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Preface

�is book is an extension and adaptation of my PhD thesis �​ Dai (2022). �e 
thesis has won the 2023 American Association for Applied Linguistics (AAAL) 
Dissertation Award (https://​www.aaal.org/​disse​rtat​ion-​award). �is is the �rst 
time that an Australian PhD thesis has won the award.

�e data collection and writing of this book were supported by the Australian 
Government Research Training Program Scholarship, the Faculty of Arts 
Graduate Research International Grant from the University of Melbourne, the 
Research Data Collection Support from the School of Languages and Linguistics 
at the University of Melbourne, the TOEFL Small Grants for Doctoral Research 
in Second or Foreign Language Assessment, and the British Council Assessment 
Research Award. �is book is published Open Access with the generous support 
from University College London.

Some parts of the book have appeared in Dai (2023a) published in Language 
Teaching Research and Roever and Dai (2021) published in Assessing speaking 
in context: Expanding the construct and its applications by Multilingual Matters.

Due to the complexity of documenting a test development and validation 
project, I start each chapter with a brief summary that encapsulates the key 
messages of the chapter. References to sections, tables and �gures in the text 
have hyperlinks embedded so readers can be directed to relevant parts of the 
book if/​when needed. For readers that are especially pressed for time, they are 
encouraged to start with the Summary of the Book, Chapter 1 Introduction and 
Chapter 8 Conclusion to get an overview of the monograph. Chapter 3 lays out 
the interpretive argument for validation, Chapters 4�​6 present three interrelated 
studies designed to gather the validity evidence motivated in Chapter 3, and 
Chapter 7 evaluates the evidence garnered in Chapters 4�​6 to support validation 
in the form of a validity argument.

 

 

 



 



Foreward

I �rst became aware of David Wei Dai�s work while he was studying for a Master 
of Applied Linguistics at the University of Melbourne, Australia. David and 
I happened to share a Masters dissertation supervisor �​ Carsten Roever �​ albeit 
around 12 years apart in time. David�s dissertation (or, following the Melbourne 
University convention, his �minor thesis�) was on a topic that continues to hold 
a lot of interest for me: the e�ects of speaker accent in second language listening 
assessment. I was pleased, both for David and for my former supervisor, when 
I learned that David had won the Caroline Clapham IELTS Masters Award for his 
work (which has since been published in Language Assessment Quarterly). Since 
that time, I�ve been following David�s academic journey as he turned to focus 
on another topic that presents conceptual and practical challenges for language 
testers: interactional competence. David continued to work with Carsten Roever 
(moving towards pragmatics and interaction was perhaps inevitable!), and this 
book represents the product of his PhD research, also conducted at the University 
of Melbourne, which focused on the assessment of interactional competence 
among second language (L2) learners of Chinese.

Interactional competence has been a vibrant area of research in language 
assessment for some time. Many researchers have drawn on the principles 
and methods of conversation analysis (CA) and membership categorization 
analysis (MCA) to understand how interaction is managed within speaking 
test performance, providing empirically based insights into test-​taker discourse 
using a rigorous methodological approach. It is ironic, in some ways, that this 
line of research has grown at precisely the same time that many large-​scale tests 
have explored automated delivery and scoring of speaking, with a corresponding 
shi� away from the messiness of human-​human communication towards more 
tightly controlled, psycholinguistic-​oriented speaking tasks. As I have expressed 
elsewhere (e.g., Harding & Fulcher, 2022), we are at a critical juncture in the 
evolution of language assessment design, where our understanding about 
the�nature of communicative competence is developing in greater depth, while 
the a�ordances of technology sometimes seem to be moving assessment practices 
in an altogether di�erent direction.

Within this broader context, David�s book is timely and important. It o�ers 
novelty in various respects. David focuses on L2 learners of Chinese, for instance, 
addressing an urgent need for more research on assessing IC in languages other 
than English. �e setting of the study is a computer-​mediated communication 

 

 



Foreward10

(CMC) environment, which continues to gain prominence in the assessment 
landscape a�er the Covid era. David also employs a diverse range of methods to 
answer speci�c questions within an argument-​based approach to validation. It 
is a strong and coherent piece of research, and I am not surprised that the thesis 
on which this book is based has won the 2023 American Association for Applied 
Linguistics (AAAL) Dissertation Award.

For me, though, what sets David�s work apart as particularly useful for other 
scholars of IC is its theoretical robustness. David does not shy away from the 
fundamental conundrums at the heart of IC assessment, and he seeks to unify 
otherwise separate philosophical approaches to chart a way through for test 
developers. Most impressive of all is David�s vision of IC, which moves beyond 
the categories familiar to many language testers and draws on a wide range of 
thought within sociology and philosophy to develop, in his words, a theory of 
IC that encompasses �not only the sequential but also the emotional, moral, 
logical and categorial dimensions of interaction� (p. 12). �is is an important 
contribution that is likely to have resonance with �elds beyond language testing 
and assessment. It is a useful example of how thinking through applied problems 
can result in theoretical advances.

Readers will �nd this an erudite and thought-​provoking book that will 
challenge their pre-​conceptions about IC and how it might be assessed. �at was 
certainly my experience. In fact, I was lucky enough to have an early glimpse 
of David�s research and thinking when he visited Lancaster in early-​September 
2022. David presented his work to our Language Testing Research Group and 
�elded some very probing questions from Lancaster students. I found myself 
thinking about his new model of IC, and its implications, for some time a�er that 
visit. And I know that I will be referring to David�s work frequently in the future.

I hope you enjoy engaging with this unique perspective on IC, and I look 
forward to seeing how David�s work continues to raise new ideas and new 
possibilities for assessment.

Luke Harding
Lancaster  

December, 2023

 



Summary of the Book

�is book documents the development and validation of a standardized large-​
scale language test on second language (L2) interactional competence (IC), 
which re�exively informed the conceptualization of IC and theorization of 
social interaction as a competence. More speci�cally, this book investigates L2-​
Chinese as its target language for an IC test that is delivered in the computer-​
mediated environment to enhance the practicality of IC assessment. �roughout 
the process of test development and validation, I de�ned IC as a theoretically 
multidimensional construct, which encompasses a speaker�s ability to manage 
interaction at the sequential, emotional, moral, logical and categorial dimensions. 
From the assessment perspective, I demonstrated that IC is concurrently 
theoretically multidimensional and psychometrically unidimensional, which 
corroborates the assessability of IC as a test construct.

Adopting an argument-​based approach to test validation, I designed the test 
following a task-​based needs analysis (TBNA), eliciting the perspectives from 
L2-​Chinese speakers, �rst language (L1) Chinese teachers, and L1-​Chinese 
interactants on what L2-​Chinese speakers struggle the most with interpersonal 
interaction in L2 Chinese. Findings from the TBNA informed the design of a 
nine-​item IC test that targets test-​takers� ability to manage social actions that 
are disa�liative in nature, which are actions that can threaten social harmony 
(e.g., making a complaint about workplace fairness to your employer). �e test is 
delivered on a mobile-​phone application, covers three sub-​language use domains 
(everyday life, work, and study), and includes three degrees of interactiveness 
in terms of task methods (1st pair part voice messaging, 2nd pair part voice 
messaging, and live video chat).

�e speci�cation of the IC test construct and development of the rating 
scale were based on everyday-​life linguistic laypersons� criteria of IC. �e use of 
everyday members� criteria to de�ne the test construct represents an attempt to 
democratize research by complementing the perspective of applied linguists with 
the one of linguistic laypersons, who use the target language on a daily basis and 
are the �nal arbiters of successful interaction. 36 linguistic laypersons listened 
to and commented on 22 pilot test-​takers� performances on the test. �ematic 
analysis of linguistic laypersons� interview transcripts and written comments 
returned �ve indigenous categories that formed the �ve rating categories in 
an indigenous IC scale. When analysing pilot test-​taker discourse in terms of 
IC, I proposed the use of Sequential-​Categorical Analysis, which combines 
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Conversation Analysis and Membership Categorization Analysis to allow for 
the investigation of both the sequential and categorical aspects of interaction. 
�e analysis of test-​taker discourse through Sequential-​Categorical Analysis 
assisted me in theorizing linguistic laypersons� a-​theoretical indigenous rating 
scale into a theorized IC scale, which has (1) disa�liation control, (2) a�liation 
promotion, (3) morality, (4) reasoning, and (5) social role management as its 
�ve rating categories. �e IC construct developed in this book moves beyond 
constructs in existing IC scholarship as it illustrates the multidimensional nature 
of IC, encompassing not only the sequential dimension of interaction, but also 
the emotional, moral, logical and categorical dimensions.

105 test-​takers from 26 di�erent countries participated in the main testing 
study, whose performances were rated in a fully-​crossed design by two raters 
using the theorized IC rating scale. Many Facet Rasch Analysis on rating results 
showed that item performance, rater reliability and rating scale functioning 
were satisfactory. Rasch Principal Component Analysis demonstrated the 
unidimensionality of IC as a test construct. Correlational analyses on test-​
takers� IC test performance and an external measure of pro�ciency revealed that 
pro�ciency had limited predictive strength on IC: r (104) =​ .42, p<0.05. Lower 
pro�ciency L2 speakers could outperform higher pro�ciency L2 speakers and 
even L1 speakers. �is �nding challenges the longstanding native-​speakerism 
in language teaching and testing as it shows that L1 speakers are not the gold 
standard of IC. It also highlights that IC does not develop automatically as L2 
speakers� pro�ciency increases. �erefore, IC is an ability that needs to be taught 
and assessed separately from pro�ciency for L1 and L2 speakers alike.

�e extrapolative power of the IC test was ascertained through a self-​
assessment questionnaire and a peer-​assessment questionnaire. Test-​takers� self-​
assessment and peer-​assessment were correlated with their test performance, the 
results of which showed that the IC test can reasonably predict test-​takers� IC in 
non-​assessment, real-​life settings. Test-​takers� attitude towards the test was also 
elicited in the questionnaire, which was favourable and supportive of the use of 
IC items in general speaking assessment.

Although the role-​play IC test in this book is based on L2 Chinese, �ndings from 
this book are potentially applicable to other test tasks and target languages due to 
the highly theorized nature of the IC construct in this book, which is not speci�c 
to any context, language, or task type. �e theorized IC rating scale embodies a 
holistic IC construct that goes beyond the mechanics of interaction and ventures 
into the assessment of speakers� ability at managing a�ect, logic, morality and 
categorization in and for interaction. �is IC model is theoretically robust as it 
is consistent with other more holistic models on interpersonal interaction such 
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as Dell Hymes�s original conceptualization of communicative competence and 
Aristotle�s three artistic proofs. Future research can adapt the current IC test and 
localize the theorized IC scale to see if �ndings from this study still obtain when 
applied to other target languages, task types and assessment contexts. �e use 
of computer-​mediated communication platforms for test delivery in this book 
increases the practicality, accessibility and a�ordability of IC assessment. �e 
computer-​delivered nature of this IC test also allowed test-​takers from a wide 
range of backgrounds to participate, which di�ered from the typical participants 
in applied linguistics research, who tend to be a�uent middle-​class university 
students. �is design in the book helped to promote fairness, democracy and 
inclusivity in applied linguistics and language testing research.
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Chapter 1  Introduction

�e assessment of second language (L2) speaking ability has long followed the 
psycholinguistic-​individualist approach that focuses on a test-​taker�s ability to 
produce speech and assesses this ability based on linguistic components such 
as lexical range, grammatical accuracy, and pronunciation. �is approach is 
adopted in most major language tests (e.g., IELTS and TOEFL) but is not without 
controversies. One of the main issues language assessment specialists takes with 
the psycholinguistic-​individualist approach is that it under-​represents the social, 
interactional reality of speaking (Roever & Kasper, 2018). Speaking in real life 
most frequently takes the form of talking, which is interaction with other people. 
If this key feature is underrepresented in speaking tests, scores from the speaking 
tests cannot provide reliable information to inform end-​users about how test-​
takers actually perform in real life, threatening the validity of the speaking tests 
and the legitimacy of the testing practice.

�e assessment of interaction, or more speci�cally, a speaker�s interactional 
competence (IC), questions the current practice of speaking assessment and 
concurrently raises new challenges. �e conceptualization of IC draws heavily 
from the �eld of Conversation Analysis (CA) on everyday interaction. However, 
CA is empiricist in its analytic approach and does not evoke etic standards in its 
depiction of interaction. �is is misaligned with the practice of assessment in 
which test-​taker performances need to be benchmarked against standards. �is 
philosophical tension between CA and testing has long troubled IC assessment 
researchers and needs to be acknowledged and addressed before IC assessment 
can proceed.

In terms of the current scope of IC assessment research, previous studies 
have largely focused on L2-​English as a target language and face-​to-​face 
(F2F) communication as a medium of assessment (Ikeda, 2021; Youn, 2015). 
More research is needed in other languages to enrich our understanding of IC 
assessment. �e F2F mode of test delivery, despite its authenticity, highlights 
the logistic and practicality challenges of IC assessment as it can be expensive to 
create F2F interactional settings for test-​takers to interact with interlocutors in 
order to assess their IC. �e COVID-​19 global pandemic further prompts test 
developers to rethink the practice of language assessment and explore alternative 
platforms for test delivery that do not require F2F interaction. More research is 
needed to see if IC assessment can be conducted in the online space to lower the 
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cost and make language assessment operationalizable when F2F assessment is 
not feasible.

Since IC assessment is still relatively new in the �eld of L2 speaking assessment, 
IC as a test construct is under-​speci�ed and there is no consensus on how IC 
should be best de�ned. Previous research on IC development and assessment 
has focused on various indicators of IC, but the choice of the IC indicators is 
either based on researchers� judgement or what is available in the performance 
data produced by L2 speakers in speci�c language tasks. �e IC indicators 
investigated so far are mostly mechanistic markers that index the sequence of 
interaction. Interaction itself, however, encompasses a much broader range of 
features that are yet to be theorized in IC assessment. A methodical approach is 
needed to identify IC tasks that are most relevant to the target L2 group. Based 
on the identi�ed tasks, IC researchers can further explore what IC indicators are 
most crucial to success in interaction and theorize these indicators into a more 
comprehensive IC test construct.

A related research gap in IC assessment research, and in language assessment 
in general, is that testing specialists have frequently relied on language experts 
to de�ne the construct of a language test. �is can unintentionally weaken the 
extrapolation inference of a language test to real-​world situations as in real life, 
test-​takers� language skills are frequently judged and assessed by non-​testing 
specialists, instead of language teachers or applied linguists (Sato & McNamara, 
2019). �is issue is particularly pronounced when IC is the trait to be assessed. 
�e ability to interact successfully and appropriately in general everyday-​life 
settings is a skill that everyday-​life members in any society can master and need 
to master. It is not a specialized skill in which only language specialists can 
claim expertise. To better understand and de�ne IC as a test construct, it can be 
bene�cial to engage with non-​testing experts� opinions to understand how IC is 
understood in everyday-​life settings and attained by everyday-​life members of a 
society.

�e extrapolative/​predictive strength of IC assessment also awaits more 
investigation. �e main function of a language test is to show what is assessed 
in a testing setting can inform end-​users of test-​takers� language ability in non-​
testing settings. IC assessment promises better extrapolation to real-​world 
performance compared to traditional psycholinguistic-​individualist speaking 
tests because IC tests assess test-​takers� ability to interact in real-​life settings. 
Such a claim, however, needs to be validated. If an IC test cannot be shown to 
measure how test-​takers behave in everyday real-​world situations, it will threaten 
the inferences we can draw from the test.
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Finally, the most contentious point of IC assessment is its relationship 
with the assessment of linguistic competence (LC, encompassing indicators 
such as grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation) as de�ned in traditional 
psycholinguistic-​individualist speaking frameworks. Is assessing IC the same as 
assessing LC? If the answer is a�rmative, the next logical question is why there is 
a need for assessing IC since the assessment of LC has long been established and 
perfected. If the answer is negative, the question that ensues is how IC and LC 
are di�erent. �is is a complex question, and more research is needed to assist us 
with unpacking the relationship between the two constructs.

In view of the above-​mentioned research gaps identi�ed in IC assessment, 
this book sets out to address these concerns to further our understanding of 
the practice and value of IC assessment. Chapter 2 o�ers a literature review 
of�existing IC assessment research and related issues. I provide an exploration 
of the philosophical underpinnings behind IC assessment, the alternatives to 
F2F assessment, the relationship between IC and LC, and the practices in test 
design and rating materials development. An evaluation of existing literature on 
these issues helps to lay the groundwork for the development of the IC test in 
this book.

Chapter 3 details the validation framework used in this book to guide the 
validation of the IC test. In this book, Kane�s argument-​based framework is 
used and the assumptions and inferences behind the interpretive argument are 
detailed in Chapter 3. �e project is designed to gather backings to support the 
assumptions in the framework and the backings will be evaluated in Chapter 7 
once all the data are gathered and analysed.

Between Chapter 3 and Chapter 7 is the main focus of this book, which 
consists of three studies in Chapter 4, Chapter 5, and Chapter 6 that are 
designed to validate the IC test. Chapter 4 explains the process undertaken in 
the development of the IC test. Chapter 5 focuses on the design of the rating 
materials and the speci�cation of the IC construct for the test. Chapter 6 is the 
main testing study where the test was administered to a large cohort of test-​
takers to examine how the test and the rating scale function. �ese three studies 
generate the evidence needed to validate the test, which is evaluated in the 
validity argument in Chapter 7.

�e last chapter, Chapter 8, summarizes the main �ndings and contributions 
from this book, discusses the limitations of this research project, and suggests 
directions for future research.

 



 



Chapter 2  Literature review

Chapter 2 surveys existing literature and research studies that are pertinent to 
this book. Section 2.1 situates the discussion of interaction in this book in the 
�eld of pragmatics, examining the philosophical foundations of three schools 
of pragmatics theories. An understanding of the philosophical underpinnings 
behind the theories of interaction is integral to the conceptualization and 
operationalization of IC in the assessment context. Based on the three schools 
of pragmatics theories, Section 2.1 proposes a uni�ed framework to situate the 
assessment of IC, reconciling the tension between the philosophical underpinning 
for interaction and the real-​world constraints of assessment practices.

Section 2.2 establishes computer-​mediated communication (CMC) as the 
platform for the observation of interaction and IC for this book project. �e 
development and assessment of IC in this context are particularly needed 
and relevant, considering how the global COVID-​19 pandemic has shi�ed 
much of language learning and testing to the online space. A�er surveying 
previous research on CMC and taking into account the unique challenges and 
opportunities the COVID-​19 global pandemic has raised for language testing, 
Section 2.2 positions the assessment of IC in this book in the CMC environment 
and raises �ve considerations in the design of CMC IC tests.

Section 2.3 and Section 2.4 discuss IC as a test construct in detail, with Section 
2.3 focusing on theoretical issues pertaining to IC assessment and Section 2.4 on 
operational issues of IC assessment. In both sections there is a strong emphasis 
on di�erentiating IC from LC and on how IC as a construct can be de�ned to be 
su�ciently di�erentiated from LC. A highlight of Section 2.4 is the discussion 
on the expansion of the IC test construct by incorporating concepts and theories 
from sociology and philosophy. More speci�cally, Section 2.4 contends that 
existing IC assessment research tends to focus on the mechanics of interaction 
but overlooks the emotional, logical, moral and categorial dimensions of 
interaction, which should be incorporated into a holistic model of IC.

Sections 2.5 and 2.6 review the literature on designing test tasks and rating 
materials, both of which are crucial steps in the development of a language test. In 
Section 2.5 there is a strong focus on how test developers can design IC test tasks 
that are relevant to test users and that are able to elicit the expected performances 
as conceived by test developers. �is is commonly achieved through the practice 
of conducting task-​based needs analysis (TBNA) to ensure the test tasks are 
empirically grounded and motivated.
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In Section 2.6 the focus is on how rating materials can be developed not 
from the researchers� perspective but from the language-​use domain experts� 
perspective (Jacoby & McNamara, 1999), and how rating materials can be 
designed to assist raters with IC rating. Basing the IC construct on domain 
experts� etic judgement can potentially broaden the IC construct beyond its 
current mechanistic focus and circumvent the entanglement of IC and LC.

2.1 � A philosophical account of interaction
As the �primordial site of human sociality� (Scheglo�, 1992, p. 1296), interaction 
has fascinated linguists, pragmaticians, sociologists and philosophers alike. 
�is book situates interaction and the ability needed for interaction in the �eld 
of pragmatics, though concepts and theories from other academic �elds are 
drawn on to conceptualize interaction. Section 2.1.1 o�ers a brief summary of 
pragmatics as a scholarly discipline, highlighting the centrality of interaction 
to the research agenda of pragmaticians. Section 2.1.2 to Section 2.1.4 examine 
three schools of pragmatics theories in relation to their takes on the relationship 
between language and interaction. Naturally occurring conversational data is 
used to illustrate di�ering analytic foci of the pragmatics theories surveyed. �e 
connection between pragmatics theories and their philosophical premises is also 
discussed. Section 2.1.5 provides a uni�ed model combining principles from 
di�erent pragmatics theories to inform IC assessment in this book. A sound 
understanding of the theoretical and philosophical underpinnings of interaction 
is integral to the operationalization of IC as a testing construct.

2.1.1 � Interaction and pragmatics

�e inception of pragmatics in the late 30s needs to be understood in the broader 
linguistics research landscape at that time. As the in�uence of diachronic 
Neogrammarian historicism waned in the wake of World War I, synchronic 
Saussurean structuralism was in the ascendency, approaching languages as 
enclosed systems where phonemes, morphemes, words, clauses, and sentences 
are hierarchically organized (Bloom�eld, 1931; Firth, 1955; Harris, 1951). �is 
structuralist approach has in�uenced language teaching and assessment ever since 
and is still traceable in major language tests such as Pearson Language Tests (PTE) 
where the assessment criteria treat lexis, grammar, and pronunciation as discrete 
linguistic components (McNamara, 2014; Oller, 1979; Pearson Education, 2020). 
�ough greatly enriching our understanding of language�s internal structure, 
structural linguistics does not extend its analytical attention to the interaction 
engendered beyond language, providing little information regarding a speaker�s 
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ability to interact in real life. �e domineering transformational-​generative 
linguistics a�er the 50s does not address this issue either, as Chomsky�s interest 
was solely in the competence of an ideal speaker, rather than what functions 
their real-​world language performance ful�ls. It is refreshing therefore to see 
pragmatics, �rst as a sub-​�eld proposed under semiotics (Morris, 1938), establish 
its footing between waves of structural linguistics and generative linguistics. 
Carnap�s (1955a, 1955b) advocacy for the study of ordinary language (authentic 
language performance) and language users, coupled with Wittgenstein�s (1953) 
contextualized view on language use, constituted the philosophical foundation 
for pragmatics as a distinct �eld of enquiry. In�uenced by works in philosophy 
of language (Austin, 1962; Grice, 1957; Searle, 1969), pragmaticians positioned 
themselves as investigators of the connections between speakers, interlocutors, 
contexts, and interaction.

Having established a shared disciplinary scope, pragmaticians have drawn 
inspiration from di�erent philosophical traditions and methodological practices 
to specify interaction, resulting in pragmatics theories of interaction that 
seem incompatible prima facie. �e theorization of interaction in this book 
is in�uenced by three schools of pragmatics theories, each of which will be 
inspected, followed by a discussion on how the three schools can be uni�ed to 
generate an operationalizable account of interaction for the assessment of IC.

2.1.2 � An intentionalist perspective on interaction

�e �rst school of pragmatics theories related to interaction is termed 
intentionalist pragmatics theories in this book, originating in J. L. Austin�s 
conceptualization of speech acts and culminating in his student John Searle�s 
speech act theory. �e crux of speech act theory is concisely summarized in 
the name of Austin�s seminal work: How to do things with words (Austin, 1962). 
Speech act theory argues that speaking is not just speaking, it is also doing, 
and in Austin�s theorization there are three layers of doing: a locutionary act, 
an illocutionary act and a perlocutionary act. A locutionary act can be further 
dissected into three sub-​acts: a phonetic act, a phatic act and a rhetic act. In 
Austin�s de�nition, a phonetic act describes the action of uttering sounds, a 
phatic act the production of grammatically meaningful utterances, and a rhetic 
act the reference the utterance suggests. Below is an excerpt of a naturalistic 
conversation between two speakers of Mandarin Chinese from my datasets. �e 
conversation took place between a mother and her son. �e purpose of Excerpt 1 
is to highlight the focus of intentionalist pragmatics theories and their di�erence 
from other schools of pragmatics theories.
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Excerpt 1  Mother and son conversation

Note. pragmatics theory data, Chinese, audio-​recorded, naturalistic data

Looking at lines 1 and 2, the locutionary act in line 1 is the fact of mum 
making an utterance, with the phonetic act describing the physical noises this 
utterance produces, the phatic act reporting the discernible words into which 
these noises morph, and the rhetic act delineating the literal reference to 
which these noises point: son�s behaviour is disruptive to the overall plan. �e 
illocutionary act is the intended action performed by the utterance. Based on 
Searle�s (1976) classi�cation, multiple plausible readings of line 1 coexist. Mum�s 
intention can be just to state a fact (representative), lodge a complaint against her 
son�s behaviour (expressive), or threaten her son with potential consequences 
(commissive). �e perlocutionary act, which receives relatively less attention 
in Searle�s model, concerns the resultant e�ect of the speaker�s utterance on 
the hearer, which, in this case, is the son�s questioning the meaning of line 1 
in line 2. �is structuralist approach to action and interaction in speech act 
theory dissects language into discrete, observable components, bearing a strong 
resemblance to the componential psycholinguistic approach to speaking and 
speaking assessment (Levelt, 1989).

�e focal point of SA�s tripartite analysis is the relationship between locution/​
speaking and illocution/​doing. What drives speaking to doing according to 
Searle is speaker intention. In fact, Searle has been consistently unequivocal in 
regard to the intentionalist view he takes. Evidence can be found in the example 
he gave where a noise becomes a linguistic message when the noise is �produced 
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with certain kinds of intention� (Searle, 1969, p. 27), or as he later put it, �infused 
with intentionality� (Searle, 1992, p. 7). �e intentionalist premise of speech 
act theory has been a constant source of criticism from Conversation Analysis 
(CA) researchers and CA-​informed discursive pragmaticians (Kasper, 2006; 
Heritage, 1990). A classic example is Heritage�s critique of speech act theory�s 
inability to explain �oh�, an utterance that speakers produce when informed of 
new information (Heritage, 1990). �e uttering of �oh� is not driven by intention, 
as Heritage maintained, since no �vernacular knowledge� (p. 325) of �oh� existed 
before researchers inspected this phenomenon using CA. In this book I refrain 
from taking too critical a stance towards an intentionality assumption behind 
action since, �rst, �oh� is still classi�able under Searle�s de�nition of representatives. 
Second, though speakers might not have conscious knowledge of �oh�, it is not 
inconceivable that through socialization they have developed implicit knowledge 
of issuing �oh� when wanting to indicate a state of informedness, perhaps without 
consciousness but nevertheless with intentionality. Psychoanalysis has o�ered 
illuminating insight into unconscious intention (Freud, 1956; Siegler, 1967), but 
a discussion on it is beyond the scope of this book.

In summary, intentionalist pragmatics provides a clear depiction of the 
relationship between language and action but is less clear about how action 
forms interaction and what drives the intention behind actions.

2.1.3 � A rationalist-​utilitarian perspective on interaction

�is book de�nes the second school of pragmatics theories as rationalist-​
utilitarian pragmatics, typi�ed by Grice�s maxims, Sperber and Wilson�s relevance 
theory, and Brown and Levinson�s politeness theory. �e rationale for drawing 
a line between speech act theory and the above three rationalist-​utilitarian 
pragmatics theories is that �rst, speech act theory does not share their utilitarian 
roots in sociology (Coleman, 1990; Homans, 1961). Second, traditional speech 
act theory is more intentionalist than rationalist as, for example, in a classic 
speech act analysis, a person could utter a stream of obscenity with the intention 
of hurting another person, but later in retrospect they might come to the 
realization that what they did was not rational. Intentionality can shed light on 
the mismatch between illocution and locution, but it cannot explain intention 
itself, as in why intentional behaviour exists in the �rst place. Rationality, on 
the other hand, as Fłllesdal puts it, �opens the way to the study of intentionality� 
(Fłllesdal, 1986, p. 115).

Occupying a long-​standing position in Western philosophy, rationality is 
contrasted with passion and appetites in Plato�s model of the human soul, revered 
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as de�nitory of humankind by Aristotle, and further expounded by modern 
philosophers such as Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz. Rationalism presupposes 
reasoning power in humans, who are being rational when they exercise this 
ability to align their behaviours with normative and pro-​social expectations. 
A rationality assumption in the study of human behaviour is tempting. Unable to 
directly observe human�s beliefs, attitudes, and values, researchers can use what 
philosophers call a priori �rst principles as normative reference points to label 
behaviours that conform with shared societal expectations as rational, and those 
that dis-​conform as irrational (Davidson, 1980; Hempel, 1961). �ough criticism 
towards such practices abounds in philosophy (Donagan, 1964; Popper, 1957), a 
rationalist assumption is not uncommon in pragmatics theories, as evidenced by 
the abovementioned three rationalist-​utilitarian pragmatics theories.

�e �rst rationalist-​utilitarian pragmatics theory to be inspected is Grice�s 
maxims (1975). Governed by the principle of cooperation, Grice theorized four 
maxims in relation to quantity, quality, relation, and manner. �e rationality 
assumption implicit in the maxims is that rational speakers tailor their speech to 
be appropriately informative (quantity), veri�able by evidence (quality), relevant 
to the context (relation) and perspicuous to the hearer (manner). �ough Grice 
never explicated the reasons or rationale for speaker cooperation, there is reason 
to believe the Gricean cooperation rests on ethical and moral motivations rather 
than utilitarian calculations, given the in�uence of Kantian philosophy on 
Grice (Grandy, 1989). In other words, the motivation for being cooperative or 
pro-​social for Grice is driven by humans� innate moral compass to be ethical 
members of society. Relevance theory and politeness theory, on the other hand, 
are more utilitarian in their philosophical underpinnings. Originating in the 
works of 18th-​century economist Cesare Beccaria, Adam Smith and philosopher 
Jeremy Bentham, utilitarianism builds on the concept of rationality and holds 
the view that rational humans, either individually or collectively, act to maximize 
bene�t/​pleasure and minimize loss/​pain. A utilitarian assumption o�ers an easy 
and comfortable explanation for Wilson and Sperber�s position on interaction: it 
is rational for speakers to stay relevant as it increases the clarity of utterance 
and decreases the e�ort involved in communication (Wilson & Sperber, 1981; 
Sperber & Wilson, 1986).

Politeness theory, similarly, has much of its theoretical substratum rooted in 
rationalism and utilitarianism. Adopting Weber�s zweckrational model for the 
explanation of human behaviour, Brown and Levinson (1987) set out to explicate 
why what is said is not always what is meant, a question unaddressed in speech 
act theory. �is endeavour has its origin in the study of social order, most notably 
in the works of American sociologist Erving Go�man (1967). Face is central to 
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Go�man�s theories of social order and is further analysed into positive face and 
negative face in politeness theory. Positive face is a person�s need to be appreciated 
by others while negative face is their need to be unimpeded. �reatening 
another person�s face, whether negative or positive, is undesirable since it is in 
everyone�s best interest to preserve one another�s face, without which social order 
is in jeopardy. In other words, driven by utilitarian intents, social order is kept 
intact by the politeness speakers display to one another. In politeness theory, 
when implementing an act that might threaten another person�s face (a face-​
threatening act, FTA), a speaker goes through a meticulous rational calculation. 
Taking line 1 from Excerpt 1 as an example, politeness theory postulates that 
mum �rst formulates an intention, decides to instigate an FTA, and chooses to 
do it on record. In order to mitigate threat to son�s positive face, mum adopts 
redressive action by referring to her son�s action instead of him. �e three social 
variables, social distance, power, and rank of imposition posited in politeness 
theory, here serve as guidance for mum�s reasoning. Social distance refers to 
how close one speaker feels to the other, power the perceived level of authority 
of one speaker over the other, and rank of imposition the level of di�culty of 
the action one puts forward to the other speaker. Taking into account the low 
social distance between herself and son, her higher power over son, and the low 
ranking of imposition in her criticism/​request/​statement in Chinese culture, 
mum brings herself to uttering line 1, which, as made evident by this analysis 
that adopts politeness theory, is a product of careful means-​ends calculation. 
A detailed explication of the three contextual variables in politeness theory is 
o�ered in Section 2.3 where their relevance to IC assessment is discussed.

�ough sharing similar philosophical foundations, politeness theory di�ers 
from Grice�s maxims and relevance theory to the extent that it embeds interaction 
in its broader socio-​cultural context. �e speaker and the hearer are positioned 
relationally by the three social variables and such positionings are always 
circumscribed by the culture(s) speakers bring to the interaction. In this sense, 
politeness theory signals the social turn that pragmatics as a discipline has taken 
from its more structuralist and psycholinguistic starting point in philosophy of 
language.

2.1.4 � An empiricist-​interactional perspective on interaction

�e third school of pragmatics theories is de�ned by its empiricist-​interactional 
approach to interaction, typi�ed by the practice of Conversation Analysis 
(CA) (Sacks et al., 1974). Di�erent from the previous two schools that draw 
strongly from concepts in philosophy of language, CA follows the sociological 
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tradition and situates its investigation in social organization (Gar�nkel, 1967; 
Go�man, 1955; Habermas, 1981; Parsons, 1937). �ough CA shares its founding 
principles in the Go�manian interactional order as does politeness theory, 
CA adopts an epistemological stance and analytic policy that are decidedly 
empiricist (Buttny, 1993; Scheglo�, 1996). Compared with the previous two 
schools of pragmatics theories, CA remains agnostic on the intent behind action 
(Heritage, 1990), rejects a priori assumptions on practical/​utilitarian reasoning, 
and refuses presupposed macro sociocultural context in its unmotivated looking 
at conversational data. A reanalysis of the same mother-​son data in CA fashion 
in Excerpt 2 can illuminate the di�erences.

Excerpt 2  Mother and son conversation CA-​transcribed

Note. pragmatics theory data, Chinese, audio-​recorded, naturalistic data

Following a CA analysis, in line 1 mum o�ers a negative assessment of son�s 
behaviour, but before she �nishes, son�s repair attempt is launched and overlaps 
with her line 1. Son�s closed other-​initiated repair questions the de�nition of 
�plan�, leading to mum�s self-​repair in line 3. A noticeable lapse of 2.2 seconds 
follows before son �nally issues an agreement token in line 4.

Based on Excerpt 2, the two most noteworthy features of CA-​informed 
empiricist-​interactional pragmatics are detailed here. �e �rst is CA�s empiricist 
epistemology. As in�uential as rationalism in Western philosophy, empiricism 
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�nds its origins in Aristotelian philosophy and the works by classical British 
empiricists such as John Locke and David Hume. Vigorously maintaining that 
knowledge derives from observable experience and evidence (Scheglo�, 1996), 
CA analysts examine the visible sequential structure of conversation data without 
mentalizing the psychological states of speakers. In the case of line 1, it is common 
in, for example, speech act theory, to prescribe or speculate mum�s true intent 
behind her locutionary act, be it warning, suggesting, or reprimanding. Such 
practice, however, is strictly forbidden in CA. Even the temporal information 
gleaned from CA transcription is treated with caution in CA analysis in terms of 
its generalizability. �e unusually long lapse between lines 3 and 4 suggests itself as 
a candidate phenomenon, which means a phenomenon worthy of generalization 
in CA parlance (ten Have, 2007). However, until veri�ed by a larger collection 
of similar specimens, this phenomenon remains localized to this very speci�c 
incident and cannot be claimed to be applicable to other situations (Heritage, 
2011; ten Have, 2007; Wu, 2016). Empiricist-​interactional pragmaticians are 
suspicious of any premature extrapolation of one single specimen to generalized 
statements such as �son is using silence to show his displeasure�. Arguments such 
as �son has to acquiesce in line 4 because children need to show deference to their 
parents in Chinese culture� are equally questionable in CA as characterization of 
sociocultural factors or contextual factors such as power should not be assumed 
relevant unless proven empirically in data. �is contrasts sharply with the 
practice commonly seen in politeness theory.

�e second most noteworthy feature of the empiricist-​interactional 
approach to interaction is its interactional perspective on conversation. Of all 
the pragmatics theories discussed so far, CA-​informed pragmatics (discursive 
pragmatics as termed in Kasper, 2006) is richest in its encapsulation of the 
contingent, interactional nature of conversation. As we can see in the vignette 
in Excerpt 2, if mum�s intention in line 1 is to seek agreement, this agreement is 
not immediately available in line 2. In fact, only a�er a repair, a clari�cation and 
a lapse is it �nally o�ered in line 4. Austin�s perlocutionary act, Grice�s relation 
maxim and Sperber and Wilson�s concept of relevance pale in comparison in 
their ability to capture such �ne interactional details. Searle�s speech act theory, 
in contrast, is at the other end of the spectrum, emphatically unit-​act-​focused 
and disinterested in applying itself to interaction. As Searle insisted in his 1992 
article, once his intentionality-​infused speech act is delivered, silence ensues 
and the speaker and the hearer �go their separate ways� (p. 14). Politeness 
theory, though initially formulated on the single act model, is more amenable to 
sequentialization (see Introduction to the reissue in Brown & Levinson, 1987). 
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However, sequence is not traditionally a central concern in research that adopts 
the politeness theory framework.

2.1.5 � A uni�ed account of interaction for assessment

A�er the previous sections have situated interaction in pragmatics and reviewed 
three approaches to interaction in pragmatics theories, this section aims to explain 
why none of the above-​reviewed approaches alone is enough to conceptualize 
interaction in the assessment context and why a uni�ed approach is necessary. 
Let us �rst inspect again how the three approaches map onto the interconnected 
relationships among language, action, and interaction. If we zoom in on the 
connection between language and action, speech act theory o�ers a sound 
explication of what is said (language) is not usually what is meant (action), 
and what is meant (action) is driven by intention. �ough etically there can be 
multiple readings of the intention behind an utterance (action), it is di�cult to 
falsify the existence of speaker intention (see the analysis of Ochs, 1984 in Brown 
& Levinson, 1987). �e postulation of speaker intention is necessary for the 
assessment context as speakers� speech is perceived as ratable evidence indicative 
of latent competence. Assessment will be impossible if speakers� performance 
can be perceived as unintentional or free of speakers� will. However, speech act 
theory alone is unable to capture the complexity of interaction as its main focus 
is on the relationship between speech and action at a localized single-​act level.

If we zoom out to look at how actions transform into interaction between 
speaker and hearer, we notice interactional features such as turn-​taking and 
recipient design as in the analysis in Section 2.1.4, which can be empirically 
observed and validated through CA. However, the empiricist tradition in 
CA encourages a focus on naturalistic interaction that takes place in the wild 
(Hellermann et al., 2019), a term �rst proposed in Hutchins (1995) and frequently 
used in CA research to describe interactional activities that take place outside 
controlled settings. �e in-​the-​wild preference in the empiricist CA tradition 
is a condition that large-​scale standardized assessment is unable to meet. If 
assessment specialists are to standardize interaction in a testable manner, they 
have to impose broader contextual parameters such as power, distance, and 
imposition in politeness theory to regulate the context of the interaction and the 
relationship between interactants. �is abstracts interaction in the wild to one 
that is observable and regulatable in a controlled assessment context.

Another limitation of adopting an orthodox empiricist-​interactional approach 
in the assessment context is that the empiricist-​interactional approach is 
disinterested in making value judgement regarding interactants and interaction, 
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which is misaligned with the principle of assessment. �e ability to interact 
appropriately and successfully is a social achievement via mutual endeavours by 
the speaker and the hearer so as to preserve social solidarity and social order. �e 
orthodox CA-​based empiricist-​interactional approach tends to only focus on the 
emic description of such abilities and achievements, instead of assessing them 
from an etic, testing perspective.

A third limitation in a solely empiricist-​interactional approach is that CA 
itself is unable to explain the cooperative and pro-​social nature of interaction 
that it o�en notices in interactional data. �e rationalist-​utilitarian approach, 
on the other hand, o�ers an explanation for the pro-​sociality of human beings. 
Levinson attributed it to inherent concerns of face and FTAs (Levinson, 1983), 
explaining CA �ndings away through the lens of politeness theory, while Grice 
postulated it on the inherently cooperative nature in humans, possibly due to 
in�uences from Kantian moral motivations. Clayman (2002), when explicating 
the CA concepts of preferred and dispreferred responses, resorted to politeness 
theory and the Go�manian concept of face to justify humans� needs for solidarity 
and cooperation. �is further underscores that rationality and utilitarianism 
can be used as reference points for the explication of human interaction, calling 
for unity between rationalism and empiricism in their respective pursuit of 
knowledge of human interaction. �is is not a maverick, reckless proposition 
since Kantian philosophy has long argued for a uni�ed look at rationalism 
and empiricism. Methodological di�erences can be reconciled to generate 
a more robust framework for the speci�c research context and questions on 
hand. Drawing on CA, interactional sociolinguistics, politeness theory, critical 
discourse analysis, and discursive psychology, Stubbe et al. (2003) illustrated 
how methodological di�erences in the �ve distinct approaches can be reconciled 
to generate complementary �ndings on interaction from the same nine-​minute 
audio recording. �e authors argued:

Each approach therefore provides a slightly di�erent lens with which to examine the 
same interaction, highlighting di�erent kinds of context and respective features. �ese 
are not necessarily in con�ict with one another (though in some cases the analyses 
and/​ or the theoretical assumptions underlying them are di�cult to reconcile); rather, 
they are complementary in many ways, with each approach capable of generating its 
own useful insights into what is going on in the interaction, with the proviso that the 
framework adopted needs to be a good match for the research questions being asked. 
(p. 380)

In view of this, this book adopts a uni�ed approach combining intentionalist, 
rationalist-​utilitarian and empiricist-​interactional pragmatics to operationalize 
the assessment of interaction at a philosophical level. Below are nine principles that 
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explicate the philosophical premises for the theorization and operationalization 
of interaction in this book.

1.	 �e uni�ed philosophical approach to interaction in this book posits that the 
ability to interact is, on one hand, the ability to intentionally launch actions 
via speech (intentionalist), and on the other hand, the ability to make action 
recognizable to other interactants and attain interactional goals (rationalist-​
utilitarian). �e observation of IC needs to be veri�ed in interaction, through 
the inspection of interactional data (empiricist-​interactional).

2.	 IC is conceptualized as an individual ability in test-​takers. �ough interaction 
is co-​constructed, IC is an ability that test-​takers can claim and demonstrate 
through interaction, making the assessment of one�s individual IC and 
awarding an individual IC score possible.

3.	 Test-​taker speech is viewed as indexical of their IC because test-​takers are 
considered to have the intention to be in control of their speech and to 
demonstrate their IC (the intentionalist assumption).

4.	 Test-​takers are postulated to be rational insofar as their speech reveals their 
values, beliefs, attitudes, and reasoning surrounding interaction. Test-​takers 
are pre-​supposed with the intention to be cooperative and pro-​social because 
they possess the reasoning power to appreciate that it is rational to maintain 
strong interpersonal relations through interaction. �is makes it possible to 
make value judgement regarding test-​takers� interactional conduct and their 
handling of the interaction.

5.	 �ough intentionalist and rationalist-​utilitarian assumptions are attributed 
to test-​takers, in this book I do not base the analysis of interaction on 
atomized language (intentionalist) or means-​end calculation (rationalist-​
utilitarian). Instead, I adopt a data-​driven empirical approach in the 
analysis of test-​taker performance. In other words, following the tradition 
in empiricist-​interactional pragmatics, test-​taker performance is analysed in 
its interactional environment without speculation of their mental states. �e 
normative intentionalist and rationalist-​utilitarian assumptions about test-​
takers still exist, nonetheless.

6.	 Contextual variables of interaction such as the three variables in politeness 
theories (power, social distance, and rank of imposition) are admitted in the 
operationalization of the test so as to standardize the interactional scenarios 
in the test.

7.	 Congruent with the tradition in CA, broader socio-​cultural factors 
surrounding interaction are treated as unveri�ed unless they are made 
relevant by interactants. In other words, social or cultural explanations are 
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not evoked to explain interactants� behaviour a priori, for example, �the 
interactant is speaking in this manner because it is common to do so in the 
Chinese culture�. �e discussion of socio-​cultural factors needs to be validated 
through interactant discourse.

8.	 �e task scenarios in the test can be perceived as leading the test-​takers to 
adopt certain speech acts (or social actions in CA parlance) for the purpose 
of standardization in testing, but such a relationship is not causal. �e focus 
of assessment is the quality of interaction, instead of what speech acts/​social 
actions are launched.

9.	 Controlled speech performance, such as role-​play, is permissible in assessment 
settings for practicality concerns. Role-​play data is considered valid, empirical 
evidence indicative of test-​taker IC. �is approach to data collection di�ers 
from orthodox empiricist-​interactional CA, where a strong focus is put on the 
elicitation of naturalistic data (ten Have, 2007). It is nevertheless considered 
a necessary logistic compromise for language assessment.

�e nine principles explain the philosophical underpinnings of interaction 
and the assessment of interaction in this book. �is operational de�nition of 
interaction does not reject or endorse any particular pragmatics theory or align 
solely with any of the three pragmatic traditions discussed. Instead, following 
the tradition in Kantian philosophy, which uni�es rationalism and empiricism, 
this book draws on the strengths of di�erent theories and de�nes a uni�ed 
philosophical basis for the operationalization of the assessment of interaction 
that is consistent with the philosophy and practice of language assessment.

2.2 � Interaction in computer-​mediated communication
Having investigated the philosophical bases for conceptualizing interaction in 
the assessment context in Section 2.1, Section 2.2 focuses on the assessment 
context where interaction takes place, and in this book project, it is computer-​
mediated communication (CMC). �e rationale for adopting CMC as a site for 
observing L2 speakers� interaction is detailed in the following sections. Existing 
research on L2 pragmatics and interaction in CMC is also reviewed.

2.2.1 � CMC and L2-​speaker interaction

�ough commercial Internet services emerged in the late 1980s and only became 
widely accessible at the start of this century, the use of CMC has proliferated 
and permeated through every form of interpersonal interaction. �is shi� in 
communication patterns has naturally drawn the attention of language educators 
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and assessors given that communication is the primary platform for language 
acquisition (Crystal, 2011; GonzÆlez-​Lloret, 2011). �e COVID-​19 global 
pandemic further spotlighted the e�cacy, convenience, and necessity of CMC 
in language teaching (Bozkurt et al., 2020; Junn, 2021; Kohnke & Moorhouse, 
2020; Moorhouse & Beaumont, 2020; Moorhouse et al., 2021) and language 
assessment (Isbell & Kremmel, 2020; Ockey, 2021). In view of this, language 
educators and assessors have started to systematically interrogate the practicality 
and bene�t of language development and assessment in the CMC realm (Gruba 
et al., 2020; Oh, 2020).

Positioning the study of interaction in CMC is, however, not an easy endeavour. 
Compared to traditional face-​to-​face communication (F2FC), the various modes 
and sites of CMC pose unique challenges to the observation of L2 interaction on 
CMC platforms. Not only are there textual, audio and video modes of CMC, but 
there are also multiple sites where CMC takes place: smartphone applications, 
social networking websites, online video games, and online discussion forums. 
If CMC as a medium of interaction is to be operationalized in the assessment 
context, assessment specialists need to specify the modes and sites of CMC 
to be adopted. �is decision should not only be informed by conventional 
wisdom of what modes and sites of CMC are compatible with language testing, 
but also by research that speci�cally investigates the di�erences in language 
use among di�erent CMC modes and sites. So far, we are not seeing enough 
studies comparing di�erent modes of CMC in second language contexts as 
most research focuses on juxtaposing one mode of CMC with F2FC (Kim, 2017; 
Loewen & Isbell, 2017; Rouhshad et al., 2016; Ziegler, 2016). Hung and Higgins 
(2016) is a rare exception that compared learning gains between textual CMC 
(MSN Messenger) with video CMC (Skype), concluding that textual CMC 
provided more opportunities for learning target forms while video CMC was 
more e�ective in improving �uency and pronunciation.

In terms of the CMC modes investigated in the �eld of L2 pragmatics, it is 
regrettable that the modes examined so far are quite limited. Computer-​based 
email writing in academic and business settings is by far the most widely 
researched CMC mode in L2 pragmatics (Lan & MacGregor, 2010; Nguyen, 
2018). While general SLA has already started to explore audio and video modes 
of CMC on Skype and other social networking platforms (Dooly & Sadler, 2016; 
Dugartsyrenova & Sardegna, 2017; Terhune, 2016), we are yet to see this trend 
mirrored in L2 pragmatics.

Assessment research in CMC L2 pragmatics has a similar penchant for 
email, whether in research-​based studies (Chen & Liu, 2016; Youn, 2014) or 
commercial testing settings (CambridgeESOL, 2012; Laughlin et al., 2015). �e 
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ability to write appropriate emails undoubtedly is a useful skill for L2 speakers 
since pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic blunders in emails can attract severe 
sanctions (Taguchi, 2012) and emails remain an indispensable medium for formal 
business communication (CambridgeESOL, 2012). However, a broadening of 
the research scope in CMC-​L2 pragmatics is clearly in order. Prompted by the 
COVID-​19 pandemic, there is strong motivation to assess L2 speakers� ability to 
interact successfully and appropriately in spoken modes of CMC.

