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- ISSUES RELATED, TO ASSESSING LISTENING ABILITYj i : :
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§ ' ce _ Introduction : 7\ .

During the fifties and early s1xties there was 2 flurry of research
and instructional deveiopment in the are;\a?‘iqseening ability. Since
that time there has been 1ittle activity. Devine's (19785?recent sugaary

- of 1istening'researcﬁ<8r1$;riiy restates the conclusions which were reached

by earlier reviewers (Caffrey, 1955; Toussaint 1960; Russell, 1964;}Dixon,'

%ﬁ;' 1964 ; Ducker and Patrie, 1964; Deyine, 1967; Ke'llera 1969 Barker, 1971 -
é" ’ Neaver, 1972) However, re11ance on estab11shed answers to quest1ons about

B

i 11sten1ng appears to be m1sgu1ded. T

-
L4

The impetus for this paper on the issues related to assessing listen-
- - iné abﬁlit& comes from rather disappointing results in a pilot effort to
develop listening measuresffbr the National Assessment of EQUcationa1

s . . -
Progress. Our complacency concerning the task did not prepare*us for the

b

‘probleﬁs we encOuntered, We felt that listening ability, unlike the other f;“"if
‘aSpects of communicaiion compeE:nce which we were"trying te assess, was :

. . fairly well defined. Furthermore, we were encouraged by the faet that i T
there aiready existed good models for assessing listening. Hoﬁever, the

results of.our pilot' efforts proved to be less than satisfactory. In fact,

they directed us td some major redevelopment and research in the area of .
listening.; In:this paper I will share the results of the gilot-effort of ,
assessing listening ability and indicate the implications of this experi- : \\;

ence for quure measurement of listening abil?tyn

]Paper presented at the American Educational Research Association Convent1on,
Toronto, Canada, March, 1973.
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R Brief ReviEw of Listening Researchlflnsfruct1on and Asséssment g .

) -~ D

As 1ndlcated in the introduct1on, the major contributions toward de—

fining and studyfng listening ability were made during ‘the fifties and ,

¢

early sixties. Most of this act1v1t§71nvolved - ' <

1. defining listening ability, e1ther asAa unitary skill or series
of subskilis; - S -

2. exploring the relationship between listening ability and éther ’
factors, primarily verbal ability, reading ability and motiva- .
tion; . , PENN e
K &

3. developing and evaluacing listening 1nstruct10nal approaches, and

4. developing tests of llstehgng ab1lity - : c. . -

—— PO

R R Cee - ]

ol

The “results of the research on l1sten1ng have not produced a single,
emp1r1cally based def1n1tron of listening ab1l1ty (Devine, f978) Instead
. a ser1es of descriptions have emerged mostly developed by those involved e
" “in l1sten1ng 1nstruct1on and measurement. These def1n1ttons are pr1mar.1, ‘ L
based on a logical analys1s of the l1sten1ng process. Many.fo@low estab- .
'_ 11'shed descr1pt10ns of reading compreﬁension. However,;they do not and1cate -
a clear hi erarchy or scope and sequence of sk1lls. . ¢ .o
The research_ related to the relationship ofal1sten1ng ahd othnr fac- 07/2
tors has subStantiated a relat1vely high pos1t1ve conrelatﬁon‘betveen_lis~ S .
tening and general verbal ability. Crook (1957) ‘found a ] corrélation-of fo
between listening cowprehension and intelligence. Haberland (1959) found . " .
) generally high positive correlat1ons\B§f§een various listening and verbal ;
ability measures. Likewise, the relationship between llstening and reading J
has been well established. ﬁronn (l96§) reported/:;:relatipns ranging‘from N
\ . .76 to .82 oetween listeping and reading for tOUnth; fjf&ﬁ_éﬁdmsi§th
g;aders. Ducker (1965) reported an average correlation between listening

v P )
. and reading.of .57. However, it is possible that the- relationship between




'1isten1ngfana reading may be explained by thejoverlap of both these
- , abilities with general verbal ability.

