 30 40

Total Amount of Active Listening Tokens

Figure 2: The relationship between total amount of active listening tokens and the total score of the
adaptive BEC speaking test.
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Table 4: Results of the simple linear regression model 2.

B p Adjusted R
(Intercept) 8.280 wkk
Total amount of active listening tokens 0.151 wkk 0.416

Note. ***p <0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

including Discourse Management, Interactive Communication, and Active Listening.
The results of the simple linear regression model 2 showed that the total amount of
active listening tokens explains 41.6 % of the variance of the performance in these
three aspects after adjustment (8 = 0.151, 95% CI [0.094, 0.207], F(1, 38) = 28.790,
p < 0.001), which indicated that active listening ability was a significant predictor of
participants’ performance in these three aspects of the adaptive BEC paired speaking
test (see Table 4 and Figure 3).

Another multiple linear regression model was run to investigate the contri-
bution of each type of active listening token to the total score of the adaptive BEC
paired speaking test. The results showed that the non-transitional reactive
expressions explain 38.5 % of the variance in the test performance after adjustment
(8=0.294, 95 % CI [0.024, 0.565], F(10, 29) = 3.442, p = 0.004), which indicated that the

Total Score of Three Aspects in Relation to Pragmatics

0 10 20 30 40
Total Amount of Active Listening Tokens

Figure 3: The relationship between total amount of active listening tokens and the total score of the
three pragmatic aspects.
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Table 5: Results of the multiple linear regression model 1.

B p Adjusted R?
(Intercept) 14.012 Fkk
Transitional backchannels 1.065
Transitional reactive expressions 0.053
Transitional collaborative finishes 0.053
Transitional repetitions —-0.230
Transitional resumptive openers 0.352
Non-transitional backchannels 0.301
Non-transitional reactive expressions 0.294 * 0.385
Non-transitional collaborative finishes —0.905
Non-transitional repetitions -0.092
Non-transitional resumptive openers —-2.092

Note. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

non-transitional reactive expressions were a significant predictor of participants’
overall BEC paired speaking test performance (see Table 5).

5.2 Raters’ feedback on active listening rating and
performance

Two Raters provided rating reports for each participant based on the performance in
the current paired speaking assessment. The Raters’ feedback and rating scores
reflected the main classification between the high-level (Band 4-5) and low-level
(Band 1-2) active listening performance in several aspects.

5.2.1 General feedback on three sections

Raters offered detailed feedback on three sections of the speaking assessment. Raters
focused on the usage of backchannels during the self-introduction part in Section 1
and the ability to perform interactive engagements and response tokens to open new
turns in Section 2. For instance, a Rater’s comment below reflected the essence of
reactive expressions in a discussion:

Uses short lexical words such as ‘Okay; Yeal’ to respond actively to the partner

In Section 3, since this section aimed at resolving a plan with a partner together in the
discussion, the employment of non-lexical vocalization backchannels “umm?”, “oh”,
and “ah” was considered as an ability to express confirmation or involvement when
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not producing any substantial content. In addition, short lexical words that function
as reactive expressions indicate that various attitudes also matter. For example,
using “okay” to express agreement, “yeah” to indicate questioning, and “wow” to
imply surprise. What stands out as the prominent result was the Rater’s focus on
overall LRs. Both Raters considered providing support and backup for the partner in
such paired speaking assessment as an important ability in discussions.

5.2.2 Features reflecting active listening performance in paired speaking
ratings

Statistical results showed reactive expressions had the most prominent relationship
with both the overall speaking assessment score and the score of the active listening
aspect. reactive expressions included different tokens demonstrating various func-
tions based on the feedback of two Raters. For example, in Excerpt 1 presented below,
Speaker A and B are discussing a possible solution in working out how to offer a two-
week long course for business major students, the selected part demonstrates where
speakers giving actual suggestion on how to design this two week’s course.