2.2.2 � An empiricist-​interactional approach to CMC

�e previous section explains why CMC o�ers a fertile ground for language 
educators and assessors to develop and assess students� ability to interact in the 
target language, especially a�er a global pandemic. However, before computer-​
mediated interaction can be observed or assessed, researchers need to �rst 
understand how computer-​mediated interaction unfolds. Aligning with the 
empiricist-​interactional approach to interaction taken in this book, here I argue 
that CA methodology can o�er valuable insight into the unfolding of computer-​
mediated interaction. �e advantages of employing CA in the study of CMC 
are clear: CA�s rigorous analytic focus on minute details can cast light on the 
systematic procedures hidden behind seemingly random and chaotic conduct 
in CMC. Negretti (1999) marked the �rst attempt in this area by comparing the 
turn-​taking, opening, and closing of online chat between L1 English speakers 
and L2 English speakers, noticing that both L1 and L2 speakers were quick to 
recon�gure their F2FC methods to the constraints of online communication. 
Similar attempts a�er Negretti (1999) are sporadic, which leads GonzÆlez-​Lloret 
(2015) to lament the lack of visibility of CA for CMC in the authoritative Wiley 
Encyclopedia of Applied Linguistics (Chapelle, 2013) and the Wiley Blackwell 
Handbook of Conversation Analysis (Sidnell & Stivers, 2013). However, in recent 
years the tide is turning (Tudini & Liddicoat, 2017) as we are seeing a growing 
number of studies dedicated to CA-​for-​CMC in video chats (Jenks, 2014; Licoppe 
& Morel, 2012), texting (Abe & Roever, 2019, 2020; Hutchby & Tanna, 2008; 
Tudini, 2010), and online group tasks (Sert & Balaman, 2018). Journals have also 
dedicated special issues to the exploration of CA in the study of L2 interaction 
and interactional competence (IC) in computer-​mediated environments (see 
Dai et al., 2022a for an edited special issue on L2 IC in the online space).

Given CA�s primary interest in uncovering the sequential organization of 
social actions, a central question for CA-​for-​CMC researchers is how much of the 
insight traditional CA research has gleaned from synchronous communication 
(e.g., F2FC and telephone calls) is transferable to asynchronous CMC (e.g., 
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texting and voice-​messaging). One of the earliest attempts in this regard comes 
from Schönfeldt and Golato (2003). �e researchers selected repair as a candidate 
phenomenon for the comparison between F2FC and online text chat, concluding 
that interlocutors drew methods from basic repair mechanisms (Scheglo� et al., 
1977) and adapted them to the speci�c parameters and constraints of online web 
chats. Certain repair procedures such as using silence to prompt the previous 
speaker to initiate self-​repair cannot be realized in text chat, as silence between 
messages/​turns is not interpreted in the same way as in F2FC. A �ve-​minute gap 
between messages can be because the other interlocutor is engaged elsewhere 
rather than suggestive of a dispreferred second part, though unexpected gaps 
in otherwise quasi-​synchronous text-​messaging sequences can certainly be 
oriented to as such. In summary, Schönfeldt and Golato (2003) suggest that 
text chat shares many similarities with F2FC, though noticeable di�erences in 
interactional methods also exist.

Some non-​CA CMC researchers have gone one step further than Schönfeldt 
and Golato (2003) by voicing against what they consider a contemporary 
exceptionalism fallacy in our understanding of CMC. Herring (2013) and 
�urlow and Mroczek (2011) argued that CMC was not as di�erent as we would 
like to think in terms of interactional methods. �e patterns of interaction in 
CMC are still embedded in ordinary F2FC and interlocutors constantly orient 
to their most familiar F2FC methods as normative reference points. Along this 
line of argument Locher (2014) maintained that when we revisit the speaking 
mnemonic from Hymes (1974), we realize it is the same human beings that 
are using computer-​mediated media to communicate. �erefore, human 
interlocutors are restricted by the same participation structures and regulated 
by the same conversational norms as in F2FC. GonzÆlez-​Lloret (2015), on 
the contrary, holds an opposite view that di�erent media of CMC need to be 
examined in their own right just like how telephone conversations were �rst 
investigated in CA as an independent system (Scheglo�, 1979). She contends 
that the fact that certain methods or features of CMC are di�erent from the ones 
of F2FC indicates that CMC does not always conform to the norms in ordinary 
conversation and that CMC is highly medium-​dependent (e.g., text-​messaging 
has a system of its own compared to video chats). Such con�icts in opinions 
are largely due to the paucity of bottom-​up empiricist research comparing 
interactional methods across di�erent CMC modes and between CMC and 
F2FC. A solution to this query can be to investigate if the interactional patterns 
and methods gleaned from F2FC can be applied to interaction in di�erent CMC 
modes. In this book, I adopt an empiricist bottom-​up approach by starting with 
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CMC interactional data and examining if insight from F2FC CA can be applied 
to the CMC environment.

2.2.3 � Five CMC considerations for test design

Having positioned the study of interaction in the CMC context for this book 
and surveyed existing research relevant to this topic, here I will detail �ve 
considerations that inform the operationalization of assessing interaction via 
CMC in this book project.

1.	 Expansion of modes for the investigation of L2 IC. �e study of L2 interaction 
needs to go beyond F2FC and venture into CMC. Existing research on L2 
speakers� IC has mainly engaged with F2FC, either in classroom-​based 
naturalistic studies (Cekaite, 2007; Hellermann, 2008) or research-​based 
role-​plays (Youn, 2013; Al-​Gahtani & Roever, 2014, 2018). �ough we are 
seeing a growing awareness of situating L2 IC in CMC, such initiatives need 
to be taken up and expanded, especially considering how the global pandemic 
has made CMC not a choice but a must in many language education and 
assessment contexts.

2.	 Careful selection of CMC sites for investigation. �e assessment platforms 
of CMC need to match with the constraints of assessment and L2 speaker 
groups� needs and practices. �ough every CMC site can generate insight 
into CMC interaction, testing researchers should prioritize sites that can 
provide the most authentic interaction that is able to be captured in large-​
scale language testing. Following this argument, though online video games 
are a promising site to inspect the development of interactional skills in 
CMC contexts (see research on Final Fantasy in Piirainen-​Marsh & Tinio, 
2014 and Second Life in Pojanapunya & Jaroenkitboworn, 2011), these CMC 
sites are not most easily adaptable to large-​scale standardized language tests. 
Other CMC sites that have the potential for testing purposes and have been 
investigated so far include MSN (Hung & Higgins, 2016), Skype chatroom 
(Jenks & Brandt, 2013), radio station chatroom (Schönfeldt & Golato, 2003), 
Livemocha (Gonzales, 2013) and Google Hangouts (Sert & Balaman, 2018). 
Which of these sites to choose for the medium of assessment needs to be 
based on the particular needs and common practices in the test-​taker groups 
so that the assessment tools are authentic and relevant to L2 speakers� learning 
and communication practices.

3.	 Prioritization of non-​textual CMC modes. More studies need to be conducted 
on non-​textual CMC modes in L2 pragmatics. �ough the continuing interest 
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and research output in text-​based modes such as emails (Nguyen, 2018) and 
text chats (Abe, 2018) are certainly fruitful, research in non-​textual CMC 
should be encouraged. Surveying the change in communication methods 
among 1,374 American adults during the pandemic, Nguyen et al. (2020) 
reported that 43 % of the respondents were sending more text messages, 
which is a textual CMC mode. Meanwhile, 36 % of respondents reported 
more usage of voice calls and 30 % of respondents used more video calls, 
both of which are non-​textual CMC modes. It is clear that the pandemic 
promoted the use of not only textual CMC but also non-​textual CMC. 
�ough Nguyen et al. (2020) did not di�erentiate L1 and L2 speakers in their 
1,374 participants, the change in CMC frequency noted in their study is likely 
to hold true for L2 speakers as well, pointing to the need for more attention 
in L2 pragmatics research on non-​textual CMC modes. Furthermore, 
mode-​dependent interactional features and methods have been noticed in 
non-​textual CMC research on L1 speakers (e.g., video chats in Licoppe & 
Morel, 2012 and mobile phone calls in Arminen & Weilenmann, 2009). IC 
researchers can similarly investigate if such interactional patterns exist for L2 
speakers and how these patterns can be assessed in testing settings.

4.	 Collation and comparison of performances in di�erent non-​textual CMC 
modes. Building on the previous consideration, L2 speakers� interaction 
via di�erent non-​textual CMC modes needs to be collected to o�er 
comprehensive coverage of the test construct. Let us take the popular mobile-​
phone-​based interaction application WeChat as an example. WeChat is 
frequently used among L1 and L2 Chinese communities, allowing users to 
send voice messages, respond to voice messages and conduct live video chats. 
�ese di�erent interactional modes represent potentially di�erent aspects of 
the IC test construct and measure the construct at di�erent levels. If an IC test 
only measures the ability to send voice messages, which is asynchronistic and 
represents a narrower construct of IC, the test results cannot reliably inform 
stakeholders of test-​takers� ability to conduct online real-​time interaction 
such as video chats. In view of this, test designers need to select di�erent 
CMC modes so as to make the test results more generalizable and informative 
for end-​users.

5.	 �e foregrounding of L2 speakers in the investigation of interaction. �e 
last consideration highlights the necessity of foregrounding L2 interaction 
in the burgeoning CA-​for-​CMC literature. Despite the spotlight on CA-​for-​
CMC (for a special issue see Antaki, 2016), L2 speakers form a largely under-​
researched cohort of CMC users. With CMC researchers preoccupied with 
L1 speakers and CA-​for-​SLA researchers privileging traditional F2FC, how 
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L2 speakers experience and negotiate the ever-​changing world of CMC is 
largely unknown, which requires immediate attention given the pedagogical 
and assessment implications COVID-​19 has highlighted for us.

Based on previous research on interaction in CMC, the abovementioned 
�ve considerations have guided and shaped the design of the IC assessment 
tool in CMC for this book. Details on how these considerations translate to 
speci�cations in test design can be found in Section 4.2 in Chapter 4.

2.3 � De�ning an IC construct: A theoretical discussion
Having explicated the philosophical foundations of studying interaction and 
situated second language interaction in the CMC context for this book in the 
two previous sections, this section narrows the discussion on IC to the language 
testing realm and explains the theoretical challenges in IC assessment.

2.3.1 � A brief history of IC

�e discussion of interaction in Sections 2.1 and 2.2 approaches interaction in 
its general sense, which is synonymous with interpersonal communication. �e 
term interactional competence (IC) has been used loosely to describe the ability 
in interaction or interpersonal communication, although IC is yet to be formally 
de�ned. From Section 2.3 onwards, the concept of the ability to interact will be 
speci�ed in language testing terminology and de�ned formally as IC.

�e origin of the concept of IC in the second language context is o�en 
credited to Kramsch (1986). In response to the communicative language 
teaching movement in Europe, Kramsch emphasized IC, which embodied the 
functional purposes foreign language teaching in the US should aim for. Further 
furnished by communicative competence theories (Hymes, 1967, 1972; Canale 
& Swain, 1980; Celce-​Murcia et al., 1995; Celce-​Murcia, 2007) and analytic tools 
a�orded by CA, IC has been reconceptualized as the competence that speakers 
demonstrate when they orient to one another�s previous utterances, produce 
sequentially appropriate responses and co-​construct social actions (Hall & 
Pekarek Dohler, 2011; Pekarek Doehler & Berger, 2016; Roever & Dai, 2021; 
Roever & Ikeda, 2021). Although IC can also be de�ned as a co-​constructed 
competence residing in the interaction and distributed between speakers 
(Mehan, 1979; Young, 2011), following the principles of theorizing interaction 
for this book as laid out in Section 2.1.5, IC in this book project is de�ned as a 
competence that an individual/​test-​taker can claim and display in an assessment 
context.
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Before CA�s empiricist-​interactional tradition started exerting its in�uence on 
the theorization of IC, the assessment of L2 speakers� ability to communicate, 
or more precisely, their pragmatic competence, had largely adopted the 
intentionalist and rationalist-​utilitarian traditions in pragmatics theories 
(Grice, 1957; Sperber & Wilson, 1986; Brown & Levinson, 1987). Focusing 
on L2 Chinese, Taguchi (2015) examined 14 empirical L2 pragmatics studies; 
�ndings showed that all the surveyed studies looked at single-​act constructions 
such as speech acts, implicatures and routinised expressions, using non-​
interactive research instruments such as discourse completion tasks, multiple 
choice questions and judgment tasks. �is testi�es to the enduring in�uence of 
traditional intentionalist and rationalist-​utilitarian pragmatics frameworks.

�ough these single-​act cognitive pragmatics theories can o�er insight into 
the meaning-​action relationship in their own rights, as discussed in Section 2.1, 
relying on intentionalist and rationalist-​utilitarian theories alone can under-​
theorize both interaction and interactional contexts as these theories assume 
a one-​to-​one relationship between utterance and action, without su�cient 
recognition of the contingent nature of interaction. Such a propensity directly 
maps onto assessment tools that are commonly adopted in L2 pragmatics 
research. Instruments such as discourse completion tasks and sentence judgment 
tasks take an exogenous approach to interaction, which, as Golato (2003) 
demonstrated, results in measuring speakers� metapragmatic knowledge instead 
of their online interactional behaviours.

Dissatis�ed with previous theorizations of interaction and assessment tools 
of interaction, pragmaticians have turned to sociological theories, most notably, 
CA, for a better understanding of interaction. �is led to the theorization of the 
concept of IC, drawing on the empiricist-​interactional approach to interaction 
discussed in Section 2.1.4. �e last ten years have seen great improvement in 
understanding of L2 IC from a developmental perspective (for overviews see 
Kasper & Wagner, 2011; Lee & Hellermann, 2014; Pekarek Doehler & Pochon-​
Berger, 2015; Pekarek Doehler et al., 2018). Longitudinal developmental IC 
studies have looked at how L2 speakers� IC develops over time in terms of turn 
organization in disagreement (Bardovi-​Harlig & Salsbury, 2004), multiparty 
classroom talk (Cekaite, 2007), task opening, storytelling and disengagement in 
classroom activities (Hellermann, 2007; 2008) and story opening in host family 
settings (Pekarek Doehler & Berger, 2016).

In contrast, cross-​sectional developmental IC studies examine how L2 
speakers at di�ering L2 pro�ciency levels interact di�erently, using IC measures 
informed by CA �ndings. Conversational features investigated so far include 
the range of methods learners mobilize to implement disagreement (Pekarek 
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Doehler & Pochon-​Berger, 2011), the presence or absence of preliminary moves 
in request (Al-​Gahtani & Roever, 2012), clear or unclear dispreference markings 
(Al-​Gahtani & Roever, 2014), features in the construction of agreement and 
disagreement (Zhang, 2016) and recipiency design (Al-​Gahtani & Roever, 2018).

As the concept of IC �ourishes in second language teaching and education in 
general (see Dai et al., 2022b for a recent special issue on this topic), there has 
also been a strong interest in the assessment of IC (Salaberry & Burch, 2021). 
�is is evidenced by a special issue of the journal Language Testing (Plough 
et al., 2018) devoted entirely to IC, a special issue on the employment of CA 
in assessing IC of the journal Papers in Language Testing Assessment (Youn & 
Burch, 2020) and the prominent role of IC assessment in the special issue of 
the journal Language Assessment Quarterly on speaking assessment (Lim, 2018). 
Despite the growing interest in IC assessment, to this date no major language test 
assesses IC. Assessing IC in standardized testing poses di�erent challenges to IC 
researchers compared to studying IC from a developmental perspective. Testing 
is an expensive practice that has logistic, practical, and economic implications. 
Given that major language tests are already assessing speaking and have shown 
to be reliably assessing it, it is understandable for testing specialists and testing 
companies to wonder what the value-​add is in assessing IC, if assessing IC is the 
same as assessing linguistic competence (LC, including componential linguistic 
control over lexicon, grammar, pronunciation and so on), which is commonly 
assessed in speaking tests. In other words, the questions IC assessment 
researchers face are whether IC needs to be assessed and what additional bene�ts 
IC assessment brings, compared to the established practice of assessing LC in 
speaking tests. �e rest of Section 2.3 focuses on discussing why the absence of 
IC assessment is problematic, why simply assessing LC does not give information 
about test-​takers� IC, and how an IC construct di�ers from an LC construct.

2.3.2 � Assessing IC

In the widely used argument-​based approach to assessment (Kane, 2006, 2012), 
the purpose of a test is to generate desirable consequences, or more speci�cally, 
to provide information in the form of scores about the strength of an attribute 
of interest in test-​takers, such as language skills, to enable decisions about these 
test-​takers (see Chapelle et al., 2008; 2010, for examples). In the case of language 
tests, decisions informed by language test scores might include such high-​stakes 
decisions as admission to a foreign university, suitability for practising as a 
medical professional, or permission to settle permanently in the host country. 
A test is arguably doing its job well if it enables good decisions, e.g., foreign 
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medical graduates really do have the necessary language skills to communicate 
with patients and fellow professionals.

In the overwhelmingly typical case where test-​takers� real-​world language use 
involves interacting with others, it is reasonable that their ability to do so should 
be a core part of the information gathered on their language ability. Language 
is a tool to make private thoughts public and visible (audible) to others, obtain 
access to their private thoughts, and thereby enable coordinated social actions. 
As discussed in Section 2.3.1, language users� ability to deploy language for 
accomplishing social actions has been conceptualized as their IC, de�ned by 
Hall and Pekarek Doehler (2011) as the �ability to accomplish meaningful social 
actions, to respond to co-​participants� previous actions and to make recognizable 
for others what our actions are and how these relate to their own actions� (p. 2). 
�is includes behaviours by which social roles are enacted in a given context, 
context-​speci�c ways of organizing turn-​taking and communicative practices, 
as well as the use of linguistic and non-​linguistic resources to accomplish these 
goals. While writing and reading are also to some degree forms of interaction, 
as the review on L2 pragmatics and interaction in Section 2.2 indicates, the 
immediate coordination of social actions between people on a moment-​by-​
moment basis relies most strongly on speaking and listening. Language users� 
social actions are speci�cally designed with regard to their recipient (Drew, 2013) 
and every utterance accomplishes a social action that provides a context for the 
interlocutor�s subsequent actions (Heritage, 1984): this is the core meaning of 
inter-​action.

It seems logical that language tests should mirror this interactive use of 
language in order to obtain a representative picture of what the user can do in the 
real world and allow extrapolation from the sample of language use situations in 
the test to real-​world language use. Alas, they do not. Language tests frequently 
do not include interaction in a second language, and where they do, they do not 
assess it, instead just using the resulting talk as a language sample to be rated 
on non-​interactive criteria. For example, TOEFL and PTE contain monologic 
speaking tasks where test-​takers react to prompts and input materials without 
engaging with an interlocutor. Tests like the ACTFL OPI and the IELTS speaking 
test involve a live interlocutor but their rating scales do not include measures of 
interactional abilities, and their main purpose is simply the elicitation of samples 
of spoken language. Various �ne-​grade empirical studies have demonstrated 
the non-​equivalence of interview-​based speaking tests and natural conversation 
(e.g., Lazaraton, 1992; Johnson, 2001; van Lier, 1989).

�e Cambridge English scales for assessing speaking performance 
(Cambridge English, n.d.) used for the Cambridge main suite exams go a step 
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further and contain a rubric for interactive communication. However, this 
rubric is strongly in�uenced by the test format and focuses on maintaining 
interaction, responding to the interlocutor, and linking contributions to the 
interlocutor�s, thereby likely abbreviating the construct of interaction. Finally, 
the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR; Council of Europe, 
2001, 2018) has a number of scales for di�erent interactive activities (casual 
conversation, interview, negotiation) and �interaction strategies� (taking the 
�oor, ensuring understanding, repair) but pays little attention to social action 
implementation (Roever & Dai, 2021) and social role enactment (Dai & Davey, 
2022, 2023). Tests of languages other than English, such as the Test of German as 
a Foreign Language (TestDaF) or the Chinese Standard Exam (Hanyu Shuiping 
Kaoshi, HSK) also do not score IC.

�is lack of attention to IC means that most language tests privilege speaking 
over talking, to use Roever and Kasper�s (2018) parlance. Roever and Kasper 
(2018) viewed talking as interactive language use, including designing utterances 
for a speci�c interlocutor and comprehending implied social actions. By 
contrast, speaking is simply a monologic response to a stimulus not designed 
to achieve a social action vis-​à-​vis an interlocutor. While people usually talk to 
others and rarely just speak to no one, the latter is exactly what the vast majority 
of language tests assesses. Revisiting the philosophical discussion on interaction 
in Section 2.1, it is clear that traditionally the assessment of speaking has a 
structuralist, atomized view towards interaction, focusing solely on the linguistic 
components of speaker utterance, with little consideration of the inter-​action 
that utterances engender in the natural, interactive environment of interpersonal 
communication. �is highlights the di�erence between assessing IC/​talking and 
assessing LC/​speaking.

Given that large-​scale, high-​stakes language tests do not assess what people use 
language for, there is a serious risk that their results are �awed and that construct 
underrepresentation threatens the defensibility of decisions and conclusions 
based on scores (Messick, 1989). �ere would be no problem if speaking is 
the same as talking, i.e., if people who are good at speaking/​LC are invariably 
good at talking/​IC, and people who are good at talking/​IC are invariably good 
at speaking/​LC. In the following deliberations I will �rst show that speaking/​
LC is in fact not the same as talking/​IC, and then I will discuss ways of making 
language tests more representative of what people do with language when talking.

2.3.3 � Di�erentiating speaking/​LC and talking/​IC

Speaking ability following the classic model by Levelt (1989, 1999), which 
explicitly informs tests such as PTE, requires fast access to vocabulary, 
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automatization of grammatical knowledge, and high-​speed phonetic encoding 
and articulation. �is corresponds to the traditional de�nition of LC, which is 
treated as dissectible into a host of separate components such as vocabulary, 
grammar, and prosodic features. Such components are assessed independently 
of each other and isolated from the contexts where they occur (see Section 
2.1.1 for a review of the history of structuralism in linguistics). In other words, 
the assessment of speaking/​LC represents a structuralist view in measuring 
speech production, without reference to what action the speech achieves in 
its interactional environment or what inter-​action the speech e�ects between 
speaker and hearer. It is fundamentally an assessment of speech without relating 
it to its real-​world implications.

�is structuralist, decontextualized approach to assessing speaking is not 
uncommon in existing testing practices. �e privileging of �uent, smooth, easily 
comprehensible speech is captured well in the test construct of L2 facility, which 
Bernstein et al. (2010) freely admitted �provides a measure of performance 
with the language without reference to any speci�c domain of use� (p. 356). 
Similarly, the IELTS band descriptors (IELTS, n.d.) for the speaking test rate test-​
taker performance in four categories: �uency and coherence, lexical resource, 
grammatical range and accuracy, and pronunciation, all of which are markers of 
LC. �ere is no mention of interactional abilities in the IELTS speaking rubric, 
even though IELTS speaking involves a face-​to-​face interview, and research exists 
on the interactional construction of this interview (Brown, 2003; Seedhouse & 
Egbert, 2006; Seedhouse & Nakatsuhara, 2018).

Roever and Kasper (2018) termed this the psycholinguistic view of speaking, 
and it sees speaking ability as consisting of a set of linguistic components that 
can be assessed without reference to their conversational use. Still, it assumes 
that such an assessment will provide useful information since these abilities 
are required across a wide variety of contexts. �is is probably not entirely 
unreasonable: if speakers have ready access to vocabulary and can implement a 
broad range of grammatical functions under real-​time conditions, this will help 
them under any circumstances, be it a conversation in a pub, a job interview, or 
a classroom discussion.

However, this view is akin to assessing driving by having a candidate drive 
alone on a closed course, and then assuming that they will do equally well in rush 
hour tra�c. �is is clearly a daring assumption: while the basic skills needed for 
successful driving (such as accelerating, braking and steering) are called upon in 
both situations, driving in rush hour tra�c goes beyond basic driving skills. It 
requires coordinating one�s actions with others, predicting what they might do, 
reacting to their actions, and adapting to changing conditions.
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While driving on a closed course is like speaking, driving in rush hour tra�c 
is like talking: one needs to be able to speak in order to talk (though not in all 
circumstances as will be elaborated), but talking requires more than speaking. 
In addition to basic speaking skills, talking also requires understanding of the 
interlocutor, and adjusting of one�s speaking to the interlocutor. Both are crucial, 
so they will be discussed in turn.

Understanding of the interlocutor involves real-​time decoding of incoming 
language on a semantic level of word meaning, as well as on a pragmatic level 
of social action and interpersonal meaning. To be able to respond, interlocutors 
must understand the content of what is being said, but to be able to respond 
appropriately, they must also understand what action is being done and how the 
utterance frames the relationship between the interactants. All of this happens 
before the interlocutor has even �nished speaking as otherwise there would 
simply not be enough time, given that assembling a response takes about 0.6 
seconds but gaps between turns in English-​language conversation are only about 
0.2 seconds (Levinson & Torreira, 2015).

Knowing what social action is being performed is crucial for designing a 
response, as social actions tend to only have a limited range of typical responses. 
For example, in responding to the informal greeting �How is it going?�, a 
response like �Not bad, you?� is quite typical because it consists of a second pair 
part commonly associated with this type of greeting. However, an account of 
one�s health status (�How is it going?� �​�I�ve had really bad hay fever recently.�) 
is a-​typical, as it recasts the social action of greeting as an inquiry a�er well-​
being. Finally, a response like �I�m going by train.� indicates a semantic lack of 
understanding and would most likely be taken as a mis-​hearing, which may be 
repaired or ignored.

In addition to responding to a social action with a type-​�tting action, 
utterances must be recipient-​designed. In the CA literature (e.g., Drew, 2013), 
recipient design refers mostly to taking into account shared knowledge between 
interlocutors. For example, when a speaker talks about their partner, Mike, to a 
stranger who can be assumed not to know Mike, they are likely to refer to Mike 
as �my partner�. However, when they talk to a close friend who knows Mike well, 
they are likely to refer to him as �Mike�; in fact, referring to him as �my partner� 
would be decidedly odd.

Talk can be speci�cally designed for a recipient in other ways as well. If 
we revisit the discussion on pragmatics theories in Section 2.1, Brown and 
Levinson�s (1987) seminal work on the social context of interaction has focused 
on social factors that impact how people talk to each other. Here I will brie�y 
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review the three contextual variables that Brown and Levinson (1987) theorized 
as in�uencing the politeness level of utterances: power, social distance, and 
rank of imposition. Power refers to the degree that one interlocutor can exert 
control over the other one�s behaviour, e.g., in a workplace situation, a manager 
would have power over an employee they supervise. Social distance is the 
degree of acquaintanceship or common membership in a social group between 
interlocutors, e.g., close friends have low social distance whereas strangers have 
high social distance. Finally, rank of imposition describes the �cost� to the hearer 
in terms of money, time, e�ort, or social sanction for complying with the speaker. 
For example, asking someone for the time is a low imposition request, but asking 
them to go out of their way to help carry a heavy item is high imposition. It is 
worth remembering from Section 2.1 that these factors are viewed in this book 
as not deterministically governing how people talk to each other, which would 
otherwise be an exclusively rationalist and utilitarian perspective on interaction 
(see Section 2.1.5 on how di�erent theoretical perspectives on interaction are 
reconciled for IC assessment). In addition to the three contextual variables in 
Brown and Levinson (1987), there are other interactional and contextual factors 
that come into play. For example, Curl and Drew (2008), taking an empiricist-​
interactional approach to interaction, showed that the perceived degree of 
entitlement for making a request in emergency calls strongly a�ects request 
formulation.

Finally, work in sociolinguistics has identi�ed a number of other factors that 
impact talking, most famously encapsulated in Hymes�s (1974) SPEAKING 
model, which takes into account (among others) the physical setting of the 
interaction, its overall tone, the channel through which it is conducted, and the 
cultural norms through which interlocutors make judgments about meanings.

Given the numerous additional factors that impact talking, as opposed to 
speaking, it is di�cult to imagine that simply measuring speaking/​LC would give 
test designers a strong basis for making inferences about the ability in talking/​IC. 
However, this is really an empirical question. If strong speaking ability invariably 
leads to strong talking ability, it is su�cient to test LC and then simply infer 
IC. �is may seem unlikely, and speaking will probably not account for all the 
variance in talking, but even if it just accounts for a large amount of variance, 
that may be su�cient for a test. However, if a dissociation between speaking and 
talking can be demonstrated, where you can be good at speaking but not talking 
and vice versa, talking would need to be tested separately to enable defensible 
inferences from test scores. �e below two sections discuss each of the two 
situations separately.
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2.3.4 � Strong on speaking/​LC but weak on talking/​IC

It certainly appears that way as anecdotal evidence abounds about test-​takers 
who do well in the testing situation but not so well in real-​life interaction, e.g., 
in medical communication (Eggly et al., 1999; Hall et al., 2004). In fact, end-​
user complaints about apparent mismatches between candidates� scores on the 
Occupational English Test (OET) taken by medical professionals and those test-​
takers� real-​world performance was a major impetus in the revision of the OET 
to include a stronger focus on role-​appropriate interaction in the rating criteria 
(Pill, 2016). �is divergence is likely due to tests being rated on language-​focused 
criteria, which tend to privilege speaking/​LC, and not criteria indigenous to 
users (Jacoby, 1998), which tend to privilege talking/​IC. Sato (2014) supported 
this conclusion, showing that di�erent aspects of speaking performance matter 
to naïve judges assessing a performance on their general impression of the 
test-​taker as a skilled communicator as compared to trained raters assessing 
on language-​focused criteria. �is dissociation between the criteria used in 
language tests and real-​world language requirements also likely accounts for the 
less than overwhelming con�dence of students, academics, and employers in the 
predictive value of language tests for real-​world performance (see Murray et al., 
2014, for IELTS, and Malone and Montee, 2014, for TOEFL).

It appears that speaking ability as measured by such a test is not a good 
predictor of the ability to talk in the real world, which does not bode well for 
language tests. However, two counter-​arguments to this line of reasoning 
could be adduced to defend the assessment of speaking/​LC: �rst, it could be 
claimed that speci�c-​purpose language tests like the OET not only require a 
general ability to interact but a role-​speci�c ability to interact. To put it simply, 
not only do you have to talk well, you have to talk recognizably like a doctor, 
nurse, dentist, etc. A potential argument is that this ability is not required in 
general pro�ciency tests. Second, it could be argued that no test performance 
ever extrapolates perfectly to real-​world performance, and so the apparent gap 
between speaking in a test and talking in the real world is simply an unavoidable 
gap between elicited performances in a controlled test environment and actual 
performances in the wild. �is book argues that both points are akin to desperate 
rear-​guard battles trying to stave o� the inevitable loss.

First, role-​speci�c interactional abilities are always required in any form of 
interpersonal interaction. �ere is no such thing as language use unbounded to 
social roles. Interlocutors are always speaking as a friend, colleague, supervisor, 
customer, partner, neighbour, student with all the social requirements of talking 
appropriately to that role. �ese requirements can be subtle: Bella (2014) 
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found that although both L1 and L2 speakers of Greek had control over the 
pragmalinguistic tools for performing refusals in role plays, they deployed their 
pragmalinguistic tools di�eringly depending on their pro�ciency levels. In other 
words, just because you have grammar and vocabulary that you can mobilize 
in speaking does not mean you can deploy it in conventional ways when you 
are required to talk from the perspective of a particular social role. �is is more 
obvious in speci�c-​purpose assessment, but no di�erent in other language tests.

Second, while language use in tests is not the same as language use in the real 
world, strengthening the extrapolation inference should be the main mission 
of language testers. O�Sullivan (2019) laid out the problem very clearly, and the 
larger the gap between test performance and real-​world performance (i.e., the 
weaker the extrapolation inference in Kane�s, 2006 framework), the less value 
test scores have for end users because they do not enable the decisions end 
users need them for. Tests based on a universe of generalization (UG) that is 
mostly chosen to be practically measurable will not do well on extrapolation. 
�is is precisely the issue with measuring speaking versus measuring talking; 
measure speaking through monologic measures has an advantage in terms of 
administration, standardization, and scoring, but such tests do not measure the 
skills associated with talking, such as designing talk for the recipient, responding, 
organizing talk sequentially, enacting be�tting social roles and so on. Similarly, 
tests that simply use interaction to elicit ratable samples of language to be 
scored without any reference to interactional abilities, sell the talking construct 
short. Scores from these tests run precisely the risk of being mismatched with 
stakeholder impressions of ability, which can eventually bring down the whole 
language testing enterprise: why should stakeholders go through the trouble of 
obtaining test scores if these scores do not tell them what they want to know? 
�is is a broader question than just speaking/​LC versus talking/​IC but because 
of the pervasiveness and everyday necessity of being able to talk, speaking versus 
talking is a particularly important aspect of this problem in language testing1.

	1	 It should be noted that stakeholder dissatisfaction with test-​takers� real-​world 
communication ability can also be caused by other factors. �ere can be a mismatch 
between the language test constructs and the communication skills valued in real 
life. �e cut-​scores employed by stakeholders can be inapposite. It is also worth 
investigating if stakeholder grievances are only directed at L2 speakers as in many 
circumstances such as healthcare communication, L1 speakers who do not need to 
take language tests can be found lacking in communication skills as well.
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2.3.5 � Strong on talking/​IC but weak on speaking/​LC

It may seem counter-​intuitive that a language user could be better at talking/​
LC than speaking/​IC since so far talking has been portrayed as �speaking 
plus�: interactants need basic speaking skills, but to talk they need to be 
able to con�gure and deploy them within a particular physical, social and 
interactional context. However, it is possible to talk with little or even no 
language pro�ciency. Levinson (2006) described an interaction during �eld 
research with a deaf signer on Rossel Island, an island in the far southeast 
of Papua New Guinea. Levinson and his interlocutor shared no language and 
little background knowledge but successfully managed a storytelling. While 
this may seem like an extreme case, it is actually fairly mundane: anybody who 
has travelled to a country without speaking the local language knows that it 
is possible to communicate to some extent through pointing, miming, and 
gesturing. �is is not su�cient for discussing abstract, complex topics, and 
perhaps not observable in assessment tasks that require strong LC to complete, 
but it demonstrates that talking in the sense of interacting is possible with very 
little speaking pro�ciency.

A case closer to the experience of applied linguists is the well-​known case 
study of Wes (Schmidt, 1983). Wes is an L1 Japanese speaker who migrated to 
the US as an adult, and Schmidt collected tape recordings and �eld notes of Wes�s 
use of English over several years. He found little and stagnating grammatical 
development, but rapid development and high levels of performance in spoken 
discourse. Wes had an active social life with many friends and managed everyday 
interactions in English successfully. While Schmidt described Wes�s language 
ability in order to test Schuman�s acculturation theory (1978), the disjunct 
he found between LC and IC is a good illustration of a highly interactionally 
competent language user with limited linguistic control of the language. 
Schmidt wrote:

If language is seen as a means of initiating, maintaining, and regulating relationships 
and carrying on the business of living, then perhaps Wes is a good learner. If one views 
language as a system of elements and rules, with syntax playing a major role, then Wes 
is clearly a very poor learner. (p. 164)

Wes was good at talking but not so good at speaking, and it is probably safe 
to say that he would not have performed well on formal language tests where his 
lack of grammatical accuracy and limited vocabulary range would have likely 
been penalized.

To conclude, the above discussion o�ers theoretical and conceptual evidence 
that speaking and talking are two overlapping but still distinctive forms of 
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competence. �is lends support to assessing talking/​IC in its own right in testing 
settings so as to better gauge test-​takers� ability to interact in real life. As Section 
2.3 is largely theoretical in its treatment of the di�erences between LC and IC, the 
next section, Section 2.4, focuses on the practical concerns in operationalizing 
an IC/​talking construct in language assessment settings.

2.4 � De�ning an IC construct: An operational discussion
Building on the theoretical discussion on di�erentiating talking/​IC from 
speaking/​LC in Section 2.3, this section further speci�es the considerations in 
operationalizing an IC construct in assessment settings, drawing on empirical 
studies and evidence.

2.4.1 � Are we measuring talking/​IC or speaking/​LC?

Having examined the di�erence and mismatch between IC and LC, the most 
logical question for assessment researchers to address next is to assess IC in its 
own right, independent of LC. A test that claims to assess talking/​IC needs to 
not only prove that it is indeed assessing a talking/​IC construct as de�ned, but it 
also needs to be able to demonstrate that its IC construct is su�ciently di�erent 
from other related test constructs, such as constructs based on traditional 
conceptualizations of speaking/​LC. Another way to phrase the question is 
whether there is su�cient evidence demonstrating IC as a distinctive construct 
vis-​à-​vis traditional LC constructs already measured in existing speaking tests. 
From a test validity perspective, a test that claims to measure talking/​IC should 
assess talking/​IC instead of speaking/​LC, even if there is a high correlation 
between talking/​IC and speaking/​LC. �is is because in this case talking is a 
primary indicator of IC while speaking is at best a correlational, secondary 
indicator of IC. Using secondary indicators to substitute primary indicators for 
convenience can threaten the validity of a test and generate negative washback 
e�ects in teaching and learning (Scriven, 1987).

�ough a strong argument can be made in regard to using primary instead of 
secondary indicators for the validity of the test, due to commercial and practical 
concerns, testing companies and relevant stakeholders are unlikely to abandon 
existing speaking tests in favour of IC tests unless the latter can be shown to cover 
variance not already covered by the former. If an IC construct claims to cover 
�talking� variance not already covered by existing tests that measure �speaking� 
or general pro�ciency, it needs to be able to demonstrate it in a statistical sense. 
Having this goal in mind and then looking at existing research in L2 IC, the 
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issue of di�erentiating between IC and LC quickly becomes a chicken-​and-​egg 
question.

Longitudinal studies on L2 IC development document L2 speakers� changing 
interactional methods or patterns but it is di�cult to tease apart how much 
of those changes are attributable to an increase in IC or an increase in general 
pro�ciency (Hellermann, 2007, 2008; Pekarek Doehler & Berger, 2016). Cross-​
sectional studies, on the other hand, start with pre-​grouping L2 speakers by 
pro�ciency and investigate if speakers from di�erent pro�ciency levels mobilize 
di�erent methods in implementing the same social action (Al-​Gahtani & 
Roever, 2018; Pekarek Doehler & Pochon-​Berger, 2011; Pekarek Doehler, 2018). 
�eir grouping criteria are either pro�ciency frameworks based largely on the 
speaking construct (e.g., CEFR) or researchers� intuition. �e study design of 
cross-​sectional IC research similarly cannot de�nitively answer the question of 
whether di�erences in IC are caused by pre-​existing di�erences in LC/​pro�ciency.

�e few IC assessment studies that have been conducted so far have also 
mostly adopted cross-​sectional designs (Galaczi, 2013; Ikeda, 2021; Youn, 
2015). �ough they provided statistical evidence that L2 speakers did di�er on 
researchers� IC measures, we cannot know for sure if pro�ciency or �speaking 
variance� can already account for such IC di�erences. Another related issue is the 
IC rating scales developed can unintentionally con�ate IC with LC. Both Youn 
(2015) and Ikeda (2017) recruited test-​takers based on pro�ciency measures, 
grouped them by pro�ciency, inspected their test performance data using CA, 
and extracted group-​speci�c interactional features for the steps in their IC rating 
scales. Although this approach can detect di�erences in test-​taker performance, 
a counterargument is that the group-​speci�c IC di�erences captured in their IC 
rating scales can be attributed to pre-​existing group di�erences in pro�ciency/​
LC due to the grouping method employed, instead of substantive di�erences in 
IC. �is is noticeable when we look at the correlations between IC scores and 
LC scores. In Youn (2013) the correlation between her pre-​grouping pro�ciency 
measure and test-​takers� IC test score was 0.9 (p<0.01) while in Ikeda (2017), it 
was 0.8 (p<0.01). If a pro�ciency/​LC test can already e�ectively di�erentiate test-​
takers� IC, why is there a need for developing a new IC test?

�e answer to this question is complex and is related to issues such as how the 
test construct is speci�ed and how the rating scale is developed. �e in�uence of 
LC needs to be controlled in the development of the IC rating scale to ensure the 
ensuing IC test construct is not contaminated by unwanted in�uence from LC. 
�e de�nition of IC explicates the ability to orient appropriately to interlocutors� 
previous utterances and produce sequentially meaningful and relevant responses. 
However, such a theorization can prove challenging to operationalize when we 
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consider the role of LC in this de�nition of IC. �e connection between IC and 
LC is frequently noted in IC literature when researchers discuss the relationship 
between L2 speakers� evolving IC and their developing linguistic repertoires 
(Pekarek Doehler & Pochon-​Berger, 2015), L2 speakers� ability to apply grammar 
for interactional purposes (Pekarek Doehler & Berger, 2016), and L2 speakers� 
skills in monitoring their interlocutors� linguistic structures (Hellermann, 2009). 
Questions can be raised as to whether IC is actually tapping L2 speakers� lexical 
complexity, grammatical competence, and working memory capacity, which 
are all measures of LC. IC assessment researchers, therefore, need to consider 
in their rating scales if lexicon, grammar, and other measures of LC are to be 
included, and if they are, how these LC measures are interpreted through the 
lens of social action and are speci�ed defensibly as serving for the purpose of 
interaction. For example, an IC test construct or rating scale should not reward 
a test-​taker simply because of the emergence of a certain linguistic form (i.e., 
�I was wondering� as a mitigator). It is only when such linguistic forms are 
demonstrated in the speaker�s sequential organization as relevant and facilitative 
that they should be considered relevant to the IC construct. �erefore, strength 
in lexicon, grammar and other LC measures is not evidence of strong IC unless 
it can be proven to have ful�lled interactional purposes. �ese issues will be 
further explored in Section 2.6 on the development of IC rating scales but for 
now, let us have a closer look at some existing studies that have explored the 
relationships between IC and LC to better understand how di�erences between 
IC and LC manifest both qualitatively and quantitatively.

2.4.2 � Separating IC from LC

�e previous section discusses the need to separate IC and LC for assessment 
purposes, despite the interrelated relationship between the two constructs. In 
this section, we will look at how �ndings from previous research have generated 
both quantitative and qualitative evidence for the disconnection of IC from LC.

�e �rst study to be examined is Lee and Hellermann (2014), which o�ers 
qualitative evidence on the separation between IC and LC using cross-​sectional 
data. One of the excerpts in Lee and Hellermann (2014) focused on how Larissa, 
a low-​pro�ciency speaker, demonstrated the capacity to launch a storytelling 
sequence despite her lack of linguistic resources. In the excerpt, Larissa from 
Russia was conversing with another low-​pro�ciency speaker Jamie from Mexico, 
and before the turn that launched the story-​telling sequence in focus, a sequence 
on �anksgiving was completed with an agreement token by Larissa. A�er a 2.5-​
second gap, Larissa self-​selected, and launched her story-​telling sequence with 
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�mm husband #uh::# call my uncle.� (p. 772). Lee and Hellermann (2014) argued 
that although Larissa�s story-​telling announcement turn lacked explicit time 
reference devices such as �yesterday�, which are common in high-​pro�ciency 
L2 speakers� talk, she still designed her turn to adumbrate a forthcoming story. 
Accompanying this turn, Larissa employed body language mimicking a person 
making a call, suggesting that her husband was calling her uncle to talk about the 
American tradition of having turkeys on �anksgiving. It is also worth noting 
that in this turn Larissa evoked family categories �husband� and �uncle�, which, 
combined with other linguistic and paralinguistic resources in other turns, 
paved the way for inferences such as �husband is living with Larissa in the USA�, 
�husband is calling Larissa�s uncle to tell the story of American �anksgiving� and 
�uncle is most likely still living in Russia�. �erefore, despite Larissa�s linguistic 
inadequacies, she was still interactionally competent in securing a story-​telling 
sequence through the mobilization of turn design, the employment of body 
language, and the evocation of social categories (e.g., �husband� and �uncle�). 
Regrettably, these markers of interactional resourcefulness are not covered in 
any existing speaking rubric.

Di�erent from Lee and Hellermann (2014), the qualitative evidence in the 
second study, Jenks and Brandt (2013), takes place via CMC, which is the 
interactional platform the project in this book adopts. Although there is a 
paucity of research looking into the relationship between LC and IC in the CMC 
environment, there is similar emergent evidence suggesting the separability of 
talking/​IC as a construct from the traditional speaking/​LC constructs. Despite 
interactants� limitations in L2 LC, they can orient to the interactional norms of 
CMC and use a range of interactional methods to supplement their lack of L2 
vocabulary and grammar. Jenks and Brandt (2013) did not have IC assessment 
as its main research question, but their data can be re-​analysed to shed light on 
the di�erence between LC and IC. Situated in a voice-​based online chat room, 
they reported observations on verbal alignment between L2 speakers of English. 
Here an excerpt is adapted to showcase how L2 speakers display IC despite their 
linguistic limitations. Excerpt 3 is taken from a conversation between Jin and 
Samir who were already in the chat room and Velson was the newcomer.

 



Literature review72

Excerpt 3  1a �​ Skypecast, 09:47 �​ 10:00

Note. data reproduced from Jenks and Brandt (2013) p238. Original line numbering is preserved

It is observable that Velson signals his willingness to participate in the 
discussion on horror movies between Jin and Samir in 008. Velson�s 008 is not 
formatted as how it is usually done in English F2FC, probably due to a mixture 
of his lack of English LC and the medium of online voice chat. However, his 
�rst-​pair part question format and rising intonation secure him a turn in an 
established conversation, and Jin orients to 008 as a question and provides an 
answer. Velson�s successful attempt at transferring speakership to himself suggests 
that L2 speakers are not necessarily �oundering simply because of their linguistic 
limitations nor are they struggling interactionally with the CMC platforms. �is 
reanalysis suggests that there is some form of IC at work that guides L2 speakers 
through uncharted communicative territory, despite their limited LC.

Di�erent from the qualitative evidence in Lee and Hellermann (2014) and 
Jenks and Brandt (2013), Ockey et al. (2015) is a testing study that compared 
IC measures with pro�ciency measures. �e researchers examined 222 Japanese 
university students� TOEFL iBT performances in comparison with their 
performances on three language tasks (group discussion, picture description 
and oral presentation). From the account in Ockey et al. (2015), it seems that 
the rating scale and criteria used for the three language tasks were not derived 
from pre-​existing LC di�erences based on test-​takers� TOEFL scores, which is 
a di�erent approach from the ones adopted in Youn (2013) and Ikeda (2017). 

 

 



 De�ning an IC construct: An operational discussion 73

One component score for the three language tasks is IC, which is de�ned as 
�participation and smoothness of interaction (e.g., turn-​taking, responding to 
others, asking questions, introducing new gambits, paraphrasing, and hedging).� 
(Ockey et al., 2015, p. 46). Pearson correlations revealed high correlations 
between test-​takers� TOEFL scores and their component scores on pronunciation, 
�uency and vocabulary in the three tasks (between 0.71 and 0.74, p<0.05). 
However, only a moderate correlation was achieved between TOEFL scores 
and their IC score (r=​0.63, p<0.05). �ese �ndings o�er evidence that TOEFL, 
a psycholinguistically-​grounded speaking test, can provide a good prediction 
of real-​life performances in terms of pronunciation and �uency but a weaker 
prediction when it comes to IC. It also shows that the asynchronous monologic 
speaking tasks employed by TOEFL can barely cover basic IC indicators such as 
turn-​turning or hedging. It is speculated that higher-​order talking/​IC indicators 
such as action formation and social role enactment are even harder to predict 
from existing speaking constructs and rubrics, but such speculations are only 
tentative until corroborated by empirical evidence.

Finally, combining CA discourse analysis and statistical analysis, Roever and 
Ikeda (2021) is a recent mix-​method study in IC assessment that looked at to 
what extent TOEFL speaking scores could predict test-​takers� competence in an 
IC test. Although their correlation between TOEFL scores and IC test scores was 
moderate, with r ranging from 0.57�​0.76 depending on test-​taker cohorts, CA 
analysis of di�erent test-​taker performances from the same TOEFL score level 
showed great variation in test-​taker ability at mobilizing interactional resources. 
�is suggests that although IC and LC are overlapping constructs and LC scores 
can to some extent predict IC scores, IC tests cover variance unaccounted for by 
traditional LC measures, hence lending support to the argument that IC needs 
to be assessed in its own right.

In summary, Sections 2.4.1 and 2.4.2 shed light on the complex, interrelated 
relationship between LC and IC. In order to justify the assessment of IC from 
an operational perspective, IC testing needs to show that it is measuring a 
competence that is su�ciently di�erent from LC. Previous research such as 
Youn (2013) and Ikeda (2017) has shown high correlations between IC and LC 
when the di�erentiation of IC abilities is to some extent based on pre-​existing 
di�erences in LC. �e correlation becomes weaker when the rating criteria of 
IC are unrelated to the ones used for LC, as observed in Ockey et al. (2015). 
Qualitative research such as Lee and Hellermann (2014) and Jenks and Brandt 
(2013) has also revealed the existence of IC indicators that di�er more noticeably 
from LC indicators; the incorporation of such IC indicators can increase the 
value-​add of IC assessment. Building on this line of argument, the following 
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sections will further explore potential IC indicators that index abilities that are 
unique to IC and unaccounted for in existing LC assessment.

2.4.3 � Going beyond the mechanics of interaction: Hymes and 
Go�man revisited

Having examined the relationship between LC and IC in previous sections, this 
section explores what markers of interaction, or IC indicators, can be included 
in an IC construct to ensure that the IC construct is su�ciently di�erent from 
an LC construct, making IC assessment a worthwhile undertaking. So far, the IC 
markers examined in L2 IC research are mostly sequential markers that index 
speakers� ability at progressing and preserving the temporal organization of 
talk, which May et al. (2020) labelled as the �mechanics of interaction� (p. 3). 
Drawing on �ndings from CA, developmental IC studies have o�ered a wide 
array of potential mechanic and sequential IC markers such as progressivity 
(Balaman & Sert, 2017), alignment (Dings, 2014), post-​expansion (Greer, 2016), 
dispreference structure (Al-​Gahtani & Roever, 2012), and recipient design (Al-​
Gahtani & Roever, 2018). In IC assessment studies sequential markers such as 
turn organization, back-​channelling, response tokens, and adjacency pairs have 
also been examined (Ikeda, 2017; Ross, 2018; Youn, 2013).

Although there is little restriction on what IC marker/​feature to investigate 
from a research perspective, apart from the requirement that the intended 
markers/​features need to be observable in performance data, the choice of 
IC markers in an operational language test requires stricter justi�cation due 
to logistic and operational considerations. �e markers selected should be 
consistently observable, ratable, and scalable in test-​taker performances. �ey 
should be those aspects of human interaction that make a speaker like Wes 
(Schmidt, 1983) interactionally competent despite their linguistic restrictions. 
In terms of the process of scoring test performances, IC markers and the rating 
scales that explicate the markers are what translate test-​taker performances 
into numeric scores. A poor choice of markers can potentially mislead raters, 
directing their attention to aspects of interaction not related to the IC construct. 
IC markers also carry the responsibility of construct validation as it is these 
markers that cover the added variance that existing speaking tests might fail to 
capture. Finally, due to the constraints of assessment, only a limited number of 
markers can be selected and incorporated into assessment rubrics. �erefore, 
the privileging of, for example, topic management as a marker over turn-​taking, 
needs to have empirical grounding. Test designers should hence select markers 
that cover greater IC variance and that make a more tangible impact on the 
performance of talking/​interaction.