» 2

e Empirical research also has generally sypported the relationship be- v
. tween 11sten1ng ability and motivation or 1nterest This may be explained

4
by the fact that listening 1s related to the general process of learning

t 13

-

? f and the re1ut1onsh1p between motiviation .and learnirg has been well estab- .
%Q» ‘ 1ished (Barker; 1972) However, several experiments have.shown that the .
o a
i effects of 1nterest d1d not great]y 1nf1uence 11sten1ng comprehension )

(Heath 1952 Karraker, 1964) A listen1ng test’is a spec1a1\case of moti-
s
i vatdon. Most students want to perform well on tests. Kelly (1967 argued

that 11sten1ng aBil1ty measured in a acknowledged test situat1on is dif-

« -

ferent from listening measured under normal canditions,

T
‘
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In add1t1on to research stud1es numerous progrims which teach isten-
ing’ sk111s have been developéd, 1nc1uding several conmercial packages (e 9.,
Dun Donnelley, 1973 Educational Development Laboratories, 1969 McGraw-H111

) 1969; Science Research Associates, n.d.). Reviews of many studies of listening
. .

instrnction state that in many but not all cases these progranfs "have been ,

Py :\,,/, G AR
>

However, inspect1on of,the cqntents of these programs indicates that they

" oiffer greatly in terms of .the skills that they cover. - Furthermore, it
appears that the effectiveness of these proprams to some extent depends upon -
the match of the.1nstructiona1'objectives and the evaluatfon fnstruments..

The various efforts at research and instructiona, were complemented Ly
by the development of several 1istening ability tests. Two stanoardizeg'
listening tests, the Brown-Carlsén (Harcourt Brace-Jovanovich, 1955)/and >
the Sequential Test of Educational Progress /Educational festﬁng Service,

) .
LY .
4 -
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effective in 1mprov1nﬁ 11sten1ng ab111ty (Devine, 1967, 19785 Weaver, 1972) '
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1957), were deveioped in-the midafifties and have been widely used ever d

* . since. Howéver, some evidence indicates that these tests of listening . g

' correlate as well with tests.of verbal ability and reading'éﬁiiity as they ‘
do with one another (Kelly, 1965). Perhaps this result can be explained

by the fact that thesé two -tests -do-not: cover the same set of listenirg e

subskiils“ ~E<sides these two standardized listening tests, numerous others L

i -

have been reported in thesis research However, most of these measures

have not been carefuliy tested for reliabjlity or validity o " %

. Most efforts, related to Iistening have depended upon the generaiiza- ' | “;
tion which surfaced from the conpus of research described above. It was - é
.based upon this ev1dence that we,embarkedlon the development of items tha't B

“* measure 1istening ability for the Na onai,Assessnent of Educational

. Prooress. ‘ ‘ ' " ’/f/ .

<

NAEP/SCA Pilot Listening,Assessment

N
‘33.'. In June of 1976 the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
and the Speech Cormmunication Association (SCA) initiated a pilot study to
, test the feasibility of asse551ng speaking and ‘1istening skills (Mead
~

1977a, 1977b) .The productilof this effort were int%nded for use in the
) National Assessment of{Educational Progress, a national survey of student '
.t S
achievement with respect to important educational obJectives funded by

]

the National Center for Education Statistics,
: ’ t

"There are some important differences between National Assessment and

0 “,,w.v.t By e E e
[ .

standardized achievement testing programs The items deveioped by NAEP
measure specific objectives which are considered important by educators
. and-content specialists. They 4o not.constitute & test per se. The items

3 are usad to describe the accomplishments of nationally representative.