B firstly uses a head nod to confirm this information followed by an utterance
“and we jus- end up” (Line 9) to deepen their plan of this mini-presentation. Without
any hesitation, A closely takes the floor by using a reactive expression “yeah yeah
yeah” (Line 10) to indicate A’s strong agreement with B’s proposed direction. Then
after B reconfirms A’s idea, A produces an “okay” (Line 17) to show A’s confirmation
of the current direction. Although A and B don’t have frequent verbal LRs, they
provide reactive expressions at two critical places during the whole conversation. As
Raters noticed, this kind of reactive expression demonstrated the ability of mutual
understanding in participating in the conversation.

Excerpt 1

1.A: I think may : be we can (.) choose both
2. th- some poin-

3. (eye gaze toB)

4. and (.)

5.B: (hand gesture with right hand raised up)

6. A: and do the presentation half aminute

7. (eye gaze to B)
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8. B: (head nod)

9. and we jus-end up:

10. A: yeah yeah yeah t

11. okay and: :

12. B: I think the

13. the hints are

14. B: (hand gesture)

15. A: is are [good] choices
16. B: [e:::n]

17. A: okay:

18. B: so which one you would like to disuss- more about the
19. future study or training
20. A: (eye gaze to B)

21. A: en ]

Besides the reactive expressions to show various functions, non-verbal expres-
sions also matter in Raters’ feedback. In Excerpt 1, A and B have a high-level use of
non-verbal expressions in their discussions. When A looks at B, B could use both
verbal and non-verbal expressions to provide information to build this conver-
sation in a smooth way. When A is talking about what kind of aspects should be
discussed in their mini-presentation, B raised the right hand a bit to show the
agreement to speaker A’s content in Line 5. Then A shifts to the main topic, the
time limitation for this mini-presentation, and moves the eye gazes to B to wait for
B’sresponses (Line 7). As the discussion runs, B initiates the opinion and invites A
to contribute to the idea “so which one you would like to discuss-” (Line 18). At this
moment, A realizes B’s invitation to join the talk, A moves eyes and gazes at B’s
face followed by a backchannel token “en” (Line 21), indicating A’s active
engagement in the whole talk.

In addition, resumptive openers demonstrated the ability to construct new
content based on the ongoing talk. Raters provided eight notes for Band 4-5 par-
ticipants based on resumptive openers. Where in Excerpt 2, A and B are sharing ideas
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on career choice as business majors. In this task, two speakers A and B are discussing
about how they consider about possible career change. When Speaker A considered
location and life quality as more important factors, Speaker B used various active
listener responses to show the agreement with Speaker A of this statement on career
change. As Excerpt 2 indicates during A’s turn “and for me maybe I will choose the
other about talk more ...” (Line 7-8), where indicated the “other (factors)” may also
impact the career choice, for instance, life, educational experience, resources.
However, Speaker B demonstrated agreement with Speaker A via verbal and non-
verbal active listener responses.

B employs a resumptive opener “umm” and starts to talk about “life or locati-”
as further development of the current content. After the resumptive opener, B
could add more opinions based on A’s delivery. The employment of the
resumptive opener demonstrated not only the understanding of the current talk
but also the ability to construct and build new and connected content in the
conversation.

Excerpt 2

1.A: I cannot improve in the job

2. A: so I maybe I will change a career

3.B: (right hand moved a bit with thumbs up)

4. A: (head nod)

5. B: uh huh [Backchannel]

6. B: yeah yeah [Reactive Expressions]
7. A: and for me maybe I will choose the other

8. about talk more about like

9. B: umm: : [lifeor] [Resumptive Opener]
10. A: [en:: en]

11. B: the loca- [the locations ]

12. A: [yeah yeah yeah]
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13. B: and cultures I think

14. A: (head nod)

15. B: something [yeah] so so maybe

16. A: [yes] [Reactive Expressions]
17. B: (head nod)

18. A: yes that’s fine=

19. B: yeah= [Collaborative Finishes]

Backchannels also impact the Raters’ judgment on the overall performance of the
active listening aspect. Backchannels are often considered as the signal to maintain
an active engagement in social actions. As Excerpt 3 presented below, both
interlocutors presented thoughts on how to plan future careers. A acts as the speaker
in this discussion task, while B does not maintain the quiet listener role. In contrast, B
employs several backchannels to indicate B’s attention and engagement in the whole
conversation when A keeps talking.