 

 

   

 

 



 De�ning an IC construct: An operational discussion 75

Considering the mechanistic, sequential focus in existing IC assessment 
research, it might be fruitful to explore what other potential IC indicators 
exist that can o�er a more comprehensive depiction of L2 IC. Harding (2021) 
suggested that for the �eld of language testing to move forward, language testers 
need to venture outside theoretical frameworks in the testing literature and 
explore concepts and theories in related �elds such as sociology. Before we delve 
into sociological concepts, let us revisit a concept that has profoundly in�uenced 
applied linguistics and language assessment: Dell Hymes�s communicative 
competence.

In response to Chomskyean�s dichotomous view on competence and 
performance and his focus on linguistically perfect speech produced by ideal 
speakers, Hymes put forward the argument that language acquisition is not 
just about grammar but also about appropriateness. �e original Hymes-​ean 
conceptualization of communicative competence was in�uenced by works from 
Go�man (1956, 1963, 1964) and emphasized not only appropriate language in 
its broader sociocultural context, but also the interrelated �attitudes, values, and 
motivations concerning language, its features and uses� (Hymes, 1972, p. 277). 
Hymes (1972) further argued: �it is especially important not to separate cognitive 
from a�ective and volitive factors, so far as the impact of theory on educational 
practice is concerned� (Hymes, 1972, p. 283). It is clear that in Hymes�s original 
conceptualization of communicative competence, e�ective language use was not 
solely a cognitive exercise as emphasized by psycholinguistic models of speaking. 
Instead, it was a multilayer process that not only draws on a speaker�s cognitive 
abilities such as lexical range or grammar knowledge but also their attitudes 
and emotions towards language use. Further to this, building on concepts 
from Go�man (1967), Hymes went on to posit that �capacities in interaction 
such as courage, gameness, gallantry, composure, presence of mind, dignity, 
stage con�dence� should also be included in our understanding of a person�s 
ability in language use/​communicative competence (Hymes, 1972, p. 283). 
�is extends the scope of communicative competence to include aspects of the 
speaker�s personality, moral character, emotional intelligence, reasoning skills 
and other non-​cognitive factors. �ough Hymes (1972) did not prescribe a list 
of constituents of communicative competence, his explication of what he called 
communicative competence goes beyond the mechanistic IC indicators that IC 
researchers have investigated so far. If we want an IC construct that encompasses 
a wider range of abilities that characterize real-​life language use and its e�ects, 
we need to move beyond the mechanistic, sequential tradition of IC.
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2.4.4 � Emotional, logical and moral IC markers

�e previous section, Section 2.4.3, revisits the original Hymes-​ean model of 
communicative competence, which suggests a wider range of communicative 
abilities for language use in real life, such as speakers� a�ective stance, reasoning 
skills and moral qualities. �ese abilities have been discussed in various forms in 
CA and ethnomethodology. Considering the empiricist-​interactional approach 
adopted in this book (see Section 2.1.4 and 2.1.5), here a brief review is o�ered 
on the a�ective, reasoning, and moral IC markers to enrich our understanding 
of these dimensions of interaction from the CA perspective.

CA literature has discussed a speaker�s a�ective stance in various forms such as 
a�liation (Lindström & Sorjonen, 2013), disa�liation (Steensig, 2019), empathy 
(Stivers, 2008), frame (Kim, 2013) and emotion (Ruusuvuori, 2013). Here I will 
focus on dis/​a�liation because they are closely tied to the concepts of dis/​
preferred structures in CA and the politeness theory concept of face-​threatening 
acts, which have featured greatly in second language pragmatics research and 
have been investigated in IC assessment (Youn, 2015).

Dis/​a�liation �rst appeared in CA literature in Heritage (1984) where the 
author contended that a�liative actions promote and support social solidarity, 
whereas disa�liative actions threaten and damage it. Dis/​a�liation is related to 
dis/​preferred structure in that preferred structures are usually a�liative, whereas 
dispreferred structures are routinely disa�liative (Heritage, 1984). �e use of 
the term dis/​a�liation in CA literature, however, goes beyond the sequence 
of turns, which traditionally has been the focus of research that examines the 
organization of preference. Compared with preference structures, dis/​a�liation 
concerns more general features of stances, social actions, and social relations 
(Pomerantz & Heritage, 2013; Steensig & Drew, 2008). �e resources for 
conducting a�liative and disa�iative moves include a wide range of lexical, 
grammatical, phonetic, and prosodic devices (Lindström & Sorjonen, 2013). �e 
use of prosodic features to mark dis/​a�liation has received growing attention 
in CA research (Couper-​Kuhlen, 2012; Walker, 2013) but has been under-​
researched in IC assessment research. In fact, although much of our interaction 
relies on the concurrent prosodic features in our talk, prosody, as a potential 
indicator of test-​takers� general IC, has not been systematically investigated in 
existing IC testing studies.

Compared with dis/​a�liation, which has predominantly received interest 
in CA, reasoning as a concept has been formulated in the early days of 
ethnomethodology. Gar�nkel (1967) proposed that common-​sense reasoning 
undergirds social actions, making social actors� social actions recognizable to 
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each other. Heritage (1988) argued that both ethnomethodology and CA are 
concerned with two forms of reasoning. �e �rst one is the normative, taken-​for-​
granted reasoning that creates and sustains social actions. �e second one is the 
explicit actions of providing accounts, explanations, and reasons. �e �rst form 
of reasoning is indexing any form of social interaction whereas the second one 
is required when expected social behaviours are not forthcoming. For example, 
when an invitation is issued, the invitee needs to pro�er an explanation for not 
being able to attend. �e explanation itself relies on the second form of reasoning 
but the provision of the explanation relies on the tacit, taken-​for-​granted, 
common-​sense �rst form of reasoning of how explanations are conventionally 
o�ered.

Similar to reasoning, morality as a concept in ethnomethodology has been 
conceived at both the discourse-​internal and discourse-​external levels. At the 
discourse-​internal level, morality is de�ned as proto-​morality (Bergmann, 1998), 
moral order 1 (Turnbull & Carpendale, 2001), and the moral order of interaction 
(Turowetz & Maynard, 2010). In this present discussion, the term proto-​morality 
will be used. Proto-​morality relies on the assumptions that �rst, social actors 
have the ability to choose amongst a range of courses of action. We can choose 
to be responsible or irresponsible, respectful or disrespectful, conditionally 
relevant or conditionally irrelevant. Second, this ability to choose is extended 
to other social actors whom we consider as having the same ability, which 
embodies the principle of the reciprocity of perspectives (Schutz, 1962). Since 
we consider our interactants as having the same ability to be responsible for their 
decisions, we have the right to make moral judgements of their choices. Because 
perspectives are reciprocated, we, in the process of morally assessing others, 
reciprocally invite others to make moral assessments of ourselves. �is moves 
us to discourse-​external morality, which is the explicit moral qualities we project 
of ourselves and ascribe to others. �is is termed moral order 2 in Turnbull and 
Carpendale (2001) and the moral order in interaction (Turowetz & Maynard, 
2010). Bergmann (1998) argued that this discourse-​external morality is always 
culture-​speci�c since di�erent cultures form di�erent understandings of moral 
qualities. Such moral qualities can be courage, gameness, gallantry, composure, 
and dignity, which are the personality features enumerated by Go�man (1967) 
and considered to be integral elements of communicative competence by Hymes 
(1972). �e cultural speci�city of moral qualities requires that moral claims and 
moral judgements be oriented to and interpreted in the speci�c sociocultural 
context where moral interaction takes place.
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2.4.5 � Aristotelian artistic proofs: Pathos, logos, and ethos

�e previous section 2.4.4 o�ers a brief review of IC markers that index a speaker�s 
ability to manage the emotional, logical, and moral aspects of interaction from 
a CA perspective. Apart from being mentioned in the Hymes-​ean model of 
communication competence (see Section 2.4.3), the selection of and discussion on 
these three particular aspects of interaction might seem haphazard, considering 
the potentially unlimited list of indicators of IC. If we, however, venture out of 
theories familiar to applied linguists (Harding, 2021) and position IC assessment 
in more holistic models of interpersonal communication, we notice that a�ect, 
logic, and reason have been some of the most frequently mentioned dimensions 
of human interaction. One such holistic model of interpersonal communication 
is the tripartite model of persuasive rhetoric put forward by Aristotle.

In On Rhetoric (Aristotle, trans, 2007), Aristotle de�ned pathos, logos, and 
ethos as three modes of persuasion, or as he called them, artistic proofs. Aristotle 
initially conceived the three modes for orators delivering speeches to a public 
audience. �e term artistic proofs implies that these three methods are means 
of persuasion, which are not evidence of the speaker�s own quality or moral 
character. Pathos is persuasion through awakening emotions in the audience, 
logos is persuasion through revealing the truth of the argument, and ethos is 
persuasion through showing the speaker being worthy of credence. Modern 
rhetoricians have extended Aristotle�s tripartite model and broadened the 
de�nitions of pathos, logos, and ethos, arguing that e�ective communication 
requires the connection with the audience on an emotional level, the presentation 
of a logical argument, and the demonstration of the moral character of the speaker 
(Aristotle, trans, 2007). �ese three criteria have been used as assessment criteria 
in academic �elds such as rhetorical criticism (Afary, personal communication).

At a surface level, Aristotle�s modes of persuasion might seem unrelated to 
the research questions commonly addressed in the �eld of applied linguistics 
and disjointed to the discussion on the conceptualization and assessment of IC. 
However, persuasion is a form of communication and successful persuasion 
requires e�ective language use. Coming from the perspective of IC, even though 
not every interactional setting requires artistic persuasion, a speaker still needs 
to engage with their interlocutor on the emotional, logical, and moral levels 
to make their interaction e�ective and appropriate, which is instrumental to 
successful interaction. Whether it is Aristotle�s modes of persuasion or Hymes�s 
de�nition of communicative competence, both models point to non-​mechanistic 
dimensions of interaction and progress into dimensions of interaction pertaining 
to the emotional, the logical, and the moral. �ough IC has already broadened 
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our traditional psycholinguistic understanding of speaking and has directed our 
attention to the sequential and co-​constructed nature of talk, if we would like IC 
to better represent the reality and richness of interpersonal interaction, it will be 
conducive to examining if ability indicators from other more holistic models of 
interpersonal interaction can be incorporated into the theorization of IC.

2.4.6 � Membership categorization analysis: Categorial IC markers

Finally, a�er discussing the emotional, the logical, and the moral dimensions of 
interaction, there is the categorial dimension of interaction, which similarly, has 
received little attention in IC assessment. �e concepts �category� and �categorial� 
derive from Membership Categorization Analysis (MCA) and will be explained 
in this section.

As discussed in Section 2.3, there is no language use unbounded to social 
roles and this is true for language test-​takers taking a language test. In addition 
to talking as a test-​taker, in English for academic purposes (EAP) assessment a 
test-​taker talks as a student or a classmate while in OET contexts a test-​taker talks 
as a doctor, a nurse or a physiotherapist. �e ability to perform particular social 
role(s), however, is largely ignored by existing language tests, with OET being a 
rare example. If the ability to enact and orient to social roles is to be incorporated 
in the conceptualization of IC, the analytic power of both CA and MCA should be 
combined to further our understanding of social role enactment as an IC marker. 
In this book I coined the term Sequential-​Categorial Analysis (Dai, 2023b), 
which describes the methodology of concurrently conducting CA and MCA to 
understand the temporal and social aspects of interaction. At a more abstract 
level, I conceptualize the relationship between sequence and categorization as 
synonymous to the one between time and space, with change in one a�ecting 
the other. Interactants draw on both sequential and categorial resources in 
language to build a four-​dimensional lifeworld where social actions take place. 
Sequential resources �​ such as turn-​taking and preference organization �​ display 
interactants� understanding of the temporal nature of interaction. Categorial 
resources �​ such as membership categories and predicates, which will be 
introduced shortly �​ demonstrate interactants� ability to enact social roles, 
identities, physical objects, entities, interpersonal relationships, institutions 
and broader social organizations. �ese categorial resources are the building 
blocks for the three-​dimensional spatial world, which, coupled with the fourth 
dimension time enacted in sequence, becomes the lifeworld where interaction 
takes place and where IC is observed. In order to appreciate how categorial 
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resources are marshalled by interactants to create a spatial understanding of the 
social world, recourse to MCA is necessitated.

MCA, originally developed by Harvey Sacks, is the study of how social 
members use categories (e.g., doctor, mother) to demonstrate their members� 
knowledge of the categorial dimension of interaction: namely what a speaker 
says or does at speci�c times depends on who they are and to whom they are 
talking. �ough MCA developed rather slowly while CA �ourished following 
Sack�s seminal work (Sacks, 1992), we are now seeing a renaissance of interest 
in MCA (Stokoe, 2012), with an edited book on advances in MCA (Fitzgerald & 
Housley, 2015) and a special MCA section in Journal of Pragmatics (Fitzgerald 
et al., 2017). �is shows that CA analysts have acknowledged that apart from 
the many sequential concerns of talk, there is also the categorial aspect of talk 
that is worthy of investigation. How speakers evoke categories such as doctors, 
nurses, and students index their members� knowledge of social roles in their 
society and culture. L2 developmental studies are yet to fully utilize the analytic 
tools and insight from MCA, though Lee and Hellermann (2014) o�ered some 
nascent �ndings in this regard (see the discussion in Section 2.4.2). MCA 
also has not made inroads into L2 IC assessment yet as IC rubrics so far still 
focus solely on sequential markers such as turn-​taking, topic development, 
adjacency pairs, and back-​channelling without situating such markers in test-​
takers� categorial knowledge (Dai & Davey, 2023; Galaczi, 2013; Ikeda, 2017; 
Youn, 2015).

When conducting MCA studies, researchers need to transcribe speech in a 
turn-​by-​turn fashion similar to the practice in CA studies. �e di�erence between 
MCA and CA is that, apart from the sequential concerns in terms of how turns 
are generated, MCA also takes up a categorial focus on how speakers construct 
their knowledge of categories and culture through turns (Dai & Davey, 2023 
). �e concept category is crucial to the understanding of MCA. Sacks (1972) 
de�ned categories as groups composed of members. �e category �student� can 
contain an in�nite number of members who consider themselves to belong to 
this category and the interaction itself between the interactants will further 
specify what the category �student� means in the interaction, to the interactants. 
A less technical term for category is social role, which I have already used before 
and will be using interchangeably with category.

Categories in interaction invoke knowledge about what is permissible, 
conventional, and expected for a particular category known to members of 
the same community. In some speech communities, there might be speci�c 
expectations as to how members from the �student� category are supposed to 
behave vis-​à-​vis members from other categories, such as the category of �teacher�. 
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�ese expectations can be about what social actions are permissible and how 
such social actions are realized linguistically and para-​linguistically. Sacks 
(1974) used the term activity to describe the actions that are perceived to be 
paired with certain categories, such as �mums� (category) are supposed to �pick 
up their children� (activity) when the �children� (category) �cry� (activity). �e 
activity �picking up children� is paired with the category �mother� and is expected 
of members from the category �mother�. If a member supposedly belonging to a 
certain category does not perform the expected activities associated with that 
category, this member risks attracting sanctions and even condemnations from 
other members in that speech community. Scheglo� wrote about the severity 
of a mismatch between category and activity by asserting that �if an ostensible 
member of a category appears to contravene what is �known� about members 
of that category, then people do not revise that knowledge, but see the person as 
�an exception�, �di�erent�, or even a defective member� (Scheglo�, 2007a, p. 469). 
A lack of knowledge of social roles and their concurrent activities can create 
misunderstanding and threaten social solidarity. Considering the very real 
consequences of mismanaging social roles, the categorial aspect of interaction 
should be considered when developing a holistic assessment construct of IC. �is 
highlights the advantage of Sequential-​Categorial Analysis, which investigates 
both the sequential and categorial nature of interaction. Dai and Davey (2022, 
2023) is a case study that demonstrates how Sequential-​Categorial Analysis can 
uncover the systematic categorial methods speakers employ to talk social roles 
into existence.

In summary, Section 2.4.3 to Section 2.4.6 have surveyed some potential 
IC indicators that go beyond the sequential indicators that are traditionally 
researched in IC assessment, inspired by Hymes-​ean communicative competence, 
Aristotelian modes of persuasion, and the o�-​neglected categorial nature of 
interaction. It should be noted that the discussion of these potential markers is 
only tentative at this point as the selection of markers needs to match the speci�c 
assessment contexts and needs. A more methodical approach to the selection 
of IC indicators should be employed so as to ensure the chosen markers are 
crucial to interactional success in speci�c assessment tasks and contexts. �ese 
issues are explored in Section 2.6, which explicates a methodical process for the 
selection of IC indicators for assessment.

2.5 � Designing IC test tasks
Having discussed the complexity involved in de�ning an IC test construct 
from the theoretical and operational perspectives, the following two sections, 
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Sections 2.5 and 2.6, focus on the processes involved in designing test tasks and 
rating materials. Both steps are crucial to the operationalization of an IC test 
since test tasks serve to elicit IC performance while rating materials translate IC 
performance to scores indicative of test-​takers� IC.

�e design of assessment tasks is an empirically motivated process, commonly 
initiated through a needs analysis (NA) on test-​takers� language needs in the 
target language use (TLU) domain (Knoch & Macqueen, 2020). Section 2.5 �rst 
discusses how IC assessment can bene�t from systematic NA before examining 
the practice of NA in test design and reviewing existing literature on NA.

2.5.1 � From the target language domain to a test

�e design of a language test starts with the delineation of the TLU domain. 
In terms of IC assessment, Galaczi and Taylor (2018, p. 227) o�ered a tree-​
shaped visual representation of IC which is helpful in visualising how the target 
domain frames the assessment of IC. �eir IC tree grows into branches and 
leaves, with branches indexing general IC markers such as �turn management� 
and �interactive listening� and leaves indexing �ner IC markers, such as 
�maintaining turns� and �pausing� under the branch of turn management. Going 
downwards, the authors speci�ed the roots for the IC tree in three concentric 
circles: speech acts (or social actions in CA terminology), speech events, and 
speech situations. �ough these contextual factors in the language use domain 
situate, nourish, and support the investigation of IC, they are rarely given the 
considerations they deserve. In terms of the �rst two circles, although previous 
L2 IC research has examined a range of social actions e.g., requests (Al-​Gahtani 
& Roever, 2015), refusals (Al-​Gahtani & Roever, 2018), storytelling (Watanabe, 
2017; Waring, 2013) and disagreements (Pekarek Doehler & Pochon-​Berger, 
2011), the rationale for researchers� choices of social actions is rarely provided. 
Understandably for developmental IC studies, social actions merely serve as 
vehicles for analysts to observe di�erences in L2 speakers� IC so what social 
action is used to elicit their performance is not a primary concern. However, 
from a test design perspective, which social action in the TLU domain is 
included in or excluded from the test needs to be a carefully considered and 
empirically justi�able decision. For example, there need to be grounds for 
testing L2 speakers� ability to launch a request, instead of a disagreement or a 
complaint, although all social actions are fairly common and equally important 
to master in the TLU domain of everyday interaction.

When we move beyond speech acts and speech events in Galaczi and 
Taylor�s (2018) IC tree, we encounter the largest circle, speech situations where 
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social actions take place and where broader sociocultural factors in�uence the 
launching of social actions. �e authors� conceptualization of speech situations 
drew from Hymes (1974) where speech situations were decidedly sociocultural. 
�is further complicates the picture for IC assessment. Cross-​linguistic CA 
research has o�ered evidence that speakers adopt di�erent interactional methods 
and sequentially structure their talk di�erently across languages and cultures 
when they conduct social actions (Golato, 2002; Huth, 2006). Developmental 
L2 IC studies have also noted that L2 speakers increasingly diversify their 
interactional methods to adapt to and align with routinized interactional patterns 
commonly found in the host culture (Cekaite, 2007; Pekarek Doehler & Pochon-​
Berger, 2015). �e cultural speci�city of social action implementation requires 
test designers to go one step further: they need to demonstrate the relevance 
of their chosen social actions to the particular L2 context and culture. In other 
words, the question now is not just choosing among requests, disagreements, 
or complaints for an unspeci�ed L2 speaker population. It is to decide among 
these social actions for an IC test that measures the IC of speakers who speak a 
particular L2. For example, why should the ability to launch requests be singled 
out for speakers of a particular L2? Is it because requests in this L2 are especially 
frequent, complex, or di�cult? Or do speakers of this L2 struggle with requests 
in particular due to some sequential, interactional, or sociocultural di�erences 
in how requests are formatted in the L2 or the L2 host community? �ough 
every social action is worth investigating from a developmental perspective, due 
to the limited resources in testing settings, test designers need to de�ne their 
target domain clearly and select social actions that are most germane to their 
respective L2 groups. Fortunately, there is a ready remedy for this problem: needs 
analysis (NA).

2.5.2 � Task-​based needs analysis

NA can assist L2 IC test designers in their depiction of the IC target domain 
and identify social actions that are most pertinent to or challenging for their 
speci�c test-​taker population. A methodical NA serves this purpose and assists 
test designers with narrowing down the TLU domain to items in a test.

�e design of a language test usually starts with understanding the needs of 
a particular learner group. NA in second language studies is a process where 
researchers collect information about a particular learner group�s needs in the 
learning of the target language (Brown, 2009; Long, 2005a, 2005b; Swales, 2001). 
Such a process is crucial in the design and delivery of appropriate language 
teaching and assessment materials in order to better represent the real-​world 
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communicative challenges faced by L2 speakers. When L2 speakers� needs centre 
on communication in real-​world settings, �ndings from NA can e�ectively 
translate into meaningful communicative language tasks that serve pedagogical 
purposes (Long, 2013a, 2013b, 2015a, 2015b).

�ough it is not uncommon to conduct NA on other aspects of language 
use (see Molle & Prior, 2008 for an NA on EAP writing), NA is predominantly 
associated with communicative language use in real-​world settings (Long, 
2013b). �is makes NA frequently associated with e�ective task-​based 
language teaching. In fact, most NA studies on communicative needs also 
detail how their NA �ndings can be translated into language tasks, making 
them task-​based needs analyses (TBNAs) (Chaudron et al., 2005; Gilabert, 
2005; Huh, 2006; Jasso-​Aguilar, 2005; Lambert, 2010; Malicka et al., 2017; 
Martin & Adrada-​Rafael, 2017; Mochizuki, 2017; Oliver et al., 2013; Youn, 
2015). In particular, Long disambiguated his de�nition of tasks from three 
other de�nitions of tasks by reiterating that for him tasks are modelled on real-​
world communicative activities in which learners �nd themselves engaged 
(Long, 2016). Genuine language tasks have an aim in themselves because 
they are based on the analysis of actual language use, which is di�erent from 
structure-​trapping tasks that have an overriding concern in linguistic forms 
(Skehan, 1998).

�e concept of tasks in Long�s sense is highly compatible with the social 
actions that L2 IC researchers are interested in. Admittedly, how L2 IC interacts 
with L2 grammar (Pekarek Doehler, 2018) and how L2 IC relates to L2 speakers� 
LC still require further research. However, as discussed in Sections 2.3 and 2.4, 
IC goes beyond L2 grammar and traditional constructs of LC as IC requires L2 
speakers to demonstrate the ability to jointly construct orderly social interaction 
and enact believable social roles (Gardner & Wagner, 2004, Roever & Dai, 2021). 
Such a competence is fundamentally functional and cannot be fully revealed by 
structure-​trapping tasks such as discrete, decontextualized grammatical items. 
Only through genuine language tasks modelled on real-​world activities can 
we observe language use in meaningful interaction and pinpoint L2 speakers� 
proceduralized knowledge of interaction. �erefore, a TBNA on L2 speakers� 
interactional needs can o�er guidance for the design of authentic language tasks, 
which then serve as tools for the assessment of IC.

2.5.3 � Triangulation in needs analysis

In order to design believable and useful language tasks, needs analysts generally 
start with developing a defensible methodology that best captures their target 
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learner group�s communicative wants. One of the techniques commonly used 
in NA to enhance methodological validity is triangulation (Chaudron et al., 
2005; Cowling, 2007; Dai, 2023a; Dai & Roever, 2019; Lambert, 2010; Long, 
2013a; Rylander, 2011). Brown (2001) identi�ed seven types of triangulation, 
which include triangulation of data sources, investigators, need analysis theories, 
procedures, disciplines, data gathering times and sites. Such an exhaustive 
approach is rarely implementable due to �nancial and time constraints. A�er 
surveying 39 NA studies on English for speci�c purposes in the last thirty 
years, Sera�ni et al. (2015) argued that a more actionable starting point is to 
consider how information sources and information elicitation methods can be 
triangulated.

�ere are many bene�ts in going beyond one information source when 
conducting an NA. �ough it is not uncommon that second language NA studies 
rely solely on language learners as informants (Cabinda, 2013; Chaudron et al., 
2005; Holme & Chalauisaeng, 2006), such an approach does not engage the 
perspectives of other relevant stakeholders. Even in-​service learners, de�ned as 
learners that actively use the target language for communicative purposes (Long, 
2005a; Sera�ni et al., 2015), cannot always clearly identify the sources of their 
interactional plights. Di�erent perspectives, such as the ones from language 
teachers, young learners� parents and learners� host family members, can o�er 
a more holistic picture of where learners fall short of their respective goals 
(Brown, 2009).

Triangulation of information elicitation methods is also a widely employed 
technique, considering that each method has its strengths and weaknesses. 
In Malicka et al. (2017) the researchers supplemented their main method 
interview with non-​participant observation as a secondary method. �eir study 
is concerned with the communicative needs of hotel receptionists, but the 
researchers noticed none of their interviewees mentioned small talk as a relevant 
task, despite its frequent occurrence in researchers� observation of receptionists� 
daily routine. Small talk is a necessary social lubricant and if mishandled, 
can have real repercussions for the rapport between receptionists and their 
customers. Such crucial information could have gone unnoticed had the study 
utilized only interviews as its elicitation method.

Within the �eld of IC assessment, Youn (2015) adopted triangulation and 
grounded the design of her IC test in an NA on the EAP domain. Her NA, 
later published as Youn (2018), triangulated the perspectives of programme 
administrators, instructors, and students, utilizing two data elicitation 
methods: interviews and questionnaires. Her data revealed a wide range of social 
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actions where EAP students struggle, which then fed into the two interactional 
tasks she designed. �e two tasks in Youn (2015) required test-​takers to role-​play 
with a professor and a classmate and elicited social actions such as making a 
request for a recommendation letter and agreeing on a meeting time.

In summary, test designers should approach TBNA as a multi-​stage, multi-​
angle process. �e sources and methods selected should complement each other 
and jointly produce a balanced picture of learners� language needs.

2.5.4 � Paucity of TBNA in L2 Chinese

�ough NA is a process indispensable in any methodical attempt at the design of 
teaching and testing materials, a survey of recent NA literature shows that most 
studies are conducted on English as a foreign language (Lambert, 2010; Oliver 
et al., 2013; Park & Slater, 2014; Sawaki, 2017; Sera�ni et al., 2015) and usually 
for academic purposes or business settings.

Despite the exponential growth in the L2-​Chinese speaker population 
(CCIS, 2019), Wang (2011) is one of the very few NA studies conducted on L2-​
Chinese speakers� learning needs. Wang (2011) is a commissioned project that 
combined NA with Chinese business textbook analysis. Using interviews and 
questionnaires as research methods and eliciting perspectives from both learners 
and Chinese business managers, Wang identi�ed a list of top-​priority abilities 
business Chinese learners are expected to develop. Subsequent textbook analysis 
revealed a mismatch between learners� wants and textbook materials. Topics 
such as answering job interview questions, though highly valued by Wang�s 
informants, were poorly represented in the 44 business Chinese textbooks 
surveyed. Findings from Wang (2011) corroborate Long�s argument that most 
commercial language teaching materials on the market are �written, on the basis 
of textbook writers� intuitions, for all students and for no students in particular� 
(Long, 2016, p. 6). �e paucity of NA on L2 Chinese, coupled with the growing 
demand from L2-​Chinese speakers and the real-​world relevance of IC teaching 
and assessment, points to the necessity of conducting an NA speci�cally 
investigating the interactional needs of L2-​Chinese speakers. Considering the 
time, money and e�ort L2-​Chinese speakers invest in mastering Chinese, it is 
regretful that no studies have examined what these speakers actually struggle with 
when they interact in Chinese. A TBNA of L2-​Chinese speakers� interactional 
needs can not only inform learners, teachers, and other stakeholders of common 
communication pitfalls, but it can also serve as a starting point for e�ective L2 
Chinese teaching and assessment with a focus on IC. Considering the lack of 
IC research and NA research on L2 Chinese, this book project chooses Chinese 
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as its target language, although the principles and methodologies of IC test 
development and validation explicated in this book are applicable to other 
languages as well.

2.6 � Designing IC rating materials
Section 2.5 reviews existing literature on test task design and identi�es TBNA as 
a starting point for the development of tasks that can be used for the assessment 
of L2-​Chinese IC. In this section, Section 2.6, I will survey previous studies 
on the process of rating material development, which generates rubrics that 
embody the test construct and translate test-​taker performance to IC test scores. 
As discussed in Sections 2.3 and 2.4, assessing L2 IC o�ers a sociolinguistic-​
interactional alternative to speaking assessment, which traditionally adopts a 
Leveltian psycholinguistic-​individualist framework and focuses on LC speech 
markers such as accuracy and �uency (Roever & Kasper, 2018). Existing L2 IC 
studies have utilized �ndings in CA and the analytical policy of CA to identify IC 
markers pertinent to their respective test constructs and validate the constructs 
through CA inspections on test-​takers� performance data (Ikeda, 2017; Youn, 
2013). �e value-​add of CA to the scoring process, so far, has received much 
less attention. �e various ways CA analysis can contribute to test design and 
validation will be further discussed in Chapter 3, but it is worth noting at this 
point that CA plays a crucial role in test construct speci�cation and rating 
material development in this book.

2.6.1 � IC rating materials development

When assessing speaking performance, the discussion on rating material 
development usually starts with the design of rating scales. �e theorization of 
rating scale construction started in the 1990s and since then, di�erent views and 
practices regarding scale development have emerged (Upshur & Turner, 1995; 
Turner & Upshur, 2002). Recent reviews on scale development have identi�ed 
various practices such as basing the scales on the learning goals in L2 syllabi 
and on their extrapolations to real-​world functional language use (Jamieson & 
Poonpon, 2013). �ough di�erent practices co-​exist, literature in rating scale 
design has predominantly classi�ed rubric construction endeavours binarily, 
according to whether they adopt an a priori intuitive approach or an empirical 
data-​driven approach (Fulcher et al., 2011). �e intuitive approach relies on 
scale developers� judgement in the construction of the criteria and descriptors 
of language pro�ciency in the scales (North & Schneider, 1998). Despite its 
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prevalent employment in L2 teaching and assessment, the intuitive approach 
has been criticized for the vagueness of its performance descriptors and its lack 
of attention to assessment contexts (Fulcher, 2003). �e data-​driven approach 
bases the scale on empirical data, which can either be performance data from 
test-​takers or perception data from raters (Ducasse & Brown, 2009). It should 
be noted that this dichotomous classi�cation oversimpli�es the complex and 
sometimes iterative process of rating scale development. A�er conducting a 
systematic review of rubric development literature, Knoch et al. (2021) identi�ed 
ten information sources that scale developers have drawn on to inform the 
construct of their scales, which are existing theories, TLU domain, standard 
frameworks, curriculums, expert intuition, existing scales, performance samples, 
rater input, task features, and score use context.

Within the �eld of IC assessment, researchers have predominantly favoured 
test-​taker performance samples as an information source for scale development. 
One example is Youn (2015) where the researcher adopted an inductive approach 
in the design of her IC rating categories from CA inspection of test-​takers� 
performance data at di�erent pro�ciency levels. Kley (2019) is another study 
that used performance data to elaborate the description of the CA-​informed 
assessment criterion topic management. �e appeal of performance data to IC 
test developers is self-​evident, considering CA�s overriding focus on empirically 
substantiating claims with context-​speci�c moment-​by-​moment interactional 
data. Despite IC rubrics� expected amalgamation with performance data, basing 
IC rubrics solely on test developers� CA analysis of performance data raises 
concerns in terms of whether the IC features identi�ed by CA-​trained test 
developers are actually the features considered crucial to interactional success by 
raters. To complement insight gleaned from performance data, test developers 
can draw on raters� perceptions of test-​takers� performance in the construction 
of rating scales.

2.6.2 � �e rater perspective and indigenous criteria

Among the ten sources of information for scale construction in Knoch et al. 
(2021), the use of rater input has �ourished in recent years (Ducasse & Brown, 
2009; May, 2009; May et al., 2020; Pollitt & Murray, 1996; Sandlund & Sundqvist, 
2019; Turner & Upshur, 1996). Collecting and analysing raters� perceptions of 
test-​taker performance through think-​aloud protocols, rater notes, and rater 
interviews can assist test developers with understanding what features in test-​
taker performance are salient to raters and considered crucial to ful�lling 
the tasks by raters. A recent study by May et al. (2020) showcases how test 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 



 Designing IC rating materials 89

examiners� perspectives can shape the development of IC teaching and testing 
materials. �e researchers elicited 72 verbal reports from six trained examiners 
a�er having them view 12 paired interactions from test-​takers. Verbal reports 
were thematically coded to provide empirical grounding for the design of IC 
checklists and feedback materials, which can be utilized by teachers and students 
in the acquisition and assessment of IC. One concern about the use of rater-​
perception data is that the rating categories raters focus on can be a-​theoretical 
if the recruited raters do not possess the theoretical knowledge that applied 
linguists do (Brindley, 1998; Shohamy, 1996). �e absence of theorization in 
raters� judgement can be mediated if scale developers adopt a mix-​method 
approach through the combination of raters� perception with scale developers� 
theory-​informed judgement in the construction of the scales. Roever and Dai 
(2021) argue that raters� perspectives play an o�-​neglected but indispensable role 
in IC rating materials construction, where IC test developers constantly grapple 
with IC markers that pose challenges in terms of saliency to raters, scalability 
in rating scale design, and rater reliability in the psychometrically-​driven large-​
scale assessment contexts.

One particular type of raters used in de�ning the test construct is called 
domain experts (DE), who are usually not linguistically trained (linguistic 
laypersons) but are knowledgeable of the interactional norms in the particular 
TLU domain in which the test is based (Elder & McNamara, 2016; Knoch & 
Macqueen, 2020; Pill, 2016). Domain experts� criteria of performance are termed 
their indigenous criteria (Jacoby & McNamara, 1999; Knoch & Macqueen, 2020; 
Pill, 2016). Drawing on the domain expert perspective, Pill (2016) developed 
two additional indigenous criteria, clinician engagement and management of 
interaction for the OET speaking test. �e author arrived at both criteria by �rst 
obtaining medical educators� and clinical supervisors� judgments on simulated 
clinical performances from trainee healthcare professionals. He then conducted 
a thematic analysis of the data and generated the two new criteria, which were 
not covered by the previous OET rubric. �ese two criteria, similar to other 
criteria considered relevant by raters, can be argued to be a-​theoretical from 
a linguistic perspective, especially when the DEs in Pill (2016) were clinicians 
instead of linguists or language educators. However, if we look closely at the 
scale descriptors of these two new indigenous criteria, we see that they are 
tapping dimensions of interaction that are commonly investigated in CA and 
MCA. �ough Pill did not employ CA, it is evident that CA can be productively 
applied to the analysis of the management of interaction criterion to collect 
micro-​level evidence of how interaction is co-​constructed. �is is a sequential 
IC marker that indexes speakers� ability to sustain an interaction. �e criterion 
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clinical engagement, on the other hand, requires the ability to talk in a manner 
be�tting the role of a doctor, a physiotherapist, or a nurse. In other words, 
medical professionals� language should evoke their respective socio-​professional 
categories in relation to their interlocutors. Sequential CA, with its predominant 
concern with sequential properties, is restricted in its ability to collect such 
information. �is suggests the necessary application of MCA, as introduced in 
Section 2.4.6, to explicate the categorial knowledge speakers need to possess to 
enact believable social roles. �e foregoing analysis of the two indigenous criteria 
in Pill (2016) shows that indigenous criteria are not incompatible with existing 
theories of interaction as long as the researchers can theorize DEs� a-​theoretical 
criteria with concepts in relevant theories.

Adopting the rater perspective in test construct speci�cation, Sato and 
McNamara (2019) is another study that elicited indigenous criteria of general 
L2-​English communicative ability from linguistic laypersons, who were L1 
and L2 English speakers untrained in linguistics or language teaching. �e 
recruitment of linguistic laypersons for their study is novel in the sense that 
L2-​English speakers in real life are not always assessed or judged by language 
experts on their communicative ability. In fact, it is these linguistic laypersons, 
whether L1 or L2 English speakers, who interact most with L2-​English speakers 
and form assessments of their communicative competence in everyday-​life 
settings. Although Sato and McNamara (2019) did not use the term DEs but 
used linguistic laypersons instead to describe everyday-​life members of society, 
here I propose the argument that linguistic layperson informants can be de�ned 
as DEs if the informants are purposefully selected and if the TLU domain is 
general/​everyday language use. �is proposition is in line with how Hymes 
(1972) conceived communicative competence in its general sense. Hymes 
considered communicative competence as an ability that is shared by normal 
members of a speech community. Normal or everyday-​life members are able to 
use their innate judgement of what speech conduct is appropriate and feasible 
in the language use domain in which they frequently use the language and of 
which they have developed an innate knowledge. �is argument was presented 
in Hymes (1972) as such:

�ere is an important sense in which a normal member of a community has knowledge 
with respect to all these aspects of the communicative systems available to him. He will 
interpret or assess the conduct of others and himself in ways that re�ect a knowledge 
of each (possible, feasible, appropriate), done (if so, how o�en). �ere is an important 
sense in which he would be said to have a capability with regard to each. (p. 282)
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In view of this, in this book, the term everyday-​life DEs is used to describe 
linguistic-layperson informants who are familiar with and have expertise in 
the everyday-​life TLU domain and can serve as DEs to inform the relevant test 
construct.

2.6.3 � Test-​taker exemplars in IC rating

�e previous section, Section 2.6.2, explicates the use of rater perspective and test 
performance samples in developing a test construct and focuses on a particular 
type of raters in the TLU domain: DEs. If the TLU domain is everyday-​life language 
use and the purpose of testing is general pro�ciency testing, test developers can 
use everyday-​life DEs who are linguistically untrained but nonetheless possess 
the lived experiences in the everyday-​life TLU domain. �eir indigenous criteria 
can be translated to assessment criteria in a rating scale.

Developing a rating scale to measure test-​taker performance is a crucial 
process in rating material development. It is however not the only instrument 
that needs to be developed for e�ective rating. When using the rating scale 
to rate test-​takers� speaking performance, raters need other rating aids to 
assist them with establishing the connection between the rating scale and the 
performances to be rated. �e actual rating process is a complex one as raters 
need to be able to base their judgement on the assessment criteria, identify 
features in performance data that are relevant to the assessment criteria, and 
judge the quality of the performance on the speci�c features foregrounded by 
the rating scale. �is process can be particularly challenging for IC assessment as 
raters might not agree on the features to be assessed, leading to concerns about 
rater reliability. �ough it was not set up as an IC rating study, Walters (2007) 
highlighted the reliability challenges besetting IC test developers by investigating 
if CA-​trained raters could reliably assess the management of adjacency pairs, one 
of the core IC features, in test-​takers� interaction data. Apart from a rating rubric, 
the raters in Walters (2007) were given a rating sheet where they could transcribe 
test-​takers� deployment of adjacency pairs in CA fashion to provide empirical 
evidence to justify their rating. An analysis of the rating results and raters� 
transcripts evinced that raters could identify and parse test-​takers� adjacency 
pairs, but absolute inter-​rater reliability was only 40 %. �is suggests that raters 
were either assessing di�erent facets of the IC construct or were unable to use the 
rating scale e�ectively. Findings from Walters (2007) underline the challenges in 
IC assessment in terms of rating and the need to develop rating aids for raters. 
Despite years of training in CA, raters in Walters (2007) still struggled with what 
to assess in relation to the CA-​informed markers. In the realm of IC assessment, 

 

 

 



Literature review92

more thought clearly needs to go into the design of training materials to 
standardize raters� understanding of IC markers in order to achieve the intra-​ 
and inter-​rater reliability needed in large-​scale assessment. One approach to 
address this challenge is the use of test-​taker exemplar responses.

As a scoring aid for performance assessment, exemplar responses bridge the 
descriptors in rubrics and actual performance data from test-​takers, making 
explicit to raters how the desired characteristics in a rating scale are re�ected in 
empirical data. Despite its crucial role in rater training, exemplars have received 
far less attention in the rating literature compared to rubrics. Davis (2016) is a 
rare exception that sheds light on the relationship between the use of exemplars 
and rating accuracy. �e author noted that more accurate raters used exemplars 
more o�en and they did so during scoring, whereas less accurate raters viewed 
exemplars fewer times and usually only did that before scoring. Findings from 
Davis (2016) support the argument that periodic review of exemplars can help 
align raters� interpretation of performance with the one envisaged by the test 
developer, a desirable rater training outcome that rubrics alone are unable to 
achieve. �e bene�ts of exemplars can be more noticeable in IC assessment 
where IC markers are still at a nascent stage of being incorporated in large-​
scale language testing. Compared to well-​researched psycholinguistic speaking 
markers such as �uency and accuracy, IC test developers can make greater use 
of explicit exemplars so that raters can precisely locate IC markers in test-​taker 
performance.

Within the �eld of IC, Greer (2020) demonstrates how CA-​transcribed 
exemplars can unpack di�ering IC performances. �e author investigated 
student test-​takers� interaction in a paired discussion format and its rating 
scheme included �uency, accuracy, complexity, and engagement. �e raters in 
the study were familiar with the �rst three assessment criteria but were foreign to 
the rating category/​criterion engagement, especially from the CA-​for-​IC lens. In 
order to explicate this IC criterion and standardize raters� interpretation of it, the 
author selected representative exemplars from four band levels, transcribed the 
exemplars in CA style, and provided descriptions to inform raters why a speci�c 
�engagement� exemplar merited a particular band score, drawing on insight from 
the CA transcripts. Greer then used post-​rating hermeneutic dialogue (Walters, 
2007) to show that raters were able to make sense of the IC criterion engagement 
when they were provided with descriptive CA-​informed exemplars. �is study 
o�ers a promising direction to how CA-​informed exemplars can assist raters 
with locating IC criteria in test-​taker performance data and standardize raters� 
interpretation of di�ering performances on IC measures. �is approach to rater 
training will also be taken up in this book project.
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In summary, Section 2.6 situates the development of an IC test construct and 
rating scale in the mixed-​method approach of combining the rater perspective 
with discourse analysis of test-​taker performance. For this book project, the raters 
are further narrowed down to everyday-​life DEs whose indigenous criteria of IC 
performance can serve as guidelines for rating scale and construct development. 
Apart from a discussion on rating scale construction, Section 2.6 highlights the 
necessity of developing target test-​taker exemplars to assist raters in connecting  
test-​taker performance with the rating scale. �e use of CA in the generation of 
CA-​informed exemplars can be particularly helpful to IC rating.

 



 



Chapter 3  Interpretive argument and 
research design

Chapter 2 o�ers a review of existing literature on IC assessment and positions 
this book in the area of assessing L2 IC for L2-​Chinese speakers in the CMC 
context. �e design and operationalization of a language test, however, involves 
test validation, which ensures the test is a valid instrument and the resulting 
test scores are meaningful and useful. Test validation in this book follows 
Kane�s argument-​based framework (Chapelle, 2020; Kane, 2006, 2013) and is 
separated into the interpretive argument in Chapter 3 and the validity argument 
in Chapter 7. �e interpretive argument speci�es the assumptions and inferences 
that need to be validated before the test can be trusted to be a valid instrument. 
�e book is therefore designed to garner supporting evidence to substantiate the 
assumptions and inferences in the interpretive argument.

Chapter 3 consists of two sections. In Section 3.1 I draw on Kane�s argument-​
based validation framework and proposes a validation process that examines 
the domain description inference, the evaluation inference, the generalization 
inference, the explanation inference, and the extrapolation inference. In order to 
specify the backings needed for each of the �ve inferences, Section 3.1 provides a 
detailed account of the interpretive argument for test validation, with the warrant 
and assumptions for each of the inferences explicated. �e speci�cation of the 
assumptions in turn shapes the design of the book, as the book is structured to 
collect the requisite backings to support the interpretive argument.

Having laid out the warrants and assumptions for the inferences in the 
validation framework in Section 3.1, Section 3.2 proposes three interrelated 
studies and explains how each study can gather evidence to support relevant 
assumptions in the interpretive argument. �e three studies respectively focus on 
TBNA and test design (Chapter 4), test construct development and rating scale 
design (Chapter 5), and the main testing study (Chapter 6). A�er Chapters 4, 5 
and 6 have reported the evidence generated by the three studies in this book in 
support of the inferences and assumptions, Chapter 7, the validity argument, 
critically reviews the evidence and assesses if the assumptions in the interpretive 
argument are su�ciently supported. If they are, the test can be considered a 
valid instrument to elicit IC performance and generate IC scores that are valid, 
meaningful and useful to end-​users.
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3.1 � �e inferences and assumptions in the interpretive 
argument

Building on Messick�s (1989) uni�ed model of validity, Kane�s (2006) argument-​
based approach to validation has proven instructive to language testers as it o�ers 
a clear explication of how the inferences in test validation link to one another 
and produce a coherent argument for test validity. Since its inception, Kane�s 
argument-​based validation framework has been frequently adopted by language 
test designers (Chapelle, 2008; Chapelle et al., 2008; Ikeda, 2017; Knoch & Elder, 
2013; Mendoza & Knoch, 2018; Roever et al., 2014; Trace, 2016; Youn, 2013). 
�e inferences and assumptions to be investigated in this book are laid out in 
this section. It should be noted that the decision and consequence inferences 
(Knoch & Chapelle, 2017) are not examined in the validation process in this 
book because both inferences can only be investigated when the IC test is fully 
operational and in use. In terms of intended use, the test is designed to assess 
L2 Chinese speakers� ability to interact successfully when they migrate to China 
for study, work, and everyday life. �e interpretive argument framework and the 
related inferences for this book are presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1  �e validation framework for this book

3.1.1 � �e domain description inference

�e domain description inference is the �rst inference in the interpretive 
argument in Figure 1, seeking backing for how a target language use (TLU) 
domain is described for assessment purposes (Chapelle et al., 2008). As discussed 
in Section 2.5.1, interpersonal interaction as a TLU domain can be very broad in 
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that it can encompass anything from texting friends about an upcoming concert, 
having small talk with colleagues at work, to presenting research �ndings at an 
academic conference. A more speci�c TLU domain needs to be established to 
narrow down the context for the IC test to be developed. If an IC test is measuring 
the IC of L2-​Chinese international students� ability to communicate verbally in 
academic settings in universities where Chinese is the medium of instruction, 
we need to narrow down the TLU domain to a domain that covers the speci�c 
activities that L2-​Chinese international students frequently encounter in tertiary 
education contexts where the mode of communication is spoken Chinese. �is 
narrower domain has the advantage of having several parameters such as L2-​
Chinese, international students, university context and spoken language to 
circumscribe the domain under investigation, which makes identifying test tasks 
within the domain more manageable.

Despite the advantages of having a narrower domain in test design, the trade-​
o� here is that too narrow a domain can limit the inferences one can draw from a 
language test. An even narrower domain than the one stated above could be, for 
example, one that focuses on the IC of L2-​Chinese test-​takers� ability to interact 
with L2-​Chinese classmates in tutorial discussions in a third-​year Chinese 
literature class at a university in China. �is test is clearly easier to develop but 
the meaning of its score does not go beyond its immediate domain. We cannot be 
con�dent that the test scores can give us reliable information about test-​takers� 
ability to communicate in other activities in academic settings, let alone their 
ability to communicate with friends or colleagues at work outside of university. 
Given the resources that go into test development, test developers working on 
large-​scale standardized testing projects would be inclined to develop language 
tests that have a wider range of applicability. A test with a larger TLU domain will 
also generate more useful scores for stakeholders as the scores re�ect test-​takers� 
ability in a larger range of language use contexts, allowing stakeholders to make 
broader inferences in regard to test-​takers� ability.

In view of this, I approach the delineation of the TLU domain for the IC test 
in this book in a broad-​to-​narrow approach. �e broad-​to-​narrow approach 
means I refrain from imposing too many restrictions on the TLU domain at 
the start of the test design and instead, I de�ne the TLU domain broadly as L2-​
Chinese interaction for L2-​Chinese speakers who have a need to live, study and 
work in China. �is domain is understandably very general and needs to be 
narrowed down to make a language test based on the domain operationalizable. 
�e process of narrowing it down will be achieved through a task-​based needs 
analysis (TBNA). �e many advantages of a TBNA for test design have already 
been discussed in Section 2.5. Here I highlight in particular how a TBNA can 
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contribute to this book. Given that the current TLU domain at this stage is 
very broad, a TBNA can elicit informants� opinions on what to focus on in this 
domain and subsequently narrow the domain down to make test design feasible. 
Details on how I conduct the TBNA to re�ne the TLU domain can be found in 
Chapter 4.

Once a narrower, testable TLU domain is established, we can interrogate the 
domain description inference in the interpretive argument. �e warrant for the 
domain description inference is that test-​taker performance on the IC test can 
reveal test-​taker IC in the L2-​Chinese TLU domain. In order for this warrant to 
become legitimate, I have identi�ed four assumptions, which are presented in 
Table 1. Now let us inspect each of the assumptions in turn and consider what 
type of evidence, or backing in Toulmin�s (2003) terminology, is needed to make 
the assumptions justi�able.