+ -4- £ ’
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groups of studerts They aFe not used to differentiate ievels'of"ability
amcng individual students, Neverthe}ess, the task of’ de&eiooing listen- -

ing assessment items ‘was similar to standardized test deveiopment in that

it invoived defining the domain of iistening ability and constructing . A

oitems which measured that domain

The domain description deveioped by the NAEP/SCA pilot projéct re-
flected a somewhat broader definition of 1istening tﬁan is typical. The
major focus of this description'was on the'functions or purposes of, com-
munication These were identified as the informing function and the con-

s
trolling (or persuading) function The functions were further differen-

tiated by the context or setting of the listening task These in&luded

formal and 1nforma1 listening situations. Finale, the domain was dsfined

Ll

in teﬁhs of specific listening'skills or objectives; This included. -
general listening comprehen51on obJectiées as well ‘as specific ltstening
ana‘ly51 s objectives. - : o

[}

.Another way of describing the domain is by characterizing the listen-

ing'stimuli and questions which were developed for the pildt projcit.

Stimuli representing the informing function included an informative speech,

a telephone call, a newscaste and a.public service announcement. -The

stimuli representing the controlling function’inciuded a persua%fVe speech,

‘a paid political announcement, a commercial, and a.$ersuasive conversation

between two'friends. Some of tﬁé questions Wnich followed the stimuli
measured genera' listening comprehension specificaily simpie recall, {g:
terpretatiomvand application. Other questions measured specific analysis
objectives These items required identifying appropriate introd/ctions
and conclusions organizational patterns, types of support material, types

of persuasive appeals fact- opinion distinctions and uses of e?;de

e

3y
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v ' A pool of fifty-six’ items was developed. The, items were packaged into -
four test bocklets, each representing approximately fifteen minutes of
. testing The items were field tested in four sites which represented a

variety of regions of the country, size and type of cities, and racial and

ethnic populations,

An average of 146 students responded to.each set of -

-

o

items.

-

v

The iteus were analyzed using typiodl item\inalxsis statistics. Item
difficulty‘uos indicated by theé percent of st dents ohoosing each option.
Item discwimination was indicated by the\BéTnz)Eiserial'qorrelation be-
tween individuals'choosing.an-option and tneir tatal test scores. In
addition, the responses to each option were correlated'with an external
criterion which reflected the ciassification of the students as minority\
or nonminority. This added information.aliowed reviewers'to identify items
'wnioh receiued significantly different responsés by minority and nonmi-
nority students. ‘ | ' ) ‘

{
It is important to emphas1ze the purpose of adding the external

criterion which reflected the rac1a1/ethnic’6ackground of students to the

information bese. The aim. of this strategy was not to eliminate all items’ '
" which differentiated between minority’énd nonminority students. It is

possible that there are real differences between ghese two groups with

respect to listening aoility. The information was used to identify items’ .
i which mi@ht be discriminating Petween minority and nonminority students

for reasons other tnén listening skill. For example,.an item might re- }
ceiye different responses because of the yarying backgrounds,'experiences, \
. values or language styies of uinority~and .onminority students. We con-

sidered these factors to be extranéous to listening obility.




items with appropriate difficulty level and discrimniation
er. Guidelines had been established'for selecting items within the i
difficu]ty range of forty percent to eighty percen+ correct responses ‘
with an average of sixty percent (Stanley and Hopkins, 1972) and with a

< discrimination level of <30 (Harris, 1968). Because the purpose of

b, o s

G Brea g L8 O,
SR

RS
e

National‘ésseSSment is-not to build a3 test-but to select items which.mea~

¢
-

sura specific objectives these guidelines were merely suggestive and not

!

. »~ crucial. ' Pfactically all of the items in the ‘pool met the discrimination

requirement and only about twenty.percent of the items fell outside the

_ proposed difficulty range.

5 L S
T A

;% The surprising result -from tryouts was that the listening items, un-

‘.' . . q -‘ . o~
. -1ike the items ‘for the other areas of communication competénce which were
: - : : < .
field tested at the same time, showed a high number of significant point

-

biserial correlations between responses of, minority and nonminority stus

N’

dents. Approximately one~ha1f’of the" listening items demonstrated this

AP R e g vt O o £H

characteristic. It must be emphasized that a significant correlation be-

i "+ tween the responses of minority and nonminority students (a reiationship

.significant]y different from zero) uas not considired tantamount to item
bias. There were a couﬁ]e of reasons for reviewing the data cauticusly.
JFirst, the" tryout sites included two all minority :chools. This made it
possibie that “the distributions might include a concentration of minority
students within a single gption because of some unusual responses by the
sgudents in'these schools. Secondiy, a great number of correiations were

reviewed: one for each foil of wach item. Among these; there were bound

a to bé some relationships due to chance (one out of twenty).

v
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N A significant correlation was coasidered a signal for further review.