Excerpt 3

1. A: and the future study or training
2. B: uh huh [Backchannel]
3. A: yeah and

4. A: I will make make something like this
5. A: and ah

6. B: yeah

7. A: I think

8. A: let me think

9. B: (hhhhh) [Backchannel]
10. A: future study and ah

11. A: because in (.) I think in
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12. A: when we graduate and

13.B: uh [Backchannel]
14. A: doing my job

15. B: (hand gesture)

16. B: uh huh [Backchannel]

5.2.3 Different active listening performance in paired speaking assessment task

This section concludes Raters’ feedback on Band scores and the performance of
different aspects in this paired speaking assessment. With the distinction between
the performance of high-level and what is low-level performance in both verbal and
non-verbal language, the different performances would be presented.

To be noted, for high-level Band 4-5 performance, collaborative finishes have
more frequent occurrence, with traditional collaborative finishes of 2 times (all
production in this dataset), and 5 out of 6 of non-transitional collaborative finishes. In
contrast, score 1-3 test takers only have 1 non-transitional collaborative finishes.

More specifically, for high-level Band 4-5 performance, Raters believe that the
reactive tokens should occur in relevant places to show participants’ attitudes based
on the current context. The backchannels should be relatively active in general when
not holding the floor, the participant should let the other interlocutor know the
involvement and engagement through a verbal or a non-verbal backchannel, for
non-verbal responses here means the head nod, eye gaze, hand gestures or smile and
laugh. In addition, what the learner participant does in the following turn also
matters and contributes to their performance in the active listening performance
overall.

For example, for a Band 5 participant, the Rater feedback was as follows:

Whilst A is fairly quiet, he consistently shows his interlocutor that he is listening to and
understanding him. Regularly bases turn on his interlocutor’s prior turns, for example, asking
follow-up questions or making comments about the content of the prior turn.

Excerpt 4 demonstrates the performance of this participant in the Rater’s feedback.
In Excerpt 4, A and B are talking based on the instructions of Section 3, in which they
are designing a short-term working experience training program for students.
Speaker A acts as the main dominator in this part, and B serves the role of a listener.
Although A merely holds the floor or produces content willingly or in a rather active
way in the first part of the discussion, when B is delivering his speech, A uses a
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backchannel token “uh huh” in Line 8 to respond to B’s opinion of internship for
university students. In Line 14, after a resumptive opener “uh” in Line 13, A starts to
talk about what he thinks an internship experience is like and his expectations for
such a program. Then, in Line 18 and Line 22, A employs two resumptive openers
“yeah yeah” and “yeah” to first confirm A’s idea and then build his talk based on A’s
previous content. To be noted, B employed “yeah” in Line 27 as a collaborative
finishes when A is about to end the discussion where indicated that both speaker
hold the awareness to close the conversation in proper manner.

Excerpt 4

1.B: =but I think for business students maybe like uh

2. what kind of work experience I think it’s more s- uh

3. lead to entry life or experience like uh:=

4. =cause I was when I was enter in the major of finance

5. it was a business major and

6. when I was enter my just uh (.) my mentor was like assign me

7. (.) was like doing something like really [entry] level things

8. A: Luh huh]
[Backchannel]

9.B: exc- excel stuff like uh

10. or just think assigning the daily uh (.) texts for

11. soumm (.)

12. I don’t know do you have any internship experience like uh(.)

13. A: uh:: [Resumptive Opener]

14. I don’t quite have internship but I will do a causal job

15. in a data science

16. [enterpr-::]
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20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

B:

Listenership always matters

[okay cool]

yeah yeah. [Resumptive Opener]

(.)but it’s pretty like uh

abasic and entry level

yeah early the beginning stage

yeah= [Resumptive Opener]

but I think for the work experience

it’s kind of different from the internship
So(.)maybe I think the students will perusing like
kind of the real hea-

[yeahl= [Collaborative Finishes]

— 2797

On the other hand, for low-level active listening performance, like Band 1-2 par-
ticipants, they produce relatively rare reactive expressions, rather few backchannels
and use repetitions from the previous speech to indicate reconfirmation or surprise.
Furthermore, no collaborative finishes were found in their discussion data. For
instance, the Rater provided feedback for performance at Band 1:

Does make an attempt to provide acknowledgement tokens but these are rare. Stays very silent
while the interlocutor is talking, particularly in part 3. This may have been because he couldn’t
understand some of what his interlocutor (also low proficiency) was saying.