Table 1  Warrant and assumptions for the domain description inference

Domain description inference
Warrant Test-​taker performance on the IC test can reveal test-​taker IC in the 

L2-​Chinese TLU domain.
Domain 
assumption 1

Critical activities indexing IC can be identi�ed in the TLU domain.

Domain 
assumption 2

IC assessment tasks can be developed that are based on the identi�ed 
critical IC activities.

Domain 
assumption 3

IC tasks o�er sound coverage of the TLU domain.

Domain 
assumption 4

�e task scenarios and task delivery methods are valid and 
representative of activities in the TLU domain.

Domain assumption 1 states that the researcher can identify critical activities 
in the TLU domain that are re�ective of test-​takers� IC. �e backing for this 
assumption can be gathered from a TBNA. Informants in the TBNA can 
report what they consider to be crucial IC abilities in the TLU domain, and the 
researcher can assess if their reports align with the de�nition of the TLU domain. 
As discussed in Section 2.5, a TBNA can assist the researcher with identifying 
what particular IC skills are considered crucial for interactional success in a 
speci�c target language setting. Since TBNAs focus on speci�c languages and 
contexts for language use, they can o�er justi�cation for the assessment of, for 
example, the social action of initiating refusals in L2-​Chinese, if this social action 
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is exactly what L2-​Chinese speakers �nd challenging. �is addresses the concern 
that existing IC research does not always provide a rationale for the analyses 
of certain social actions over others when analysing the IC of a particular L2 
speaking group, which is discussed in Section 2.5.1.

A TBNA can also de�ne how IC is interpreted and assessed. IC can be 
de�ned as knowledge of interactional norms (Walters, 2007) or the ability to 
actually interact, whether in naturalistic settings or in controlled test settings 
such as discussion activities or role-​plays. �e informants for a TBNA can help 
test designers identify whether online IC performance or o�ine IC knowledge 
should be prioritized, which will have direct implications on the test methods 
chosen for the test. For o�ine IC knowledge test designers can choose multiple 
choice questions, discourse completion tasks or even writing tasks where test-​
takers are required to demonstrate their ability to interact in the written mode, 
such as text-​messaging (Abe & Roever, 2019). If the results of the TBNA suggest 
a stronger focus on online IC performance, the researcher then needs to select 
test methods that are more interactive and that tap test-​takers� online real-​time 
IC behaviour. Suitable methods include timed speaking tasks such as leaving 
voice messages or synchronous role-​plays.

Domain assumption 2 asserts that the IC tasks developed match the identi�ed 
critical IC activities in the TLU domain. �is assumption is pertinent to the 
nature of assessment, which in most cases can only elicit a slice of reality, instead 
of a fully replicated representation of reality. An example can be the informants 
in the TBNA report that L2-​Chinese speakers �nd verbally refusing invitations 
from friends very challenging. In real life, such a social event can be a complex 
endeavour where the inviter may �rst suggest hosting a party when talking to a 
group of friends including the test-​taker invitee. �e test-​taker invitee might have 
agreed on the spot but notices a few days later that the inviter�s party time clashes 
with a prior commitment. �e test-​taker invitee might then try to bring up their 
inability to attend the party in an o�-​hand manner when talking to the inviter 
about a di�erent topic on a di�erent occasion. A standardized language test is 
usually unable to encapsulate in a test task the richness and complexity of such 
real-​life interactional events, so abstraction and simpli�cation are necessitated. 
�e process of simpli�cation will unavoidably decrease the authenticity of the 
test tasks and underrepresent the activities in the TLU domain, reducing the 
test construct and the inferences that can be drawn from the test. Test designers 
need to �nd a balance between authenticity and practicality so that the tasks 
are representative of real-​world activities but are still logistically feasible to 
operationalize in testing settings. If we take the previous refusal activity as an 
example, a task that requires the test-​taker to send a voice message to the inviter 
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about their inability to attend their party can still reasonably elicit the IC ability 
in the original real-​life activity in the TLU domain. A multiple-​choice item 
that asks the test-​takers to choose the most appropriate refusal responses to an 
invitation prompt, on the other hand, elicits o�ine interactional knowledge and 
is not tapping the intended construct, as the original activity speci�es that it 
is verbal refusals that L2-​Chinese speakers �nd challenging. �erefore, though 
both the voice message task and the multiple-​choice item simplify the original 
activity in the TLU domain, the voice message task is more appropriate in this 
case since it better represents the test construct and is relatively more authentic 
without being too expensive to administer. �is process of simplifying real-​life 
activities to language tasks is the abstraction of the TLU domain to a Universe 
of Generalization (UG) (Kane, 2013). A UG represents all the possible language 
tasks that are modelled on the activities in the TLU domain. Backings for domain 
assumption 2 can be sought in the task design procedure that explicates how 
results of a TBNA are translated to test tasks.

Domain assumption 3 assumes that the tasks in the IC test can provide sound 
coverage of the TLU domain. Backings for this assumption can be gathered from 
inspecting the makeup of the TBNA participants, the number of tasks in the 
test, and the speci�cations of the tasks. �e IC test in this book is designed to 
cover IC for general pro�ciency testing, which can include interaction at various 
pro�ciency levels in everyday, study and workplace settings. Even a�er the TLU 
domain is narrowed to a domain of more restricted interactional modes, e.g., 
only speaking instead of writing, this narrower domain still contains a wide 
range of activities, depending on test-​takers� levels of pro�ciency. �erefore, 
�rst, the participants for the TBNA need to be carefully sampled to ensure they 
report crucial activities that are relevant to test-​takers at di�erent pro�ciency 
levels in the TLU domain. Second, there need to be su�cient task items in the 
test to represent the various activities in the domain. �ird, the tasks need to 
vary in certain parameters such as the three contextual variables in politeness 
theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987) to ensure they cover di�erent interactional 
situations to produce more generalizable �ndings. �e decision of the number of 
tasks to include and the contextual variables to vary are informed by the TBNA 
conducted in this book but also by �ndings from previous testing research.

�e last domain assumption, domain assumption 4, requires the tasks to 
represent activities in the TLU domain not only in terms of the authenticity of 
the task scenarios, but also the methods in which the tasks are delivered, and 
the contextual variables that shape the tasks. �is assumption involves a few 
sub-​assumptions such as, �rst, the task scenarios are authentic. �e fact that test 
tasks are derived from a TBNA can boost con�dence in the authenticity of the 
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tasks, but the authenticity of the scenarios themselves needs to be veri�ed by 
objective measures. Second, the task delivery method needs to be proven to be 
appropriate for the task. �e discussion on CMC as a test platform in Section 
2.2 suggests many potential advantages of using CMC modes for task delivery. 
�e appropriateness of matching certain CMC modes with speci�c IC tasks, 
however, needs to be empirically validated. A task that requires test-​takers to 
criticize a close friend via voice-​messaging might be �agged as unauthentic as 
speakers in the TLU domain might think the stakes for this social action are too 
high to be conducted in the voice-​messaging mode. �ey might prefer to handle 
this social action via a di�erent CMC mode such as video chat to make sure 
potential con�ict can be immediately addressed. �erefore, validity evidence 
from objective measures needs to be gathered to support this assumption. 
Similarly, the researcher can specify the values for the contextual variables in 
the tasks such as close social distance or high rank of imposition, but these 
claims need to be grounded in objective measures apart from the researcher�s 
judgement. �e control and standardization of contextual variables are crucial 
to the design of test tasks as contextual variables can in�uence test-​takers� 
performance. Lastly, the researcher needs to ensure the tasks can actually elicit 
the IC skills and behaviours that are similar to the real-​world activities on which 
the tasks are based. In summary, domain assumption 4 is predicated on validity 
evidence being gathered to support these sub-​assumptions to ensure the IC tasks 
mirror activities in the TLU domain before they are administered to test-​takers.

3.1.2 � �e evaluation inference

Having de�ned the TLU domain and abstracted it to the UG which consists of IC 
test tasks in the domain description inference, the next inference in Figure 1, the 
evaluation inference, interrogates the warrant that the IC tasks can be defensibly 
scored to generate observed scores that measure the identi�ed critical IC skills. 
�is book focuses on four assumptions underpinning this warrant as listed in 
Table 2.
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Table 2  Warrant and assumptions for the evaluation inference

Evaluation inference
Warrant Test-​taker performance on the IC test can be scored to generate 

observed scores that measure critical IC skills.
Evaluation 
assumption 1

Task administration conditions are conducive to the elicitation of IC 
skills from the IC test.

Evaluation 
assumption 2

Su�cient training is provided to raters so that they can use the rating 
materials e�ectively.

Evaluation 
assumption 3

�e rating scale being used by raters is able to di�erentiate di�erent 
levels of the construct reliably.

Evaluation 
assumption 4

Individual raters demonstrate high intra-​rater reliability.

It should be noted that at this stage of the interpretive argument, it is largely 
unknown what tasks are involved in the IC test. �e design of the IC test will be 
informed by the proposed TBNA but it is reasonable to expect that the test would 
at least involve some interactional tasks via spoken CMC. It is inconceivable that 
a test that claims to measure IC in real life will not at least have some tasks that 
tap speakers� ability to talk. �e word talk is used purposefully to di�erentiate it 
from the ability to speak, as discussed in Section 2.3. If tasks requiring talking 
are involved, the evaluation inference will entail issues on how the performance 
of talking is rated and how the rating scale functions. Operating under the 
assumption that talking performance will be elicited, below is a discussion on 
the relevant backings that are to be sought to support the four assumptions in 
the evaluation inference.

Evaluation assumption 1 stipulates that the test tasks are administered in a 
condition that can facilitate the observation of the desired test performance. �is 
assumption is detailed in Kane et al. (1999) where the authors argued that test 
administration conditions should be compatible with how the test scores are to 
be interpreted. Backing for this assumption can be found in the test development 
process and test trial process. Test tasks should be trialled to make sure the test 
conditions are suitable for test-​takers to display the critical IC skills that the test 
is supposed to elicit. If the IC test has a role-​play task that requires the test-​taker 
to send a voice message to their colleague over some challenging interpersonal 
issues, the researcher needs to ensure the test-​taker only undertakes the task 
a�er they have fully comprehended what the task requires them to do. In 
other words, there should be no construct-​irrelevant variance such as a lack 
of understanding of the task prompt that can interfere with the observation of 
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test-​taker IC. Measures need to be taken to make sure that test-​takers approach 
the tasks under the condition of maximal comprehension of the purposes of the 
tasks so that desired IC performance can be elicited.

Another example of considerations about the assessment condition is the 
preparation time given to test-​takers. Asking test-​takers to immediately start the 
abovementioned voice-​messaging task right a�er the delivery of the test prompt 
is inappropriate since, in real life, test-​takers would have some thinking time to 
contemplate what they want to say in the voice messages before sending them. 
Reasonable preparation time should be given to test-​takers for this type of CMC 
tasks so that the performance elicited can re�ect the IC skills this task is designed 
to measure.

�e second evaluation assumption presupposes that raters have undergone 
su�cient rater training to be able to use the rating scale e�ectively. Rater training 
is crucial to the rating of productive IC test performance as IC indicators can 
be di�cult to locate compared to traditional LC indicators. �e additional 
challenge is that assessing IC is still a relatively novel endeavour for raters, so 
more training might be needed for IC rating compared to rating using more 
psycholinguistically-​oriented LC rating scales. As discussed in Section 2.6.3, 
Walters (2007) highlighted the challenge of evaluating IC features even for raters 
who were trained in CA. In view of this, systematic rater training needs to be in 
place so that raters can feel con�dent in their evaluation of test-​taker performance 
and their use of the IC rating scale. To facilitate rater training, the CA-​informed 
test-​taker exemplars introduced in Section 2.6 can be used to assist raters to 
comprehend IC indicators, locate IC indicators in test-​tasker performance, 
and connect test-​taker performance with band descriptors in the rating scale. 
�e bene�ts of providing raters with test-​taker exemplars and generating CA-​
informed exemplars have been discussed in detail in Section 2.6.3 (Davis, 2016; 
Greer, 2020). In summary, backings for evaluation assumption 2 can be found in 
rater training materials to see if potential raters have received su�cient training 
before they are certi�ed as raters.

Evaluation assumption 3 requires the rating scale to be able to accurately 
measure test-​takers� IC and distinguish di�erent ability levels in the test-​taker 
cohort. A fundamental goal of a language test is to precisely measure test-​takers 
on the competence the test is designed to tap. A test is also expected to be able to 
di�erentiate a wide range of performances so that it can be used for test-​takers 
of di�ering ability levels. Backings for this assumption can be �rst sought in how 
the ability range in the rating scale is arrived at. �e scale needs to be developed 
with a wide ability range in mind. Second, the steps in the scale need to be 
aligned with the ability range the scale is expected to measure. �e number of 
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steps needs to be meaningful and discernible to raters so that raters can apply the 
steps with con�dence. �ese backings can be gleaned from the scale development 
documents to see if adequate measures are taken to ensure the scale range and 
scale steps are valid. In terms of raters� application of the scale, backings can 
be found in post-​rating many Facet Rasch analysis of the rating results. Many 
Facet Rasch is a statistical analysis that is frequently employed in rater-​mediated 
assessment to evaluate raters� behaviour and the functioning of the rating scale 
(McNamara et al., 2019). Rasch can produce a Wright map that puts test-​takers 
and the rating scale steps along the same logit scale, which allows the researcher 
to inspect if the raters can use the scale to spread test-​takers to di�erent ability 
levels. �e candidate measurement report in Rasch can indicate how precisely 
test-​takers are being measured and how much test-​taker performance �ts the 
Rasch model�s expectation. Rasch also allows for detailed analyses of scale 
functionality by producing a scale category functioning report that shows how 
the steps in the scales are being used by raters. �e researcher can examine if 
all the steps in the scale have been su�ciently utilized to measure test-​takers at 
di�erent ability levels. �ese types of quantitative evidence of raters� use of the 
scale and the rating process can only be gathered and analysed once the test is 
administered to a large group of test-​takers.

�e last evaluation assumption, evaluation assumption 4, pertains to 
individual raters� rating reliability, which is intra-​rater reliability. Intra-​rater 
reliability is de�ned as how consistent a rater is in their own rating. A desirable 
rater demonstrates the same level of variability when they rate. Neither do they at 
times rate more leniently than expected nor do they rate more harshly than what 
a statistic model would expect. High intra-​rater reliability also means raters do 
not display a strong halo e�ect or central tendency e�ect. A halo e�ect is a rater�s 
tendency to give similar ratings to all the rating criteria for a particular test-​
taker�s performance whereas a central tendency e�ect is when a rater only uses 
the middle steps in the scale and avoids awarding extreme scores. Both e�ects 
indicate a lack of variation in rater�s rating and suggest insu�cient reliability 
within a rater�s rating. Rasch produces measures of intra-​rater reliability in the 
form of �t values, which can be calculated a�er a test is administered.

3.1.3 � �e generalization inference

A�er test-​takers� performance is rated to generate observed scores on a particular 
test in Figure 1, the interpretive argument requires evidence to support the 
inference that the observed scores can be generalized to universe scores on 
parallel tests in the UG. �is inference is the generalization inference. If we go 
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back to the UG in the TLU domain, we can see that the items in a particular IC 
test are only a very limited number of items out of an in�nite number of items 
in the UG. �e test-​takers undertaking one version of the IC test are also only 
a sample group of test-​takers out of a much larger target test-​taker population, 
which in the context of this IC test, is the entirety of L2-​Chinese speakers. �e 
generalization inference stipulates that not only the test results of a particular IC 
test can be generalized to other possible IC test versions consisting of parallel 
items, but it can also be generalized to other groups of test-​takers taking the 
same IC test or parallel IC tests. To support this inference, four assumptions are 
identi�ed in Table 3 and are to be addressed in this book.

Table 3  Warrant and assumptions for the generalization inference

Generalization inference
Warrant Observed scores are re�ective of expected scores across parallel tasks 

and parallel test-​taker groups in the UG.
Generalization 
assumption 1

�ere are clear test speci�cations documents to generate parallel tests.

Generalization 
assumption 2

�e test-​taker group is representative of the population.

Generalization 
assumption 3

Tasks in the IC test can reliably measure test-​taker IC.

Generalization 
assumption 4

Di�erent raters demonstrate high inter-​rater reliability.

�e �rst generalization assumption assumes that the researcher will create 
clear test speci�cations documents to guide the generation of similar items and 
the design of parallel tests. Test speci�cations can be viewed as an abstraction 
of the UG, having the potential to generate an in�nite number of items within 
the UG. A�er a TBNA has identi�ed the most challenging interactional needs 
that L2-​Chinese speakers face in the TLU domain, the researcher can extract the 
speci�cations that cover the UG in the TLU domain so that the design of the IC 
test in this study follows a methodical approach. Clear and easily comprehensible 
test speci�cations also ensure that future item writers will be able to write similar 
items to generate parallel tests, supporting the generalization inference in the 
sense that it is possible to create other forms of the IC test that assess the same 
crucial IC skills.
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Generalization assumption 2 expects that the test-​taker sample for this 
particular IC test covers a wide range of test-​takers that are representative of 
the target population. Since the IC test in this book is designed for L2-​Chinese 
speakers who plan to live, study and work in China, the test-​takers recruited 
in this study need to re�ect the heterogeneity of this population. It is not ideal 
for example, to only sample test-​takers who are undergraduate students in an 
Australian university as these test-​takers are likely to represent a narrow age 
range, come from similar socioeconomic backgrounds, speak mostly English as 
their �rst language, and have similar learning needs as they are all university 
students. A more desirable sample would consist of test-​takers from a variety 
of �rst language backgrounds, age groups and walks of life so that they have 
di�ering L2-​speaker pro�les and better represent the heterogenous L2-​Chinese 
speaker population. A more diverse test-​taker population also supports the 
argument that the test results can be generalized to a much bigger group of 
potential test-​takers. Backings for this assumption can be sought from the test-​
taker recruitment procedure.

Generalization assumption 3 pertains to the assumption that the IC test tasks 
can o�er a reliable measurement of test-​taker IC. �is assumption needs to be 
bolstered by reliability estimates, which demonstrate that the test results are 
reliable with di�erent cohorts of test-​takers and di�erent parallel tests, and that 
the test can measure test-​taker IC ability with precision. �ree types of reliability 
estimates can be elicited to shore up this assumption. �e �rst two are the 
reliability indexes produced by Rasch. Di�erent from classical test theory, Rasch 
produces two reliability indexes. �e �rst one is the Rasch test reliability, which 
is similar to Cronbach�s alpha in classical test theory in that Rasch test reliability 
indicates the reproducibility of the ordering of test-​takers (Winsteps, n.d., a). In 
other words, test reliability measures how reliable the test results are in terms 
of the ordering of test-​takers, when the same test-​takers are given a parallel IC 
test. Rasch test reliability underestimates this reliability while Cronbach�s alpha 
overestimates it so the Rasch test reliability is a more stringent measure of 
�person-​measure-​order-​reproducibility� (Winsteps, n.d., a).

Rasch test reliability addresses one of the generalization requirements in that 
it tells us how likely the same group of test-​takers will achieve similar scores if 
they are to take parallel IC tests made up from the in�nite similar IC items in the 
UG. Rasch item reliability, on the other hand, provides information to address 
a di�erent generalization requirement in that it informs us of how con�dent 
we can be of the item di�culties when the same IC test is given to di�erent 
groups of test-​takers, which is �item-​measure-​order-​reproducibility� (Winsteps, 
n.d., a). Since the target test-​taker population is much bigger than the sample 
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test-​taker cohort in a particular test-​taking setting, we need to be certain that 
item di�culties are not going to �uctuate greatly just because a di�erent cohort 
of test-​takers is taking the test. �is estimate is provided by Rasch in the form 
of Rasch item reliability. �e two Rasch reliability indexes can o�er us di�erent 
information as to how reliable, reproducible and generalizable the test results 
are. �ey address the fundamental reliability questions in terms of whether test-​
takers and items with higher measures are actually stronger test-​takers and more 
di�cult items, compared to test-​takers and items with lower measures.

�e third reliability estimate that can be explored in the context of this book 
project is standard error (SE), which indicates the �evaluations of precision� (Kane, 
2013, p. 3). Since the generalization inference is interested in how observation in 
one test-​taking setting can be generalized to other test items, other test-​takers and 
other raters in di�erent settings, we need to be con�dent that item di�culties, 
test-​taker abilities and raters� severity indexes are measured with precision. �is 
information can be gauged from the SEs of the related measures.

�e last generalization assumption is pertinent to raters in that it assumes that 
di�erent raters can award scores to test-​takers consistently, which is traditionally 
de�ned as inter-​rater reliability. �ere are di�erent indexes of inter-​rater 
reliability and the choice of the indexes is dependent on the rating process and 
the questions related to rating that the researcher wants to address (Winsteps, 
n.d., b). In this book, the main focus is on knowing the raters� interpretation of 
the steps in the rating scale, as the steps re�ect di�erent degrees of IC ability. 
Evidence for the generalization of raters� ratings in this particular context can 
be how o�en raters agree on their ratings and how similar raters� ratings are in 
terms of leniency and severity. �e inter-​reliability index for the former will be 
the exact rater agreement percentage while the one for the latter is the separation 
index for raters in Rasch. Both indexes can be investigated once the test is 
administered.

3.1.4 � �e explanation inference

Having arrived at universe scores from observed scores in a particular IC test in 
Figure 1, the next inference in the interpretive validity argument is the explanation 
inference, which requires the universe score to be re�ective of an underlying 
IC test construct in the TLU domain. Introduced to the original Kane�s validity 
argument by Chapelle et al. (2010), the explanation inference raises the question 
of whether test scores from IC items in the UG actually re�ect an IC test construct 
that is modelled on the TLU domain where the UG is abstracted. Roever et al. 
(2014) argued that language tests frequently measure �fuzzy, complex, intangible� 
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constructs, and require validity evidence that supports the connection between 
the test construct and the theory undergirding the construct (Roever et al., 2014, 
p. 146). �e explanation inference requires particular attention in the validation 
of the IC test because in this book the test construct IC is not fully speci�ed 
yet. As discussed in Section 2.4, an IC test construct can vary depending on 
the test format, the target second language and the TLU domain of the test. 
�erefore, IC testing requires a careful analysis of the connection between test 
performance and the test construct to ensure that�the test is precisely measuring 
the construct it claims to measure. If indigenous criteria are used to generate 
an IC test construct as reviewed in Section 2.6, attention also needs to go into 
the connection between the test construct and theories of interaction because of 
the a-​theoretical nature of indigenous criteria. Considering the complex nature 
of validating the explanation inference for this IC test, �ve assumptions are 
identi�ed in Table 4 to support this inference.

Table 4  Warrant and assumptions for the explanation inference

Explanation inference
Warrant Expected scores re�ect an IC test construct in the TLU domain.
Explanation 
assumption 1

�e rating scale is modelled on the test construct and o�ers a clear 
representation of the test construct.

Explanation 
assumption 2

Test-​taker test performance is re�ective of the test construct.

Explanation 
assumption 3

�e IC test construct is in keeping with theories and philosophical 
assumptions of interpersonal interaction.

Explanation 
assumption 4

�e test construct measures a unidimensional construct of IC.

Explanation 
assumption 5

Test-​taker IC performance relates to measures of LC/​speaking but 
covers unique IC/​talking variance.

�e �rst assumption for the explanation inference is concerned with how 
the rating scale represents the test construct. A rating scale can be viewed as a 
simpli�ed version of a test construct (McNamara et al., 2002). �e relationship 
between the test construct and the rating scale should be transparent so that 
the scale in itself can explain the test construct (Knoch & Chapelle, 2017). If 
indigenous criteria are used in the generation of a test construct, this assumption 
needs backings to explain how the indigenous criteria are abstracted to a test 
construct, and how the test construct is mapped onto the rating scale. �is 
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assumption also assumes the rating categories and descriptors in the rating 
scale are meaningful and re�ective of the abilities the test construct measures. 
For analytic rating scales, it is common to see sub-​categories within each rating 
category, such as the four sub-​categories of �uency markers, hesitation markers, 
cohesive devices and topic development within the rating category �uency and 
coherence for band 9 in IELTS speaking (IELTS, n.d.). �ere need to be clear 
connections between the test construct and the sub-​categories for each step in 
each rating category in the rating scale since the sub-​categories further specify 
the test construct. Backings for this assumption can be found in the rating scale 
development documents.

Explanation assumption 2 assumes that test-​taker discourse represents the 
test construct. If the IC test is measuring what its construct claims to measure, 
test-​taker performance should re�ect the IC skills covered in the construct. �is 
assumption can be supported by discourse analysis of test-​taker performance. 
When a test to be developed is measuring IC and is likely to involve interactional 
data, CA would be a suitable methodology for transcribing and analysing test-​
taker interactional data. While CA reveals the sequential aspect of talk, MCA, 
as discussed in Section 2.4.6, can be used in tandem with CA in the analysis of 
discourse to shed light on the categorial aspect of talk. Sequential-​Categorial 
Analysis of test-​taker discourse can serve as a potential backing to the assumption 
that the discourse-​level interactional features in test-​taker performance data 
mirror the speci�cs in the test construct.

�e third assumption for the explanation inference requires that the IC test 
construct should be consistent with theoretical and philosophical understandings 
of interaction. As Sections 2.1 and 2.4 have explicated, di�erent schools of 
thinking in philosophy, pragmatics and sociology have generated a diverse range 
of theories and concepts on how human interaction operates. A test construct 
that claims to assess the ability to handle interpersonal communication should 
be aligned with existing theories of interaction. Backings for this assumption are 
particularly pertinent in the context of test constructs informed by indigenous 
criteria. In Section 2.6.2 we looked at why indigenous criteria are a-​theoretical 
as non-​linguistic domain experts rarely have the theoretical understanding of 
interaction to inform their judgement. However, theories of interaction are 
abstracted from everyday practice and should be consistent with everyday-​life 
social members� tacit knowledge of interpersonal interaction. If DEs� indigenous 
criteria can be shown to be in keeping with existing theories of interaction, it 
can validate the indigenous criteria as theory-​congruent. �eory-​congruent 
indigenous criteria can also broaden the scope of applicability of the test 
construct beyond the immediate context from where the indigenous criteria are 
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derived. �is issue is particularly relevant to IC assessment as IC test constructs 
are usually context-​speci�c and sensitive to the immediate local environment 
of the task formats and task scenarios. If the test construct in this book can be 
shown to be assessing higher-​order IC skills that are consistent with theories of 
interaction, it implies that the construct to be developed is generalizable to other 
IC assessment tasks and contexts.

�e fourth explanation assumption pertains to the dimensionality of the 
IC test. As reviewed in Section 2.4, there can be a wide range of potential IC 
indicators that are relevant to the social and interactional contexts where 
interaction takes place. Previous IC assessment research has located speci�c 
indicators of IC for their particular test tasks and assessment contexts, resulting 
in di�erent rating categories in their analytic IC rating scales (Roever & Ikeda, 
2021; Youn, 2015). Despite the various possible indicators of IC, IC as a test 
construct should be a unidimensional construct, which is consistent with the 
unidimensional assumption of assessment (McNamara et al., 2019). �erefore, 
the explanation inference in the validity argument is based on the assumption 
that the rating categories in the rating scale and the items in the test are assessing 
a unidimensional latent test construct. Backings for this assumption can be 
found in Rasch analysis of the test items and the Rasch dimensionality test on 
the rating categories.

�e last assumption for the explanation inference, assumption 5, relates to 
the divergent validity of IC assessment. If an IC test claims to be measuring an 
IC test construct that is di�erent from the linguistic competence (LC) construct, 
there needs to be evidence to support the di�erentiation between IC and LC in 
test-​taker performance. �is brings us back to the theoretical and operational 
discussions on talking/​IC versus speaking/​LC in Sections 2.3 and 2.4. A test that 
is designed to measure talking/​IC needs to be able to demonstrate that it is not 
assessing speaking/​LC. �ere is of course always going to be an overlap between 
IC and LC as LC represents the linguistic devices that speakers can mobilize to 
conduct interaction. However, for an IC test to be a valid assessment instrument, 
it needs to show that it assesses variance not already accounted for by LC tests. 
From a more theoretical perspective, the connection between IC and LC is also 
pertinent to how the competence of L1 speakers is de�ned in the test construct. 
If a test is measuring LC, L1 speakers by default should be the benchmark on 
which the rating scale is based as L1 speakers possess the ideal LC in traditional 
psycholinguistic speaking frameworks. If a test is measuring IC, we can no longer 
safely assume that L1 speakers are necessarily always the most appropriate, 
e�ective and successful communicators. Conventional wisdom informs us that 
there can be L1 speakers who are not apt at using their near-​perfect linguistic 
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skills to conduct e�ective interaction. If this assumption regarding L1 speakers� 
IC is built into the explanation inference, there needs to be backings supporting 
the assumption that L1 speakers are not invariably the best in IC. Taking into 
account the complexity in supporting explanation assumption 5, both qualitative 
and quantitative backings need to be sought. For qualitative backings, discoursal 
data from test-​taker performance can be inspected to better understand the 
connection between IC and LC. For quantitative backings, the relationship 
between test-​takers� scores on the IC test and their scores on LC measures can be 
examined. L1 speakers should also be included in these analyses to see if an IC 
test is indeed measuring IC or is just another measure of LC.

3.1.5 � �e extrapolation inference

If the observed scores from the IC test can be generalized to the universe scores 
in the UG and if the universe scores can be attributed to an underlying IC test 
construct in Figure 1, the next inference in the interpretive argument is the 
extrapolation inference. �is inference states that the universe scores in the UG 
can be extrapolated to measures of activities in the TLU domain where the UG 
is abstracted. �is inference is crucial to the inference chain in the interpretive 
argument as language tests are supposed to be modelled on language abilities that 
are observed in real-​world activities. As Section 2.3 illustrates, if test results of a 
language test cannot be extrapolated to real-​world behaviour, the resultant test 
scores are not valid indicators of test-​takers� communication abilities in the wild, 
which will threaten the usability and validity of the test as a whole (O�Sullivan, 
2019). �ree assumptions are identi�ed in Table 5 that support this inference in 
the IC test to be developed in this book.

Table 5  Warrant and assumptions for the extrapolation inference

Extrapolation inference
Warrant �e IC test construct re�ects the quality of test-​taker interaction in the 

TLU domain.
Extrapolation 
assumption 1

�e test construct embodies the evaluation of critical IC skills in the 
TLU domain.

Extrapolation 
assumption 2

�e IC rating categories measure test-​taker IC in activities in the TLU 
domain that resemble the assessment tasks in the UG.

Extrapolation 
assumption 3

Stakeholders perceive the IC test as measuring test-​takers� ability to 
interact in the TLU domain.

 

 

 



Interpretive argument and research design112

�e �rst assumption for the extrapolation inference assumes the universe 
scores in the UG represent the domain scores in the TLU domain. �e implication 
here is that judgement on test-​taker IC test performance re�ects how their 
performance is assessed in the TLU domain, which, for this book is everyday 
life, work and study settings. Backings for this assumption can be found in DEs� 
judgement in the development of the IC test. As Section 2.6.2 reveals, using DEs 
in the creation of rating scales follows the rater-​perception tradition of scale 
development. However, DEs represent a special group of raters in that they are 
usually not linguistically trained but have rich experience in and knowledge of 
the TLU domain (Knoch, 2012; Pill, 2016; Sato & McNamara, 2019). Knoch and 
Chapelle (2017) argued that using DEs� judgement in scale development can assist 
test designers to develop scales that re�ect how test-​taker language use is assessed 
in the TLU domain, strengthening the extrapolation inference. Di�erent from 
judgement criteria adopted by linguists, testing specialists or language teachers, 
DE criteria can more accurately represent how test-​taker talk is informally 
assessed by everyday-​life members of society in everyday-​life settings. Sato and 
McNamara (2019) also contended that relying solely on linguists� judgement of 
e�ective communication can be restrictive because, in real life, L2 speakers are 
more frequently judged by everyday-​life members such as their friends, classmates, 
colleagues and employers, most of whom are non-​linguists. �e extrapolation 
inference can be supported if everyday-​life DEs� judgements are elicited to inform 
the development of the test construct and the design of the rating scale.

Using DEs� indigenous criteria has two additional advantages in relation 
to the extrapolation inference. As reviewed in Section 2.6.1, IC research has 
traditionally relied on IC researchers� judgement on what IC indicators to use to 
index L2 speakers� IC. Such an approach has led to a proliferation of potential IC 
markers that are either applicable across many di�erent assessment contexts (e.g., 
turn-​taking), or relevant to some very speci�c task formats and contexts (e.g., 
preliminaries in launching a refusal). �e vast number of potential IC markers 
was well captured in the IC tree in Galaczi and Taylor (2018). �e indigenous 
criteria from DEs can inform researchers as to what IC indicators to prioritize 
since DEs� judgement re�ects what everyday-​life interactants consider important 
to interactional success. �is ensures that the test is actually measuring what 
interactants in the TLU domain value, strengthening the extrapolation inference.

�e other advantage of recruiting DEs is that DEs have insight into the real-​
world consequences and implications of test-​takers� interaction. Possessing 
knowledge of how interaction should unfold and the consequences of appropriate 
or inappropriate interaction, DEs can guide the researcher in establishing the 
connection between test performance and real-​world consequences. For example, 
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DEs may inform the researcher that a particular type of test-​taker performance 
in real-​life will be highly problematic and engender serious repercussions for 
test-​takers. More training and teaching resources can be subsequently developed 
to address such issues, strengthening the link between assessment and pedagogy. 
�is argument echoes the one made in Sato and McNamara (2019) when the 
authors maintained that linguistic laypersons are most of the time the ultimate 
judges of language performance in the TLU domain. Eliciting DEs� judgement 
can therefore inform the researcher and end-​users of the IC test in terms of the 
real-​world implications of test-​taker performance when it is extrapolated to non-​
testing activities in the TLU domain.

While extrapolation assumption 1 assumes that the test construct re�ects 
how test-​takers are being judged in the TLU domain, extrapolation assumption 
2 presupposes the test is measuring test-​taker performance in similar activities 
in the TLU domain. If the universe scores in the UG are to be extrapolated 
to domain scores in the TLU domain in Figure 1, the researcher needs to be 
con�dent that the measurement of IC abilities in the test tasks is comparable to 
the one of IC abilities in similar activities in real life. Chapelle et al. (2008) used 
test-​taker self-​assessment and instructor rating as backings for this assumption. 
A similar approach can be adopted in this book by exploring how much test-​
taker test performance correlates with their self-​assessment of their interaction 
in everyday life. Peer assessment can also be elicited to see if test-​taker test scores 
re�ect how people that frequently interact with test-​takers perceive of test-​takers� 
IC in the TLU domain.

�e last assumption for the extrapolation inference pertains to how 
stakeholders perceive the extrapolative strength of the IC test. End-​users of the 
test such as language teachers and company employers are all involved in the 
test use in the TLU domain and can assess how accurately the test scores re�ect 
a speaker�s ability to interact in the TLU domain. One group of stakeholders is 
test-​takers themselves. As participants in the test and users of test results, test-​
takers have �rst-​hand experience of their cognitive processes when taking the 
test. �ey can assess how likely their real-​world behaviour in similar activities in 
the TLU domain is consistent with their behaviour in the test settings. �erefore, 
one form of backing for extrapolation assumption 3 is to see whether test-​takers 
think their test performances actually re�ect their behaviour in the TLU domain.

3.2 � �e design of the three studies
Having identi�ed the assumptions for each of the inferences that are pertinent 
to the particular context of the IC test for this book project, the design and 
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validation of the IC test in this book is structured around seeking backings for 
the assumptions. Considering the di�erent types of evidence needed to support 
the assumptions, the test design and validation are staged in three studies. Each 
study is designed to address a number of the assumptions in the interpretive 
argument. �e research questions for each study are the critical evaluations of 
the backings for each assumption. In other words, the research questions can be 
phrased as: are the backings su�cient to support this assumption?

It should be noted that the studies do not follow the inferences in a linear 
fashion. A study can address assumptions from di�erent inferences but 
taken together, the three studies seek to gather backings that support all the 
assumptions identi�ed in Section 3.1, generating a coherent validity argument. 
�e three studies are discussed separately in Chapter 4, Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 
with their own methodologies, results and initial discussions. Chapter 7 brings 
the results of the three studies together in the framework of a validity argument 
to evaluate the validity of the IC test. �e following three sections, Section 3.2.1 
to Section 3.2.3, sketch the purposes each study serves and the assumptions each 
study addresses.

3.2.1 � Study one, relevant assumptions and research questions

Study one is concerned with the test development phase of the book. �e 
assumptions that study one aims to address are listed below in Table 6. �e 
description of the set-​up of study one follows the order of the assumptions.

Table 6  Research questions for study one

Research questions in study one based on assumptions
Assumptions Assumptions reformulated as questions
Domain 
assumption 1

Can critical activities indexing IC be identi�ed in the TLU domain?

Generalization 
assumption 1

Are there clear test speci�cations documents to generate parallel tests?

Domain 
assumption 2

Can IC assessment tasks be developed that are based on the identi�ed 
critical IC activities?

Domain 
assumption 3

Do the IC tasks in the test o�er sound coverage of the TLU domain?

Evaluation 
assumption 1

Are the task administration conditions conducive to the elicitation of 
IC skills from the IC test?

Domain 
assumption 4

Do the task scenarios and delivery methods represent activities in the 
TLU domain?
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In view of the assumptions and research questions, study one starts with a task-​
based needs analysis (TBNA) on the most challenging interactional situations 
that L2-​Chinese speakers frequently struggle with. �is will narrow down 
the TLU domain and identify the most crucial IC skills and most demanding 
interactional situations in the context of L2 Chinese, generating backings for 
domain assumption 1. Based on the identi�ed IC skills and IC scenarios, I can 
de�ne the speci�cations of the IC test. �e quality of the speci�cations documents 
can be assessed to see if they su�ciently support generalization assumption 
1. Based on the results of the TBNA and test speci�cations, I can develop 
prototypical IC test items. �e process of item construction can be evaluated to 
see if there is sound backing for domain assumption 2. Once a su�cient number 
of items are developed based on insight from well-​sampled TBNA informants 
and in accordance with the test speci�cations, I can assess if the TLU domain 
is adequately represented by the items in the test, which addresses domain 
assumption 3. �e next step is to pre-​pilot and trial the items to see how the 
items should be delivered to achieve optimal elicitation of the target IC skills. 
Other language testing specialists can assess if the task administration conditions 
I have conceived can provide enough backing for evaluation assumption 1. 
Finally, the items in the test need to be validated in terms of the appropriateness 
and authenticity of their content, delivery method and contextual variables. Both 
qualitative and quantitative backings can be sought to support this assumption, 
which is domain assumption 4.

�e writing and reporting of study one in Chapter 4 largely follow the 
structure mentioned above. A concern that is related to study one but does 
not correspond to any inferences or assumptions in the interpretive argument 
is the use of computer-​mediated communication (CMC) in testing. As Section 
2.2 explains, CMC can improve the ease of test delivery and the practicality of 
testing, especially for highly interactional tests like IC tests where productive 
skills are assessed and when F2F testing is too expensive or impractical. �e use 
of CMC in this book will be discussed and investigated in study one, though it 
does not �t into any of the abovementioned assumptions or the argument-​based 
validity framework in general.

3.2.2 � Study two, relevant assumptions and research questions

Study two is mainly concerned with the design of rating materials for the IC test 
developed in study one. As a rating scale is a simpli�ed representation of the test 
construct, study two also addresses inferences beyond the evaluation inference. 
�e assumptions and research questions that study two concerns are listed in 
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Table 7. Similar to study one, the description of the stages in study two follows 
the ordering of the assumptions.

Table 7  Research questions for study two

Research questions in study two based on assumptions
Assumptions Assumptions reformulated as research questions
Explanation 
assumption 4

Is the IC test construct unidimensional based on pilot testing?

Extrapolation 
assumption 1

Does the test construct embody the evaluation of critical IC skills in the 
TLU domain?

Explanation 
assumption 1

Is the rating scale modelled on the test construct and o�ering a clear 
representation of the test construct?

Evaluation 
assumption 3

Can the steps in the rating scale precisely measure test-​takers� di�erent 
ability levels?

Explanation 
assumption 2

Is test-​taker performance re�ective of the test construct?

Explanation 
assumption 5

Does test-​taker IC performance relate to measures of LC/​speaking but 
cover unique IC/​talking variance?

Evaluation 
assumption 2

Are raters well trained to use the rating materials?

Explanation 
assumption 3

Is the IC test construct in keeping with theories and philosophical 
assumptions of interpersonal interaction?

A�er the pre-​pilots and trials of the IC test in study one, the IC test should be 
in a shape that is suitable for pilot testing. At the start of study two, I �rst conduct 
a pilot test of the IC test on a small group of test-​takers. �e pilot test serves two 
purposes. First, it generates preliminary psychometric measures of the test to 
assess how the test, pilot test-​takers, items and raters function. �is information 
can assist me with evaluating if the test is indeed assessing a unidimensional test 
construct before the test construct is speci�ed. If the preliminary analysis of pilot 
test results suggests the test is measuring a unidimensional construct, this can 
serve as a piece of evidence supporting explanation assumption 4, though more 
evidence for unidimensionality will be sought in the main testing in study three.

�e second purpose for the pilot test is that, if the latent test construct is found 
to be most likely unidimensional, pilot test-​taker sample performances can serve 
as stimuli for everyday-​life DEs to generate their indigenous IC criteria, which 
addresses extrapolation assumption 1. �e indigenous criteria elicited can be 
analysed to produce the blueprint of an IC test construct. �e procedure involved 
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in the generation of the indigenous criteria, the conversion from the indigenous 
criteria to rating categories in the IC rating scale, and the development of the 
rating scale can be assessed to see if there is su�cient backing for explanation 
assumption 1. �e main backing for evaluation assumption 3 will be sought 
during the main testing stage in study three, as it requires the main testing 
dataset to be analysed quantitatively. However, one important piece of evidence 
for evaluation assumption 3 that can be gathered in study two is how the steps 
in the rating scale are developed. �e steps in the rating scale have a direct 
impact on the range of abilities measured in the IC test. Clearly de�ned steps can 
assist raters with di�erentiating performances at di�erent levels, improving the 
precision of measurement.

�e test-​taker performance elicited from the pilot test in study two can also 
be used to seek backings for the remaining assumptions pertinent to study 
two. Test-​taker discourse can be transcribed and analysed via Sequential-​
Categorial Analysis (combining CA and MCA) to examine if interaction at 
the micro-​level re�ects the test construct, which is the evidence needed for 
explanation assumption 2. �e �ne-​grained analysis of test-​taker performance 
can also generate qualitative evidence, which sheds light on whether the IC 
construct covers variance beyond traditional LC frameworks, just like what Lee 
and Hellermann (2014) and Jenks and Brandt (2013) have shown in Section 
2.4.2. �is type of qualitative evidence can be used as backing for explanation 
assumption 5.

In addition, the re�ned Sequential-​Categorial Analysis (using both CA and 
MCA) of test-​taker performance excerpts can potentially be transformed into 
CA-​informed exemplars (Greer, 2020) for rater training if the performance 
excerpts are carefully selected to represent the test construct. Greer (2020) has 
shown the applicability of CA-​informed exemplars in rater training. Carefully 
designed rater training materials are a prerequisite for e�ective rater training, the 
provision of which supports evaluation assumption 2.

Finally, the a-​theoretical nature of indigenous criteria implies that more 
work is needed to shore up the theoretical underpinning of an IC test construct 
derived from indigenous criteria, compared to test constructs that are directly 
mapped from existing theories and frameworks of speaking/​LC. �e last step 
in study two will be to position DEs� indigenous criteria under existing theories 
of interpersonal interaction to ascertain the theoretical soundness of the IC test 
construct. �is process has the potential to expand the test construct beyond 
its immediate test context to cover a wider range of assessment formats and 
situations. �is is built on the assumption that DEs� criteria are re�ective of more 
holistic concepts and theories of interaction, which is explanation assumption 3.
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3.2.3 � Study three, relevant assumptions and research questions

Study three is the main testing study when the IC test and related instruments 
are administered to the main cohort of test-​takers. �is study addresses the 
assumptions listed in Table 8.

Table 8  Research questions for study three

Research questions in study three based on assumptions
Assumptions Assumptions reformulated as research questions
Generalization 
assumption 2

Can the test-​takers be sampled to approximate a sound representation 
of the real-​world test-​taker population?

Evaluation 
assumption 2

Are raters well trained to use the rating materials?

Evaluation 
assumption 3

Can the steps in the rating scale precisely measure test-​takers� di�erent 
ability levels?

Generalization 
assumption 3

Can tasks in the IC test reliably measure test-​taker IC?

Evaluation 
assumption 4

Do individual raters demonstrate high intra-​rater reliability?

Generalization 
assumption 4

Do di�erent raters demonstrate high inter-​rater reliability?

Explanation 
assumption 4

Is the IC test construct unidimensional?

Explanation 
assumption 5

Does test-​taker IC performance relate to measures of LC/​speaking but 
cover unique IC/​talking variance?

Extrapolation 
assumption 2

Do the IC rating categories measure test-​taker IC in similar real-​life 
activities in the TLU domain?

Extrapolation 
assumption 3

Do stakeholders perceive the IC test as measuring test-​takers� ability to 
interact in the TLU domain?

Backings for the �rst two assumptions, generalization assumption 2 and 
evaluation assumption 2, can be sought in the methodology of study three. 
Generalization assumption 2 requires the careful selection of test-​takers to 
ensure their pro�les are diverse enough to allow for the generalization of one 
test-​taker group to the entire test-​taker population. Evaluation assumption 2 
requires that su�cient training is provided to raters of the main testing study so 
that they can use rating materials con�dently.

Once the IC test is administered and test-​taker scores are generated a�er rater 
rating, potential backings for the following �ve assumptions, from evaluation 
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assumption 3 to explanation assumption 4, can be sought from Rasch analyses 
of test-​taker scores. Rasch generates indexes that can be used to assess raters� 
use of the rating scales (evaluation assumptions 3), the reliability of test 
tasks (generalization assumption 3), the reliability of rater rating (evaluation 
assumption 4 and generalization assumption 4) and the dimensionality of the 
latent IC test construct (explanation assumption 4).

Backings for the last three assumptions, from explanation assumption 5 to 
extrapolation assumption 3, require information that cannot be generated by the 
IC test alone. Study two has the potential to elicit qualitative discoursal evidence to 
support explanation assumption 5, which is explained in Section 3.2.2. However, 
if quantitative evidence is to be generated for this assumption, such as the evidence 
in Ockey et al. (2015) in Section 2.4.2, measures of LC need to be in place so that 
test-​takers are assessed both on LC and IC. �is will make the evaluation of the 
relationship between their LC and IC possible from a quantitative perspective. 
To examine backings for extrapolation assumption 2, self and peer-​assessment 
questionnaires need to be developed and administered to test-​takers and test-​
taker peers to see if test-​taker performance on the test mirrors their performance 
in similar activities in real life. Backing for extrapolation assumption 3 requires 
the elicitation from test-​takers of their perception of the extrapolative strength 
of the IC test to their real-​world conduct. Questionnaire items can be developed 
to measure test-​taker perception.

In addition to the assumptions identi�ed as relevant to study three, study 
three also provides the opportunity to elicit test-​takers� attitudes to the IC test. 
As stakeholders and end-​users of the IC test, test-​takers� opinions towards the 
IC test impact on the take-​up and marketability of the test. �erefore, when the 
IC test and other questionnaire items are administered to the test-​takers, some 
questionnaire items that assess the construct of test-​taker attitude towards the 
test are included. �ough stakeholder uptake is not included in Kane�s validation 
framework, it is an important piece of information to gather for test design as it 
pertains to the economic prospect of the test, which is a concern for large testing 
organizations.

 



 



Chapter 4  Study one: Task-​based needs 
analysis and test design

Chapter 4 reports on the �rst study conducted for this book, which focuses on 
the design of the IC test. �e rationale for conducting study one and addressing 
the research questions of study one is detailed in Section 3.2.1.

In order to develop an IC test, I �rst conducted a task-​based needs analysis 
(TBNA) to identify what L2-​Chinese speakers struggle with the most when it 
comes to interpersonal interaction, eliciting insight from L2-​Chinese speakers, 
L1-​Chinese teachers and L1-​Chinese interactants. �ematic analysis revealed that 
L2-​Chinese speakers found the management of disa�liative social actions most 
challenging, which were used as the basis for creating test tasks. Concomitant 
interactional issues such as sociopragmatic concerns, pragmalinguistic 
concerns, interactional features, content knowledge and linguistic issues were 
also incorporated into the test tasks, o�ering comprehensive coverage of the 
challenges identi�ed in the TBNA. Drawing on �ndings from the TBNA and 
the rich critical incidents reported by TBNA participants, I drew up the test 
speci�cations and generated dra� items. �e dra� items were then submitted 
to an iterative process for validation, which involved feedback from L2-​Chinese 
informants, L1-​Chinese informants, applied linguist informants and testing 
specialist informants. �e four groups of informants participated in interviews, 
panel discussions, trials, and pre-​pilots to examine the quality of the items. I also 
assembled an item review committee and conducted two norming sessions to 
further gather validity evidence for the items. �e resultant IC test is a nine-​
item test that has three interactive modes, three Power variables from politeness 
theory, and three sub-​target language use (TLU) domains. �e test is designed 
for the computer-​mediated communication (CMC) environment, which 
increases test practicability. �e test speci�cations are presented in Section 4.2.2. 
Section 4.2.5 o�ers an overview of the test and the task shell. �e needs analysis 
part of study one was reanalysed and published in Dai (2023a) where I present 
a new IC needs model to conceptualize L2 speakers� interactional demands. 
More qualitative analysis of needs analysis informants� insight is also provided. 
Interested readers can refer to Dai (2023a) for details.
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4.1 � Methodology of study one
Section 4.1 explains the methodology involved in the TBNA and the test 
development process that �ows out of the TBNA. �e TBNA incorporated a 
range of triangulation methods as suggested by Brown (2009) and explained in 
Section 2.5.3. Both triangulations of information sources and data elicitation 
methods were adopted.