\ . :
N In some cases, the critique 1nd1cated p0551ble sources of item bias, such

-+ as a typically white speech pattern in 3 listening stimuli(which presented

A\ \

" a ersuasive conversation between two' friends, and .he item was dropped.

\’

In\\ther cases, however, the review could not detect any problems and the

1

L@
N

it was retained As indicated earlier, a significant correlation was .

this haracteristic and the marked difference between this set of items
’ ahd th other sets of items {informing speakinc, controlling speaking,
rituali\ing and sharing feelings) suggested a Special problem
. A oanel of. speech comunication experts reviewed the listening items
~- and selected/approximately one-half for use in the assessment. AbOut onz~
third\of the selected Items reflecteﬂ'51gn1f1cantly different responses,
by-minority\and nonminority students The consultants 1dentrf?ed very few

AR

speciiic aspects of the listening 1tems which’they felt were indicative.of .
- 1tem bias, such as the type of 51tuation nresented “the speech style used,
or the values implied. However, they speculated a,number of general
charagteristics of the items which micht have tapped iactors whnéh,were
ext.,aneous to measuring Tistening ability. These‘problems included:;
1.' the vocabulary leval of the listening stimuli;
2. the length of the for,al speeches;
3. the interest level of the listening stimuliy
4. the accent and rate of speech of. the speakers on the stimulus
» tapes; and
5.  the level of disruption in.the classrooms.
= . .\ ‘( - - - N .. \ - .
They hypothesized- that minority students might have less specializeq,
‘'vocabulary knowledge; a lower tolerance for long, boring materials; and

Tess_experience listening to the accants and rate of white speakers.

né. .

onsidered to be synonymous with item bias However, the frequency of -
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Furthenmore, minority siudents might tend tc be concentrateo in schools

¥

where tnere were more disruptions in the tlassrooms and nearby environ-

4
.

/ ment. ." ~ e - .
'An'additional factor which might explain the results is varying
levels of verbal ability of the minority and nonminority students in the .
tryout groups. If listening abilfty overlaps with verbal ability, as
previous resear ch indicates, it is possible that the results might be ‘ex~
) plained in terms of di ferent levels of verbal ability The field test- N
ing did not collect 1nformatjon about the verbal ability of the students..
Lt is possible that the m)nority students seTected for tryouts reflected
) “an overall Tower - level of verbal abupity than the nonminority students
. The outcome of the tryout phase of the pilot listening ‘ass~ssment was
- the identification of a problem, potential item bras, and no real data to
substantiate or further elaborate the situation A number of explanations
of "the results was proposed. However, these explanations were vased on
.speculation and not on Empirical evidence. The problem of minority bias

_had not been cléarly articulated in past listening assessment efforts.

The results of the NAEP/SCA pf;ot project suggested a clear need for
. r

~

further development and research.

) I

-

‘ImplicationS'for Future Development of Listening Measures

The message of this paper is that it is not as easy to assess lis-
‘ tening ability "as perhaps we hdve been led to believe, The probiem of
. differingkresponses between minority and nonminority students not only
iflagged a pdtential*problem in iten bias, but also reopened more general
issues regarding listening ability. These include questions about the

i : definition of the.domain of listening ability and about its relationship
» -9‘.
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with other factors (especially with.4e bal ability and.motivation).. A
- / .

successful measure of listeningiéﬂility must deal w{th all of these iséués:
Based on our experienceﬂfgﬁthe NAEP/éCA pilot project, we identified

several recdmmendatfbns‘for 1istening assessment wh%ch address the ques-

'tions listed above. These guidelineg have heer adopted for our own con-

* tinuing-development of listening assessment- items and are also relevant

R for others interested in measuring this-skill. : .
e Y S . : . .