Excerpt 5

1.

A:

It’s really [dependen]=

L umm: : ] [Backchannel]

= but but then if you see you get no promotions

but but then if you see yo-

(.)you get no promotions uh:=

(eye gaze toB)
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7. A: (.)ah(.) if youwant doing software development

8. A: it was a business major and

9. (0.8)

10. A: okay(.) [Reactive Expressions]

11. A: when I like ah (.) was a leader for team development
12. A: me (.) was umm: :

13. B: ah:: [Backchannel]

As shown in Excerpt 5 above, this is a discussion between Band 1 and Band 4 par-
ticipants. In their discussion, they are instructed to decide what factors may lead to a
career or job change. Speaker A, as the main content contributor in this part, tries to
yield the floor to Speaker B by an eye gaze in Line 6, and a long pause in Line 9.
However, Speaker B remains salient, then Speaker A continues her talk in Line 9
followed by an “okay” (Line 8). Speaker B attempts to respond in Line 2 with a
backchannel “umm”, while Speaker B loses engagement in the later discussion. As the
rater pointed out, the more active listener can provide tokens to indicate agreement
or participation when the other interlocutor is holding the floor while a low-level
active listener could merely produce tokens or use non-verbal reactions to show this
participation during the co-construct of a conversation. From Excerpt 5, when
Speaker A and Speaker B are talking about the promotion possibilities in work,
Speaker B does not understand Speaker A’s content which leads to the rare occur-
rence of listener responses, even when Speaker A attempts to give the floor to
Speaker B, where Speaker B fails to take the floor.

To sum up, from the raters’ feedback for Band 1 and Band 5, the clear division
demonstrates that (a) the deployment of subcategories of listener responses and
(b) the function of response tokens both contribute to the determination of high/low-
level of active listening in paired speaking assessment scoring.

6 Discussion

The current study used quantitative and qualitative methods to investigate the
inclusion of the active listening aspect in the rating rubric of paired speaking
assessment. Firstly, quantitative results showed a significant linear relationship
between the total amount of active listening tokens and both the total score of the
BEC speaking test score and the sum score of the three aspects relevant to pragmatics
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ability in the rating rubric, which indicated that the active listening ability had an
impact on both the overall BEC speaking performance and also the overall perfor-
mance in the three aspects. Secondly, among the ten types of active listening tokens,
it was found that only the type of non-transitional reactive expressions contributed
to learners’ overall BEC speaking performance. Thirdly, qualitative results showed
the ability to produce active listening subcategories (e.g., collaborative finishes,
resumptive openers, and reactive expressions) was related to overall active listening
performance scores according to Raters’ rating reports based on the new proposed
rating rubric.

6.1 The relationship between active listening and BEC speaking
performance

The findings showed that with the raising of the total number of active listening
tokens could indicate active listening ability improves. The findings implied that
active listening ability had a close relationship with speaking performance since it
was a tool to present the overall ability to participate and engage in the discussion
(Ross 2018). It indicated that active listening ability is an important predictor of
speaking performance, which also aligned with the findings of Lam (2021). The active
listening tokens demonstrated the ability not only to comprehend the utterance of
the other interlocutor but also to contribute to the discussion and collaborate on the
tasks (Ducasse 2010). This finding demonstrates the feasibility of quantifying active
listening ability via calculating the tokens of subcategories of listener responses in
conversation in future language assessments that emphasize communicative ability
or interactional competence. Therefore, active listening ability is relevant and
consequential to the speaking performance in assessments, which provides strong
evidence to be added to the speaking assessment rubric. However, from the raters’
feedback, the emphasis among subcategories of LRs indicated the deployment of
different types of LRs performs varied across different IC levels. For example,
reactive expressions and resumptive openers help speakers to navigate conversa-
tional transitions smoothly, maintaining the relevance and coherence of the
dialogue.