A�er the TBNA was conducted, I started the design of the test by �rst developing 
dra� items based on �ndings from the TBNA and the critical incidents reported 
by TBNA participants. �en I involved four groups of informants in the review 
and revision of the dra� items. A more polished set of items was submitted to an 
item editing/​moderating committee consisting of language assessment experts 
for feedback. To further validate the items, two norming sessions were conducted 
with L1-​Chinese speakers to examine the functioning and quality of the items.

Since study one consists of two stages �​ the TBNA and the subsequent test 
design process �​ I separately report participants, instruments, procedures, and 
data analysis techniques for the TBNA and the test development process from 
Section 4.1.1 to 4.1.4.

4.1.1 � Participants

4.1.1.1 � TBNA participants

I recruited 18 participants for the TBNA in this study, as Figure 2 illustrates. 
Participants fell under three categories: L2-​Chinese speakers of di�erent degrees 
of socialization in the target community, Chinese language educators from three 
di�erent course levels, and L1-​Chinese speakers with frequent interaction with 
L2-​Chinese in three sub-​TLU domains: study, work, and everyday interaction. 
Tables 9�​11 provide details of the 18 participants in the three groups, which show 
that the participants were selected to represent di�erent angles, perspectives, and 
contexts so as to o�er comprehensive coverage of the target domain. Although 
the number of participants was not particularly large, the consideration that 
went into participant selection ensured the selected participants� reporting 
encompassed activities in the language use domain.
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Figure 2  TBNA participant information
Note. F for female, M for male, pseudonyms used, asterisks indicating the participants had applied 
linguistics training.

Participant selection in this study embodied a few triangulation strategies 
in terms of sources of information (Brown, 2009). First, there was a range of 
observing angles represented. �rough consulting the perspectives of L2 speakers, 
L1 speakers and language teachers, I gained a better understanding of where L2 
speakers saw themselves struggle most, where teachers saw their students struggle 
most and where L1 speakers saw L2 speakers struggle most. �e perspective of L1 
speakers was particularly valuable and underrepresented in previous TBNA studies. 
L1 speaker interactants do not have a pedagogical intent as teachers do. On the 
contrary, they observe L2 speaker language use in situ and form intuitive insight, 
which can enrich the results of a TBNA.
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Table 9  Details of the TBNA L2-​Chinese speaker group

High pro�ciency Alexa* L1 Italian. Age not disclosed. More than 10 years� experience 
studying Chinese as a foreign language outside China. 
Completion of a master�s degree in Chinese Philosophy and 
Translation in a university in China with Chinese as the 
medium of instruction. More than 10 years� experience living 
in China. More than 3 years� experience working in China. 
Attainment of HSK 6.

Dave* L1 British English. Age range 26�​30. 3�​5 years� experience 
studying Chinese as a foreign language outside China. 
Completion of a bachelor�s degree in East Asian studies in 
China with Chinese as the medium of instruction. More 
than 10 years� experience living in China. More than 3 years� 
experience working in China. Attainment of HSK 6 and 
HSKK2 advanced.

Medium 
pro�ciency

Crissy L1 Australian English. Age range 26�​30. 5�​10 years� 
experience studying Chinese as a foreign language outside 
China. 5�​10 years� experience living in China. 1�​3 years� 
experience working in China. Attainment of HSK 5.

Mike* L1 Australian English. Age range above 40. Naturalistic 
learner. More than 10 years� experience living in China. 
PhD candidate working on interpersonal communication 
in Chinese. Married to an L1-​Chinese partner. More than 
3 years� experience working in China.

Low pro�ciency Ella 
and 
Dan

L1 Australian English. Age range 21�​25 for Ella, 26�​30 for 
Dan. 3�​5 years� study experience of L2 Chinese outside 
China. One year�s experience living in China. Below one 
year�s internship and work experience in China. Lower HSK 
levels achieved but not disclosed.

	2	 HSKK: Hanyu Shuiping Kouyu Kaoshi (Spoken Chinese Pro�ciency Test), a speaking 
test that is separate from HSK and that has three levels: beginner, intermediate, and 
advanced.
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Table 10  Details of the TBNA L1-​Chinese educator group

Advanced Wang Ni 
and Deng 
Yang*

Teaching and coordinating advanced-​level Chinese 
language degree programs in tertiary settings. Frequent 
interaction with high pro�ciency L2-​Chinese students in 
class and outside class. Deng Yang has a PhD in Applied 
Linguistics while Wang Ni has a PhD in Chinese Literature.

Intermediate Chu Song* 
and Zhou 
Wu

Teaching and coordinating Chinese language non-​degree 
courses. Experience in teaching and tutoring intermediate-​
level L2-​Chinese students. Experience in interaction with 
students outside classroom settings (e.g., socials and course-​
related travels). Chu Song has master�s degrees in Applied 
Linguistics and Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language.

Beginning Hu Yin 
and Ma 
Dong

Teaching and language program coordination experience 
with L2-​Chinese students of beginner-​level pro�ciency. In-​
depth knowledge of beginner-​level students� interactional 
needs from one-​on-​one tutoring.

Table 11  Details of the TBNA L1-​Chinese interactant group

Work Dai 
Ling*

Professional Chinese-​English interpreter working in a multilingual 
translation service. Experience interacting in Chinese with L2-​Chinese 
colleagues and business partners from a range of L1 and professional 
backgrounds.

Zhu 
Huang

Employed in an internship unit that connects L2-​Chinese 
professionals to internship opportunities in China. On-​the-​ground 
experience liaising with L2-​Chinese working professionals on a range 
of work-​related issues in China.

Study Xuan
Zhong

Science major undergraduate student in a university in China. 
Frequent experience interacting with L2-​Chinese students who come 
to their university through exchange programs. Provision of assistance 
to L2-​Chinese students with study in China.

Li
Hu*

Extensive experience interacting with L2-​Chinese speakers in tertiary 
educational settings. PhD candidate focusing on interaction in 
Chinese.

Life Ke Han Language enthusiast interested in making friends with L2-​Chinese 
speakers and learning about their languages and cultures. Frequent 
social interaction with L2-​Chinese speakers in a range of everyday 
informal settings.

Song
Mu

Life partner of Mike, who was a participant in the L2-​Chinese speaker 
group. Daily experience in interacting with Mike using Chinese. 
Frequent observation of how Mike interacts in Chinese with her 
extended L1-​Chinese-​speaking family and L1-​Chinese friends.
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Second, there were di�erent degrees of target community socialization within 
the L2 speaker group, di�erent course levels within the L1 teacher group, and 
di�erent sub-​TLU domains within the L1 speaker group. �is assisted me to 
obtain not only in-​depth knowledge of the di�ering needs of L2 speakers at 
di�erent stages of language acquisition but also a more comprehensive picture of 
language use in the three most representative domains. Although the participants 
for the L2-​Chinese speakers were mainly from English-​speaking backgrounds, 
this bias was mitigated by insight provided by participants from the other two 
groups, who had frequent interaction with L2-​Chinese speakers from a wide 
range of L1 backgrounds.

�ird, there was a balanced representation of gender in every sub-​participant 
group. Linguistic and sociolinguistic research on Mandarin and Cantonese 
speakers has noted gendered linguistic practices such as the use of sentence-​
�nal particles in Chinese communities (Chan, 1996, 1998; Diao, 2014; Farris, 
1988, 1994). �e similar number of male and female participants in this study 
mitigated the e�ect of gender bias in participants� reporting.

Finally, there was a mix of di�ering domain expertise. Compared to 
participants whose names are not marked by an asterisk in Figure 2, those with 
asterisks received formal post-​graduate training in areas related to interpersonal 
communication such as cultural studies, translation and interpreting, applied 
linguistics and CA. Similar to Sera�ni et al. (2015), this study made a conscious 
e�ort by eliciting information from both general informants and trained applied 
linguists, whose domain expertise o�ered illumination on interactional issues 
sometimes too subtle to be noticed by untrained eyes.

4.1.1.2 � Test design participants

A�er the TBNA was completed, I wrote up dra� items and planned the test 
design process which included two stages: item revision and item norming. 
In terms of participants for the two stages, I �rst recruited participants as 
informants to provide feedback on item editing and moderation. A�er the dra� 
items were modi�ed and semi-​�nalized, I recruited L1-​Chinese participants for 
two norming sessions to validate the speci�cations of the items. Participants for 
the two stages of test design are reported below separately.

Item review and moderation participants
A�er I developed dra� test items based on �ndings from the TBNA, I recruited 
four groups of informants to inform item review and revision. �e four groups 
were L1-​Chinese speakers, L2-​Chinese speakers, Chinese language teachers 
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and applied linguists/​testing specialists. �ese four groups of participants are 
separate from the TBNA informants described in Section 4.1.1.1.

�e L1-​Chinese speaker informants were all residents of China and were able 
to comment on whether the item scenarios were authentic or realistic based on 
their lived experiences using Chinese in China. �ey were also able to comment 
on the suitability of the matching between the task requirement and the task 
method prescribed, such as whether it was feasible or common to use voice 
messaging as a task delivery method for the launching of certain social actions.

�e L2-​Chinese speaker informants provided feedback on whether the 
language in the task scenarios was accessible to L2 test-​takers at di�erent 
pro�ciency levels. During interviews with participants from this group, they were 
able to provide alternatives to the grammatical structures, lexical choices and 
interactant names used in the scenarios to make the test tasks comprehensible to 
L2 test-​takers with lower intermediate pro�ciency in L2 Chinese.

�e Chinese language teachers provided similar feedback as the L2 speakers 
did, but their insight was more from a pedagogical perspective. Apart from 
assisting with revising the prompts in the test tasks, the Chinese teacher group 
o�ered comments on the selection of task scenarios to make the tasks more 
aligned with the learning needs they had identi�ed in students.

Finally, the applied linguists/​testing specialists group reviewed the items at 
various stages of item development from a research and test operationalization 
perspective. In this process I purposefully invited applied linguists with 
backgrounds in pragmatics, CA and IC to assess if the items were well designed 
to elicit the intended social actions and interactional features. �e testing 
specialist group provided feedback on test delivery, the internal structure of the 
test, potential statistical analyses to be applied and other testing-​related concerns.

Participants from the four groups also trialled the items at various stages 
of item design so as to o�er more targeted feedback. �is is in line with the 
proposition put forward in Alderson et al. (1995) where the authors contended 
it is desirable for informants to trial and answer the dra� items so as to better 
assess the functioning of the items.

Norming session participants
A�er the test items were reviewed and trialled by the four groups of informants, 
the items to be included in the test went through two norming sessions to 
ensure they functioned as intended with larger numbers of participants. 33 
L1-​Chinese speakers participated in the �rst round of norming. �e selection 
criteria for the 33 participants were that they had to be L1 speakers of Chinese, 
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grew up in China, completed tertiary education in China and were working in 
China at the time of participating in the research. To mitigate the in�uence of 
di�erent interactional norms, I required that the participants needed to have 
been continuously residing in China without any residence experience outside 
China apart from short-​period travels. �ese requirements ensured the norming 
participants were a relatively homogenous group that could reliably assess the 
contextual pragmatics variables in the test tasks. A�er the �rst round of norming 
was completed, I revised the items and administered them to a second group 
of norming participants. 21 L1-​Chinese speakers who met the same selection 
criteria of the �rst norming session participated.

4.1.2 � Instruments

4.1.2.1 � TBNA instruments

In the TBNA phase of study one, two data elicitation methods were 
used: hermeneutic-​Socratic (H-​S) interviews and longitudinal re�ective diaries. 
�e two methods were adopted to triangulate data elicitation methods, on top 
of the various triangulation strategies employed for the information sources as 
detailed in Section 4.1.1.1.

Hermeneutic-​Socratic interviews
�ough interviews are frequently used by needs analysts to elicit knowledge of 
learner needs (Chaudron et al., 2005; Cowling, 2007; Huh, 2006; Lambert, 2010; 
Malicka et al., 2017; Sera�ni, et al., 2015), little existing TBNA literature has 
moved outside traditional scripted interviews and semi-​structured interviews. 
Interview methodologists, however, have long questioned the epistemological 
underpinning of such practices, where interviews are reduced to a process 
of asking the right questions and expecting willing interviewees to pro�er 
enlightening answers (Roulston, 2010). H-​S interviews break away from 
this tradition by positioning both the interviewer and interviewees as active 
co-​participants in the quest for meaning (Dinkins, 2005). Drawing on the 
Heideggerian sense of phenomena and the Socratic approach to dialogue, H-S 
interviewing focuses on de�ning commonplace but highly abstract concepts 
(e.g., what is successful interaction to you), contextualizing questions with 
analogies (e.g., there was this time when I did�) and orienting to con�icts in 
the dialogue (e.g., before you mentioned A, but now you changed to B). Such 
techniques are particularly helpful in unearthing information on complex topics 
such as challenges in interaction and what makes interaction challenging. �e H-​
S interview protocol used in study one can be found in Appendix I. From reading 
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the protocol readers can notice how H-​S interviewing suspends pre-​conceived 
notions on the side of the interviewer and avoids asking leading questions, such 
as �do you �nd apologizing in Chinese di�cult?�, which are not uncommon in 
existing TBNA studies. Another advantage of using H-​S interviews is that the 
rich contextualized information elicited from participants� reporting of critical 
incidents can assist researchers with developing authentic language tasks (Long, 
2013b). �is point will be illustrated with an example in Section 4.2.3.

Longitudinal re�ective diaries
�ough the critical incidents generated from H-​S interviews have depth in 
meaning, they lack breadth, which is a renewed and renewing understanding 
of the same phenomenon. A longitudinal re�ective diary, as a secondary and 
complementary information elicitation method, addresses this de�cit in the 
quality of data from H-​S interviews. H-​S interviews marked the start of an iterative 
process where both the interviewer and interviewees began to ponder over what 
L2-​Chinese speakers found most challenging in their interaction. A�er the initial 
H-​S interviews, I encouraged participants to keep re�ecting on the interactional 
challenges discussed in the H-​S interviews and maintain a diary to note down 
their re�ections and any additional critical incidents they noticed. �is period 
lasted three months, which generated additional data that is longitudinal in 
nature. In a sense, the initial H-​S interviews heightened participants� awareness 
of the interactional plights faced by L2-​Chinese speakers, while the longitudinal 
re�ective diary encouraged them to continue to notice and contemplate on this 
topic. Given that all participants were in-​service participants, which means they 
were working, studying and living in Chinese-​speaking communities at the time 
of participating in study one, they had frequent opportunities to observe and 
engage in interaction in Chinese, re�ect on their practice and experience, and 
generate rich information for the TBNA. Additional critical incidents noticed in 
this period in their re�ective diaries were reported to the researcher.

4.1.2.2 � Test design instruments

Norming questionnaires
A�er the items were developed from the TBNA and revised based on feedback 
from the four sources of informants in the test development process, I conducted 
two rounds of norming sessions using norming questionnaires. �e purpose of 
the norming procedures was to ascertain: (1) if L1-​Chinese speakers would use 
the intended social actions in the test tasks as I expected, (2) if they found the 
test tasks authentic and realistic, (3) if they deemed the task delivery methods 

 

 

 

 



Study one: Task-based needs analysis and test design130

appropriate for the respective tasks, and (4) if they agreed on the variable 
settings (power, distance, and imposition) in the tasks as preconceived by 
the researcher. �e norming questionnaire contained six questions. �e �rst 
question was similar to a discourse completion task (DCT) that asked the 
questionnaire respondents to write down what they would do or say in the given 
scenario. Although research has shown that DCTs cannot elicit the same speech 
performance as in more naturalistic tasks such as role plays (Golato, 2003), DCTs 
were considered appropriate for this step in study one as the norming procedure 
was only to roughly assess if respondents oriented to the test tasks as I expected, 
instead of analysing the exact language questionnaire respondents would use in 
the task scenarios. �e questionnaire in both the original Chinese version and 
the English-​translated version is included in Appendix II.

4.1.3 � Procedures

4.1.3.1 � TBNA procedure

Figure 3 illustrates the procedure of the TBNA. I �rst sampled representative 
participants based on the four pre-​determined criteria for information source 
triangulation as described in Section 4.1.1.1. A�er the �rst H-​S interviews, 
I maintained written communication with participants and collected insight 
from participants� re�ective diaries over the following three months. Follow-​up 
H-​S interviews using the same interview protocol were set up on an ad hoc basis 
to clarify confusing critical incidents reported in participants� diaries. Interviews 
were audio-​recorded and transcribed while written data were extracted from 
participants� diaries. Two L1-​Chinese speakers were recruited to listen to 
randomly selected excerpts of the data in order to verify correct transcription 
and appropriate data management. Making source data available for inspection 
helped to strengthen the basis for data analysis and constituted a form of audit 
trail (Brown, 2001; Seale, 1999). Participants also received a copy of their 
interview transcript for member checking, a process that further validated my 
understanding of source data (Roulston, 2010). In situations where participants 
voiced disagreement with the information in their interview transcripts, 
I provided raw data for inspection. Further discussions usually followed, leading 
to more re�ned interpretations of the reported critical incidents. Both the 
audit trail and member checking increased the validity and veri�ability of data 
processing and were used again at the data analysis stage of this study.
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Figure 3  Procedure of the TBNA

4.1.3.2 � Test design procedure

Having conducted the TBNA to identify where L2-​Chinese speakers struggled 
the most in terms of L2-​Chinese interaction, I developed the test speci�cations 
(see Section 4.2.2) from the TBNA results. Dra� items were written by me based 
on the critical incidents reported by the participants in the TBNA.

�e revision of the dra� items and selection of dra� items for the IC test were 
an interactive process, involving multiple stages of qualitative and quantitative 
validation of the items. �e qualitative validation was sought from interviews, 
panel discussions, trials, and pre-​pilots with participants in Section 4.1.1.2 who 
were able to provide insight into the suitability of the dra� items. �e four groups 
of informants in Section 4.1.1.2 �​ L2-​Chinese speakers, L1-​Chinese speakers, 
L1-​Chinese teachers, applied linguists and testing specialists �​ contributed at 
various stages during the item review and revision process.

Two highlights of the test design process are the item review committee and the 
norming sessions. I organized an item review committee during the test design 
process to review a dra� version of the test. �e test consisted of dra� items as 
required by the test speci�cations. �e review committee consisted of language 
assessment experts from a language testing centre in an Australian university 
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and visiting testing experts from China. �e committee reviewed the test dra� 
and o�ered feedback in relation to the test construct, task content, task formats, 
language in the task prompts, time allowance for test-​takers, level of test-​taker 
pro�ciency and other operational concerns in testing. Since there was a mixture 
of Chinese and non-​Chinese testing experts in the committee, the committee 
was able to provide comments both from a target language perspective and a 
more general testing perspective. Suggestions for revision from the committee 
were taken up and incorporated into the test dra�.

�e two norming procedures were conducted towards the �nal stage of the 
test development process. Despite multiple consultations with the four groups 
of informants (Section 4.1.1.2) in meetings and interviews, I recognized the 
need to gather more solid quantitative evidence to validate the test tasks before 
they were �nalized. �e norming procedures included the administration of 
norming questionnaires to two groups of L1-​Chinese participants and follow-​up 
interviews with the participants to re�ne the items.

4.1.4 � Data analysis

4.1.4.1 � TBNA data analysis

�e data analysis in the TBNA followed the thematic analysis method as detailed 
in May et al. (2020) and Pill (2016), a process that derives codes and categories 
directly from data without relying on a priori labels. I �rst coded both interview 
and written communication data, organized coded extracts by codes, analysed 
codes into categories and �nally combined categories under super-​categories. 
An example is the data of Alexa recounting a story of her trying to criticize her 
colleague Ling Mei (pseudonym) at work. �ough Alexa perceived her remark as 
constructive feedback, it somehow damaged their professional relationship. �is 
story was considered one extract out of 236 extracts the entire dataset produced. 
�e process of coding extracts started with locating similarities between them. 
Compared with Alexa�s story, Dave shared a similar story of how criticizing 
colleagues was challenging for him even though he thought he had never o�ended 
anyone. �ough being a separate extract, David�s story overlapped greatly with 
Alexa�s in content. Henceforth, a code covering both extracts emerged, which 
was criticize colleagues. Out of 236 extracts, 153 codes were identi�ed in this 
process. I then searched for similarities among codes and coalesced relevant 
codes into categories. Code criticize colleagues and code criticize friends were 
subsumed under the category criticizing. �roughout this process, 153 codes 
were categorized into 49 categories. I �nally sought relatedness within categories. 
For example, the categories criticizing and apologizing both indicated a concern 
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about implementing social actions whereas categories collectivism and social 
hierarchy oriented more strongly to sociopragmatic issues in L2 Chinese. Out 
of 49 categories, seven super-​categories emerged. In some existing thematic 
analysis studies super-​categories were termed themes. Here, however, the term 
super-​category is used in lieu of theme because super-​category o�ers a better 
hierarchical representation of the relationship between super-​category and 
category.

Due to the highly reductive nature of thematic analysis, I conducted a second 
audit trail with two di�erent L1-​Chinese speakers and an applied linguist 
specializing in qualitative data analysis. All three auditors reviewed the thematic 
analysis process and questioned me whenever they found anything problematic 
(e.g., the coding of raw data, the categorizing of categories and the de�nitions 
of super-​categories). I also implemented a second member checking with all 
participants by sending out individual reports detailing how their data were 
analysed. �e reports o�ered information on what super-​categories, categories, 
codes and coded extracts I had extracted from their raw data. �is process gave 
participants the opportunity to express disagreement and actively participate in 
data analysis. Finally, a second coder coded one interview transcript using the 
�nalized coding scheme and their percentage of exact agreement with me was 
86.51 %, which suggested satisfactory intercoder reliability.

4.1.4.2 � Test design data analysis

�e test design process generated qualitative data from the item editing and 
moderation process and quantitative data from the norming questionnaires. 
Informants� feedback for item revision was descriptive in nature and was directly 
applied to the items when the items were modi�ed. In terms of the norming 
questionnaire data, descriptive statistics were analysed to evaluate the patterns 
in norming participants� responses. Details of the questionnaire results are 
explained in Section 4.2.4.

4.2 � Results and initial discussion of study one
Section 4.2 reports the �ndings from the TBNA and details how test tasks were 
developed from the results of the TBNA. Section 4.2.1 explains the coding 
results of the thematic analysis in the TBNA. Section 4.2.2 illustrates how the 
test speci�cations were developed from the TBNA thematic analysis results. 
Section 4.2.3 shows how test tasks were generated from the TBNA and the test 
speci�cations while Section 4.2.4 explicates the process of revising and �nalizing 
the test tasks. Section 4.2.5 presents the �nalized IC test that was used in this 
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book. Parts of the �ndings in the TBNA were presented at the 2019 American 
Association for Applied Linguistics (AAAL) conference (Dai & Roever, 2019a). 
Extending �ndings from this TBNA, Dai (2023a) develops an IC needs model 
to conceptualize the IC learning needs of L2 speakers. Dai (2023a) also provides 
detailed lists of L2-​Chinese learning goals �​ a pedagogical toolkit for Chinese 
language teachers and researchers to systematically incorporate IC in their task-​
based language teaching, language curricula and language programs.

4.2.1 � TBNA results

�ough the thematic analysis described in Section 4.1.4.1 followed a bottom-​up 
approach, the reporting of results starts top-​down to improve clarity. Figure 4 
lists the 7 super-​categories identi�ed, ranked by the number of coded extracts. 
Social actions ranked �rst followed by sociopragmatic issues and pragmalinguistic 
issues. Interactional features, content knowledge, linguistic issues and multimodal 
cues had much less mention compared to the �rst three. All the identi�ed seven 
super-​categories shaped the design of IC tasks in the book. Here in Section 4.2.1, 
I focus on detailing what each of the super-​categories contains while in Section 
4.2.2 I will explain how content in each of the super-​categories contributes to the 
test speci�cations.
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Figure 4  TBNA super-​categories
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4.2.1.1 � Social actions

Figure 5 o�ers a breakdown of the largest super-​category social actions, 
comprising 22 categories, 75 codes and 117 coded extracts. All 22 categories listed 
in the chart were ranked by the number of coded extracts. Categories such as 
apologizing and requesting adopted labels used in traditional speech act research 
(see Section 2.1.2). Other categories such as commenting and interrupting are not 
generally researched in speech act theories but nevertheless ful�l meaningful 
social actions. It is unsurprising that the number of coded extracts for social 
actions accounted for nearly half of the total amount of coded extracts produced 
in the TBNA. As sociolinguists and conversation analysts have long observed, 
spoken language in communication is inherently pragmatic and performs social 
actions (Duranti, 1997; Sacks, 1984, 1992). It is the organization and deployment 
of social actions that L2 speakers need to acquire in order to communicate 
e�ectively. Social action is the starting point towards an explication of what 
causes breakdown in interaction. Understandably it is also the �rst thing that 
the TBNA participants oriented to, contributing to its large number of mentions.

If we revisit the de�nition of a�liation and disa�liation discussed in Section 
2.4.4 and further analyse social action categories by grouping them according to 
a�liative and disa�liative actions (Drew et al., 2006), we can see the number of 
extracts for disa�liative actions more than doubles the one for a�liative actions. 
Figure 6 presents three clusters of social actions with disa�liative actions 
covering 56 coded extracts and a�liative actions 21 coded extracts. If we unpack 
the neutral cluster and inspect the 40 coded extracts individually, we can see that 
though participants reported such incidents in a neutral manner, these incidents 
can become highly problematic when they are of a disa�liative nature. Take the 
code comment on government o�cials/​political �gures reported by Song Mu in 
commenting for example. �ough the action commenting is not as polarized as 
actions such as criticizing or praising at �rst glance, it is reasonable to speculate 
that an inappropriate negative comment would threaten social harmony more 
gravely than an inappropriate positive comment. Song Mu narrated a story of 
how she was made to feel uncomfortable when her L2-​Chinese friend would 
not stop discussing Chairman Mao (Mao Zedong) in Chinese with her in a 
public venue, which drew alarmed looks from onlookers. �ough her friends� 
comments on Chairman Mao were not overtly negative, she found discussing 
political leaders, especially commenting on historic �gures like Chairman Mao, 
highly objectionable, considering their locale and their degree of closeness as 
friends. It is reasonable to speculate that had her L2-​Chinese friend voiced more 
distinctive negative comments on Chairman Mao, Song Mu would have been 
made to feel even more disconcerted.
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Figure 5  TBNA social action super-​category
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Figure 6  Dis/​a�liation in TBNA social actions

�erefore, when taking into account the potential issues that could arise 
when neutral actions turned disa�liative, implementing disa�liative social 
actions appropriately becomes a paramount concern for L2-​Chinese speakers. 
Based on the high ranking of social actions and the focus on the management 
of disa�liative social actions, the IC test developed in this book, therefore, 
prioritized L2-​Chinese speakers� ability to launch disa�liative social actions. �e 
learning and assessment of disa�liation management warrants more attention as 
their uncooperative and discordant nature can greatly threaten social harmony 
and solidarity (Clayman, 2002). �e focus on disa�liation is re�ected in the test 
speci�cations in Section 4.2.2.
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4.2.1.2 � Sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic issues

Sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic issues, on the other hand, were mentioned 
less o�en compared to social actions as they required the participants and me to 
probe into critical incidents beyond the surface level. Zhou Wu, an L1-​Chinese 
teacher teaching intermediate Chinese who participated in the TBNA, recounted 
a story about how he was o�ended by his student jokingly addressing him as �ge� 
(similar to �bro� in English). Both Zhou Wu and I could immediately tell that 
the social action at issue was addressing. However, what was less clear was what 
deeper social, cultural, and linguistic factors contributed to this interactional 
mishap. �e H-​S interview allowed Zhou Wu and I to delve into the incident, 
which produced extracts that were later coded under the sociopragmatic 
and pragmalinguistic super-​categories, such as the code politeness markers at 
school in the category social hierarchy and language use in the super-​category 
pragmalinguistic issues. �ough orthodox conversation analysts resist the 
evocation of social and cultural artifacts in their analysis of talk (see Section 
2.1.4 for a discussion on this), growing research shows that the realization of 
social actions is cultural-​speci�c and requires appropriate mapping between 
sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic knowledge (Golato, 2002; Huth, 2006; 
Huth & Taleghani-​Nikazm, 2006). �is is also aligned with the uni�ed pragmatic 
model on interaction adopted in this book where di�erent schools of pragmatics 
theories are drawn on to generate an operationalizable philosophical basis for 
the assessment of IC (see Section 2.1.5). It is therefore unsurprising that most 
social actions reported in this study had some concomitant sociopragmatic and 
pragmalinguistic issues, with the former being the second largest super-​category 
(7 categories, 28 codes and 51 coded extracts for sociopragmatic in Figure 7) and 
the latter being the third largest super-​category (6 categories, 17 codes and 25 
coded extracts for pragmalinguistic in Figure 8). How these two super-​categories 
shaped the development of the IC tasks is explored in Section 4.2.2.
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Figure 7  TBNA sociopragmatic super-​category
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Figure 8  TBNA pragmalinguistic super-​category
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4.2.1.3 � Interactional features and content knowledge

Figure 9 and Figure 10 o�er details on the super-​categories interactional features 
and content knowledge respectively. �ough interactional features are usually not 
perceived by the conscious mind and are di�cult to report without CA analysis 
(Heritage, 1990), it is worth noting that 17 coded extracts in the TBNA were 
related to interactional patterns and methods, out of which four categories 
emerged. Applied linguist participants contributed largely to the mentioning of 
such issues (e.g., long preambles in storytelling by Mike in topic development) but 
linguistically untrained participants interestingly also reported issues that are 
germane to interactional features (e.g., chatting someone up by Crissy in opening).
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Figure 9  TBNA interactional features super-​category

�e extracts in content knowledge, on the other hand, were mostly contributed 
by Ella who produced 8 out of the 12 coded extracts in the entire super-​category. 
Representative codes include talking to real-​estate agents by Dan and discussing 
directions with taxi drivers by Ella, both of whom were beginner L2 speakers. 
It is telling that setting up life and getting around in China, albeit challenging, 
quickly became a non-​issue for intermediate and advanced L2 speakers, who 
were more concerned with pragmatic infelicities when the topic for discussion 
was interactional challenges. �e test speci�cations in Section 4.2.2 took into 
account participants� reporting of these two super-​categories.
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Figure 10  TBNA content knowledge super-​category

4.2.1.4 � Linguistic issues and multimodal cues

�e last two super-​categories, linguistic issues and multimodal cues are presented 
in Figure 11 and Figure 12. Within linguistic issues, tonality had the highest 
number of reports. �is is not unexpected given that research in phonetics has 
shown that L2 speakers in general struggle with tones in the new language, 
whether their �rst language is a tonal language or not (Hao, 2012; So & Best, 
2010). It is revealing that grammar and vocabulary hardly received any attention 
even though they are traditionally the areas of focus in Chinese as a second/​
foreign language teaching and research (Chu, 1990; Linnell, 2001; Ma et al., 
2017). Pragmatic competence and IC, on the other hand, though found to be of 
crucial importance in this TBNA when it comes to real-​world interaction, are 
still vastly underrepresented and under-​researched in the current Chinese as a 
second/​foreign language landscape (Ke, 2012; Li, 2013; Zhao, 2008).
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Figure 11  TBNA linguistic issues super-​category

Multimodal cues received the least attention of all super-​categories. It is 
understandable that inappropriate criticizing can cause more immediate 
and tangible damage than, for example, inappropriate eye contact. However, 
multimodal cues such as facial expression are cultural-​speci�c (Camras et al., 
2006; Jack et al., 2012) and can lead to misunderstanding when L2 speakers are 
unfamiliar with the non-​linguistic interactional norms in the L2 community. 
Research in L2-​Chinese multimodal cues is scant though Orton (2014) noted 
that L1-​Chinese teachers in Chinese-​as-​a-​second-​language teaching contexts 
in China highlighted the importance of facial expression management when 
assessing Chinese learners� speaking performances. Such an emphasis was not 
placed by L1-​Chinese and L2-​Chinese teachers in Australia in Chinese-​as-​a-​
foreign-​language contexts in Orton�s study. �is can be interpreted as incipient 
evidence that multimodal cues, though constituting an integral component of 
e�ective Chinese interaction in China, tends to be neglected by Chinese teachers 
not residing in the target community. More research is needed in this direction 
to better our understanding of the interactional import of multimodal cues in 
L2-​Chinese interaction.
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Figure 12  TBNA multimodal cues super-​category

4.2.2 � �e test speci�cations

�e insight from the TBNA as reported in Section 4.2.1 served as the starting 
point for the design of assessment tasks of IC. �is section explains how �ndings 
from the TBNA translated to the test speci�cations for the IC test in this book, 
following each of the super-​categories reported previously.

�e social actions super-​category in Section 4.2.1.1 points to the observation 
that disa�liative social actions are what L2-​Chinese speakers �nd most 
challenging. E�ective management of disa�liative situations is also crucial to 
interactional success, as disa�liation, if unchecked, can cause strain on social 
solidarity and interpersonal relations. In view of this, the IC test in this book 
focuses primarily on interactional tasks where test-​takers need to demonstrate 
their IC in managing disa�liation. Each task in the test requires test-​takers to 
handle a particular disa�liative social action and test-​takers will be assessed on 
their ability to undertake such endeavours successfully.

�e discussion on the sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic super-​categories in 
Section 4.2.1.2 suggests a range of contextual sociocultural factors that in�uence 
the launching of social actions and the linguistic choice in the realization of 
social actions. In order to control for such contextual variables in an assessment 
setting, I adopted Brown and Levinson�s politeness theory to regulate the contexts 
where social actions take place in the IC test. For the three contextual variables 
in politeness theory, I decided to keep the social distance and rank of imposition 
variables constant, while varying the power (P) variable. �e rationale for 
varying the power variable is that power or social hierarchy is a recurring issue in 
the sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic super-​categories in the TBNA, ranking 
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second in the sociopragmatic category and �rst in the pragmalinguistic category 
in terms of saliency (see Figure 7 and Figure 8). �e example of misusing 
address terms shared by Zhou Wu in Section 4.2.1.2 highlights that power is 
an inherent factor mediating interaction and if mismanaged, can cause severe 
disruption to social harmony. �e IC test tasks will therefore require test-​takers 
to demonstrate the ability to interact successfully in social situations where they 
have less power than their interlocutor (P�), the same amount of power as their 
interlocutor (P=​), or more power than their interlocutor (P+​). �e other two 
variables, social distance and rank of imposition, need to stay constant so as 
to ensure the number of tasks is manageable in a testing setting. In particular, 
I decided to set the social distance to medium to large as research shows that 
it is more challenging to interact when the speaker is less familiar with their 
interlocutor (Wolfson, 1990). For the rank of imposition variable, I chose to set it 
to high so as to make the test tasks more demanding for test-​takers. �e rationale 
for adjusting the two constant variables to make the test tasks harder is that 
pragmatic/​IC assessment tasks have frequently proven to be under-​challenging 
for the intended test-​taker population (Roever, 2018). More demanding IC tasks 
can better di�erentiate test-​takers at di�erent IC levels.

Having identi�ed the social actions to target and having controlled the 
contextual variables, I moved on to other TBNA super-​categories to �esh out 
the test speci�cations and decide on the task types for the test. �e interactional 
features super-​category emphasizes the importance of incorporating interactive 
tasks in the test. �e measurement of IC also requires a high degree of 
interaction in the test tasks so as to model real-​world interaction. To address 
this issue, I chose two sites of CMC �​ asynchronous voice messaging and 
synchronous video chat �​ as bases for the design of tasks. Voice messaging was 
further divided into two task types: �rst-​pair-​part voice messaging and second-​
pair-​part voice messaging. By using di�erent methods of testing, I aimed at 
reducing the method e�ect so as to o�er a more accurate depiction of test-​taker 
IC. �e three test methods also represent di�erent degrees of interactiveness. 
First-​pair-​part voice messaging is the least interactive method as it requires 
test-​takers to only initiate voice messages. Second-​pair-​part voice messaging 
is more interactive since test-​takers need to listen �rst and then speak but the 
interaction is still asynchronous. Video chat is the most interactive method as 
test-​takers need to orient to contingencies in talk and produce sequentially 
meaningful speech online. Both voice messaging and video chat will be 
conducted on WeChat, a mobile phone-​based application that enjoys wide 
popularity in Chinese-​speaking communities. Using a realistic phone-​based 
application for test delivery can enhance test authenticity and reinforce the 
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link between assessment and positive washback on everyday practices. �e 
inclusion of di�erent spoken CMC modes also addresses the research gaps in 
CMC literature as identi�ed in Section 2.2.

Finally, the linguistic issues super-​category, comprised of mostly linguistic 
competence (LC) indicators, was not foregrounded in the IC test speci�cations 
due to the relatively less focus it received from the TBNA participants. However, 
challenges with linguistic devices are re�ected in the launch of social actions 
in the test. Since the focus of the IC test is on interaction rather than linguistic 
knowledge, a lesser focus on purely assessing LC is justi�ed in this case. �e 
assessment of multimodal cues, as reported in the last super-​category in the 
TBNA, warrants consideration as the multimodality of interaction can pose 
challenges to L2 speakers. However, given that multimodal cues were rarely 
mentioned by the TBNA participants and logistic considerations of assessment, 
non-​linguistic features and multimodal interaction were not included in the test 
speci�cations.

Having translated the TBNA �ndings in Section 4.2.1 to considerations of 
test development, in Table 12 below I present the resultant test speci�cations 
following the checklist in Alderson et al. (1995). Some of the checklist items are 
not de�ned at this stage of test development but will be speci�ed when the rating 
scale design takes place in Chapter 5. In such cases, references to book chapters 
and sections are provided for ease of navigation.

Table 13 below illustrates the task shell of the IC test, showing how the test 
tasks are mapped onto test methods, sub-​target language use (TLU) domains and 
the power (P) variable. I ensured there was a task for each of the three delivery 
methods and each of the three P conditions in each of the three TLU domains. 
�e next step in test design is to generate items that match the item speci�cations 
and task shell.
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Table 12  Test speci�cations

Preliminary test speci�cations
Purpose of the test To assess the IC of L2-​Chinese speakers who intend 

to migrate to China and who need to demonstrate 
their ability to interact successfully in work, study and 
everyday interaction

Description of test-​takers Speakers of Chinese as a second/​additional language
Test level Suitable for test-​takers that have basic Chinese 

pro�ciency (at or above HSK 3)
Construct Interactional competence (details regarding how the 

construct is de�ned can be found in Chapter 5)
Number of tasks Nine (how this is arrived at is explained in Table 13)
Time for each task Depending on test-​takers� needs but in general, each task 

should be completed within �ve minutes (based on pre-​
pilots and trials to be detailed in Section 4.2.4)

Weighting for each task Same weighting is given to each task
TLU domain Interaction in everyday, study and workplace settings
Language skills to be tested IC/​talking (di�erent from LC/​speaking as discussed in 

Section 2.3)
Language elements to be 
tested

Indicators of IC (details regarding how the indicators are 
de�ned and selected can be found in Chapter 5)

Test tasks Role-​play tasks
Test methods 1st pair-​part voice messaging, 2nd pair-​part voice 

messaging and live video chat
Rubrics Analytic rating scale (details in Chapter 5)
Criteria for marking Test-​taker performance needs to match most of the 

descriptors in a particular band level in the rating scale 
to qualify a score at that level

Description of typical 
performance at each level

Descriptors at each band level in the analytic rating scale 
developed in Chapter 5

Description of what 
candidates at each level can 
do in the real world

See the de�nition of what each band in the analytic 
scale corresponds to real-​life competence in Table 29 in 
Chapter 5

Samples of students� 
performance on tasks

Test-​taker exemplars developed in Chapter 5
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Table 13  �e test shell

1st pair part voice messages 2nd pair part voice messages Video chat
Life P+​ X

P=​ X
P-​ X

Study P+​ X
P=​ X
P-​ X

Work P+​ X
P=​ X
P-​ X

Note. P stands for the power variable in politeness theory

4.2.3 � Generating dra� items

Having identi�ed the test speci�cations and task shells in Section 4.2.2, in this 
section I focus on how I dra�ed sample items. Going back to the TBNA results, the 
rich details in the critical incidents elicited by S-​H interviews allowed the critical 
incidents to be easily translated into authentic and meaningful communicative 
language tasks as advocated in Long (2016).

Here a sample task focusing on the code how to cancel plans you already made 
with Chinese friends under the category cancelling is presented. First, I reviewed 
the coded critical incidents in this category. One coded extract was contributed 
by the TBNA L2-​Chinese participant Dan (see Table 9 for Dan�s pro�le), who 
recounted a story of how he once got into an argument with his L1-​Chinese 
friend Li Ming (pseudonym). Li Ming made a prior arrangement with some 
of his friends to go to a bar that night when he met Daniel for dinner. Daniel 
tried hard to persuade Li Ming to give up that plan and go clubbing with him 
instead. �ough clearly tempted by Daniel�s proposal, Li Ming hesitated, leading 
to Daniel becoming more direct in his persuasion. To Daniel�s surprise, Li Ming 
appeared defensive and said: �no I can�t just cancel my plan like that. You don�t 
understand how it works because you are not Chinese.� An altercation followed 
and Daniel still felt quite puzzled by Li Ming�s behaviour when participating in 
the TBNA.

Reviewing the interview transcripts, I noticed that I engaged in a discussion 
with Daniel on this critical incident and o�ered some possible explanations for 
the communication breakdown. Li Ming�s reaction could be triggered by the 
concern that cancelling plans last minute was perceived, at least according to 
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Li Ming, as greatly face-​threatening in Chinese culture. Daniel re�ected that 
though cancelling was also disa�liative in his home country Australia, it is 
much more common compared to in China as Australians reschedule or cancel 
plans with friends all the time with no serious repercussions. Another possible 
explanation is that the plan Daniel wanted Li Ming to get out of involved a group 
of Li Ming�s friends. Due to the perceived collectivistic culture in Chinese society 
(Hofstede Insight, 2021), Li Ming might have found it harder to extract himself 
from a commitment that was made to a group of people. �e analysis o�ered 
here is admitted incomprehensive and rudimentary, based on assumptions and 
generalizations of cultures. �is critical incident, however, does lend itself to 
the development of an authentic language task that L2 Chinese speakers �nd 
challenging.

Relying on the rich details in this critical incident from the H-​S interview, 
I developed a sample IC task where L2-​Chinese speakers need to cancel a plan 
they have made with a group of close friends and by extrapolation with a group 
of colleagues in a workplace setting. �is would be a P=​ task in either everyday 
interaction or workplace language use domains. �is task could be implemented 
either through voice messages or video chats, though voice messages would 
be a more plausible method given the relatively low stakes of cancelling in this 
context.

Following a similar process and drawing on other critical incidents reported 
in the TBNA, I dra�ed an item bank consisting of various items that �tted the 
item shells in Table 13. Although the test only required nine items, more items 
were designed in case some items were deemed unsuitable and needed to be 
deleted during item trials and pre-​pilots.

4.2.4 � Revising the dra� items

As discussed previously, I wrote up a pool of dra� items based on �ndings from 
the TBNA. �e items were then presented to the four groups of participants 
for item editing and moderation: L1-​Chinese speakers, L2-​Chinese speakers, 
Chinese language teachers, applied linguists and testing specialists (see Section 
4.1.1.2). It should be reiterated that the four groups of participants for item 
review and moderation in Section 4.1.1.2 were di�erent from the three groups of 
TBNA participants in Section 4.1.1.1. �e TBNA participants helped to generate 
the TBNA �ndings which informed my writing of the dra� items while the item 
review and moderation participants in Section 4.1.1.2 assisted me to revise the 
dra� items. Select members from the four groups of item review and moderation 
participants also trialled the items to assess their functioning (Alderson et al., 
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1995). Details regarding the backgrounds of the item review and moderation 
participants, the use of an item review committee and the iterative process of 
item trials and pre-​pilots can be found in Section 4.1.1.2 and Section 4.1.3.2. 
A�er the dra� items went through the item review and moderation process, they 
were assembled into a dra� nine-​item IC test, which then underwent two rounds 
of norming with L1-​Chinese speakers (see Section 4.1.1.2, 4.1.3.2 and 4.1.4.2 for 
more details).

Section 4.1.2.2 explains that the norming questionnaire consisted of a 
DCT question that asked respondents to write down what they would say in 
that scenario and �ve Likert scale items that quantitatively validated the items. 
DCT responses con�rmed that most L1-​Chinese speakers oriented to the social 
actions as intended by the researcher, indicating that the test tasks functioned 
well in eliciting the intended interactional behaviour. Questions two to six in 
the questionnaire were concerned with the appropriateness of the test tasks and 
the validation of the contextual variables. �ese �ve questions are Likert scale 
questions that asked respondents to choose a number from 0 to 10 to indicate 
their opinion. Here I present and discuss the descriptive statistics from the �rst 
norming session, which was administered to 33 participants. A complete version 
of the norming questionnaire in both Chinese and English can be found in 
Appendix II.

Table 14 represents the norming results for Question two, which investigated 
how realistic L1 speakers considered the tasks to be. �e Likert scale goes from 
0 to 10, with 0 being very unrealistic, 3 being not realistic, 5 being average, 7 
being realistic, and 10 being very realistic. �e nine items are labelled based on 
their Power (P) variable and the sub-​TLU domains they are in, as illustrated in 
Table 13. SD stands for standard deviation. Results show that on average the 
33 L1 speakers considered the nine task scenarios to be of acceptable levels of 
realism, which ensured the authenticity of the tasks. �ere are some possible 
reasons why on average the norming participants did not assign the tasks 
extremely high realism scores. First, the tasks were assessment tasks that were 
abstracted from real-​world situations and therefore could never fully realistically 
replicate the rich situational and contextual information of real-​world activities. 
All norming participants were everyday-​life people living in China with no prior 
training in language teaching or assessment. �ey, therefore, did not have the 
insight into the constraints of language tasks as test developers do. Second, the 
tasks were designed to be highly pragmatically challenging (Roever, 2018) to 
elicit a range of IC abilities for assessment purposes. �is might have dampened 
norming participants� perception of the realism of the tasks, though the tasks 
were clearly still perceived to be more realistic than not. It was a balancing act 
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I had to manage carefully in item development and revision: on one hand, a good 
IC test needs to have items that are di�cult enough to discriminate between 
test-​takers of higher IC levels, which has been an issue noted in previous IC 
assessment research where the test tasks were on the easier side for the test-​taker 
cohorts (Ikeda, 2017; Youn, 2013). On the other hand, the test tasks cannot be 
so taxing to the extent that they are no longer considered realistic or likely to 
happen in real life. �e realism ratings achieved in the norming session were 
considered satisfactory for the purpose and context of the test.

Table 14  Realism of the test items

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Very 
unrealistic

Not 
realistic

Average Realistic Very 
realistic

Item N Min Max Mean SD
Life P+​ 27 3 10 6.41 1.69
Life P=​ 31 4 10 7.06 1.73
Life P-​ 31 4 10 6.23 2.25
Study P+​ 33 3 10 6.24 1.66
Study P=​ 31 3 10 6.65 1.89
Study P-​ 32 3 10 6.59 1.54
Work P+​ 31 3 10 6.26 1.65
Work P=​ 32 3 10 6.88 1.60
Work P-​ 31 3 10 5.71 1.92

Table 15 explains the results for Question three, which is how appropriate 
it seemed to the norming L1-​Chinese participants to use the designated 
interactional method (1st pair-​part voice messaging, 2nd pair-​part voice messaging 
or video chat) to approach the interactional scenarios in the respective test 
tasks. �e abbreviations of the interactional methods are included in Table 15 
for ease of reference, with 1st PP referring to 1st part-​part voice messaging, 2nd 
PP referring to 2nd pair-​part voice messaging and live referring to video chat. 
On a scale from 0 to 10, 0 means the interactional method is very inappropriate 
and 10 means it is very appropriate. Similar to the responses to Question two, 
most respondents found the matching between interactional methods and task 
scenarios above average in terms of appropriateness. Possible explanations for not 
achieving extremely high appropriateness scores are similar to the ones o�ered 
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for the results of the previous realism item. Due to the abstracted nature of the 
assessment tasks and the demanding nature of the tasks in this IC test, norming 
participants who were unfamiliar with task development might hesitate to 
award very high appropriateness scores to the tasks, as they would be comparing 
language tasks with real-​world activities that are always much more nuanced 
and complex than what language tasks can capture. It was encouraging to see 
that even norming participants who were untrained in language testing still 
considered the tasks in general above average in terms of task delivery methods, 
which enhanced the extrapolative strength of the tasks to real-​world activities.

Table 15  Method appropriateness of the test items

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Very 
inappropriate

Inappropriate Average Appropriate Very 
appropriate

Item N Min Max Mean SD
Life P+​_​video 29 3 10 6.55 1.94
Life P=​_​2nd PP 32 0 9 5.19 2.56
Life P-​_​1st PP 32 3 10 6.25 2.10
Study P+​_​1st PP 33 3 10 6.55 2.09
Study P=​_​video 32 3 9 6.09 1.59
Study P-​_​2nd PP 33 2 10 5.70 2.22
Work P+​_​2nd PP 29 3 10 5.14 2.31
Work P=​_​1st PP 32 3 10 6.97 1.58
Work P-​_​video 29 3 9 5.45 1.88

Table 16 focuses on the rank of imposition variable, which as discussed in 
the test speci�cations in Section 4.2.2, was made to stay constant in this IC test. 
It was also considered ideal if the imposition variable was high so that the test 
tasks could be more challenging for L2-​Chinese speakers, considering existing 
L2 IC tests are not su�ciently covering advanced test-​takers� abilities (Roever, 
2018). On the scale from 0 to 10, 0 means very easy to implement while 10 means 
very di�cult to implement in terms of imposition. Results show that respondents 
found most items to be of similar di�culty, �oating around 5 out of 10. �is level 
of di�culty is desirable as an average di�culty for L1-​Chinese speakers would 
be su�ciently di�cult for L2 speakers, especially when the test was designed 
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to cover a wide range of pro�ciency as explained in the test speci�cations in 
Table 12. �e only item that was noticeably more di�cult than others is the life 
P=​ item. �is item clearly needed revision and will be discussed in more detail 
shortly.