~ .

Recommendation 1: Focus on Skills Which Are Unique and:Central to Listening

As indicated in the second §ect{on of this paper, there still is no .
comman aefinit{bn‘of listening ability. In selecting froﬁ alternattves;
it seems appropriate to focus on skills which are unique and central to -
tistening. | ” L. : .
The skj11§ whicheare unique to listening 1qvo1ve responding to oral
language. Qookén language 1is dif%ereht from written language in that it

“
tends to b. ionlinear, incomplete and rz2Jundant. It is ephemeral, it is

Fccampanied by nonverbal qommunication,.and it often takes place in an in-
‘ teractive situation: It therefore seems essential to utiliZe ﬁaturaT ‘

spoken,}ang@age'for listening stimuli. Tie roworking d% reading tests. in-

to listening tests is inappropriate. It is lesémobvioqs how to déé] with

the nonverbal and intéractive nature of oral communication in an assess-

ment situation. - Nonverbai siénals tend to b@ subtle and individualistic

L4

and thus difficult to include in an aésessment. Likewise, the .give and

take of normal speaking and.listening are difficult to recreate in a tast

setting.

A

It is more difficult to identify the mcst central skills in the 1is- _

o

tening domain. In our present effort, we' have identified five core

-

-10-

IRC e




-
.

Vol

. objectives. Thése reflect @ compilation.of the skills most often iden-

tii}éd in 1nSt€uct10na1 and asgsessment materials. They 1nc1ude(the fol-
\

Yowing: S R .

1. be abje to recall significant’detai]s. - .

2.° be able to comprehénd the main idea; . )

3. be able to.draw :inferences. about the information (e,g‘, rela-
_tionships, 1mp]1tations). ot

4. 'be able to make dudgments concerning the speaker {e.g., in- _
-tent,-attftudes); and -

‘5, be able to make judgments concerning the information (e.g.,
types of evidence, logic .of arguments). P

Héﬁever, these objectives suffer from the same problems 3s earlier Tists.

They are based on legic, not emp*rical evidenca.

. A final concern in -defining the doma1n of liStening- 1s the overlap

between ljstening,ab111ty and' verbal ability. L1stening sk111 depends

4

.

are central to -this domain, it seems 1nappr0pn1ate to use materials and

A

, However, it is a135 clear that it is possible to function effectively in

many listen1ng situations with a fazrly 11m1ted vocabulary and with bas1c

2T

upon«knowlnge of vocabulary and the ability to manipulate verbal symbols.

cogn1t1ve sk1lls Kelly (1967, pp. 455-456) described this contradictory

haa s

s1tuat1on as follows T K
\ -

In testing situations some of the "best" listeners be suﬂjects
with high mental ability who normally are relatively ina tive
under non-test circumstances, and some of those who are "good s~

teners" under normal (non-test) conditions may do poorly in the
test environment-because.they were handicapped by the inability to
‘understand the difiifuat material frequently found in the tests of
11sten1ng

L4
l

Since the aimw;¥ listeving assessment is to focus on skills which

“items whi¢h- tap into high levels of verhal ability merely to gain dis- -

crimination power in the measures. 'General verbal skills are less ame~
nableigg 1mprovement tnrouch listen1ng 1nstruct10n and they are already

the fbcus of other types of- assessment measures.

Y

-11- 13 |
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In our current research we are trying to explore the overlap between
listenﬁng and verbal ability. Listening stimuli-have been classified

according to the1r vocabulayy level by using readabili y formulae. In .

-~

,addition, listening items are being f1e1d tested a]ong W1th verbal ab111ty

measures. This way it will be possible tq see which st1mu11 and which
‘:\

jtems are particularly related to verbal ability These efforts will also
help sort out possible explanations to differing responses “among m1nor1ty4

and nonminority students in the initial tryouts.