The result that the type of non-transitional reactive expressions contributed
to L2 learners’ overall BEC speaking performance the most was also in alignment
with the observations in Sert (2019) where the results indicated the occurrence of
responses tokens at traditional relevance place showed the ability of stance in the L2
talk. The non-transitional reactive expressions demonstrated learners’ ability not
only to pay attention to the utterance expressed by the other interlocutor but also
to show their acknowledgement and agreement with the content in the other
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interlocutor’s utterance. Therefore, the non-transitional reactive expression was
more salient than other token types of active listening ability in the paired speaking
test.

6.2 The impact of active listening ability in paired speaking
assessment rating

Both Raters considered the active listening aspect as an important part of paired
speaking tasks assessment. As experienced BEC Raters, they found that during the
rating of employing this new rubric, the active listening aspect was closely connected
with the Interactive Communication aspect and Discourse Management aspect,
which shows consistent results with the previous studies (Carlén 2020; Davey 2022;
Eiswirth 2020; Galaczi 2014). Some critical LRs during the discussion in three sections
of the test offer a lot of support to the speakers in the talk and constantly demon-
strated engagement in the ongoing conversation. This finding was consistent with
previous studies in L2 LRs. For instance, Carlén (2020) revealed that with improved
L2 proficiency, the L2 English LR would improve in both frequency and functional
distribution during classroom actions.

However, the active listening ability could be influenced by language proficiency
to a certain degree as reported by two Raters. Some equal proficiency participants
were able to demonstrate their cooperative abilities with at least two or three
collaborative completions. This has been identified in relative CA studies in turn
construction, which targeted the function of collaborative completions. For example,
King (2019: 7) identified the importance of ‘finishing each other’s sentence’ under the
CA conventions. Later, Davey (2022) noted the essential function of collaborative
completions as one tool in co-joined participation in L2 conversations. Based on the
current findings of the quantitative analysis, the total occurrence of collaborative
finishes is the highest in Band 4-5 instead of Band 1-3, collaborative finishes indeed
require a higher ability in IC to deploy this resource compared to other types of LRs
and hold a prominent impact on the score among two raters’ feedback.

Notably, for participants who were matched with unequal proficiency speakers,
some opportunities to display their abilities were severely hamstrung by their
partner’s low proficiency or willingness to talk. This leads to the practicality issue
with the inclusion of this aspect in future language assessment rubric design. Since
proficiency has not been validated in this rubric, it needs more consideration to
match language proficiency between participants when considering active listening
in the score rating.
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6.3 Factors differentiating high-level and low-level
performance in active listening

For high-level performance participants, rather than focusing on the frequency of
the LRs in the paired discussion tasks, Raters emphasized more when a response
should have occurred and how the responses contribute to the goal of the task.
Specifically, the most frequent comments given to Band 4-5 participants were the
ability to maintain verbal and non-verbal backchannels and being interactive to
react to the content of the previous speaker. This finding cohorts with the previous
research in active listening among L2 speakers. For example, Author(s) (xxxx)
examined the LRs among different stay abroad length L2 learners and concluded
that longer stay abroad L2 learners could produce more active LRs in role-play and
storytelling tasks and showed a more active performance in backchannels
productions.

Another prominent finding was the employment of resumptive openers. This
proves the ability to react to what the other interlocutor says, getting involved in
the partner in discussion, and introducing new ideas based on current content
(Schegloff 1979). The backchannels used by the high-performance L2 speakers often
demonstrate understanding or confirmation of some uncertain information during
the discussion without unappreciated interruptions (Eiswirth 2020; Ross 2018). In
contrast, the low-level performance participants tend to show “passive engage-
ment” in the discussion task with a rare contribution to producing feedback when
the primary speaker is holding the floor (Davey 2022; Lam 2021).

The usage of reactive tokens, such as “yeah”, “well”, “good”, and “really”, occurs
at a suitable time in the discussion, showing attitudes or further deeper topics and
defining the active listening ability between low and high level from the findings in
this study. The ability to link the contributions from another interlocutor into their
own talk with the assistance of LR is another common feature in the employment of
reactive tokens (Drummond and Hopper 1993b). In L2 language interactive speaking
assessment, reactive expression tokens serve as an encouragement or assistance to
partners in the task to express their ideas when facing language expression barriers
(Ducasse 2010).