Table 16  Rank of imposition of the test items

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Very easy Easy Average Di�cult Very 

di�cult

Item N Min Max Mean SD
Life P+​ 25 1 9 4.64 1.85
Life P=​ 33 5 10 7.55* 1.50
Life P-​ 31 3 10 5.81 1.74
Study P+​ 25 1 10 5.48 2.08
Study P=​ 31 3 8 5.42 1.54
Study P-​ 31 3 10 5.68 1.92
Work P+​ 27 3 10 5.19 1.73
Work P=​ 30 3 8 4.80 1.58
Work P-​ 28 1 10 5.64 2.04

Table 17 illustrates the results of the rating for the social distance variable, 
which was also supposed to be constant. �e results are in general satisfactory 
as most respondents gave scores within the 5�​6 range, indicating average 
familiarity between the test-​taker and the interlocutor. �is conforms with the 
requirement in the test speci�cations as I wanted the social distance to be around 
medium, which theoretically is considered to be more challenging to manage 
(Wolfson, 1990). �e life P=​ item, similar to the one in Table 16, also noticeably 
departed from other items since respondents found the relationship between the 
test-​taker and the interlocutor to be closer than other items. �e study P=​ item 
also warrants some closer inspection as the average is also slightly higher than 
other items.
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Table 17  Social distance of the test items

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Very 
unfamiliar

Unfamiliar Average Familiar Very 
familiar

Item N Min Max Mean SD
Life P+​ 30 3 10 6.37 2.08
Life P=​ 33 5 10 8.48* 1.52
Life P-​ 31 3 10 5.55 1.67
Study P+​ 33 3 10 6.82 1.78
Study P=​ 33 5 10 7.36* 1.32
Study P-​ 31 3 10 6.03 1.38
Work P+​ 33 2 10 5.61 1.92
Work P=​ 33 3 10 5.85 1.40
Work P-​ 31 2 7 5.32 1.38

Finally, for the power variable, Table 18 demonstrates that the L1-​Chinese 
speaker respondents corroborated my judgement. Question six, the question that 
enquires about the power variable in the norming questionnaire, was phrased in 
a way that asked the respondent to rate the interlocutor�s power compared to the 
one of the test-​taker. �erefore, a higher score in Table 18 corresponds to a lower 
power rank in the test-​taker. �e naming of the items, on the other hand, comes 
from the test-​taker perspective so items with P-​ indicate that the test-​takers 
are of lower power ranks than the interlocutor, which, if the items function as 
expected, should receive higher scores in the table. Results in Table 18 con�rm   
my expectation as items with P-​ had consistently higher means (6.96, 9.24 and 
7.09), demonstrating that questionnaire respondents considered test-​takers to 
have less power than their interlocutors. P=​ items had consistent average power 
ratings (5.18, 5.18 and 5.39) which indicates that respondents viewed test-​takers 
as having similar power to their interlocutors. P+​ items also performed well, 
as they consistently gained lower mean scores (3.52, 3.16 and 3.82), showing 
that respondents thought of the interlocutors as having less power than the 
test-​takers.
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Table 18  Power of the test items

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Much 
lower

Lower Same Higher Much 
higher

Item N Min Max Mean SD
Life P+​ 29 0 7 3.52 1.35
Life P=​ 33 5 7 5.18 0.53
Life P-​ 24 5 8 6.96 0.75
Study P+​ 31 0 6 3.16 1.51
Study P=​ 33 5 10 5.18 0.88
Study P-​ 33 4 10 8.24 1.52
Work P+​ 33 0 8 3.82 1.67
Work P=​ 33 3 7 5.39 0.86
Work P-​ 32 3 10 7.09 1.53

Having examined all nine items for their performance on the norming 
questionnaire, it is clear that most items functioned well except for item life P=​, 
which has higher than expected imposition and social distance ratings. Referring 
back to the task shell in Table 13, we can see this is a second-​pair-​part voice 
messaging item. �e task prompt for this item is reproduced below in English 
translation.

Wang Si is your friend. You two are similar in age. She went traveling overseas for 
three months and asked you to look a�er her dog, Dou Dou, whom she had had for 
eight years. Last week you took Dou Dou out for a stroll, met a friend and started a 
chat. You were distracted by the chat and let go of the leash. When you realized it, 
Dou Dou was already gone. You have looked for Dou Dou for three days but still 
haven�t found him. Just now Wang Si sent you a voice message. A�er listening to it 
you decide to reply with a voice message.

Wang Si�s voice message: �Hey, my friend, how are you doing? Will you be home 
this a�ernoon? I just realized Dou Dou is due for his check-​up today and I have 
arranged for a friend to pick him up this a�ernoon and take him to the vets. Could 
you give Dou Dou to my friend when he arrives? �anks!�

 

 

 



 Results and initial discussion of study one 155

A�er discussing this item with some of the norming participants, I realized 
in the Chinese context a friend would only entrust the responsibility of looking 
a�er their pet to someone who is very close to them, which explains the 
higher familiarity score for social distance. Losing a friend�s dog is perceived 
very negatively and is in a sense potentially not redeemable, which makes 
the imposition score very high as well. I subsequently revised this item to the 
following scenario, which still places the test-​taker in an equal power position to 
the interlocutor in an everyday interaction setting.

Wang Si is your neighbour. You two are similar in age. One week ago, she went to 
another city for some urgent errands and before she le�, she asked you to send a 
parcel for her. You promised her you would send it on the same day. However, you 
were very busy with work for the following week and completely forgot about the 
parcel. Just now Wang Si sent you a voice message. A�er listening to it you decide to 
reply with a voice message.

Wang Si�s message: �Hey, I just wanted to check if you have already sent o� my 
parcel? Actually, it is my friend�s birthday present in the parcel. My friend had their 
birthday yesterday and strangely they said they didn�t receive my gi�. I found it quite 
weird because the parcel should have arrived a�er one week.�

A�er revising this life P=​ item and making some adjustments to other items 
based on the �rst round of norming, I conducted a second round of norming 
using the same norming questionnaire with a di�erent group of 21 L1-​Chinese 
participants. �e results were similar to the �rst round with the performances of 
the life P=​ item and the other revised items more aligned with my expectation 
and the test speci�cations.

4.2.5 � Finalizing the IC test

A�er the multi-​stage iterative process of item revision, trials and pre-​pilots, the 
IC test was �nalized as a nine-​item test with each item targeting a disa�liative 
social action.I selected the highest-​rated disa�liative social actions in the TBNA 
(see Figure 6) and designed nine IC speaking test items. �Criticizing�, the top-​
rated social action in the TBNA, appears twice in two items of di�erent sub-​
TLU domains whereas each of the other seven social actions appears once in 
the remaining seven items, o�ering maximal coverage of the social actions L2-​
Chinese speakers found most challenging. Table 19 is a revised version of the 
task shells in Table 13 as Table 19 explains the disa�liative action each item 
targets.
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Table 19  Task shell populated

1st pair part voice messages 2nd pair part voice messages Video chat
Life P+​ Criticizing

P=​ Breaking bad news
P-​ Requesting

Study P+​ Negative commenting
P=​ Disagreeing
P-​ Refusing

Work P+​ Criticizing
P=​ Cancelling
P-​ Complaining

Building on the test speci�cations in Table 12, here I o�er a brief summary of 
the IC test to summarize the features and structure of the test.

�is nine-​item IC test was designed to assess the IC of L2-​Chinese speakers. 
�e nine items in the test are based on a TBNA on interactional scenarios that 
L2-​Chinese speakers found most challenging. �e test is delivered entirely via 
CMC instead of F2FC to improve test practicality and accessibility. �e CMC 
platform used is a communication mobile phone application called WeChat, 
which is popular among Chinese-​speaking users and communities. �ree types 
of tasks of increasing interactiveness are included in the test: initiating �rst pair 
part voice messages, supplying second pair part voice messages and interacting 
with interlocutors in video chats. �e nine tasks span three sub-​language use 
domains: everyday interaction (life), education-​related communication (study) 
and workplace communication (work). Each one of the nine scenarios targets a 
particular disa�liative social action, such as breaking bad news to a neighbour 
or cancelling a plan you have made with a work colleague. �e interlocutors 
in the tasks vary in power, with some having more power than the test-​takers� 
social roles in the tasks, some of the equal power, and some having less power. 
�e other two contextual politeness variables, rank of imposition and social 
distance (Brown & Levinson, 1987), are held constant. �e ratings of politeness 
variables, the authenticity of task scenarios, and the appropriateness of task 
delivery methods were validated via both qualitative and quantitative evidence. 
�e items in the test can be found in Appendix III. For each item test-​takers 
received a video prompt containing a Chinese voiceover and still images that 
illustrate the scenarios. All the images in the video prompts were hand drawn by 
the researcher. It should be noted the test-​taker in the video prompts was drawn 
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to be gender-​neutral so that test-​takers of di�erent gender identities can relate 
to the prompts. English translations of the Chinese voiceover are also provided 
in Appendix III.

�e ordering of the items, from item 1 to item 9, follows the order of item 
delivery in the main testing session in study three in Chapter 6. �e order is based 
on item di�culty in the pilot test study, which is explained in Chapter 5. �e 
naming of the items follows item order_​TLU sub-​domain_​delievery method_​
Power variable_​social action. �erefore item 1 is named �Item 1_​study_​1st pp_​P 
+​_​negative commenting�, which means this is the �rst item to be delivered in the 
IC test, it pertains to the study sub-​TLU domain, it requires test-​takers to supply 
a 1st pair-​part voice message, the test-​taker has more power than the interlocutor 
in this item, and the intended social action is negative commenting.

One advantageous feature worth highlighting of the IC test is that it was 
designed across a large domain of language use, comprising e�ectively three 
sub-​TLU domains of educational, workplace and everyday settings. �is was a 
purposefully made decision for bene�ts intended for test users. �e discussion 
on the domain description inference in the interpretive argument in Section 3.1.1 
explains why a large TLU domain can be desirable as it allows test users to infer 
test-​takers� language ability in a wider range of situations, instead of ability in a 
very restricted situation such as the speaking skills in giving an oral presentation 
in a third-​year literary criticism class in an undergraduate Arts degree in an 
Australian university. Considering the advantages in the usability of IC tests 
with a larger TLU domain, I designed the IC test in this book to include all three 
sub-​language use domains, namely study, work, and everyday interaction. �e 
domains of workplace and everyday interaction are rarely covered in previous IC 
assessment, which predominantly focuses on interaction in the academic context 
(Ikeda, 2017; Youn, 2013). However, as demonstrated by the TBNA results, L2-​
Chinese speakers have genuine interactional needs in everyday interaction (see 
the content knowledge super-​category in Section 4.2.1.3) and as they progress 
in their lengths of residence in the Chinese-​speaking communities, they start 
to encounter professional interactional challenges in the workplace (Wang, 
2011). �e generation of items across three subdomains was facilitated by the 
triangulation of needs analysis informants with expertise in di�erent domains 
of language use (see Section 4.1.1.1). �e three sub-​language use domains in 
this IC test can assist relevant stakeholders in developing a better understanding 
of how ready test-​takers are to relocate to Chinese-​speaking communities for 
living, study, and work.

Having said that, I acknowledge that not all potential test-​takers would 
have had experience in all the task scenarios in the three sub-​TLU domains 
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as some test-​takers might have never studied or worked in Chinese-​speaking 
communities. �is was however not considered an issue given the proposed uses 
of the test. As stated throughout this chapter and more speci�cally in the test 
speci�cations in Table 12, this IC test was created to assess L2-​Chinese speakers� 
IC if they are to migrate to Chinese-​speaking communities and interact verbally 
in everyday, tertiary study and workplace contexts. In order for test score users 
to understand test-​takers� readiness for language use in this TLU domain, test-​
takers need to demonstrate the requisite language skills in the domain even 
though they might not have had experience in some situations in the domain. 
�is is no di�erent from IELTS assessing test-​takers� ability to interact in tertiary 
education settings when the test-​takers have never interacted in universities 
where English is the medium of instruction, or OET assessing overseas trained 
doctors� or nurses� ability to undertake clinical communication in English-​
speaking countries when they have never lived or worked in such countries.

It should also be noted that the three sub-​TLU domains in the test contain 
scenarios that are general instead of specialized in nature. �e �nal items 
admitted into the test in Appendix III cover interactional scenarios that every 
test-​taker would have had some knowledge of or experience in, if not in their 
L2 but certainly in their L1. Assessing test-​takers� ability to talk with classmates, 
shop owners, neighbours and colleagues on general everyday-​life topics is very 
di�erent from assessing their ability to demonstrate language skills as a doctor, 
pilot, or customs o�cer, where specialized language and content knowledge 
are expected. �erefore, the IC test in this book is an appropriate instrument to 
measure test-​takers� ability to interact for general purposes in a comprehensive 
TLU domain.

Another point worth highlighting is that the test is designed to cover content 
in all the seven super-​categories from the TBNA. Although the test centres 
disa�liative social actions in the social actions super-​category, content in other 
super-​categories is also incorporated in the test tasks. Due to the employment 
of the three contextual variables in politeness theory, items in the test vary in 
terms of social hierarchy, social grouping, social distance and formality, which 
are some of the key categories in the sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic super-​
categories. �e gender of the interlocutors in the nine items is mixed, addressing 
the gendered practices and gendered language use categories in the sociopragmatic 
and pragmalinguistic super-​categories. Since the test is interactive, it captures 
the categories in the interactional features super-​category such as turn-​taking 
and opening. �e test o�ers good coverage of the codes in the linguistic issues 
super-​category due to its focus on productive skills. �e three live chat items 
have the capacity to elicit codes in the multimodal cues super-​category, though 
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the assessment of multimodal IC is not considered for this book due to logistical 
restrictions in rating. In summary, the test o�ers sound coverage of the learning 
needs of L2-​Chinese as identi�ed in the TBNA.

Details regarding how the test was pilot-​tested and administered to the main 
testing population can be found in Chapters 5 and 6 respectively. It should 
be noted that at this stage the construct of the test is still largely unspeci�ed. 
Chapter 5 addresses this issue by de�ning an operational IC test construct 
for this test through the use of indigenous criteria combined with theories in 
sociology and philosophy.

 



 



Chapter 5  Study two: Pilot test, indigenous 
criteria, and rating materials

Having developed the IC test based on the TBNA and a methodical test 
development process in Chapter 4, Chapter 5 explains how the test construct 
was speci�ed and how the rating materials were developed. �e rationale for 
conducting study two and addressing the research questions of study two is 
detailed in Section 3.2.2.

�e development of the test construct and rating materials started with 
collecting test-​taker sample performance to be used as stimuli. A pilot test with 22 
test-​takers was conducted and test-​taker performances at di�erent ability levels 
were elicited. �e pilot test-​taker performances were rated by three pilot raters 
using a holistic three-​step scale to judge their IC. Rasch analysis demonstrated 
high rater reliability, strong item performance, and preliminary evidence for 
unidimensionality.

�e pilot test-​taker performances were used as stimuli to elicit 36 everyday-​
life domain experts (DEs)� indigenous criteria of IC. �ematic analysis of 
interview transcripts and written comments from DEs yielded a �ve-​category 
representation of indigenous IC criteria: (1) con�ict management, (2) reasoning 
skills, (3) solidarity promotion, (4) personal qualities, and (5) social relations. 
I then thematically coded the DEs� comments within each of the �ve categories 
to di�erent ability levels and produced a �ve-​step rating design: (1) exemplary, 
(2) good, (3) average, (4) development needed, and (5) intervention needed. 
A third thematic analysis was conducted on DEs� comments within each rating 
category to identify sub-​categories. �e upshot of this process was a �ve-​step 
indigenous IC rating scale of �ve rating categories with sub-​categories and sub-​
category descriptors.

Due to the a-​theoretical nature of DEs� indigenous criteria, the indigenous 
scale is precise in its measurement of test-​taker performance for this particular 
test and particular L2. To broaden the applicability of the IC scale in this book, 
I utilized Sequential-​Categorial Analysis, combining Conversation Analysis 
(CA) and Membership Categorization Analysis (MCA), to empirically validate 
DEs� comments and indigenous criteria through pilot test-​taker performance 
data. �is emic validation process allowed the descriptors in the indigenous 
scale to be theorized via CA and MCA concepts, which apply across di�erent 
interactional contexts, test tasks, and L2s. �e resultant theorized IC scale 
has �ve theorized rating categories: (1) disa�liation control, (2) a�liation 
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promotion, 3) morality, 4) reasoning, and 5) social role management. �is new 
rating scale o�ers broader applicability beyond the assessment context of this 
book and encompasses not only the sequential but also the emotional, moral, 
logical and categorial dimensions of interaction. Since a rating scale embodies 
the test construct, the theorized IC scale is theory-​generating in its nature as 
it represents a more holistic conceptualization of IC, which goes beyond the 
mechanics of interaction. �is proposed model of IC is theoretically robust as it 
is aligned with other holistic models of interpersonal communication such as the 
original Hymes-​ean model of communicative competence and the artistic proofs 
in Aristotelian rhetoric.

5.1 � Methodology of study two
Section 5.1 explains the methodology adopted in study two and Section 5.2 
focuses on the results and initial discussions. Highlights of the methodology 
of study two include the employment of everyday-​member DEs� indigenous 
criteria to specify the IC test construct, the broadening of the IC test construct 
by drawing on theories and concepts in sociology and philosophy, the validation 
of rating categories via CA and MCA, and lastly, the consultation with domain 
expert feedback in the design of steps in the rating scale.

5.1.1 � Participants

5.1.1.1 � Pilot test test-​takers

To examine the functioning of the test and to generate a wide range of 
performances for DEs to comment on, I administered the test to a pilot test 
group of 22 test-​takers comprising 11 L1-​Chinese speakers and 11 L2 speakers 
of di�ering Chinese pro�ciency and varying length of residence in China. �e 
rationale for selecting a diverse group of pilot test test-​takers with varying 
degrees of pro�ciencies and socialization in the L2 community is to improve 
the generalizability of the rating scale to be developed. A rating scale based on a 
heterogeneous test-​taker sample implies the scale can capture the large variability 
in the real-​world Chinese speaker population.

�e 11 L2-​Chinese test-​takers came from a range of L1s, as summarized in 
Table 20.
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Table 20  Pilot L2-​Chinese test-​takers� L1s

L1 N %
Australian English 5 45.45 %
British English 1 9.09 %
American English 1 9.09 %
German 1 9.09 %
Italian 1 9.09 %
Hebrew 1 9.09 %
Vietnamese 1 9.09 %

Nine out of the 11 L2-​Chinese test-​takers had taken the HSK Chinese 
pro�ciency test prior to sitting the pilot IC test, and the HSK levels the test-​
takers achieved were HSK 6 (N=​5), HSK 5 (N=​3) and HSK 3 (N=​1). Since the 
HSK test proper3 does not have a speaking component in it, the HSK levels test-​
takers achieved might not be a good indicator of their IC or speaking skills and 
hence were only used as an indicator of their general pro�ciency. I aimed to have 
a range of pro�ciency levels represented in the 11 pilot test-​takers.

In terms of other demographic variables, I tried to ensure the test-​takers 
were as heterogenous as possible within the small sample size, varying in terms 
of age groups, length of residence, work experience and study experience in 
the target community, as shown from Table 21 to Table 24. It was hoped that 
by purposefully selecting a group of L2 test-​takers that were diverse in their 
backgrounds the IC construct and rating scale to be developed could o�er more 
applicability to a wider range of potential test-​takers. �e fact that some of the 
pilot test-​takers never lived, studied, or worked in China did not imply they were 
unable to undertake the tasks in the IC test as the task scenarios are of a general, 
every-​life nature without presupposition of specialized knowledge. Even though 
an L2 test-​taker might not have been in a Chinese workplace setting, it is not 
unreasonable to expect them to have a general schematic understanding of how 
workplace communication unfolds either in Chinese or in their L1, from either 
lived or vicarious experiences (e.g., from talking to their parents or watching 
TV series depicting workplace communication). �is is no di�erent from major 
English language tests assessing test-​takers� ability to handle academic discourse 

	3	 �ere is a separate HSK speaking test called HSKK (Hanyu Shuiping Kouyu Kaoshi), 
which is not as popular among test-​takers as HSK. None of the 11 pilot test-​takers 
took HSKK.
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in English when the students have never set foot in an English-​medium 
university. �is point is elaborated in detail in Section 4.2.5.

Table 21  Pilot L2-​Chinese test-​takers� age groups

Age group N %
41�​45 2 18.18 %
35�​40 1 9.09 %
30�​35 1 9.09 %
26�​30 5 45.45 %
21�​25 2 18.18 %

Table 22  Pilot L2-​Chinese test-​takers� residence length

Length of residence in China N %
More than 10 years 3 27.27 %
3�​5 years 1 9.09 %
1�​3 years 3 27.27 %
Six months to one year 1 9.09 %
Below six months 1 9.09 %
Never 2 18.18 %

Table 23  Pilot L2-​Chinese test-​takers� work experience

Work experience in China N %
More than three years 3 27.27 %
One year to three years 0 0 %
Less than one year 3 27.27 %
Never 5 45.45 %

Table 24  Pilot L2-​Chinese test-​takers� study experience

Study experience in China N %
Studied in China 7 63.63 %
Never studied in China 4 36.36 %
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As to the 11 L1-​Chinese test-​takers in the pilot group, they were all L1 
speakers of Chinese who grew up in China, completed tertiary education in 
China and had a minimum of three years of work experience in China. �e 
inclusion of the L1 group was to ascertain to what extent IC was in�uenced by 
test-​takers� linguistic competence (LC). It was also hypothesized that the L1-​
speaker status and L1-​speaker LC did not necessarily guarantee high IC (see 
Sections 2.3 and 2.4 for a discussion on this topic) so L1-​speakers were included 
to test this hypothesis.

5.1.1.2 � Pilot test raters

�ree L1-​Chinese speakers were recruited as raters to o�er an intuitive 
assessment of the test performance of the 22 pilot test test-​takers. �e raters were 
in the age range of 45�​55, grew up and lived in China and had rich life, study, 
and work experiences in China. �ey were members of the Chinese society 
and possessed implicit knowledge of how interaction should be conducted in a 
manner that would be considered appropriate in their community. �e rationale 
for rater selection was in line with Hymes�s argument that everyday members of 
a community have the ability to assess the conduct of others based on their lived 
knowledge of the interactional norms in the community (Hymes, 1972), which 
is discussed in detail in Section 2.6.2.

5.1.1.3 � Everyday-​life domain experts

36 everyday-​life DEs residing in China were recruited as informants to generate 
the IC test construct and the rating scale based on their perception of the 22 
pilot test-​takers� performance data. I selected four DE informants for each one 
of the nine test tasks, totalling 36 DEs. All DEs had no training or experience 
in language teaching, assessment or CA, making them CA-​naïve raters and 
linguistic laypersons as de�ned in Sato and McNamara (2019). �e absence 
of metalinguistic knowledge, however, does not indicate an inability to assess 
everyday interactional conduct as the DEs were everyday members of the 
Chinese society and had implicit knowledge of the interactional norms in their 
community, similar to the argument made in the selection of pilot test raters in 
the previous section.

Although both the pilot test raters and DEs were L1-​Chinese linguistic 
laypersons, the selection criteria for the 36 DEs were stricter than the ones for 
the three pilot test raters. For the pilot test raters, I was interested in gathering 
L1-​Chinese naïve raters� intuitive assessment of pilot test-​taker performance to 
ascertain the consistency of L1 speakers� judgement and the functioning of the 
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test. For this purpose, the pilot test raters only needed to have general experience 
in and familiarity with the test scenarios. �e criteria for the recruitment of 
the 36 DEs were more restrictive because the DEs were expected to provide 
expert insight on their respective test items. �erefore each DE�s background 
and experience needed to match the item they were assigned with. To achieve 
this goal, a referral sampling technique was employed in the recruitment of 
DEs to identify DEs who were reported by their L1-​Chinese peers to be highly 
experienced in the handling of their respective task scenarios. During initial 
screenings, all 36 DEs reported that they were in the age range of 25�​40, were 
tertiary educated and had only resided in China. A detailed explanation of how 
DEs� backgrounds match the task scenarios can be found in Table 25. Details 
regarding the item content are in Appendix III.

Table 25  DEs� pro�les

Item No/​
DE ID

Item scenario descriptions /​
DE pro�les

Item 1 O�ering negative feedback to a junior student�s assignment
DE1�​4 Postgraduate students reported by their classmates to be highly skilled in 

mentoring junior students
Item 2 Returning online purchase to a shop owner who is the mother of one�s 

friend
DE5�​8 Experienced online shoppers reported to be competent in maintaining 

positive relationships with shop owners who were their family members or 
friends

Item 3 Cancelling one�s attendance at a team bonding activity organized by one�s 
colleague

DE9�​12 Chinese company employees reported by colleagues to be experienced at 
handling interpersonal relationships in the workplace

Item 4 Informing one�s neighbour that one forgot to send o� their birthday parcel
DE13�​16 Apartment residents reported by their neighbours to be skilled in managing 

neighbourly relationships
Item 5 Criticizing a colleague one manages when the colleague is related to one�s 

manager
DE 17�​20 Chinese company employees reported to have demonstrated team 

management experiences that involved delicate interpersonal situations
Item 6 Refusing one�s university lecturer�s invitation to work on the lecturer�s 

project
DE 21�​24 University students reported to be skilled at handling relationships with 

their teachers
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Item No/​
DE ID

Item scenario descriptions /​
DE pro�les

Item 7 Criticizing one�s friend�s son who is living in one�s apartment
DE 25�​28 Apartment residents reported to have maintained positive relationships with 

friends or relatives whom the residents hosted
Item 8 Disagreeing with one�s classmate when working together on a group project
DE 29�​32 University students reported to have managed group work very successfully
Item 9 Complaining to one�s manager about perceived unfairness from the manager
DE 33�​36 Company employees reported to have very positive relationships with their 

managers

5.1.2 � Instruments

�e main research instrument employed in the rating material development 
study is the IC test developed in Chapter 4. A summary of the test can be found 
in Section 4.2.5 and the test speci�cations are presented in Table 12 in Section 
4.2.2. Pilot raters used a three-​point holistic rating scale to rate 22 pilot test-​taker 
performances on all nine items. Details of this process are provided in Section 
5.1.3.1.

As to DEs� indigenous criteria, the stimuli used to elicit their indigenous 
criteria were the same pilot test test-​takers� performances on the IC test. Similar 
to the methodology in Sato & McNamara (2019), DEs were also provided with 
an instruction sheet on how to group performances based on their indigenous 
criteria and explicate the rationale behind their decisions. More information on 
this can be found in Section 5.1.3.2. �e inclusion of L1-​speaker performance in 
the stimuli was di�erent from the practices adopted in previous IC assessment 
studies (Ikeda, 2017; Youn, 2013) as IC assessment research so far focuses on 
using L2 speakers� performances to develop IC rating scales. �e rationale for the 
inclusion of L1 speakers is explained in Section 5.1.1.1.

5.1.3 � Procedures and data analysis

�is section, Section 5.1.3, details the steps involved in developing the test 
construct and rater training materials. �e data analyses undertaken in this 
process are also discussed.

5.1.3.1 � Pilot testing

�e purpose of pilot testing is to �rst ascertain if the test can function as 
intended in the setting for which the test is designed, which means test-​takers 
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can understand the instructions and complete the test tasks in a real testing 
setting. �e feasibility of CMC as a testing platform can also be investigated. 
Second, the test-​taker performance generated by the 22 pilot test test-​takers can 
serve as stimuli materials for DEs to comment on and explicate their indigenous 
criteria. �ird, the pilot test rating of the pilot test performances by the three pilot 
test raters can generate information about whether the test is assessing a latent 
unidimensional construct of IC. Lastly, the pilot test test-​taker performances can 
be utilized to create the rating scale and performance exemplars. Performance 
exemplars are particularly helpful for rater training and can be used as rating 
aids (see the discussion in Section 2.6.3).

I �rst administered the IC test to the 22 pilot test test-​takers, all of whom 
completed the nine tasks in the test, totalling 198 test-​taker performances. �e 
three pilot test raters rated all 198 performances in a fully crossed design. �eir 
rating was holistic and intuitive in that they were asked to only rate on a three-​
point scale on the task-​taker�s interaction: three points for successful, two for 
average and one for unsuccessful. Raters were instructed to rate based on their 
intuitive understanding of interactional success, focusing on overall interactional 
conduct and appropriateness. Pilot test rating results were analysed through 
Many-​Facet Rasch Measurement to ascertain if the three raters had a stable and 
reliable estimate of interactional success in test-​taker performances and whether 
IC, an unspeci�ed latent test construct at this stage, was unidimensional. If the 
answer turned out to be a�rmative, it would imply the three pilot test raters 
had a consistent understanding of what IC was. Based on this, it would be 
reasonable to hypothesize that everyday-​life members in a speech community 
would converge in their judgement of interactional success, which provided a 
form of empirical basis for the elicitation of everyday-​life DEs� criteria of IC at a 
theoretical level.

5.1.3.2 � Eliciting DEs� indigenous IC criteria

Having pilot-​tested the test and collected test-​taker performances from 22 
pilot test test-​takers, I sent the test-​taker performances to 36 DEs to elicit their 
indigenous criteria. Each DE was responsible for only one task and needed to 
only listen to the 22 test-​taker performances on that particular task, as shown 
in Table 25. For example, DE25, DE26, DE27 and DE28 were assigned the 
�criticizing your best friend�s son� task in item 7 so they only listened to the 22 
pilot test-​takers� performances on that task, not the other eight tasks the test-​
takers completed. �e advantage of having DEs focus on a particular task 
is that it reduced the workload for DEs as they only needed to listen to the 
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performances for one task. At the same time, the DEs could have the capacity to 
listen to all performances from the 22 pilot test test-​takers, which covered a wide 
range of test-​taker pro�les and abilities. �is approach also ensured the resultant 
IC test construct represented the views of a larger cohort of DEs, compared to 
if fewer DEs were recruited. �e instructions for DEs were that they should 
listen to all 22 test-​taker performances in the one task they were responsible for 
and sort the 22 performances into three groups: successful interaction, average 
interaction, and unsuccessful interaction. �ere was no requirement for the 
number of performances in each group and DEs had the option of not putting a 
performance in any of the groups for any reasons they might have.

A�er sorting the performances into groups, DEs were required to write brief 
comments on each of the 22 performances to justify their judgement for sorting. 
�ey were encouraged to provide details on which snippet of the interaction 
they found well managed or poorly managed. Such comments could look like �at 
1 minute 23 seconds the test-​taker handled the interaction very well� or �this line 
or that expression the test-​taker used was particularly conducive to successful 
interaction�.

Once DEs �nished evaluating test-​takers� performance individually, I collated 
their written comments and organized focus group interviews in a paired 
format. Since there were 36 DEs in total, I conducted 18 paired interviews 
with each interview consisting of two DEs who were responsible for the same 
task, which means DE1 and DE2 for task one had a paired interview with the 
researcher, DE3 and DE4 for task one had an interview, DE5 and DE6 for task 
two had another interview, etc. �e reasoning for conducting the interviews in 
this manner is that all the DEs were residing in China while I was in Australia, 
making it logistically challenging to organize bigger focus groups since I was not 
in China to coordinate. It was easier to �nd a time that suits two DEs at a time 
for the interviews.

�e interviews with DEs were conducted on video-​chat platforms. During 
the interviews, I played a selection of the 22 performances, which included 
performances from each of the three performance groups (successful/​average/​
unsuccessful). I purposely selected performances that the two DEs agreed in 
their judgement (e.g., both DEs considered the performance to be average) and 
performances on which the two DEs had contradicting views. Performances that 
DEs found di�cult to sort into groups were also selected. I employed stimulated 
recall by stopping at the snippets in the test-​taker performance where DEs 
made notes in their written comments and allowed DEs to freely discuss the 
rationale behind their comments. �e purpose of the focus group interviews 
was not to reconcile di�erences in DEs� perceptions of IC but to allow DEs to 
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explicate their tacit, implicit members� knowledge of what constituted (un)
successful interaction. Adopting the techniques of H-​S interviews discussed in 
Section 4.1.2.1 in Chapter 4, I mediated the discussion and prompted each pair 
of the DEs to make explicit the concepts they mentioned by asking seemingly 
self-​evident questions such as �what did you mean by good relationships here�. 
�ough these questions were at times perceived as challenging to answer by 
DEs, the H-​S interview questions helped me and the DEs to elucidate DEs� tacit 
knowledge and indigenous criteria of IC.

�e 18 interview sessions were audio recorded, orthographically transcribed 
and stored in 18 separate documents, totalling 229,806 words. DEs� written 
comments prior to the interviews were organized by the test tasks they were 
responsible for, generating nine separate documents corresponding to the nine 
tasks, totalling 47,162 words. Combining the interview transcript documents 
with the written comment documents, I compiled 27 documents in total, which 
were used as materials for the generation of DEs� indigenous criteria of IC.

5.1.3.3 � Developing a DEs� indigenous IC criteria rating scale

A�er collating DEs� interview transcripts and written comments, similar to the 
thematic analysis used in the TBNA in Chapter 4, I conducted a thematic analysis 
(May et al., 2020; Pill, 2016) on both sources of data in NVivo. Extracts of data 
were �rst coded and then collapsed into categories that could serve as potential 
rating categories in the rating scale. A coding scheme of the categories emerged 
and was revised iteratively as coding progressed. A second coder coded one of the 
DE interviews using the coding scheme and the percentage of exact agreement 
with my coding was 82.31 %, which displayed high intercoder reliability.

Having identi�ed DE categories that could potentially serve as rating 
categories, I conducted two more rounds of coding and thematic analyses within 
the categories to identify di�erent levels of performance that could translate to 
steps in the rating scale and to �esh out the descriptors in the rating categories. 
As DEs grouped test-​taker performances into successful interaction, average 
interaction, and unsuccessful interaction, this information was also used to 
inform the number of steps in the rating scale. More details of these two thematic 
analyses can be found in Sections 5.2.3.2 and 5.2.3.3 in the results and discussion 
section of study two.

A�er three rounds of thematic analyses, an analytic indigenous IC rating 
scale emerged which has di�erent rating categories and di�erent steps indexing 
di�ering levels of performances, populated by descriptors derived from DEs� 
comments.
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5.1.3.4 � �eoretically expanding the IC rating scale

As Section 2.6.2 in the literature review discusses, a rating scale based on raters� 
perspective, or more speci�cally in this book, DEs� indigenous criteria, can 
o�er precision in the measurement of test-​taker performance based on criteria 
localized to the particular test tasks and scenarios. �e drawback of an indigenous 
rating scale is that it lacks theoretical underpinnings and generalizability to 
other assessment contexts. To combat the a-​theoreticalness of indigenous scales 
(Brindley, 1998; Shohamy, 1996), I undertook an additional step to theorize the 
indigenous rating scale by connecting the descriptors in the DEs� indigenous 
IC scale with concepts and theories in sociology and philosophy. �is process 
was rooted in the practice where DEs� comments were validated empirically 
using Sequential-​Categorial Analysis (combining CA and MCA) on test-​taker 
performance data. Details of this process are provided in Sections 5.2.3 and 
5.2.4. �e resultant theorized IC scale, presented in Section 5.2.5, has a stronger 
theoretical foundation and can be utilized in a wider range of assessment contexts 
to suit di�erent speaking test tasks and scenarios.

5.2 � Results and initial discussion of study two
Section 5.2 presents the �ndings of study two. Section 5.2.1 �rst reports the Rasch 
quantitative results of the pilot test rating, which establishes a preliminary argument 
for the soundness and unidimensionality of the IC test. A unidimensional IC 
construct, even unspeci�ed and based on pilot raters� intuition, is crucial to the 
speci�cation of the construct by DEs. Section 5.2.2 details the results of the thematic 
analysis of domain experts� indigenous criteria, which were then collapsed into 
an indigenous IC rating scale in Section 5.2.3. Section 5.2.4 qualitatively validates 
DEs� indigenous rating categories, drawing on DEs� comments and Sequential-​
Categorial Analysis of test-​taker discourse. �is process also generated CA and 
MCA-​informed test-​taker response exemplars, which were used for rater training 
in study three in Chapter 6. Finally, Section 5.2.5 theorizes DEs� indigenous rating 
scale in Section 5.2.3 into a CA and MCA-​informed theorized scale, based on the 
analyses in Section 5.2.4, while Section 5.2.6 presents a uni�ed model of the IC 
construct �​ a highlight of this book �​ that captures previously under-​theorized 
dimensions of interaction. Parts of the results were presented at regional and 
international peer-​reviewed conferences (Dai, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c).

5.2.1 � Pilot test �ndings

As Section 5.1.3.1 explains, the three pilot test raters gave a score to each of the 
nine performances from the 22 pilot test test-​takers in a fully-​crossed rating 

 

 

 

  

 



Study two: Pilot test, indigenous criteria, and rating172

design. �is holistic rating scheme assigned 3 for a successful interaction, 2 for 
an average one and 1 for an unsuccessful interaction. �is generated rating data 
that were analysable by Rasch to examine the functioning of the items and raters� 
ratings. Figure 13 presents the Rasch Wright map with all the facets of the pilot 
rating results.

Rasch analysis of the three raters� ratings on the 22 test-​takers showed that 
test-​takers were spread over a wide range of ability levels. Fair scores, which 
are scores corrected for rater severity and item di�culty through Rasch, are 
presented in Table 26. �e scores in Table 26 are test-​takers� average fair scores 
across all nine items. �e table also includes test-​taker IDs and whether they 
were in the L1-​Chinese speaker group or the L2-​Chinese speaker group. Looking 
at Table 26, though L1-​Chinese speakers dominated the higher end of the scale, 
many L1-​Chinese speakers did not outperform L2-​Chinese speakers in the 
middle range of the scale and one L1-​Chinese speaker (ID 13) even scored below 
all 11 L2-​Chinese speakers. Within the middle range, it is telling to note that 
test-​taker 12 was a beginner-​level L2-​Chinese speaker, overtaking not only �ve 
L1-​Chinese speakers but also eight L2-​Chinese speakers of much higher Chinese 
pro�ciency. Such �ndings o�er emergent quantitative evidence suggesting that 
the IC captured by the three pilot test raters� holistic judgement of interactional 
success is di�erent from LC, which is traditionally benchmarked against L1 
speaker competence and measured in pro�ciency testing such as HSK. Although 
the six highest scoring test-​takers were all L1 speakers, L1 speakers were not 
invariably better-​performing than L2 speakers. If IC is measuring exactly what is 
measured by LC, we would be seeing L1 speakers score higher than L2 speakers 
in all cases, which is not true from this pilot. �e pilot study suggests that when 
raters were asked to rate successful interaction, they were not solely considering 
the criteria of LC. What IC criteria they drew on was unclear at the stage of pilot 
testing. �e speci�cation of the IC construct that underlies everyday members� 
criteria was achieved through the elicitation of DEs� indigenous criteria in 
subsequent steps.
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Figure 13  Wright map from the pilot testing dataset
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Table 26  Pilot test test-​takers� fair scores

ID Group Score
5 L1 2.99
4 L1 2.97
8 L1 2.90
7 L1 2.73

18 L1 2.59
2 L1 2.55
3 L2 2.55
6 L2 2.47

12 L2 2.43
14 L2 2.36
16 L1 2.36
11 L2 2.28
20 L1 2.28
19 L2 2.20
9 L2 2.16

10 L1 2.16
15 L2 2.08
21 L2 2.04
1 L2 1.95

22 L1 1.91
17 L2 1.60
13 L1 1.34

Rasch analysis also generated �ndings regarding the performance of the nine 
items in the test and indexes of rater reliability and test reliability. �e Rasch test-​
taker reliability (similar to test reliability such as Cronbach�s alpha in classical 
testing theory) was 0.85, which is high enough for a small-​scale pilot test. All nine 
items were within the in�t range of 0.77 to 1.31, suggesting that the items were 
measuring a unidimensional construct, which is IC in this test. �e three raters 
demonstrated acceptable intra-​rater reliability, evidenced by their in�t values, 
which were 0.98, 1.01 and 1.03. When the in�t values are neither mis�tting 
nor over�tting, they suggest that raters can rate consistently in their ratings 
according to the expectations of the Rasch model. �e fair averages of the three 
raters were also the same (2.37 for all three raters), suggesting consistency across 
raters and high inter-​rater reliability. Finally, the rating scale functioning showed 
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that the raters utilized all three steps (unsuccessful, average, and successful) in the 
scale, with 117 times of unsuccessful awarded to test-​taker performances, 180 
times of average awarded, and 270 times of successful awarded. �e measures 
for the three steps were -​0.30, 0.39 and 1.30 in logits. �e distances between the 
measures revealed that the ability range between unsuccessful and average (0.69) 
was smaller than the range between average and successful (0.91). �is indicates 
that more steps in the rating scale are needed to capture the di�ering levels from 
unsuccessful to successful interaction.

In summary, although the pilot test Rasch results are based on a very small 
dataset, an unspeci�ed rating scale (unsuccessful, average, and successful), and 
raters� intuition without any rater training, looking at the Rasch results, there 
are reasons to believe that the test was functioning as expected and could spread 
test-​takers across di�erent ability levels. �e three raters reliably assessed what 
they considered to be successful interaction, although at this stage what criteria 
they used for successful interaction are unknown. �e high inter-​ and intra-​rater 
reliability indexes in the pilot study suggest that linguistically untrained raters 
had the ability to assess speakers� IC in a very consistent manner. �is shows 
that it is possible to elicit everyday-​life members� understanding of interactional 
success to unpack the test construct. Based on this insight, I proceeded to the next 
step of study two, which was to elicit everyday-​life DEs� indigenous criteria of IC.

5.2.2 � Domain experts� indigenous IC criteria

A�er conducting the pilot test, I elicited DEs� indigenous criteria based on 
pilot test takers� performances as explained in Section 5.1.3.2. Similar to 
the reporting of the �ndings of the TBNA in Chapter 4, the coding results of 
DEs� comments are presented in the format of the number of coded extracts, 
codes and categories. �e coded extracts were direct quotes from the written 
comments and interview transcripts produced by DEs. Codes were assigned to 
extracts that shared similar content. Categories further abstracted related codes 
and indexed di�erent aspects of IC in DEs� perception. �e naming of codes 
mostly followed the language used by DEs to avoid undue in�uence from me, 
the researcher, while the naming of categories, due to their abstracted nature, 
used more theorized terms based on my judgement. Table 27 presents the names 
of the categories, the number of coded extracts in each category, the percentage 
of extracts in each category out of the total number of coded extracts, and the 
number of �les from which the extracts in each category were derived. �ere are 
in total 27 �les consisting of 18 interview transcript �les (corresponding to the 
18 interviews) and 9 written comment �les (corresponding to the nine items), 
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as Section 5.1.3.2 explains. �e reason for providing information on the number 
of �les from which the categories were developed is to show the coverage of a 
particular category. �e more �les a category covers, the more applicable and 
generalizable that particular category is. In Table 27 the categories are ranked 
based on the number of coded extracts in them.

In the following sections, a brief summary of what each category entails 
is presented. Due to space restrictions, details of DEs� comments and the 
relevant test-​taker performances are not presented. �ey are instead selectively 
represented in Section 5.2.4, where the focus is on combining DE comments 
with Sequential-​Categorial Analysis of test-​taker performance to empirically 
validate the rating categories.

Table 27  Indigenous categories coverage

Categories Coded extracts Percentage Number of �les
Con�ict management 877 17.59 % 27
Solidarity promotion 805 16.15 % 27
Reasoning skills 729 14.62 % 27
Personal qualities 729 14.62 % 27
Social relations 724 14.52 % 26
Linguistic choices 276 5.54 % 24
Prosodic features 274 5.50 % 24
�e structure of talk 225 4.51 % 26
Strategies 129 2.59 % 24
Miscellaneous 103 2.07 % 20
E�ciency 70 1.40 % 18
Cultural norms 45 0.90 % 14
Total 4,986 100 % 27

5.2.2.1 � Con�ict management

Since the test tasks elicit test-​takers� ability to handle disa�liative situations, it 
is understandable that DEs oriented most frequently to features in test-​taker 
performance that indexed their ability to manage con�ict/​disa�liation. Before 
the content in the con�ict management category is explicated, a brief note on 
how the content will be presented is in order. For each category, I detail the 
most mentioned codes in that category, with the names of the codes italicized. 
A bracket follows the code with the �rst number in the bracket indicating the 
number of coded extracts using that code, and the second number showing 
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the number of �les a particular code covers. A code with a bigger �rst number 
means that the code has a larger number of extracts coded with this code, while 
a code with a bigger second number indicates that the code encompasses a larger 
number of �les out of the 27 �les for the thematic analysis.

For con�ict management, the codes centre on test-​takers� ability to use indirect 
language and action (221/​23), to use language that is moderate (96/​18), and to 
circumvent direct and forceful actions (86/​18). Social actions that DEs found 
particularly problematic are actions that are threatening (61/​11), questioning 
and rebutting other people (43/​10), complaining about others (40/​3), excessively 
criticizing others (16/​6) and escalating the problem (36/​6). �ough not every 
code in this category is detailed here, it should be clear that the category con�ict 
management depicts test-​takers� competence in using indirect language and 
action to mediate disa�liative situations. DEs favoured behaviours that index 
the ability to do so and sanctioned approaches that are overly disa�liative.

5.2.2.2 � Solidarity promotion

Contrary to con�ict management, the category solidarity promotion describes 
test-​takers� ability to use social actions that a�liate with other people so as to 
promote social solidarity. Such actions include enquiring about other people 
a�ectionately (101/​14), negotiating and discussing to reach an agreement (101/​
17), demonstrating understanding (52/​11), approving and a�rming other people�s 
ideas (49/​12) and o�ering encouragement and good wishes (40/​7). Empathy was 
also highlighted by DEs as they oriented to the ability to look a�er the other 
person�s feelings (67/​18) and put oneself in other people�s shoes (60/​19). Solidarity 
promotion di�ers from con�ict management in that the latter focuses on the 
ability to circumvent or downgrade disa�liation while the former highlights the 
ability to actively promote solidarity and a�liation.

5.2.2.3 � Reasoning skills

Since all test tasks are based on real-​life interactional situations, the tasks 
require a high degree of problem-​solving skills from the test-​takers as they 
navigate the interactional challenges. DEs emphasized this ability, which was 
conceptualized as reasoning skills in this category. Reasoning is the ability to be 
solution focused in one�s approach (191/​23) and to be able to supply reasonable 
and sensible solutions when there were interactional troubles (156/​22). When a 
test-​taker needs to provide reasons for their actions, such as when explaining 
why one did not send a parcel for their neighbour as promised (item 4 in 
Appendix III) or cannot attend a team-​bonding activity they signed up for 
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(item 5 in Appendix III), DEs expected their reasons to be reasonable (145/​20) 
and su�cient (75/​15).

5.2.2.4 � Personal qualities

Personal qualities is a category that at �rst sight can seem unrelated to language 
skills or IC. However, when interaction takes place, we unavoidably make 
inferences about other interactants� characters, which is the concept of morality 
discussed in CA literature (see Section 2.4.4 and more speci�cally, Bergmann, 
1998 and Turowetz & Maynard, 2010). �is is an aspect of interaction that was 
frequently commented on by DEs. Some of the positive personal qualities valued 
by DEs are being sincere (109/​19), being honest (80/​12), being respectful (50/​17), 
being collaborative and team-​spirited (49/​8), being �exible (47/​14) and being 
proactive (47/​6). Some of the negative personal qualities noted by DEs are being 
self-​centred (19/​5), being vengeful (19/​4), harbouring malicious motives (14/​5) 
and imputing negative intentions in others (10/​5)

5.2.2.5 � Social relations

As discussed in Section 2.4.6 in the literature review in Chapter 2, no language 
use is unbounded to social roles as interactants are constantly doing being a 
student, being a friend or being an employee in di�erent interactional settings. 
�e wide range of interactional settings (N=​9) in this IC test elicits test-​takers� 
ability to enact various social roles and design their language to the di�erent 
social roles their interlocutors have. �e manners in which DEs perceived this 
ability are in their comments about choosing language that is suitable to one�s 
roles (198/​21), choosing language that is suitable to the roles of other people (195/​
24) and showing a good understanding of the seniority and social ranking between 
oneself and other people (195/​24). �is shows that DEs not only expected test-​
takers to appreciate their own social roles in the test task scenarios but also to 
understand how to tailor their talk to their interlocutors� social roles, with an 
awareness of the interpersonal social hierarchy and relations.

Another aspect of social relations that DEs oriented to is the ability to match 
one�s action with the social roles in the task scenarios. DEs expected test-​takers 
to ful�l the responsibilities and obligations in one�s roles (65/​10), to make requests 
that are be�tting one�s roles (44/​11) and to understand one�s rights (34/​7).

5.2.2.6 � Linguistic choices

�e three categories, linguistic choices, prosodic features, and the structure of talk 
from Sections 5.2.2.6 to 5.2.2.8, bear a stronger resemblance to traditional LC 

 

 

 

 



Results and initial discussion of study two 179

assessment criteria. �e di�erence between these three categories and more 
psycholinguistically-​oriented LC categories such as lexical range, pronunciation 
and cohesion is that DEs did not treat them as the goals of interaction. In other 
words, neither linguistic choices, prosodic features, or the structure of talk was 
perceived as markers worthy of commenting in themselves. Instead, they were 
discussed by DEs in relation to the interactional import they had. �is propensity 
has been documented in previous studies that used linguistic laypersons as 
informants for test constructs (Sato & McNamara, 2019). �is also mirrors the 
results in the TBNA in Chapter 4 where the TBNA participants predominantly 
commented on non-​linguistic/​non-​LC factors when the topic under discussion 
was challenges in interaction (see Section 4.2.1).

For linguistic choices, which in this context is related to how social actions 
are organized lexically, DEs frequently commented on how the choice of word 
(98/​18), the use of hedging devices (45/​11) and the use of sentence-​�nal particles 
(26/​11) and the use of intensi�ers (21/​13) could impact on the success or lack of 
success of interaction. It should be noted that DEs did not have the metalinguistic 
knowledge to pinpoint and describe such linguistic features. �ey commented on 
the e�ect of the use of this or that word and these e�ects were thematically coded 
by the researchers with labels such as stance, hedges and modal verbs, depending 
on the functions the words served in the interaction.