\ﬁecﬁnnnndation 2: - Use Short, Interesting Listening Stimuli .z ¢

The purpose of the present assessment effort and most tests of listen-

[}

ing to date is to medsure:listening abilit} under optimal conditions rather
than typica{ listening behavior in.actual.situations, As indicated in sec-
. tion two,'motivation;plays a critical role in iistening. In order to assess
maximm ability, it therefore seems appropriate to make every effort to en-
courage students to try their hardest on the items. For many students tne
test situation jtself is-an adequate\motivator. However, more and more
students are reacting to the relevance of their school experiences, includ-
ing testing. .

One:problem identified in the initial tryouts was that stimuli were

guite long (each soeech was Six minutes) and that the contents were unin-

teresting to seventeen-year-olds. In the present development effort, every

attempt is being made to use relatively short, interesting listening

stimuli. St1mu1? range from one- half minute to three minutes in length.

Materials focus on topics which are generally popular among teenagers.
It is d1ff1cu1t to find 11sten1ng materials which all students will

find interesting. -Some will enjoy sports, others will not. In some
-12-

-
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testing situations, this problem has been countered by using uniformly -

boring materials. Howéven; in the cBrrent situation it seems mgre impor-
tant to spark interest, even if it means introducing topics, /which might
. . ‘ . /4

not motivate all studénts to the. same degree, In fact; by focusingon -~

topics and listening situations which' are comﬁon %pugp§p s@gdgﬁts (for
example, school activities, friendships, television), it {s péssible to

provide stimuli that are both inferesting and'dhiveréal.
’ 3 td _

Recommendation-3: Consider Extraneous Factors'Which Might Contribute to _

Item Bias

. . ) - K3 N $ g
The primary result of the tryouts for the NAEP/SCA pilot project was
. , - LB, .
the identification of potential minority bias in items. This finding high~

Tighted the need for special attention to this probiem.

One technique for identifyiag item bias, which was used in the pilot

-

project, was to review correlational data rggarding the. responses of ’

d ' ' i .
minerity and nonminority students. Although we have already -indicated

some problems in using this information, it appeared a useful tool, for
finding extrapeous factors such as background, experience and values.

Another potential contributo} to bias s the quality of the listening

" stimulus. It seems-likely that students who are use to listening to non-

standard dialects or to languages-other thn English might be confused by ]
the listening §t1muli. One solution fg this probiem is asking the teacher
to read the st}muli in the testing situation. This assumes that ali stu-
dents are used to listening to their, own Feacher and will not be confused
by h{s or her dialect or other speecﬁ chgracteristics. However, the lack
of regularity in this'type of testing si;qétion and. the possibility-of
speech problems among some teachers (e.g.: poor articulation) favor an

alternative approach.
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. "In our present research we are developing stimulus tapes which use !

network English as the mode for_présgnting listening material. This
dppraach is based on the assumption that gll students are'used tpAwatch;;g
. and listening to televisi;n. This technique allows for.a h{gh degree bf
; :regu{grity in the testing process. Aéd1§1ona1 cqpsiderations must be -
given té ;he ]j;tening environment, ass&ring that the loudness and tone
of Ehe stimuli are adeﬁuate and distractiong are minimized. Thgse
,approa%hes\yhouId minimize the extraneous factors which cause probfems

_for minority students. ' . . oo ‘

‘The recommendations discussed above a;e'gehe}al and suggestive. They
are presented prima;jly as an_ impetus-for further development and research.
The gu{delines are meant to encourage those who a}e involved in 1istening
résearcﬁ;'instruction or tésting to expldre the.area more~defjn1tf%e1y,‘
fapher than to rely on existing data. The pecommendatidn§ emerge more frém
the subjective experience'of the NAEP/SCA pilot listeni;g assessment pro-.
Ject than from conqrefé empirical fiﬁding§4~1hése_guideljng§_musf be.§ub-
jecte& to careful stﬁdy and research. fhis i€ the goal of current National
€ Assessment activities which are continuing to explore the area of listening,

~ ‘ .
and hopefully,our efforts will be amplified by others interested in listen-

+ . ing.
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