In addition, the overall construction of LRs produced by participants in paired
discussion varies in functions, which also differentiates the level of performance. Due
to the barriers to understanding previous content, some LRs often functioned as
questioning or reconfirmation of previous content delivered by the current speaker
(Lam 2021), this indicates a low-level IC. In contrast, LRs could serve as agreement,
acknowledgment, and continuer in social actions (Jefferson 1993), these functions
jointly build the conversation and make the transition between speakers and listeners.
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However, most low-level active listeners mostly just answered the questions
produced by the examiner and only addressed more general questions in response to
their partner’s prompting. They hardly responded or provided feedback when not
holding the speaker’s role in communication, which makes it difficult for speakers to
yield the turn to low-level active listeners. The lack of employing a rich variety of LRs
caused the difficulties of topic management among turns (Sacks et al. 1974) which
leads to the disability to continue the conversation when one topic ends.

For practical implication from this study, we justify the feasibility of conducting
assessment in the form of interactional competence and emphasis on active listening
for specific contexts which requires a heavy load on active listening ability (e.g.,
business communication, mental counselling, and academic conversations).

6.4 Limitations of the study

As the first study to include active listening as a distinct rating criterion in a paired
speaking test, there are still a few potential limitations in this study. Firstly, the
feasibility and practicality could be a problem when replicating this study. Two
Raters recruited in this study were experienced in rating BEC and paired speaking
assessment. If this rubric was given to a beginner Rater with little rating experience,
they might find the rubric a bit harder to use without enough training and examples
being provided. A standardization session that shows a bunch of videos of perfor-
mances for criteria should be designed for validation of this rubric. This could get the
Raters to try to rate the performances first, and then reveal what the appropriate
ratings are and explain the reasons with reference to the band descriptors. For Rater
training, the lack of standardization may lead to different interpretations of this new
rubric, which might cause personal bias in the rating process.

Also, some mismatches in the bands representing the three criteria in the active
listening aspect may exist due to the lack of a rubric validation procedure. For the
“traditional” criteria (e.g., Grammar, Vocabulary, and Pronunciation), these three
represent a pretty solid level, which is equal to the IELTS rubric classification for
these three aspects. However, the descriptor for active listening lacks enough com-
parison, which means that there may exist less of a range between 1 and 5 for active
listening.

6.5 Future research directions

More studies are needed in the research of active listening, either in the language
assessment field or L2 IC. For future studies, two directions could be considered.
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Firstly, according to the findings in this study, language proficiency may impact the
communication between pairs in speaking tests, thus language proficiency needs to
be matched according to the speaking performance instead of the overall score of
language proficiency tests. In addition, a validation study for this newly developed
rubric is called for future focus on L2 IC assessment. For designing such a rubric,
future studies are encouraged to use the designed rubric as an instrument to test L2
ICinlanguages other than English to see whether the findings are consistent in terms
of rater agreement and rating interpretations. However, due to the time and scope of
the current study, the validation process is expected in a future research agenda. In
addition, based on the dyad format, more detailed behavior analysis can be con-
ducted to distinguish the impact of individual influence for each dyad instead of
across-group comparison.

7 Conclusions

In conclusion, this is the first study that has investigated the impact of the inclusion of
active listening as one aspect of the paired speaking assessment rubric, which fills an
important research gap in L2 IC assessment. The performance in low-level and high-
level active listening under a language assessment setting reflects the ability to
understand and engage in social interactions. Additionally, the rating and feedback
imply the importance of including active listening as one aspect of the assessment
rubric in the interactive paired speaking test. The novel finding of this study is that
the inclusion of the active listening aspect holds a prominent impact on the overall
score statistically. Another novel finding is that Raters value the inclusion of active
listening and support that active listening could reflect the IC ability in an English-
speaking assessment in business contexts, or other language assessments targeting a
specific expert domain. Apart from the significant findings related to L2 IC assess-
ment, this research also presents a direct comparison between high-level and
low-level active listening ability from a micro CA perspective with detailed evidence.
Finally, this study identifies the importance and value of considering active listening
and LRs in future research on L2 language assessments.
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