5.2.2.7 � Prosodic features

Prosodic features is another more linguistically oriented category and DEs 
primarily focused on intonation (226/​24). Similarly, due to DEs� lack of 
training in linguistics and their impressionistic listening of performance, 
they did not have the insight from metalinguistic knowledge or more re�ned 
phonetic or prosodic analyses of test-​taker talk. �erefore, it was di�cult 
to further classify DEs� every single use of the term intonation, which could 
encompass a range of prosodic and phonetic features. Other more explicitly 
mentioned prosodic features include pitch (34/​14), speech rate (3/​3) and stress 
(3/​2). It is clear that prosodic features were factored in DEs� judgement of 
interactional success.

5.2.2.8 � �e structure of talk

�e category structure of talk is similar to coherence and task ful�lment in 
traditional speaking assessment criteria, though di�erences exist in DEs� focus 
in this study. Features that were most commented on included ful�lling the main 
interactional task and expressing one�s ideas fully (52/​6), comprehensiveness in one�s 
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narration and response (40/​17), the provision of prefaces (33/​12), being structural 
and organized in one�s talk (29/​12) and expansion in one�s narration (28/​12).

5.2.2.9 � Strategies, cultural norms, and miscellaneous

Due to the relatively fewer codes, the last three categories are discussed together 
in this section. �e strategies category encompasses speci�c interactional 
strategies that DEs noted in test-​takers� performances. Such strategies can be 
highly context-​speci�c such as soliciting information before action (18/​5) and 
swallowing one�s pride to achieve goals (6/​4), which were only applicable to 
some of the nine test tasks but not others. �ese strategies serve the purpose of 
mitigating disa�liation and can be incorporated into the con�ict management 
category in more general terms. �e codes in the cultural norms category are 
similarly speci�c to only certain items or interactional settings such as avoiding 
excessive discussion of money (6/​2) and maintaining boundaries between the 
opposite sex (3/​1). �e miscellaneous category is mostly comprised of mentions 
of general interactional/​pragmatic terms such as being polite and appropriate 
(94/​19). Other codes in this category include showing high intelligence (2/​1) and 
language is modern (1/​1), which, due to their sparse mentions, did not warrant a 
focus in DEs� indigenous criteria.

In summary, considering the much smaller numbers of codes in the last three 
categories and the much less emphasis placed on them in DEs� comments, it is 
appropriate to either incorporate them into existing categories or exclude them 
in the selection of rating categories for a rating scale.

5.2.3 � An indigenous IC rating scale

5.2.3.1 � Collapsing indigenous criteria into �ve rating categories

Having identi�ed 12 categories that DEs oriented to in relation to IC in Section 
5.2.2, this section focuses on how the top-​mentioned nine categories were 
mapped onto an IC rating scale that was based on DEs� indigenous criteria. 
A nine-​category rating scale clearly is cumbersome, impractical and cognitively 
overloading for raters. Further abstraction and simpli�cation are needed to 
narrow down the IC categories to create an operational rating scale.

As discussed in Sections 5.2.2.6 and 5.2.2.7, the two categories, linguistic 
choices and prosodic features, represent the linguistic and paralinguistic devices 
test-​takers use to realize social actions. Since the management of con�ict (Section 
5.2.2.1) and the promotion of solidarity (Section 5.2.2.2) are more concerned 
with language use compared to other categories, it is reasonable to subsume 
categories linguistic choices and prosodic features under categories con�ict 
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management and solidarity promotion. �e structure of talk, discussed in Section 
5.2.2.8, indexes test-​takers� ability to organize talk in a cohesive, well-​reasoned 
manner, which shares with the reasoning skills category in their requirement of 
logic and reasoning competence in test-​takers. With the structure of talk category 
incorporated in reasoning skills, the strategies category subsumed under con�ict 
management, and the cultural norms and miscellaneous categories removed (see 
Section 5.2.2.9), we now have a �ve-​category conceptualization of IC based on 
DEs� indigenous criteria, as Table 28 illustrates.

Table 28  Indigenous rating scale �ve rating categories

Categories Number of �les the categories were found
Con�ict management 27
Reasoning skills 27
Solidarity promotion 27
Personal qualities 27
Social relations 26

�e �ve categories in total account for 93.03 % of the entirety of coded extracts, 
o�ering comprehensive coverage of DEs� conceptualization of the test construct 
with minimal �construct shrinkage� (Knoch et al., 2020, p. 1). �e fact that the �ve 
categories are found in nearly all the DE interviews and written notes documents 
(N=​27, see Section 5.1.3.2) also indicates that there is strong generalizability of 
the �ve rating categories as each of them su�ciently covers all the nine test tasks. 
In other words, the �ve rating categories represent IC markers that are relevant 
to all the items in this test, whether the items are in the everyday interactional, 
academic or workplace contexts. �is �nding is encouraging as existing IC 
assessment criteria tend to utilize IC markers that are context-​ or task-​speci�c 
such as topic development for pair discussion tasks. �ough localized, context-​
�tting IC markers provide strong precision in measuring task-​relevant features, 
such markers cannot be easily extrapolated to other assessment tasks, reducing 
the practicality of IC assessment. Guided by DEs� judgement and the inductive 
thematic coding process, the �ve IC rating categories this study arrived at have 
greater potential to be applied to a wide range of assessment settings and task 
types that are similar to the ones in the IC test in this book. �e large number of 
DEs (N=​36) recruited in this study also shows that these �ve rating categories 
represent IC criteria that are valued by the general everyday members of society, 
re�ecting the prevailing opinions of interactional abilities.
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5.2.3.2 � Identifying steps in the rating categories

Having arrived at a �ve-​category abstraction of DEs� indigenous criteria,for the 
next step in the rating scale design I needed to identify steps in each category. 
Although the previous NVivo thematic analysis results explicate the distribution 
of codes within each category and make clear which codes were more frequently 
commented on and which ones were less salient to DEs (see the number of coded 
extracts and number of �les for the codes in each category in Section 5.2.2), this 
thematic analysis does not di�erentiate the di�ering qualities of performances in 
the categories, such as strong, average and not-​so-​good performances within the 
category con�ict management. In other words, the thematic analysis in Section 
5.2.2 can inform us of what con�ict management entails, but not what a good 
con�ict management is vis-​à-​vis a not-​so-​good one. �is type of information is 
needed for the creation of scale steps as the steps in a scale embody levels of 
di�erences in performance.

In order to address this issue, I went back to the fair scores from the pilot rating 
(see Section 5.2.1) and the results from DEs� sorting exercise (see Section 5.1.3.2). 
�e fair scores produced by pilot raters provided an estimate of the performance 
range from the 22 pilot test-​takers. As Figure 13 illustrates, the 22 test-​takers 
spread across more than 6 logits, indicating that more steps were needed for 
more precise di�erentiation of ability levels. Apart from quantitative evidence 
in support of more steps in the rating scale from pilot rating, DEs� comments 
provided qualitative evidence pointing in the same direction. Before commenting 
on test-​takers� performances, DEs were required to put their respective 22 pilot-​
test performances in three groups, successful, average and unsuccessful. �erefore, 
there were initial clues in DEs� comments to assist me with the di�erentiation of 
di�erent levels of performance. Having re-​read DEs comments, I noticed DEs 
made frequent observations that it was challenging to pigeonhole performances 
into the prescribed three groups (successful, average, and unsuccessful) as there 
were performances that were in-​between. Some performances were better than 
average but paled in comparison to extremely successful ones. �ere were other 
performances that were decidedly below average but were of di�erent degrees 
of unsuccessful. �is suggested that the three steps (unsuccessful, average, and 
successful) used in the sorting exercise could not directly translate to three steps 
in the rating scale, as they were unable to capture the �ner granularity of the wide 
range of performances. Informed by the pilot Rasch analysis and DEs� intuitive 
comments, I decided to employ a �ve-​step solution to di�erentiate the quality 
of test-​taker performance: exemplary, good, average, development needed, and 
intervention needed. Instead of having only one step (unsuccessful) under average 
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(Continued)

and only one step (successful) above average, the new �ve-​step model helped to 
di�erentiate the di�ering levels of unsuccessful and successful that DEs� noticed. 
�e labels chosen for the �ve steps were positively phrased to improve test-​user 
engagement.

While probing DEs� di�erentiation of di�erent levels of performance, I noticed 
when DEs commented on the quality of a performance, they also noted how a 
particular level of performance would be received in real-​world settings and what 
type of support and training would be required. �is linkage between assessment 
and real-​world implications through the perspective of DEs makes results of this 
IC test more informative to end-​users. Table 29 presents how a performance at 
a particular step in the rating scale is related to real-​world consequences and 
pedagogical needs.

Table 29  Band levels, real-​world correspondences, and pedagogical implications

Step De�nition Real-​world correspondence Pedagogical implication
5 Exemplary Performance that is highly 

praiseworthy. �e test-​taker can 
skilfully handle interactional challenges 
in a wide range of interactional 
settings. �e test-​taker will thrive in 
the target community due to their high 
IC.

No training needed 
IC-​wise.

4 Good Performance that the majority of 
everyday members in the target 
community would consider to be 
good. �e test-​taker can achieve most 
of their goals and interactional needs 
to a satisfactory level in the target 
community.

Su�cient IC, though 
�ne-​tuning can be 
bene�cial.

3 Average Performance that is acceptable 
and passable. �ere can be both 
positive and negative points to the 
performance. �e test-​taker can handle 
most of the interactional tasks in the 
target community, though not always 
to a satisfactory level.

An acceptable degree of 
IC, more teaching and 
training in IC can be 
helpful.

2 Development 
needed

Performance that contains noticeable 
breaches of interactional norms. �e 
test-​taker is likely to o�end other 
interactants.

Insu�cient IC; the test-​
taker is advised to take 
up training in IC.
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Step De�nition Real-​world correspondence Pedagogical implication
1 Intervention 

needed
Performance that is highly problematic 
in terms of IC. �e test-​taker is very 
likely to encounter major interactional 
challenges.

�e test-​takers should 
undertake substantive 
and extensive training 
in IC.

Having identi�ed �ve distinguishable steps and established their linkage to 
real-​world consequences and pedagogical implications based on DEs� comments, 
I conducted a second thematic analysis to sort their comments for each rating 
category into �ve distinctive levels as identi�ed in Table 29. �is process is 
illustrated in Figure 14.

Figure 14  Sorting DEs� comments into �ve steps
Note. �is process was conducted for all �ve categories though only the one for con�ict management 
is represented here.
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I �rst created �ve separate documents, each of which contained all the coded 
DE comments for each of the �ve rating categories in Table 28. For example, the 
document for the category con�ict management contained all the codes related 
to this category from all 27 DE comment documents, 18 of which were from 
the interviews and nine of which were from the written notes. �e connection 
between the �rst thematic analysis in Section 5.2.2 and the current second 
thematic analysis is that the �rst thematic analysis started with DEs� comments 
in all 27 comment documents, followed by an inductive process where I arrived 
at the �ve broad rating categories and the codes that fell under each of the 
�ve rating categories. �e second thematic analysis, however, started with the 
identi�ed �ve rating categories and sorted all 36 DEs� comments for each one of 
the �ve rating categories into the �ve rating steps. If we take the rating category 
con�ict management as an example, I �rst generated a document that had all 
the codes related to con�ict management from the 27 DE comment documents, 
which covered all 36 DEs� comments on all nine tasks. I then put this con�ict 
management document in Nvivo, created �ve steps (exemplary to intervention 
needed), and sorted all the comments into the �ve steps. �e coding result, 
therefore, was an NVivo document that di�erentiated test-​takers� handling 
of disa�liation by the �ve steps as speci�ed in Table 29. �e same procedure 
was conducted for the other four rating categories. �is inductive, data-​driven 
approach to step creation generated steps that were not based on my a priori 
intuition. Instead, the number of steps and the di�erences between steps were 
empirically supported and validated by DEs� judgement as the �ve steps are what 
DEs considered necessary and were able to distinguish.

5.2.3.3 � Identifying sub rating categories and extracting descriptors

�e upshot of the second thematic analysis was �ve NVivo documents that 
corresponded to the �ve rating categories. Each NVivo document contained DEs 
comments on a speci�c rating category from all nine tasks with the comments 
sorted into �ve steps. �e next task in the rating scale design was to write the 
descriptors for each step. A revisit to the codes and code distribution in the 
indigenous criteria in Section 5.2.2 revealed that the various codes in each 
category were not equal in their distribution and therefore importance. �e most 
frequently mentioned codes reported in Section 5.2.2 deserve more prominence 
in the band descriptors as they were more salient and considered more relevant 
by DEs. �erefore, the third thematic analysis, which was the extraction of 
descriptors for each of the �ve steps in the rating scale, needed to be guided by 
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the distribution of mentioning of rating-​category-​relevant features in the �rst 
thematic analysis.

�e third thematic analysis started with a reread of DE comments in each 
step in each rating category, produced by the second thematic analysis in 
Section 5.2.3.2. I then extracted rating-​category-​relevant descriptors, which 
were speci�c to each step in each of the �ve rating categories. �e descriptors 
were subsequently grouped into sub-​categories that typi�ed a rating category. 
For example, when  reading through DE comments for the exemplary band in 
the con�ict management category, I noticed DEs used descriptors that could be 
grouped into four sub-​categories: use of face-​threatening social actions, linguistic 
control, paralinguistic control, and mitigating strategies. I then moved on to the DE 
comments for the other four bands and revised the de�nitions of the identi�ed 
four sub-​categories from the top band. �e abstraction of sub-​categories was also 
guided by the numbers of coded extracts in the codes reported in Section 5.2.2. 
For example, the most mentioned code in con�ict management was direct and 
forceful actions (86/​18), so a sub-​category focusing on face-​threatening actions 
was considered warranted.

Once the sub-​categories for the con�ict management category were 
consolidated, I, band by band (from exemplary to intervention needed), sorted 
DEs� comments into the four sub-​categories: use of face-​threatening social actions, 
linguistic control, paralinguistic control, and mitigating strategies. �e same 
process was applied to the other four rating categories. Building on Figure 14, 
Figure 15 shows how the third thematic analysis was conducted following the 
second thematic analysis. �is methodical, data-​driven approach ensured that 
the resultant sub-​categories in each rating category represented the features that 
were most relevant and noticeable to DEs, which, by extrapolation, would likely 
be most relevant and noticeable to test raters and users. �e descriptors in the 
sub-​categories were also empirically derived from DEs� comments.
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Figure 15  Sorting DEs� comments into sub-​categories
Note. �is process was conducted for all �ve bands in each of the �ve categories, though only 
the one for the exemplary band in the category con�ict management is illustrated here. �e four 
smallest circles represent the four sub-​categories: use of face-​threatening social actions, linguistic 
control, paralinguistic control, and mitigating strategies.

�e following sections, from Section 5.2.3.4 to Section 5.2.3.8, present the 
indigenous IC rating scale that has �ve rating categories, each of which has its 
sub-​categories and descriptors. It should be noted in the write-​up of descriptors 
I aimed to preserve the original language and description from DEs to the fullest 
possible extent, but the use of some linguistic terminology was necessary to 
precisely capture DEs� descriptions. �e use of CA or MCA terminology was 
kept to a minimum as CA and MCA were based on an emic understanding of 
test-​taker discourse, which was di�erent from DEs� etic perspective of test-​taker 
performance. A�er the presentation of the indigenous rating scale, Section 5.2.4 
explains how I use test-​taker discourse as a common denominator to connect the 
CA/​MCA emic understanding with the DE etic understanding, in an attempt to 
theorize the indigenous IC scale into a theorized IC scale.
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5.2.3.4 � Indigenous rating category: Con�ict management

Four sub-​categories were identi�ed in the rating category con�ict management, 
which are implementation of face-​threatening actions (IFA), use of indirect 
linguistic devices (ILD), use of indirect paralinguistic devices (IPD), and use of 
indirect strategies (UIS). Each sub-​category has �ve steps to di�erentiate di�erent 
levels of performance. Table 30 presents the con�ict management rating scale with 
the abbreviations of the sub-​categories listed at the end of the band descriptors.

Table 30  Indigenous category: Con�ict management

Indigenous category: Con�ict management
Band/​step Descriptors
Band 5: Exemplary 	� Face-​threatening actions such as criticizing, complaining, 

questioning, and rebutting are either avoided, downplayed or 
veiled. Behaviour that is damaging to interpersonal harmony is 
managed carefully (IFA).

	� Careful choice of words to mitigate damage to the interlocutor�s 
face. A range of so�ening devices such as epistemic hedges, 
modal verbs and sentence-​�nal particles are skilfully 
employed (ILD).

	� Excellent control over prosodic features to mitigate damage to 
the interlocutor�s face and convey the message skilfully (IPD).

	� Employs a range of strategies to enhance indirectness, de-​
escalate and preserve faces (e.g., hinting, sub-​texting, third 
partying and staying middle-​of-​the-​road) (UIS).

Band 4:
Good

	� Strong face-​threatening actions (e.g., criticizing) are indirectly 
delivered whereas weak face-​threatening actions are delivered in 
a manner that might appear slightly blunt but is still contextually 
acceptable (IFA).

	� Indirect language and so�ening devices are utilized to convey 
the message in a non-​confrontational and non-​accusatory 
manner. Infelicitous choices such as imperatives might 
exist (ILD).

	� Prosody (e.g., pitch and speed) is well managed so the message 
is delivered in a moderate and composed manner (IPD).

	� Indirect and strategic in one�s approach, though lacking in more 
elaborate moves (UIS).
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Indigenous category: Con�ict management
Band 3: Average 	� Face-​threatening actions are hearable although social harmony 

is not disrupted. Inconsistency in one�s management of face-​
threatening actions: some are delivered rather bluntly whereas 
others are indirectly delivered (IFA).

	� Choice of words is average, lacking in tact, agility and 
sophistication. �e message needs to be moderated more with 
so�ening devices (ILD).

	� Intonation is acceptable, suggesting that one is in control over 
their emotions (IPD).

	� Approach is quite direct and unsophisticated, which can strain 
the relationship (UIS).

Band 2: Development 
needed

	� Explicit use of face-​threatening actions (e.g., negating, 
criticizing, refusing and refuting) in a manner that damages 
interpersonal relationships (IFA).

	� Language is unmitigated, direct and aggressive. So�ening 
devices are underused (ILD).

	� Intonation is inappropriate, sounding dismissive and 
aggressive (IPD).

	� Approach is very forceful and can escalate tension (UIS).
Band 1: Intervention 
needed

	� Strong, overt, and unnecessary display of face-​threatening 
actions that severely disrupt social harmony (IFA).

	� Poor choice of words delivering an o�ensive and critical tone. 
Evidence of bluntness created by linguistic devices (e.g., modals 
such as �must�, �shouldn�t� or �can�t�, imperatives, negation, and 
intensi�ers). So�ening devices largely missing (ILD).

	� Intonation is o�ensive with little to no so�ening e�ect in 
prosodic features (IPD).

	� Approach is o�ensively direct, aggressively persistent, and 
unnecessarily confrontational. Instead of being calm and 
collected, the speaker appears hasty, agitable and opinionated 
(UIS).

5.2.3.5 � Indigenous rating category: Solidarity promotion

Four sub-​categories emerged from DEs� comments within the rating category 
solidarity promotion. �e sub-​categories are being caring and supportive (BCS), 
use of face-​enhancing actions (FEA), demonstrating empathy (DEY) and adopting 
a positive approach (APA). Each sub-​category and its band descriptors are 
explained and presented in Table 31 with sub-​category abbreviations provided.
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Table 31  Indigenous category: Solidarity promotion

Indigenous category: Solidarity promotion
Band/​step Descriptors
Band 5: Exemplary 	� Skilfully promotes solidarity by using language and intonation 

that are caring, supportive, a�able, warm, and face-​saving for 
other people (BCS).

	� E�ectively employs face-​enhancing social actions such as 
agreeing, a�rming, acknowledging, praising, thanking, 
trusting, and apologizing to strengthen positivity and social 
harmony (FEA).

	� Demonstrates strong empathy and sympathy by putting oneself 
in others� shoes and showing consideration for their feelings 
and situation. Can appeal to others� emotions and relate to them 
on an emotional level (DEY).

	� Shows keenness in discussing and negotiating with the 
interlocutor to preserve solidarity (APA).

Band 4:
Good

	� Demonstrates the ability to use supportive language to 
show one�s care for other people, though it is not always 
consistent (BCS).

	� Can utilize commonly-​used face-​enhancing actions such as 
agreeing and a�rming but may lack in other types of actions 
such as encouraging and expressing good wishes (FEA).

	� Demonstrates enough empathy by thinking from others� 
perspectives. �ere is evidence of being on the same wavelength 
though it is not always consistent (DEY).

	� Su�cient evidence of adopting an approach that focuses on 
communication, discussion, and negotiation (APA).

Band 3: Average 	� Can use some supportive and caring language to promote 
solidarity but the quality or quantity of such language is o�en 
lacking (BCS).

	� Shows awareness of using face-​enhancing actions but such 
actions are not realized to the desirable extent (FEA).

	� Shows attempts at being empathetic and understanding but 
more work is needed to achieve common grounds (DEY).

	� Leaves room for negotiation and further discussion, though the 
speaker doesn�t actively promote it (APA).
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Indigenous category: Solidarity promotion
Band/​step Descriptors
Band 2: Development 
needed

	� Language and intonation lack warmth and support, which can 
potentially hurt other people�s feelings (BCS).

	� Little attempt at promoting solidarity and the speaker is 
perceived as not making enough e�ort in showing support or 
staying positive (FEA).

	� Interaction can appear impersonal and unempathetic at times. 
Other people�s feelings and situations are not fully taken into 
account (DEY).

	� Focuses on the speaker�s perspective, providing little leeway for 
discussion or negotiation (APA).

Band 1: Intervention 
needed

	� Language is cold, indi�erent and face-​losing for other people, 
showing little to no awareness in preserving solidarity (BCS).

	� Scant use of face-​enhancing actions, making others feel that the 
speaker does not care about their feelings or trust them (FEA).

	� Causes emotional distress for others by using language that 
can make them feel worried, scared, hurt, embarrassed or 
humiliated. Fails to demonstrate attempts at being empathetic 
or desiring common grounds (DEY).

	� Supplies little to no room for negotiation or consensus, closing 
the door of communication (APA).

5.2.3.6 � Indigenous rating category: Personal qualities

�e third thematic analysis returned four sub-​categories within the rating 
category personal qualities, which are moral character (MCR), demonstrating 
goodwill (DGW), demonstrating cultural-​speci�c personal qualities (CSQ), 
and showing respect (SRT). Details of the four sub-​categories and their band 
descriptors with sub-​category abbreviations are illustrated in Table 32.
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Table 32  Indigenous category: Personal qualities

Indigenous category: Personal qualities
Band/​step Descriptors
Band 5: Exemplary 	� Possesses strong moral character through the demonstration 

of virtues such as honesty, integrity, accountability, tolerance, 
conscientiousness, self-​discipline, dependability and dutifulness. 
Such qualities are very noticeable in the speaker�s talk (MCR).

	� Shows a lot of goodwill by being very sincere, helpful, trustful, 
positive, and proactive in one�s talk and demeanour. �e speaker 
is perceived as a very kind-​hearted person (DGW).

	� �e speaker is very humble, modest, �exible, collaborative, and 
collectivistic in their thinking. It is clear that the speaker focuses 
on the big picture instead of their own interests (CSQ).

	� Maintains utmost respect and dignity for oneself and others, 
even when under stressful situations. Shows thoughtfulness to 
other people�s opinions and situations (SRT).

Band 4:
Good

	� �e speaker shows some positive moral values as listed in 
the Band 5 descriptors, but the values do not come across as 
strongly as performances at Band 5 do (MCR).

	� Can evince sincerity through one�s talk and disposition. the 
speaker is considered in general a good person. �e degree of 
goodwill is less than the one in Band 5 performances (DGW).

	� �ere is an adequate amount of team spirit, �exibility, 
cooperation and collectivism in the speaker�s approach. �ere�s 
no reason to believe the speaker will only prioritize their own 
interests (CSQ).

	� Shows respect for other people and their opinions (SRT).
Band 3: Average 	� No clear evidence of the possession of strong moral 

values. Neither is there any display of morally questionable 
behaviours (MCR).

	� More needs to be said or done to convey goodwill. �ere are 
signs of sincerity, but the speaker is not being helpful, positive, 
enthusiastic, or proactive enough (DGW).

	� �ere is a slight lack of team spirit and cooperation as required 
in the scenario. �e speaker is not being as collaborative and 
�exible as one would hope for (CSQ).

	� An acceptable amount of respect is shown but the speaker can 
appear slightly too casual (SRT).
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Indigenous category: Personal qualities
Band/​step Descriptors
Band 2: Development 
needed

	� �e speaker�s talk and behaviour point to questionable moral 
conduct as mentioned in the Band 1 descriptors but there is still 
room for the bene�t of the doubt (MCR).

	� �e speaker appears at times insincere, unhelpful, disinterested, 
and unapologetic even when they are in the wrong. �eir 
goodwill is clearly lacking (DGW).

	� �ere is a noticeable absence of the spirit of collaboration and 
cooperation. �e speaker can appear rather egocentric and 
dismissive of the needs of the group (CSQ).

	� Speaker�s language appears rather �ippant and dismissive, 
making others feel they are not respected (SRT).

Band 1: Intervention 
needed

	� Showcases questionable moral values such as vileness, 
spitefulness, treacherousness, dishonesty, deceitfulness, 
connivance, untrustworthiness, disingenuousness or 
divisiveness (MCR).

	� �e interaction clearly suggests that the speaker is an insincere, 
unhelpful, passive, indi�erent or negative person (DGW).

	� �e speaker appears to be very calculative, uncooperative, self-​
centred or self-​serving with little to no regard for others. It is 
unrealistic to expect the speaker to sacri�ce their own interest 
for the greater good (CSQ).

	� �e speaker is extremely disrespectful to others. Language and 
behaviour are very �ippant and dismissive (SRT).

5.2.3.7 � Indigenous rating category: Reasoning skills

�e third thematic analysis within the rating category reasoning skills identi�ed 
three sub-​categories: providing solutions (PSS), providing explanations and 
reasons (PER) and lastly, the structure of the talk (SOT), which used to be a 
separate linguistically-​oriented category and later subsumed under reasoning 
skills (see Section 5.2.3.1). Each sub-​category has �ve steps to di�erentiate 
di�erent levels of performance. �e reasoning skills category and its three sub-​
categories are presented in Table 33.
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Table 33  Indigenous category: Reasoning skills

Indigenous category: Reasoning skills
Band/​step Descriptors
Band 5: Exemplary 	� When in face-​threatening situations, adopts a solution-​focused 

approach and supplies solutions that are e�ective, to-​the-​point 
and actionable. Demonstrates the ability to address the issue 
from di�erent angles when necessary (PSS).

	� Showcases excellent reasoning skills and provides reasons or 
explanations that are sensible, defensible, logical, multi-​angled, 
based on evidence and supported by examples (PER).

	� Solutions, reasons, and explanations provided are contextually 
and culturally appropriate (PER).

	� Talk is structured in a logical, sequential manner with clear 
signposting. Necessary sequential stages such as beginning, 
prefacing, development, main action, post action and closure 
are strung together in a cohesive manner (SOT).

Band 4:
Good

	� Can provide appropriate and e�ective solutions but solutions 
need more elaboration and detail to improve actionability and 
e�ectiveness (PSS).

	� Shows strong reasoning skills and supplies believable reasons, 
sometimes drawing on di�erent perspectives. �e examples 
and arguments used to support the reasons might need more 
substantiation (PER).

	� Talk is delivered in a logical manner with a basic structure 
guiding sequential stages such as beginning, development and 
closure (SOT).

Band 3: Average 	� Shows the ability to provide solutions but solutions lack depth 
or might not be helpful to others in the long run (PSS).

	� Shows the ability to explain one�s actions with reasons but the 
reasons employed are not the most readily acceptable ones. 
More elaboration on the reasons might be helpful (PER).

	� �ere is structure to talk with basic sequential stages in place, 
though the delivery of some stages has room for improvement 
(e.g., more details are needed in prefacing or closure is o�ered 
quite abruptly) (SOT).
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Indigenous category: Reasoning skills
Band 2: Development 
needed

	� Solutions are provided but are overly simplistic and ine�ective. 
�e solutions might even cause trouble to the speaker or others 
in the future (PSS).

	� Noticeable �aws in the reasons supplied: reasons might not 
be logical or believable enough; they can be one-​angled and 
excessive, missing out on other aspects of the matter; they 
might also be super�cial, poorly substantiated, or overly 
negative (PER).

	� �ere is reasoning but no solutions or vice versa (PER).
	� �e structure of the talk is problematic with obvious �aws in 

some of the stages (e.g., prefacing is overly winding, or closure is 
missing) (SOT).

Band 1: Intervention 
needed

	� Either does not provide any solution or pro�ers solutions that 
are problematic, poorly substantiated, inappropriate, ine�ective, 
unhelpful, or impractical (PSS).

	� �e reasons are either missing or unbelievable, unconvincing, 
insu�cient, lacking in crucial details or appearing dismissive. 
�e speaker shows poor reasoning skills (PER).

	� �e reasons, solutions or explanations o�ered are contextually 
unacceptable or culturally inappropriate (PER).

	� �e structure of talk is weak, resulting in ine�ective delivery 
of information and unclear conveyance of intention. Basic 
sequential components are either missing or poorly designed 
(SOT).

5.2.3.8 � Indigenous rating category: Social relations

�e last indigenous rating category, social relations, has four sub-​categories 
based on the third thematic analysis, the four sub-​categories being managing 
the speaker�s roles (MSR), attending to the interlocutor�s roles (AIR), attending 
to broader social relations (BSR), and mediating multiple social roles (MMR). 
Table 34 explicates how the four sub-​categories are de�ned and described in each 
of the �ve steps with sub-​category abbreviations provided.
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Table 34  Indigenous category: Social relations

Indigenous category: Social relations
Band/​step Descriptors
Band 5:  
Exemplary

	� Successfully builds social roles that are highly congruent with the roles 
designed for the speaker. Demonstrates strong ability to match one�s 
behaviours to the expectations from one�s roles and one�s positioning in 
society (MSR).

	� Successfully attends to the interlocutor�s social roles, the positioning 
of the interlocutor�s roles and the interlocutor�s role-​congruent 
behaviours. Adopts behaviours and chooses language in a manner that 
is appropriate to one�s interlocutor (AIR).

	� Demonstrates strong knowledge of the broader social relations that the 
speaker and interlocutor belong to. Showcases excellent ability to utilize 
such relations to achieve interactional goals (BSR).

	� Skilfully mediates the multiple, sometimes competing social roles that 
the speaker and the interlocutor possess and prioritizes primary roles 
when necessary (MMR)

Band 4:
Good

	� Can build relevant social roles in a believable manner though the 
details of the roles may be argued to be insu�cient. �e matching of 
one�s roles with one�s actions and one�s positioning in society are overall 
appropriate, but inconsistencies can exist (MSR).

	� Demonstrates adequate awareness of the interlocutor�s roles 
and interacts in a manner that is in general congruent with the 
interlocutor�s roles, social positioning and the interlocutor�s rights and 
entitlements (AIR).

	� Evinces su�cient awareness of and some application of broader social 
relations that are contextually appropriate (BSR).

	� Can balance the multiple roles that the speaker and the interlocutor 
have, though a more nuanced approach towards resolving role 
competition and prioritization would be desirable (MMR).

Band 3:  
Average

	� �e expected roles are overall demonstrated but not to an adequate 
level. �e speaker can sometimes overdo or underdo the behaviours 
that are suitable for their roles. �e speaker can in general position 
themselves correctly in society (MSR).

	� Displays some attention to the roles the interlocutor has, though there 
is inconsistency in adjusting to the interlocutor�s roles, the interlocutor�s 
expectations, or the interlocutor�s social positioning (AIR).

	� Shows some understanding of broader membership relations. �e 
utilization of them is passable but can be inadequate when more 
utilization could be desirable (BSR).

	� Can orient to the primary role of the speaker and the one of the 
interlocutor but other competing roles are largely unaddressed (MMR).
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Indigenous category: Social relations
Band 2:  
Development 
needed

	� �e desired social roles are largely unbuilt, and the expected role-​
congruent behaviours are in general unful�lled. �e speaker�s conduct 
mostly de�es conventional expectations of their roles and their relative 
social positioning (MSR).

	� �e speaker�s choice of language and action overall lacks orientation to 
the interlocutor�s roles and can violate the interlocutor�s rights (AIR).

	� �ere is a noticeable miscalculation and misapplication of broader 
social relations. �e speaker lacks knowledge of what appropriate 
broader social relations to draw on (BSR).

	� �e primary roles of the speaker and the interlocutor and role 
competition are not su�ciently addressed (MMR).

Band 1:  
Intervention 
needed

	� Failure at building the social roles as expected or building roles that are 
contextually inappropriate. �e proposed behaviours are mismatched 
with the expected roles and social positioning of their roles (MSR).

	� Behaves in a manner that indicates a grave misunderstanding of or 
disregard for the interlocutor�s roles, expectations, rights or social 
positionings. Conduct is unacceptable considering the interlocutor�s 
social roles (AIR).

	� Serious neglect or mismanagement of social relations or the application 
of social relations that are unacceptable in the particular context. 
Relationships are damaged due to misunderstanding of broader social 
contexts (BSR).

	� Misidenti�cation of primary roles and unacceptable conduct for either 
the speaker�s or the interlocutor�s primary roles. �e multiplicity and 
competition of roles are unaddressed (MMR).

5.2.4 � CA and MCA validation and the generation of exemplars

5.2.4.1 � �e rationale behind the CA and MCA validation of the scale

Section 5.2.3 o�ers a detailed account of how the indigenous IC rating scale was 
developed a�er three rounds of thematic analysis of DEs� comments. �e resultant 
indigenous scale presents a sound representation of test-​taker performance and 
is scaled based on DEs� perception. However, the scale itself is not su�cient to 
guarantee reliable ratings. To achieve an accurate rating, raters need to know 
how to connect the descriptive language in the descriptors in the scale to actual 
test-​taker performance. In other words, e�ective rater training requires test 
developers to show raters how descriptors such as �use supportive language to 
show one�s care for other people� (Band 4 descriptor in the sub-​category being 
caring and supportive BCS in the rating category solidarity promotion in Section 
5.2.3.5) is actually achieved in interaction.
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Another example is the descriptor �successfully builds social roles(s) that are 
highly congruent with the role(s) designed for the speaker� in Band 5 in the sub-​
category managing the speaker�s social roles (MSR) in the social relations rating 
category in Section 5.2.3.8. As discussed in Section 2.4.6 in the literature review, 
doing being speci�c social roles is a crucial component of IC. However, little 
previous research exists that looks speci�cally into how test-​takers are doing 
being speci�c roles in a micro-​analytic manner, drawing on their performance 
data. How such social roles are enacted in a moment-​by-​moment fashion is a 
process that requires explication for raters so that they are clear about what to 
focus on while assessing test-​takers� performances. Such explication also has 
relevance for educators and language learners as they need to understand how 
�doing being a doctor� or �doing being a classmate� is achieved so as to be able to 
develop the competence to interact in a role-​congruent manner.

In view of this, Section 5.2.4 reports on the qualitative analysis I conducted to 
connect DEs� comments and test-​taker performance via Sequential-​Categorial 
Analysis (CA and MCA) to illustrate how the rating categories are realized in 
empirical data. �is process also generated empirical backing for the validation 
of the �ve rating categories as it served to verify if the features described in the 
rating scale and noted by DEs were actually traceable in test-​taker discourse.

Another purpose of conducting Sequential-​Categorial Analysis of test-​
taker discourse is to connect DEs� indigenous criteria with theories in CA and 
MCA. �e indigenous IC scale developed from DEs� criteria in Section 5.2.3 
is admittedly comprehensive and detailed in its coverage of the IC features 
considered crucial by DEs. However, due to the non-​linguistic backgrounds of 
the DEs, their comments and the resultant indigenous rating scale lack theoretical 
insight and support. �is is not an issue for the rating of the particular IC test in 
this book but could become problematic if the indigenous scale in Section 5.2.3 
were to be used for other IC tests or other assessment contexts. Without a sound 
theoretical framework behind the rating scale, test developers are unable to 
assess if the abilities one scale assesses for a speci�c context can be extrapolated 
to other assessment tasks and contexts from a theoretical perspective. Drawing 
on my knowledge and training in CA and MCA, I could intuitively tell that the 
rating categories that DEs emphasized were connected with concepts in CA and 
MCA. Table 35 shows how DEs� atheoretical descriptors in the indigenous IC 
rating scale presented from Table 30 to Table 34 can �nd theoretical equivalents 
in CA and MCA concepts. Many of the CA and MCA concepts are discussed in 
Section 2.4.4 and 2.4.6 in the literature review in Chapter 2. To facilitate cross-​
referencing, footnotes of relevant literature on the CA and MCA concepts are 
provided in Table 35 for readers who would like to explore these concepts further.
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�e process of theorizing DEs� indigenous criteria at the stage of Table 35 
is only tentative as the connection between DEs� descriptions and their CA 
and MCA counterparts is solely based on my training and perspective. In 
order to fully legitimize the theorization process, I need to inspect test-​taker 
performance, in conjunction with DEs� comments and concepts in CA and 
MCA. �is process can ascertain if CA and MCA theories can indeed capture 
DEs� descriptions. If the answer is a�rmative, it shows that DEs� atheoretical 
comments can be theorized to provide theoretical structure to an otherwise 
atheoretical indigenous rating scale.

Table 35  �eorizing atheoretical descriptors in the indigenous rating scale

Atheoretical 
categories

�eorized 
categories

Atheoretical descriptors in 
the indigenous IC scale

Equivalent theoretical 
concepts

Con�ict 
management

Disa�liation 
control4

Con�ict, face-​threatening, 
interpersonal harmony, 
tact, blunt, aggressive

Disa�liation, social solidarity, 
disa�liative actions, 
dispreferred turn design

Solidarity 
promotion

A�liation 
promotion5

Warm, supportive, face-​
saving, face-​enhancing, 
empathy, putting oneself 
in others� shoes, positive, 
engaged

Pro-​social, a�liative actions, 
preferred turn design, sharing 
of frames, empathetic unions, 
intersubjectivity

Reasoning 
skills

Reasoning6 Solution-​focused, 
explanations, reasons, 
logical, di�erent stages in 
talk

Remedies to interactional 
troubles, accounts, overall 
structural organization

Personal 
qualities

Morality7 Moral characters, virtues, 
goodwill, sincere, 
respectful, collectivistic, 
humble, team-​spirit,

Protomorality (moral order 
1, morality of interaction), 
cultural-​speci�c morality 
(moral order 2, morality in 
interaction)

Social 
relations

Social role 
management8

Roles, appropriate 
behaviours to the roles, 
positions in society, social 
relations

Categories, activities/​
predicates, relative hierarchical 
positioning, standardized 
relational pairs, membership 
categorization devices, 
duplicative organizations

	4	 Couper-​Kuhlen (2012), Lindström & Sorjonen (2013) and Steensig & Drew (2008)
	5	 Go�man (1974), Haugh & Obana (2015), Hayashi (2013), Kim (2012)
	6	 Heritage (1988), Robinson (2013), Scheglo� (2007b)
	7	 Bergmann (1998), Turnbull & Carpendale (2001), Turowetz & Maynard (2010)
	8	 Jayyusi (1984), Payne (1976), Sacks (1974), Stokoe (2012), Watson (1978)
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5.2.4.2 � �e sample test task and the pilot test test-​takers selected

To investigate if the rating categories are re�ected in test-​taker discourse, 
I transcribed pilot test test-​takers� performance in CA fashion. Here performance 
excerpts on item 7 were selected. �e performance excerpts also have the 
potential of serving as test-​taker response exemplars for rater training, as 
discussed in Section 2.6.3. �e task prompt and images from the prompt video 
are reproduced here for ease of reference.

Task prompt translated into English

�You recently went to a di�erent city for work for six months and sub-​let the apartment 
you rented to Wang Hao�s son Wang Bin. Wang Hao is your best friend and has 
helped you a lot over the years. You also met Wang Bin when you visited Wang Hao 
in the past and had a good impression of him. Today the building manager of your 
apartment called you, telling you that recently there had been a lot of noise and loud 
music in your apartment late at night. Sometimes the neighbours also saw drunken 
youths coming in and out of your apartment. You want to discuss this with Wang 
Bin but since you are still away, you decide to talk to him via video chat.�

Figure 16  �e test-​taker sub-​let their apartment
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Figure 17  �e test-​taker receives a complaint call

Figure 18  �e test-​taker video-​chats with the interlocutor

As the prompt makes clear, Wang Bin (the interlocutor) is making too much 
noise late at night and causing disturbance to the test-​taker�s neighbours. �e 
prompt does not prescribe what social actions the test-​taker needed to implement 
but most pilot test-​takers oriented toward criticizing the interlocutor.

�e performance exemplars selected mainly came from four pilot test-​
takers: L1-​Chinese test-​taker Xiaoxin and L2-​Chinese test-​takers Eric, Brian, 
and Hans. All four test-​takers were from the 22 pilot test-​takers (see Section 
5.1.1.1). Pseudonyms were used. In terms of test-​takers� backgrounds, Xiaoxin 
was an L1-​Chinese speaker who grew up in China. Eric was an intermediate-​
pro�ciency L2-​Chinese speaker who, at the time of undertaking the pilot IC 
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test, had never lived in China or any other Chinese-​speaking regions. Similarly, 
Hans was a beginner-​pro�ciency L2 speaker who had never resided in China. 
Brian, on the other hand, had lived in China for one year and had intermediate 
to upper-​intermediate pro�ciency. �ough it was safe to presuppose Xiaoxin�s 
much stronger LC due to his L1-​speaker status and much longer time of residence 
in the Chinese language community, Xiaoxin�s performance on this particular 
item was perceived less favourably by the DEs than the ones from the three L2 
speakers. It is also telling that although most of the L2 speakers selected here had 
never lived in China or only for a very limited time, their strong IC ensured their 
successful navigation through this task. �e following is a presentation of the 
exemplars that unpack DEs� indigenous criteria and can serve as CA-​informed 
rater training materials.

In total nine exemplars are presented here. Exemplar 1 to Exemplar 3 
represent all the �ve rating categories in test-​taker discoursal data and connect 
DEs� etic comments with my CA inspection of the data. Exemplar 4 to Exemplar 
9 focus more speci�cally on the last rating category, social relations (see Section 
5.2.3.8), due to the limited attention on the categorial aspect of interaction 
received in IC research so far. DEs� etic comments for relevant exemplars are 
provided for Exemplar 1 to Exemplar 3, but not Exemplar 4 to Exemplar 9 due 
to space restrictions. �e aim of the analyses of exemplars is to demonstrate that 
DEs� rating categories can be located and explained in test-takers� discourse. 
Concurrently, I strive to show the value-​add of Sequential-​Categorial Analysis 
through its power in unpacking DEs� o�-​vague comments, de�ning the test 
construct with more precision, and generating exemplar-​based rater training 
materials to standardize raters� understanding of the test construct. �e CA 
transcription followed the Je�erson style (Je�erson, 2004) and the glossing 
followed the convention in analysing Chinese CA data (Wu, 2003).

5.2.4.3 � �eorizing con�ict management and social relations

Below is a presentation of Exemplar 1 which showcases how the indigenous 
rating categories con�ict management (Section 5.2.3.4) and social relations 
(Section 5.2.3.8) can be theoretically expanded through Sequential-​Categorial 
Analysis. Exemplar 1 is based on the performance of test-​taker Xiaoxin, an L1-​
Chinese speaker, with a trained L1-​Chinese interlocutor role-​playing Wang Bin, 
who was supposed to be the son of Xiaoxin�s friend Wang Hao.
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Exemplar 1  Xiaoxin: �you�re bringing me contempt�
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Note.  pilot test_​item 7, Chinese, video-​chat, audio-​recorded, role-​play data, I for interlocutor and 
X for Xiaoxin

Amongst the four DE raters, DE25, DE26, DE27 and DE28, who listened 
to the 22 test-​taker performances on this item (see Table 25 for the matching 
between DEs and the test items), DE25 and DE28 explicitly commented on 
Xiaoxin�s talk from lines 4�​7 as being problematic. Both DE25 and DE28 loosely 
orthographically transcribed lines 4�​7 when listening to the recording and 
noted in their written comments respectively �as a senior member (Xiaoxin), 
inappropriate� and �this line is inappropriate because it makes the other person 
not sure what to say in response�. During the focus group interviews, I utilized 
stimulated recalls to prompt DE25 and DE28 to further elaborate their thoughts. 
Below is a translated summary of the interview transcripts of DE25�s and DE28�s 
comments in relation to Exemplar 1. I   used the line numbers in Exemplar 1 to 
refer to the timestamps in DEs� comments for ease of reference. I annotated DEs� 
comments in brackets when the referents were unclear.

DE25: It (lines 5�​7) is not exactly a threat, but it�s rather harsh. �e expression wei wo 
zhaoxiang �think more from my perspective� makes me feel rather uncomfortable. 
Another consideration is Wang Bin (interlocutor) is his (Xiaoxin) friend�s son, there 
is this relationship here� it (the way the test-​taker talks) just doesn�t feel right.
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DE28: Lines 5�​7 makes me feel quite uncomfortable as well, for a start. He (Xiaoxin) 
makes Wang Bin (interlocutor) unable to respond. You can see that from the other 
person�s (interlocutor) response. He doesn�t know what to say. �e underlying 
message (line 5) is �this is not your place; you can�t do whatever you want to do�. 
�e thing is he (Xiaoxin) is a zhangbei (senior member of society), and he is good 
friends with the other person (interlocutor)�s father. He (Xiaoxin) has two roles 
here. �e way he (Xiaoxin) talks sounds like he is getting into a �ght, not be�tting 
his role. You (Xiaoxin) can o�er criticism or suggestion, but you can�t make the 
other person (the interlocutor) lose face.

To sum up, DE25 and DE28 raised three issues with Xiaoxin�s conduct in 
Exemplar 1: lines 5�​7 were overly critical and unsettling to the raters, Xiaoxin 
did not talk in a manner that was congruent with his social role in the task, 
and he disrupted the �ow of interaction by rendering the interlocutor unable to 
respond. �ough DEs� written comments and interview discussions successfully 
identi�ed the snippets that were problematic and elaborated their rationale for 
problematizing them, their rationale, as reproduced above, was still somewhat 
vague and impressionistic in its description, due to its a-​theoretical nature. Now 
I will employ Sequential-​Categorial Analysis to analyse Exemplar 1 in order to 
unpack DEs� sense-​making of their �obdurate world of everyday life� (Turowetz & 
Maynard, 2010, p. 505), connecting test-​taker discourse with the two indigenous 
rating categories of relevance here: con�ict management and social relations.

Lines 1�​2 from the interlocutor are in response to Xiaoxin�s news-​telling 
of the complaints from the neighbours, which was a veiled criticism from 
Xiaoxin of the interlocutor for causing annoyance to Xiaoxin�s neighbours. �e 
interlocutor was trained to push back the test-​takers� criticism so as to elicit more 
display of IC from the test-​takers. Here the interlocutor disagrees with Xiaoxin 
by o�ering a di�erent assessment of the situation. �e word minggan �sensitive� 
in line 2 de�ects neighbours� grievances to themselves for being too sensitive. 
�e two evidential markers huibuhui �if it is possible� and shibushi �if it is the 
case� epistemically downgrade the interlocutor�s claim, so�ening the strain on 
solidarity engendered by the dispreferred nature of disagreement.

Contrary to the interlocutor�s careful management of disa�liation, Xiaoxin, 
a�er a 1.4-​second gap in line 3, delivers a bald on-​record criticizing action, 
which is not only disa�liative but also borderline threatening as DE25 noted. 
In line 4, Xiaoxin �rst uses an extreme case formulation (Pomerantz, 1986) 
buguan �no matter�, discrediting the legitimacy of the interlocutor�s candidate 
explanation and forestalling any further rationalization from the interlocutor. 
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Xiaoxin�s on-​record criticism centres on the word baiyan �contempt� in line 6, a 
highly a�ectively disa�liative and morally implicative expression that upgrades 
a neighbourly ti� to the harrowing prospect of Xiaoxin being treated as a social 
pariah by his neighbours upon return, due to the interlocutor�s misdemeanour. 
In terms of Xiaoxin�s overall delivery, lines 4 to 7 are extremely smoothly 
delivered with no gaps between sentences. At a transition relevant place a�er de 
in line 6, Xiaoxin�s use of jiushi �just� successfully holds the turn, and a�er a 0.2-​
second gap, Xiaoxin reinforces his criticism by spelling out to the interlocutor 
that he should have been more considerate. If rated against traditional Leveltian 
speaking/​LC rubrics, Xiaoxin�s performance would score high in terms of 
lexical range, syntactic complexity and �uency. However, from the perspective 
of talking/​IC and social solidarity, Xiaoxin�s delivery of criticism lacks all the 
mitigating devices commonly seen in dispreference structures. It is unsurprising 
that DEs �agged Xiaoxin�s lines 4�​7 against the indigenous rating category 
con�ict management (Section 5.2.3.4).

�e second concern from DEs related to the incongruency between Xiaoxin�s 
talk and his social role, which is pertinent to the social relations indigenous 
rating category (Section 5.2.3.8). If uninformed of the context in the role-​play 
prompt, one can read Xiaoxin�s lines 4�​7 as an utterance recipient-​designed to a 
�tenant�, to an �acquaintance� but not to your �best friend�s son�. �e emphasized 
wo jia �my home� in line 5 is an explicit statement of Xiaoxin�s ownership of 
the apartment, establishing his category of the �houseowner�. Operating within 
this categorization, Xiaoxin evokes the rights and entitlements bound to the 
�houseowner� category such as �asserting the owner�s overriding right to the 
house�, �requesting the tenants to obey the houseowner�s rules� and �expecting 
the tenants to show consideration to the houseowner�s needs for neighbourly 
amicability�, all of which are used as grounds by Xiaoxin to reprimand the 
interlocutor in lines 4�​7. However, as both DE25 and DE28 commented, Xiaoxin 
fails to orient to other crucial social roles made relevant by the task prompt. 
Instead of licensing a hierarchical relational pair of �houseowner� and �tenant�, 
Xiaoxin should have attended more to the interlocutor�s category of being �his 
best friend�s son� and his category of being a �more senior member in society�, 
both of which were implicated in the task prompt. �e lack of orientation to such 
categories made the DEs consider Xiaoxin�s talk misaligned with the social roles 
of his interlocutor and incongruent with the social roles Xiaoxin was supposed 
to assume, translating to unimpressive feedback in relation to the rating category 
social relations. More Sequential-​Categorial Analysis of the categorial dimension 
of this task can be found in Exemplar 4 to Exemplar 9.
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�e last issue DEs took with Xiaoxin�s conduct is the interactional disruption 
his lines engendered for the interlocutor, which is painfully palpable when the 
speech is analysed using Sequential-​Categorial Analysis. �e repeated pauses 
in line 8, the prolonged hesitation markers EN and EM in lines 8 and 10, the 
started but abandoned turn in line 10, the distressing 1.6-​second-​gap in line 
11 and the rush-​through in line 12 are all demonstrative of the interlocutor�s 
struggle in formulating a response to Xiaoxin�s sharp criticism. Looking at the 
exemplar as a whole, the work of maintaining social solidarity has been on the 
interlocutor�s shoulders alone, evidenced by the interlocutor�s work at mitigating 
disa�liation in lines 1�​2, the use of mitigators shaowei �a little� and yixia �a bit� 
in line 9, the deployment of the epistemic downgrader ba in line 9 (Kendrick, 
2018), and the pro�ering of an apology in line 12. Xiaoxin�s lines, on the contrary, 
have predominantly served as a disruptive force to interaction. It is therefore 
unsurprising that, despite Xiaoxin�s L1-​speaker advantage and strong LC, his 
performance on this item was viewed negatively by DEs on their indigenous 
criteria of interactional success.

In summary, Exemplar 1 shows that the indigenous rating categories con�ict 
management and social relations could be theorized using CA and MCA concepts 
and such theorization was validated in test-​takers� discourse. �e two indigenous 
categories were then renamed disa�liation control and social role management 
to better capture the theoretical import from CA and MCA. �e next exemplar 
shows how the solidarity promotion and reasoning skills indigenous categories 
can be similarly theorized.

5.2.4.4 � �eorizing solidarity promotion and reasoning skills

Exemplar 2 below presents an interaction between the trained interlocutor and 
an L2-​Chinese pilot test-​taker, Eric (see Section 5.2.4.2 for Eric�s pro�le). �e 
stage of the interaction in Exemplar 2 was similar to the one in Exemplar 1 but we 
can see Eric handled the interaction in a di�erent manner compared to Xiaoxin. 
Exemplar 2 also showcases how the indigenous criteria solidarity promotion and 
reasoning skills can be theorized via Sequential-​Categorial Analysis.
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Exemplar 2  Eric: �can�t choose thy neighbour�
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Note.  Pilot test_​item 7, Chinese, video-​chat, audio-​recorded, role-​play data, I for interlocutor and 
E for Eric

Mirroring Exemplar 1, Exemplar 2 starts with the interlocutor shi�ing the 
blame to the neighbours for being excessively sensitive. Di�erent from the 
scathing comments on Xiaoxin�s performance, DE raters viewed Eric�s turns 
very positively. Both DE26 and DE27 transcribed Eric�s lines 3�​4 in their written 
comments and wrote �being very measured� and �accepting, understanding, 
listening�. �ey further expanded their observations in the focus group interviews.

DE26: When the kid (interlocutor) asks if the neighbours are being too sensitive, 
I think his (Eric�s) response deserves extra points. What he says (lines 3�​4) shows 
he is not negating the kid�s idea; he is maintain an accepting attitude. No matter 
how much he (Eric) actually agrees with him (interlocutor) in line 4, at least he 
conveys an a�rmative attitude, he (Eric) doesn�t contradict him, but addresses the 
issue from a di�erent angle in line 5, which is also a really good reason.

DE27: What he (Eric) says in line 4 maybe is a lie, maybe he doesn�t really agree, but 
he considers the kid�s feelings, that�s why he says that. He also says we can�t choose 
our neighbours (line 5). Whether the neighbours are truly being oversensitive or 
not, we still can�t pick and choose them. I think here he also deserves extra points. 
What he says is empathetic and full of reason at the same time.

�e above interview summaries show that DE26 and DE27 thought highly of 
how Eric strengthened solidarity with the interlocutor in lines 3�​4 and how he 
pro�ered legitimate reasons to substantiate his claim in line 5, corresponding to 
the solidarity promotion and reasoning skills categories in the indigenous rating 
scale. Now let us turn to the CA transcript to unpack DEs� comments and inspect 
emically the interactional methods Eric mobilized to make his interaction so 
recognizably di�erent from Xiaoxin�s.
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Similar to lines 1�​2 in Exemplar 1, lines 1�​2 in Exemplar 2 are semi-​prescribed 
for the interlocutor to prompt the test-​taker to produce more language. We can see 
the same evidential marker hui bu hui �is it possible� and the same stress on the word 
minggan �sensitive�. �e epistemic downgrader ni juede �do you think� is produced 
sotto voce, hedging the claim the interlocutor makes regarding Eric�s knowledge 
(Lim, 2011) and inviting Eric to assess the interlocutor�s candidate explanation.

Faced with a similar �rst-​pair-​part from the interlocutor, Eric�s second-​pair-​
part disagreement, spanning from lines 3 to 6, di�ers greatly from Xiaoxin�s. 
Although it is disa�liating in nature just like Xiaoxin�s, Eric prefaces his 
disagreement in lines 5�​6 with an agreement from lines 3�​4, which is a well-​
documented format that mitigates disa�liation (Pomerantz, 1984). Eric�s 
agreement consists of three components, each of which implements a di�erent 
a�liative move. In line 3 he �rst produces a partial repeat of tai minggan �too 
sensitive�, as a receipt and con�rmation of the interlocutor�s claim, demonstrating 
attentive listening and evidencing intersubjectivity, which was noted by the DEs. 
�e ensuing yexu shi zheyang �maybe it is like that� a�liates with the interlocutor 
epistemically. Given that the interlocutor is only living in Eric�s apartment 
temporarily, Eric is putatively the more knowledgeable of the two in terms of his 
neighbours� dispositions. Eric could have oriented to his epistemic advantage and 
refuted the interlocutor�s claim, but instead, he treats the interlocutor as having 
equal access to this particular domain of knowledge, which promotes solidarity. 
In line 4 Eric�s use of tongyi �agree� further a�liates with the interlocutor, but 
this time it is a�ectively a�liating instead of epistemically a�liating. �ough the 
mitigators yexu �maybe� in line 3 and youdian �somewhat� in line 4 are hearable as 
foreshadowing disagreement, the partial repeat, the epistemic and the a�ective 
matchings have worked to bu�er the disa�liative impact of disagreement. �e 
rich a�liation promotion Eric has employed merits the positive �good at listening�, 
�not negating other�s opinions� and �showing agreement to be empathetic� 
comments from the DEs.

Moving on to the disagreement component in Eric�s utterance, this is where 
he demonstrates his strong reasoning skills and, as DE26 put it, �addresses the 
issue from a di�erent angle�. Eric�s disagreement starts a�er danshi �but� in line 
4 and is followed by a prolonged pre-​disagreement hesitation marker A:: before 
the disagreement proper is launched in lines 5 and 6. �e temporal positioning 
of the disagreement component showcases Eric�s strong reasoning competence 
as he places it a�er the three a�liative moves as discussed above, which prevents 
his disagreeing account from being heard as overly critical (Heritage, 1988). 
�e disagreement proper in line 5 is the highlight of Eric�s reasoning as the 
disagreeing action is realized not through an on-​record one such as Xiaoxin�s 
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criticizing but through an o�-​record explanation based on commonsensical 
reasoning. �e explanation that one cannot choose their neighbours in line 5 
orients to members� tacit, ordinary understanding of social order, the normative 
nature of which renders its legitimacy irrefutable. �e irrefutability of Eric�s 
account can also be observed via his use of women �we� in line 5, suggesting that 
what he is about to say is an intersubjectively shared fact. It is worth noting that 
Eric�s account is a �no-​blame� account. Similar to inability and no-​fault accounts 
(Drew, 1984; Heritage, 1984),here I de�ne a no-​blame account as appealing to 
reasons or explanations outside the control of the interactants, refraining from 
putting the blame on the interactants and hence preserving social solidarity. In 
line 6 Eric further underscores the legitimacy of his account with the word guilv 
�order�, which highlights the commonsensical nature of his account. �is account 
is moderated by a sentence-​�nal particle ba in line 6, which downgrades Eric�s 
epistemic position and a�liates with the interlocutor epistemically (Kendrick, 
2018). �ough linguistically guilv is an infelicitous word choice and indexes Eric�s 
restricted lexical repertoire, line 6 progresses the interaction and did not raise 
alarms for the DEs. �is points to the separation between traditional measures 
of speaking/​LC and measures of talking/​IC.

Moving beyond the lines commented by DEs and looking at the interaction 
as a whole a�er Sequential-​Categorial Analysis, the praiseworthy work by Eric 
on a�liation promotion and reasoning has paved the way to smooth interaction 
between him and the interlocutor in the ensuing talk from lines 7�​12. A�er a 
subdued em, the interlocutor promptly supplies an agreement token hao �ok�, 
promises he will be more careful in the future in line 7 and apologizes for causing 
trouble for Eric in line 8. Line 10 demonstrates the interlocutor�s attempt at 
preserving solidarity by thinking from Eric�s perspective. �e interlocutor�s pro-​
social moves are generously reciprocated by Erics� aligning token en en �hm hm� 
in line 10 and a�liative mei wenti �no problem� in line 11, which overlaps with 
the interlocutor�s solidarity bid in line 10 and reinforces a�liation by dispelling 
any concern the interlocutor might have had at that point.

In summary, Exemplar 2 demonstrates a very di�erent type of interaction 
between test-​taker and interlocutor. Instead of relying on the interlocutor 
solely for preserving solidarity as observed in Exemplar 1, here both Eric and 
the interlocutor adopt various pro-​social moves to collaboratively maintain 
solidarity. Eric�s demonstration of a�liation promotion and reasoning skills are 
particularly commendable, making this snippet a useful exemplar to illustrate 
desirable performances in rater training. �is exemplar also shows that the 
indigenous rating categories solidarity promotion and reasoning skills can be 
formally theorized as a�liation promotion and reasoning in CA parlance. �e 
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next exemplar illustrates how the indigenous rating category personal qualities 
can be theorized.

5.2.4.5 � �eorizing personal qualities

Exemplar 3 is also from Eric but centres on his performance for the personal 
qualities rating category in the indigenous rating scale.

Exemplar 3  Eric: �we need to respect them�
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Note.  Pilot test_​item 7, Chinese, video-​chat, audio-​recorded, role-​play data, I for interlocutor and 
E for Eric

In the interview, DE25 and DE26 commented on Eric�s character as a member 
of society, which implicitly oriented to Eric�s management of the moral order of 
everyday interaction.

R25: I think his (Eric�s) description in line 6 is quite placid, moderate, and aligned 
with what people would normally think.

R26: I agree with what R25 just said. Although he (Eric) is a foreigner, his talk is very 
to the point. For example, he talks about neighbours� families and kids at 1 minute 
and 15 seconds (line 4), I made a note there. He then says �we should respect them� 
(line 6). What he is saying here is very spot-​on, and he is not criticizing the other 
person (interlocutor). It is the ordinary, normal behaviour you would expect from 
anyone, such as not making too much noise at night.

�ough R25 and R26 did not explicitly refer to the concept of morality of 
interaction, their comments on the �what people would normally think� and 
�ordinary, normal behaviour� attested to their orientation to everyday social 
order as moral order and what a moral being in society implicates (Bergmann, 
1998). �ey were impressed by how Eric, despite his L2 speaker status, was able 
to appeal to the normative moral expectations of members in a shared society 
to substantiate his argument, without resorting to disa�liative actions such as 
criticizing as Xiaoxin did in Exemplar 1. Now let us inspect the CA transcript to 
investigate how moral order is realized in this exemplar.

Eric�s moral work starts with the modal auxiliary yinggai �should� in line 
1. Yinggai, coupled with zhidao �know� in line 1, projects what Eric is about to say 
is presupposed as an intersubjective fact shared by the interlocutor. By aligning 
the interlocutor�s epistemic status with his own and asserting the equalness of 
their knowledge domain, Eric foregrounds the knowingness on the interlocutor�s 
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side and intimates the moral incontrovertibility of his upcoming claim. Following 
the morally projective line 1, Eric details the speci�cs of his neighbours� living 
situations such as their advanced age and their co-​inhabitation with families and 
children from lines 2 and 5. �is description does not exist in the task prompt 
and is constructed in situ by Eric. Such a creative characterization of neighbours 
serves as the bedrock of Eric�s moral work. In line 6 Eric launches his moral claim 
on this matter. He �rst prosodically upgrades the same modal auxiliary yinggai 
�should� as in line 1. �en follows the focal point of Eric�s argument, zhunzhong 
�respect�, which moralizes this neighbourly incident and explicates what Eric 
considers to be morally imperative in this context. A mutually respectful 
relationship between neighbours is a normative, natural relationship to which 
moral members of society should and would naturally orient. �is relationship 
can be strained by morally sanctionable conduct such as making too much 
noise at night, which is what the interlocutor is doing and is encapsulated by 
Eric in lines 8�​9. By making explicit the moral order and moral implications of 
this incident, Eric holds himself to his expectation of the behaviours of a moral 
member. By emphasizing the intersubjective sharedness of this moral order, Eric 
subjects the interlocutor to the same moral standards and expectations, which as 
DE25 and DE26 commented, are �normal� and �ordinary�. Understandably there 
are similar linguistic restrictions in Eric�s utterance such as the self-​repair on 
the awkward construction nianji daren �older grown-​ups� in line 3. However, 
the moral work undertaken in this snippet corroborates Eric�s strong IC in that 
he demonstrated the ability to draw on everyday morally implicative moments 
to strengthen his argument and attain interactional success. From a theoretical 
perspective, the comments DEs made on Eric�s performance in relation to his 
personal qualities can be reinterpreted as Eric�s attempts at preserving the moral 
order of interaction. �e indigenous rating category, personal qualities, therefore, 
lends itself to be theorized as morality from the perspective of CA and MCA.

5.2.4.6 � Address terms in social role management

�e above three exemplars, Exemplar 1 to Exemplar 3, provide evidence on how 
the �ve indigenous categories, con�ict management, reasoning skills, solidarity 
promotion, personal qualities, and social relations, can be theorized into categories 
informed by CA and MCA concepts, namely, disa�liation control, reasoning, 
a�liation promotion, morality and social role management. �e readers can refer 
to Table 35 for a detailed presentation of how DEs� atheoretical indigenous rating 
categories are connected with the CA-​ and MCA-​informed theorized IC rating 
categories.
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�e three exemplars, Exemplar 1 to Exemplar 3, due to their brevity, only shed 
light on certain aspects of the �ve indigenous rating categories. Considering the 
relatively lesser focus on the categorial dimension (MCA) of IC compared to the 
sequential dimension (CA), here more exemplars from the same task are o�ered 
to further explicate the social role management rating category as the analysis of 
this category relies heavily on concepts in MCA.

Exemplar 4, featuring Brian, a di�erent L2-​Chinese test-​taker, illustrates how 
social roles can be initially established by address terms.

Exemplar 4  Brian: �call me shushu�

Note.  Pilot test_​item 7, Chinese, video-​chat, audio-​recorded, role-​play data, I for interlocutor and 
B for Brian

In line 1 Brian launches a greeting sequence, addressing the interlocutor (I in 
the transcript) by the full name of his role Wang Bin. �e interlocutor overlaps 
with Brian�s talk, produces an acknowledgement token in line 2 and returns 
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the greeting in line 3, suggesting that Brian�s greeting is formatted in an easily 
recognizable manner. What is of analytical interest here is that the interlocutor 
addresses Brian using his English name, followed by a Chinese kinship term 
shushu �uncle�. On the interlocutor�s prompt it was not speci�ed how the test-​
taker should be addressed but here the L1-​Chinese interlocutor draws on his 
member�s knowledge and decides to address Brian with a kinship term in situ 
and in vivo. Shushu in Chinese is not reserved only for blood relatives but is 
an inference-​rich address term that carries speci�c duties, obligations, and 
expectations. A discussion on categories in MCA and their concurrent activities/​
predicates can be found in Section 2.4.6. �ere are ample cases in the pilot test-​
taker dataset where test-​takers self-​categorize as either shushu �uncle� or ayi 
�auntie�. Two additional examples are presented here in Exemplar 5 and Exemplar 
6 for illustrative purposes.

Exemplar 5  Test-​taker: �I�m shushu�
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Note. T stands for test-​taker and I for interlocutor.

Exemplar 6  Test-​taker: �I�m ayi�

Note. T stands for test-​taker and I for interlocutor.

Going back to Brian�s performances in Exemplar 4, instead of resisting the 
interlocutor�s attempt at categorizing, Brian starts in line 5 with a question 
enquiring about the interlocutor�s wellbeing. Brian�s implicit sanctioning 
of the category shushu shows that the interlocutor�s activity is permissible 
and pre-​existent in both parties� shared category knowledge. By establishing 
intersubjectivity, it also licenses Brian to exploit the inferences bestowed by the 
shushu category.
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5.2.4.7 � Categories and predicates

Building on the analysis in Exemplar 4, Exemplar 7 shows how pilot test-​taker 
Brian establishes his social role vis-​à-​vis the role of his interlocutor, drawing on 
the categories and category-​bound activities inherent in the social roles in item 7.

Exemplar 7  Brian: �I want to be nice to you�
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Note.  Pilot test_​item 7, Chinese, video-​chat, audio-​recorded, role-​play data, I for interlocutor and 
B for Brian

A few turns a�er Exemplar 4, Exemplar 7 takes place where Brian makes use 
of his shushu category when he criticizes the interlocutor. Brian �rst makes an 
explicit attempt at self-​categorization, abandons it, topicalizes the test-​taker�s 
father, and establishes a standardized relational pair between test-​taker�s father 
and himself from lines 1�​2. A standardized relational pair is a pair of categories 
that carry mutual obligations and responsibilities (Stokoe, 2012), such as 
patient-​doctor, salesperson-​customer and friend-​friend. By categorizing the 
interlocutor�s father as his good friend, Brian also self-​categorizes as a good friend 
to the interlocutor�s father, as friendship cannot be claimed one-​sided. Brian�s 
relational pair and self-​categorization are quickly endorsed by the interlocutor 
with repeated acceptance tokens in line 4. When we combine the categorization 
work of �shushu� in Exemplar 4 and the relational pair in Exemplar 7, we can see 
how the three categories, father, son, and uncle emerge as duplicatively organized 
(Francis & Hart, 1997). �is makes explicit a commonsensical practice in Chinese 
society: if a male Chinese speaker is on close terms with another male Chinese 
speaker of similar age, the son of one of the speakers is bound to call the other 
speaker shushu �uncle�, despite there being no blood connection between the son 
and the other speaker. Such knowledge is neither explicated in nor mandated by 
the scenario script for test-​takers or the prompt for L1-​Chinese interlocutors. It 
is both parties� members� knowledge of their respective social roles that make 
them co-​construct this duplicative organization.

Having examined the category-​building work from both Brian and the 
interlocutor, now let us look at how Brian makes his laborious categorization 
work for him. Categories are not void concepts. Sacks �rst noted that categories 
have activities bound to them, such as in his famous example the baby (category) 
cried (activity) and the mommy (category) picked it up (activity) (Sacks, 1974). 
Subsequent work on MCA has further substantiated the activities (also called 
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predicates) tied to categories, such as entitlements, duties and knowledge 
(Jayyusi, 1984; Payne, 1976; Watson, 1978). In Exemplar 7, a�er sanctioning his 
category as shushu and the interlocutor�s category as close friend�s son, in line 6 
Brian makes explicit the obligations he perceives to have been engendered by 
their relational categories: �I/​shushu wanted to be good towards you/​close friend�s 
son� and �I/​shushu hope you/​close friend�s son are also good towards me/​shushu�. 
Note Brian�s choice of verbs here. When he explicates his moral obligation as a 
shushu, he uses xiang �want� in line 6, a word indexing stronger agency. When he 
describes the obligation of his friend�s son, he chooses xi wang �hope� in line 7, a 
word that hedges the proposition. Similarly, the word ye �also� o�ers a so�ening 
e�ect as it emphasizes reciprocity.

In line 11, the interlocutor �rst issues an a�liative token ye �yes� 
with a downward intonation, licensing Brian�s category inferences and 
acknowledging the mutual obligations that Brian purposely establishes. �e 
subsequent rising and falling intonation of the particles en hen �um hum� is 
particularly intriguing here. En hen �um hum� suggests that the interlocutor 
predicts that there is more to come from Brian since Brian�s exposition of 
mutual obligations is knowledge that already exists in their shared category 
knowledge. �e fact that Brian has painstakingly spelled out such details of 
their category predicates can only implicate one thing: Brian wants to make 
use of such predicates. Indeed, though not reproduced here, Brian�s �I wanted 
to be good towards you� later paves the way into his more attentive enquiries 
of what the interlocutor does at night, what kind of people he brings home 
and whether they have been drinking irresponsibly. Brian�s �I hope you will be 
good to me too� provides grounds for Brian�s criticizing of the interlocutor�s 
behaviour as what the interlocutor does obviously is not �being good� to shushu. 
Everything takes on a di�erent hue a�er the meticulous category groundwork 
Brian has laid for his criticizing action. �ough what the interlocutor has 
done is irresponsible in itself as in disturbing the neighbours, Brian adds 
ammunition to his criticism by evoking the moral obligations rooted in their 
categories. �erefore, what the interlocutor has done has thus become not just 
irresponsible, but also immoral.

5.2.4.8 � Beginner L2-​speakers� category knowledge

�e previous exemplars on Brian demonstrate that pilot test-​takers did not 
solely focus on launching the intended social action implied in the task scenario. 
�ey contextualized actions in a manner that was congruent with their social 
roles and carefully designed their talk so that it was role-​appropriate. It should 
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also be noted that social role management is a joint process by both parties, as 
evidenced by the duplicative organization �father-​son-​uncle� in Brian�s example. 
However, as Brian skilfully demonstrates, test-​takers have the ability to utilize 
categories and categorization to their advantage in an interactionally relevant 
fashion. Exemplar 8 and Exemplar 9 feature a beginner-​level test-​taker Hans, 
who shows us that even low-​pro�ciency L2 speakers have an awareness of social 
role management and can mobilize category knowledge to their bene�t, despite 
limited linguistic resources.

Exemplar 8  Hans: �you�re a good kid�

Note. Pilot test_​item 7, Chinese, video-​chat, audio-​recorded, role-​play data, I for interlocutor and 
H for Hans

Line 1 in Exemplar 8 follows Hans�s story-​telling of him receiving a call from 
the neighbour saying that lately there has been a lot of noise in his apartment. 
Hans makes multiple attempts at starting the turn but gets stuck at the subject 
wo �I�. When he �nally succeeds at the fourth attempt, he smoothly delivers his 
assessment of the interlocutor in line 2, calling him a guai haizi �good/​obedient 
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kid. Hans calling his friend�s son haizi �kid� positions the interlocutor at the lower 
end of a hierarchical relational pair compared to Hans, as Hans is the grown-​up 
here while the interlocutor is the kid (Stokoe, 2012). �erefore, when a haizi 
misbehaves, a grown-​up has su�cient moral grounds to criticize him, which is 
exactly what Hans�s turn foreshadows.

Another interesting feature is the adjective guai that Hans predicates 
on haizi. Guai is a cultural-​speci�c description that does not lend itself well 
to translation. Semantically it falls between �being good�, �being nice�, �being 
obedient�, �do not cause trouble� and �do not contradict�. Guai can only be used 
by a senior member on a junior member in Chinese society and the senior 
and junior members are related on an intimate personal level. For example, a 
younger person in Chinese society would not use guai as a quality expected of 
a person older than them. An older person would also not randomly call out 
people younger than them as being guai as there is no entitlement for such an 
expectation. What licenses Hans�s usage of guai is the same duplicative father-​
son-​uncle organization explicated before. Similar to what Brian did with his 
categorization work, Hans�s word choice guai carries a strong moral obligation 
as there is a preference for a category like haizi to co-​select with its bound 
predicates like guai. Guai as a predicate is a cultural expectation of the haizi 
category, which in this particular instance, manifests as �being nice to shushu�, 
�do not contradict shushu� and certainly �do not drink irresponsibly and cause 
trouble for shushu�. �erefore, Hans�s attempt at characterization is purposeful 
as now the interlocutor�s behaviour is not just unsociable but also �outs the 
moral obligations implicated in his category.

In terms of Hans�s production of guai haizi, it is smoothly delivered in line 2, 
despite a micropause between hai and zi. �is contrasts greatly with the following 
line 3-​line 6 where Hans struggles to describe what the interlocutor was doing. 
Considering Hans�s beginner-​learner pro�ciency level, it is understandable that 
he �nds it challenging to mobilize language in his recount of the interlocutor�s 
irresponsible drinking episodes. However, Hans easily formats a predicate+​
category combination (guai haizi), which suggests that such a categorization, its 
bound predicate and inferences are not constructed on the spot. �is combination 
is locally regulated, culturally pre-​packaged, and contextually embedded in the 
very social role of Hans vis-​à-​vis the role of the interlocutor.

5.2.4.9 � �e power of categorization

Lastly, Exemplar 9 showcases the power of categorization in facilitating the 
ful�lment of the IC task when test-​takers e�ectively orient to the categories and 
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their bound activities in the social roles. In the case of Hans�s performance, the 
guai haizi categorization was not a one-​o� isolated incident as Hans also made it 
interactionally relevant in his closing sequence.

Exemplar 9  Hans: �be a good kid�
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Note.  Pilot test_​item 7, Chinese, video-​chat, audio-​recorded, role-​play data, I for interlocutor and 
H for Hans

Exemplar 9 is towards the end of the interaction and starts o� with the 
interlocutor promising not to misbehave in the future. A�er issuing a positive 
assessment hao �good� in line 4, Hans recycles guai with emphasis and elongation, 
only this time as an imperative. Guai here takes on di�erent functions as before: it 
is an assessment as in �I underwrite what you just promised as guai behaviour�; it 
is also a veiled admonition as in �be a guai kid and don�t misbehave again�. In line 
6 the interlocutor �rst issues a change-​of-​state token E, which is similar to �oh� in 
English (Heritage, 1990). �is token could have been occasioned by surprise at the 
warning tone in Hans�s guai, or incredulity at Hans�s highly idiomatic use of guai 
and his cultural knowledge of how Chinese people reprimand kids. Regardless 
of the mental state behind E �oh�, the interlocutor quickly pro�ers an agreement 
token and a�er a 0.6 gap, reformats his promise from line 1 in line 8 and thanks 
Hans for his assessment/​admonition in line 9. �e interlocutor�s behaviour from 
line 6 to line 9 rati�es the legitimacy of Hans�s use of guai and Hai�s implicated 
moral rights. It would be highly problematic if the interlocutor rebuts by saying 
�hang on, why should I be guai or be a guai haizi� or �who do you think you are to 
talk to me in such a patronising manner�. �is is synonymous with a mum saying 
�why should I pick up my baby just because they are crying� in Sacks�s example 
(Sacks, 1974). It is the inherent moral order residing in categories that makes 
the claims from category-​bound predicates irrefutable. A similar example of the 
haizi category evocation plus a category-​bound predicate is line 2 in Exemplar 
5 where the test-​taker categorizes the interlocutor as an �understanding kid� and 
the analysis is very similar to the one of Hans.

In summary, Exemplar 4 to Exemplar 9 provide speci�c empirical evidence 
on how the indigenous rating category social relations can be theorized to 
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	9	 Some words that are pronounced with incorrect tones are marked with diacritics in 
the transcript.

social role management and validated via test-​taker discourse, using concepts 
from CA and MCA. DEs� focus on this rating category reinforces the argument 
that is no language use unbounded to social roles. Hence, the ability to enact 
appropriate social roles should be integrated into the IC construct. Brian�s 
and Hans�s performances indicate that this ability is largely unaccounted for 
in existing speaking/​LC frameworks. From CA transcription we can observe 
numerous cases where Brian�s and to a much larger extent Hans�s language are 
linguistically inadequate, which include excessive long gaps, awkward turn 
designs, infelicitous lexical choices and non-L1 prosodic features9. However, 
inadequacies in speaking/​LC do not obfuscate their ability in talking/​IC, to 
undertake social role management, or to make their enacted social roles work 
for them interactionally. �is mismatch between speaking competence/​LC and 
talking competence/​IC can go a long way towards strengthening the construct 
validity of IC assessment. �e same principle applies to the other four rating 
categories, disa�liation control, a�liation promotion, morality and reasoning 
(see Table 35), though more detailed analyses of these four categories are not 
provided here due to space restrictions. �e CA-​informed exemplars generated 
in the empirical validation can also serve as rater training materials to assist 
raters to connect descriptors in the rating scale with actual performance and to 
better understand the test construct.

5.2.5 � A theorized IC rating scale

Section 5.2.4 shows how DEs� comments and their indigenous IC rating scale are 
validated in test-​taker discourse. �e process of using CA and MCA concepts 
to unpack DEs� comments in test-​taker performance demonstrates that DEs� 
atheoretical comments and indigenous criteria can be theorized and interpreted 
from the CA and MCA perspective. �e exemplars illustrated in Section 5.2.4 
only represent a select number of CA-​ and MCA-​analysed exemplars that study 
two produced. Based on more extensive analyses of DE comments, descriptors 
in the indigenous rating scale, and CA transcripts of test-​taker performance, 
I transformed the DEs� indigenous scale in Section 5.2.3 into a theorized scale 
in this section, drawing on CA and MCA concepts. �e process of theorization 
expands the applicability of the original indigenous rating scale, which is based 
on DEs� speci�c comments on speci�c test tasks from a speci�c cohort of test-​
takers. By theorizing through sociological theories, the new rating scale evokes 
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concepts that have a wider range of applicability since the concepts are not 
dependent on speci�c assessment tasks or test-​taker cohorts. �is addresses the 
context-​speci�c nature of existing IC assessment rating scales as the theorized 
rating scale is theoretically expandable enough to be applied to a range of 
assessment tasks and contexts. �e new theorized scale still maintains the same 
�ve-​step structure and includes �ve rating categories, each of which contains 
several sub-​categories. �e following sections explicate the theorized rating scale 
based on each of the �ve rating categories. A comparison between the theorized 
categories and the indigenous categories in Section 5.2.3 can highlight the 
di�erences between band descriptors derived from DEs� indigenous atheoretical 
descriptions and band descriptors informed by CA and MCA concepts (see 
Table 35 for a simpli�ed presentation of the equivalent descriptors in two scales). 
�e �nalized theorized rating scale is presented in Appendix IV in both the 
English version and the Chinese version.

5.2.5.1 � �eorized rating category: Disa�liation control

�e original con�ict management rating category in Section 5.2.3.4 in the 
indigenous IC scale is theorized as disa�liation control, which is more precisely 
de�ned through Sequential-​Categorial Analysis. Based on the iterative analyses of 
the indigenous scale, DE comments and CA-​transcribed test-​taker performances, 
three sub-​categories emerged in this rating category: 1) Disa�liative actions 
(DAA), 2) Linguistic disa�liation control (LDC), and 3) Paralinguistic 
disa�liation control (PDC). �e �rst sub-​category, disa�liative actions, discusses 
the use of disa�liative actions at a more global level, such as the launch of 
complaining, criticizing, disagreeing, or refusing. �ese actions are disa�liative 
and, if mishandled, can damage social solidarity (Steensig & Drew, 2008). Since 
the nine assessment tasks in the IC test all have disa�liative scenarios and expect 
test-​takers to launch some form of disa�liative actions, sub-​category 1, therefore 
assesses how the disa�liative actions are designed by the test-​takers, from a very 
indirect approach (band 5) that does not a�ect social solidarity to a very direct 
approach (band 1) that damages social relations.

As sub-​category 1 is concerned with how disa�liative actions are launched at 
a global level, sub-​categories 2 and 3 focus on the linguistic and paralinguistic 
design of disa�liative actions. Sub-​category 2 Linguistic disa�liation 
control is concerned with the linguistic devices test-​takers use such as lexical 
choices, morphosyntactic features and dispreference formats. Sub-​category 
3 Paralinguistic disa�liation control assesses paralinguistic devices such as 
phonetic and prosodic features as these features have been shown to match with 
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	10	 From well-​managed or no display of disa�liation to bald-​on-​record display of 
disa�liation.

the linguistic design of the turns in managing disa�liation (Couper-​Kuhlen, 
2012; Lindström & Sorjonen, 2013).

�e rating scale for disa�liation control is presented in Table 36, with each 
of the three sub-​categories listed and their abbreviations (DAA, LDC, and PDC) 
included for clarity.

Table 36  �eorized IC rating scale for Disa�liation control10

Band 5
Exemplary

	� Disa�liation is successfully and skillfully remediated, social solidarity 
una�ected. Disa�liative actions are either unstated or approached 
exceedingly strategically in a way that does not cause a�ront (DAA).

	� Turn design conforms clearly with dispreferred formats, drawing on a 
wide range of lexical devices, morphosyntactic features and evidential 
markers (LDC).

	� Excellent control of phonetic and prosodic features in mitigating 
disa�liative stances (PDC).

Band 4
Good

	� Disa�liation is well managed. Strong disa�liative actions are covertly 
realized. Weak disa�liative actions can be explicitly delivered but are 
admissible in the local context (DAA).

	� Both lexical and non-​lexical devices are recruited to mitigate 
disa�liation. Infelicitous choices are very occasional and not 
interactionally disruptive (LDC).

	� Phonetic and prosodic features are in tune with turn design in 
moderating disa�liation (PDC).

Band 3
Average

	� Disa�liation is hearable though social solidarity is still intact. 
�ere is inconsistency in the speaker�s management of disa�liative 
activities (DAA).

	� Some conventionalized verbal resources are involved to so�en 
disa�liation to an acceptable level (LDC).

	� �e phonetic and prosodic marking of turns has a limited impact on 
minimizing disa�liation (PDC).

Band 2
Concerning

	� A disa�liative stance can be imputed to the speaker and interactional 
continuity can be disrupted. �e use of disa�liative actions and underuse 
of strategies can create or escalate tension (DAA).

	� �ere is recruitment of disa�liative linguistic devices while the ones 
constituting a dispreferred format are inadequately represented (LDC).

	� �e speaker�s talk contains disa�liative segmental and suprasegmental 
features (PDC).
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Band 1
Intervention 
needed

	� Social solidarity is jeopardized due to the deployment of ostensible 
disa�liative actions. �e speaker�s approach projects a clearly 
disa�liative and uncooperative stance (DAA).

	� �e design of turns lacks basic dis-​preferenced features. Highly 
disa�liative linguistic devices exist (LDC).

	� Turns are marked by pronounced disa�liative segmental and 
suprasegmental features (PDC).

5.2.5.2 � �eorized rating category: A�liation promotion

�e second rating category, a�liation promotion, is theorized from the 
indigenous IC category solidarity promotion in Section 5.2.3.5. As discussed 
in various places, a�liation promotion is di�erent from disa�liation control in 
that the former focuses on the actual promotion of social solidarity through 
the employment of a�liative actions, whereas the latter is concerned with how 
unavoidable disa�liative actions can be managed to downgrade the destruction 
it has on social solidarity. Four sub-​categories were identi�ed under the a�liation 
promotion rating category: 1) A�liative actions (AFA), 2) A�liative turn design 
(ATD), 3) Emotions and frames (EAF), and 4) Intersubjectivity (ITS).

Similar to the sub-​categories in disa�liation control, the �rst category A�liative 
actions in a�liation promotion focuses on the employment of social actions that 
are a�liative and supportive of social solidarity such as agreeing, praising, and 
apologizing. Sub-​category 2 A�liative turn design is more concerned with the 
actual lexical and non-​lexical devices used in the a�liative actions. Sub-​category 
3 Emotions and frames foregrounds the demonstration of emotional engagement 
with the interlocutor (Haugh & Obana, 2015; Hayashi, 2013) and the sharing 
of their frames (Go�man, 1974; Kim, 2013). Lastly, sub-​category 4 gives weight 
to the IC marker, intersubjectivity, which has been well researched in previous 
IC assessment research (Youn, 2015). Here, intersubjectivity is included 
under a�liation promotion because its pro-​social nature is emphasized in the 
maintenance and promotion of social solidarity.

Table 37 presents the theorized IC rating category A�liation promotion with 
abbreviations (AFA, ATD, EAF, and ITS) noted for each of the four sub-​categories.
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Table 37  �eorized IC rating scale for A�liation promotion11

Band 5
Exemplary

	� �e speaker is maximally pro-​social through successful launches of 
substantively a�liative actions (AFA).

	� An impressive array of lexical, morphosyntactic, phonetic and prosodic 
elements are skillfully mobilized in designing preferred actions (ATD).

	� A very high degree of empathetic understanding and sharing of frames 
is evoked, established, and maintained via the use of substantive forms of 
empathy display and frame identi�cation (EAF).

	� �e speaker is extremely keen and competent in pursuing, maintaining, 
and restoring intersubjectivity (ITS).

Band 4
Good

	� Social solidarity is supported through the employment of commonly 
used a�liative actions (AFA).

	� �e speaker can use (non)lexical devices to display a�liation. Phonetic 
and prosodic marking are in general in tune with turns (ATD).

	� �ere is su�cient recognition, validation and understanding of the 
interlocutor�s emotions and frames (EAF).

	� �reats to mutual understanding are adequately addressed in the 
interaction (ITS).

Band 3
Average

	� �ere is some use of a�liative actions to support the interlocutor�s 
a�ective stance (AFA).

	� Turn design displays some conventionalized (non)verbal a�liation 
promotion (ATD).

	� Attempts are made to a�liate with the interlocutor�s emotions and 
frames, though not always successful (EAF).

	� Intersubjectivity is sometimes checked and defended (ITS).
Band 2
Concerning

	� A�liative actions are underused. �e interlocutor can feel somewhat 
unendorsed or unsupported (AFA).

	� (Non)verbal a�liative devices can be inadequate or mis-​designed (ATD).
	� Little display of empathetic understanding of the interlocutor�s feelings 

and experiences (EAF).
	� �e speaker�s understanding is prioritized while common understanding 

is largely unaddressed (ITS).
Band 1
Intervention 
needed

	� Little to no indexation of a�liation. �e interlocutor�s a�ective needs are 
disregarded (AFA).

	� Preferenced (non)lexical a�liative features12 are rare to non-​existent. 
Little to no prosodic matching or upgrading for a�liative work (ATD).

	� Noticeable misalignment from and disa�liation with the interlocutor�s 
emotions or frames (EAF).

	� �e speaker overtly privileges their understanding and is disinterested in 
achieving intersubjectivity (ITS).

	11	 From overt display of a�liation to no show of a�liation.
	12	 Preferred, preferenced and a�liative features are supportive of social solidarity in 

both 1st pp or 2nd pp positions.
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5.2.5.3 � �eorized rating category: Morality

�e rating category morality is derived from the category personal qualities 
in Section 5.2.3.6 in the original indigenous IC rating scale. As illustrated in 
Exemplar 3 in Section 5.2.4.5, the category personal qualities is expanded and 
further speci�ed from an ethnomethodological perspective in the sense of moral 
order being constitutive of social order.

�e de�nition of morality in this book draws on the distinction between 
proto-​morality and cultural-​speci�c moralities in previous literature (Bergmann, 
1998; Turnbull & Carpendale, 2001; Turowetz & Maynard, 2010) but expands it 
and builds a three-​tier conceptualization of moral order: 1) Endemic moral order 
(EMO), 2) Universal moral order (UMO), and 3) Context-​speci�c moral order 
(CMO). At the basic level, which is the sub-​category 1 Endemic moral order, 
morality is endemic to the discourse and refers to the cooperative, reciprocal 
principle of interaction between interactants, which makes interactional 
order possible at a local level. �is is similar to the concepts of protomorality, 
moral order 1 and morality of interaction as discussed in existing literature in 
Section 2.4.4.

Sub-​category 2 Universal moral order de�nes a moral order that is across 
contexts and cultures, and that is built on the local endemic moral order and 
allows interactants to infer moral qualities of their interlocutors. �is is similar 
to the morality in interaction, de�ned in Turowetz and Maynard (2010). �e 
moral qualities inferred from the moral order at this level are not context-​
dependent, as they are qualities such as respect, dignity, courage and composure, 
as listed in Hymes (1972) and discussed in Section 2.4.3. �ese are qualities 
that are universally mandated in all interactional contexts, and once breached, 
can attract moral sanctions and condemnations regardless of the speci�c 
interactional contexts.

�e last sub-​category, sub-​category 3 Context-​speci�c moral order, is 
concerned with the moral order at a context-​speci�c level. �is moral order 
is in operation when we infer context-​speci�c or cultural-​speci�c qualities 
from our interactants. �ey are the qualities such as humbleness, modesty and 
collectivism that were attended to by the DEs, who were from a speci�c linguistic 
and sociocultural background. Such context-​speci�c moral values are contingent 
on the interactants� shared life experiences and the interactional contexts, which 
means that the moral values in sub-​category 3 can be realized and interpreted 
di�erently when the context changes.
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How the three-​tier conceptualization of morality is realized at �ve di�erent 
band levels is illustrated in Table 38. Sub-​categories in the morality rating scale 
are noted with their abbreviations (EMO, UMO, and CMO).

Table 38  �eorized IC rating scale for Morality

Band 5
Exemplary

	� �e speaker�s manner of interaction is maximally cooperative, fully 
sustaining the endemic moral order of interaction (EMO).

	� �e interaction clearly indexes universally preferred moral qualities in 
the speaker (UMO).

	� �e speaker�s moral membership is fully established through the 
demonstration of moral conduct speci�c to the standards in their 
community (CMO).

Band 4
Good

	� �e moral order of interaction is well sustained through a focus on 
cooperation instead of constraint (EMO).

	� �e speaker�s conduct can allow for the ascription of some universally 
preferred moral qualities in the speaker (UMO).

	� �e speaker�s conduct showcases good understanding of moral standards 
known to members of the shared community (CMO).

Band 3
Average

	� Interactional order is in general maintained though some conducts are 
not fully morally accountable or accounted for (EMO).

	� �ere is no strong indexation of either universally preferred or 
dispreferred moral qualities (UMO).

	� Community-​speci�c moral conduct is lacking, though the speaker�s 
moral membership is still accepted (CMO).

Band 2
Concerning

	� Interactional order is threatened by noticeable moral breaches (EMO).
	� Some universally dispreferred moral qualities can be ascribed to 

speaker (UMO).
	� �e speaker�s conduct is recognizably morally questionable to members 

in the community (CMO).
Band 1
Intervention 
needed

	� Moral order is disrupted by a constraining interactional manner and 
morally unaccountable conduct (EMO).

	� �e speaker deploys universally morally sanctionable actions that 
challenge their status as a moral being (UMO).

	� �e speaker faces ostracization due to the display of morally unjusti�able 
conduct in the community (CMO).

5.2.5.4 � �eorized rating category: Reasoning

�e theorized rating category reasoning is built on the indigenous rating 
category reasoning skills in Section 5.2.3.7 but draws on concepts from CA 
and ethnomethodology (Gar�nkel,1967; Heritage, 1988). �is category is 
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further speci�ed into three sub-​categories: 1) Interactional remedies (IAR), 
2) Interactional accounts (IAA), and 3) Overall structural organizations (OSO).

Sub-​category 1 Interactional remedies is concerned with how interactional 
troubles are remedied at both the action and project levels. Actions here refer 
to the speci�c social actions and the sequences during which they are realized. 
Projects, on the other hand, are sequences of sequences and can include multiple 
social actions (Robinson, 2013). Remedies here are de�ned as solutions that 
speakers pro�er to address interactional troubles, whether within the turns 
in a social action or within a larger interactional project. �e di�erentiation 
between action and project here mirrors the distinction between the two levels of 
reasoning discussed in Heritage (1988), although Heritage did not further de�ne 
the types of reasoning at the two levels whereas in the de�nition of reasoning in 
this book, reasoning sub-​category 1 focuses speci�cally on the remedies speakers 
can provide to address interactional troubles.

Similar to the scope in sub-​category 1, sub-​category 2 Interactional accounts 
also pertains to both the action and the project levels but focuses more speci�cally 
on the accounts the speaker provides when accounts are due. Accounts are 
de�ned as the explanations that speakers pro�er when the context or the 
interlocutor demands explanations for the speaker�s action.

�e last sub-​category, sub-​category 3 Overall structural organizations, extends 
on what DEs called the structure of talk in the indigenous rating scale in Section 
5.2.3.7. �e concept overall structural organization (Robinson, 2013) in CA 
captures DEs� descriptions of the structure of a person�s speech. Overall structural 
organization is concerned with how multiple social actions are organized since 
a stretch of talk rarely contains only one action. In response to an interlocutor�s 
invitation to a dinner party, a speaker may �rst thank the interlocutor for the 
kind invitation, apologize for not being able to attend, explain the reasons behind 
it and wish the interlocutor a successful party or promise to attend when the next 
opportunity presents itself. It is clear this talk contains multiple social actions 
such as thanking, apologizing, explaining, and o�ering wishes/​promises. Overall 
structural organization examines the way di�erent social actions are strung 
together. In other words, it looks at the organization of sequences of sequences 
(Scheglo�, 2007b).

How the three sub-​categories are de�ned at each of the �ve bands is 
presented in Table 39 with the sub-​category abbreviations included (IAR, IAA, 
and OSO).
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Table 39  �eorized IC rating scale for Reasoning

Band 5
Exemplary

	� Extremely e�cacious, multi-​angled and context-​�tting remedies are 
provided to address interactional troubles at both the action and project 
levels (IAR).

	� �e speaker provides exceedingly well-​reasoned and contextually 
defensible accounts at both the action and project levels (IAA).

	� �e entire occasion of interaction is exceptionally well organized at both 
the sequential and sequence levels, providing maximal progressivity and 
projectability (OSO).

Band 4
Good

	� �e speaker pro�ers quality and applicable remedies to troubles, though 
slightly more substantiation of the remedies would be ideal (IAR).

	� �e accounts pro�ered conform with the shared reasoning in a 
normative social life (IAA).

	� Interaction is structured in a recognizable manner around a beginning, 
di�erent units of interaction and a closing (OSO).

Band 3
Average

	� �e remedies o�ered have limited impact on addressing the troubles in 
the interactional context (IAR).

	� Accounts are provided but are not the most readily acceptable ones or are 
in need of development (IAA).

	� �e overall structural organization is in place, though the design of some 
interactional units can be improved (OSO).

Band 2
Concerning

	� �e remedies are simplistic or ine�ective. Interactional troubles are 
largely unaddressed (IAR).

	� Noticeable limitations exist in the accounts supplied, dis-​conforming 
with the shared reasoning among interactants (IAA).

	� �ere are noticeable issues with the organization of sequences and the 
organization of sequences of sequences (OSO).

Band 1
Intervention 
needed

	� Either no remedies are provided, or the remedies provided are 
problematic or context-​mis�tting (IAR).

	� Either no accounts are pro�ered, or the accounts supplied are poorly 
reasoned or norm-​defying (IAA).

	� �e organization of interaction is weak, actions are unrecognizable, and 
progressivity is stalled (OSO).

5.2.5.5 � �eorized rating category: Social role management

�e last rating category, Social role management, is based on the indigenous 
rating category Social relations in Section 5.2.3.8 and is informed primarily by 
MCA concepts and the MCA part of the Sequential-​Categorial Analysis of the 
exemplars in Section 5.2.4. �is category is comprised of three sub-​categories: 1) 
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Categories and predicates (CAP), 2) Broader membership apparatuses (BMA), 
and 3) Social role competition (SRC).

�e �rst sub-​category, Categories and predicates, focuses on test-​takers� 
ability to match categories with activities/​predicates for not only the categories 
in the roles they undertake but also in the roles their interlocutors assume. 
�is ability is the core of MCA in that it elicits test-​takers� member knowledge 
of what members in particular categories/​social roles are supposed to do and 
act in particular contexts (Sacks, 1974; Stokoe, 2012). Predicates can also go 
beyond activities commonsensically associated with certain categories and 
include duties, responsibilities and obligations (Jayyusi, 1984; Payne, 1976; 
Watson, 1978).

�e second sub-​category, Broader membership apparatuses, taps test-​takers� 
knowledge of the broader social relation devices that regulate the categorial 
aspect of interaction. Here I de�ne broader membership apparatuses as 
including standardized relational pairs, membership categorization devices and 
duplicative organizations (Stokoe, 2012). Knowledge of these apparatuses goes 
beyond what a test-​taker knows about speci�c categories and their category-​
bound predicates. �e focus of broader membership apparatuses is test-​takers� 
knowledge of how categories interact and are positioned within broader social 
relations.

Lastly, Social role competition is a sub-​category that was theorized from 
DEs� comments (see the sub-​category 4, mediating multiple social roles in the 
original indigenous rating scale in Section 5.2.3.8). Social role competition is a 
phenomenon that has not been discussed extensively in the IC literature but is 
one that captured DEs� attention. Here I term role competition as the tension 
between the roles that the speaker or the interlocutor needs to assume. For 
example, a test-​taker can be both �a landlord� and �the tenant�s father�s best 
friend�. Test-​takers cannot only address one of the roles here as both roles evoke 
speci�c category-​bound predicates that can work to test-​takers� advantage but 
also simultaneously circumscribe test-​takers� conduct. �e ability to mediate 
the multiple and sometimes competing categories in test-​takers� social roles and 
their interlocutors� social roles is crucial for successful social role management. 
Table 40 presents the IC rating scale for Social role management, including 
all three sub-​categories, their abbreviations (CAP, BMA, SRC), and their 
accompanying descriptors.
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Table 40  �eorized IC rating category for Social role management

Band 5
Exemplary

	� �e speaker has outstanding competence in enacting and orienting to 
social roles that are highly congruent with their and the interlocutors� 
categories, matching their conduct with their respective category-​bound 
predicates and relative hierarchical positioning (CAP).

	� �ere is an excellent application of the standardized relational pairs, 
membership categorization devices and duplicative organizations to 
which the speaker and interlocutor belong (BMA).

	� Highly skilled mediation and prioritization of the speaker�s and the 
interlocutors� roles are demonstrated (SRC).

Band 4
Good

	� �e speaker demonstrates the ability to enact and orient to relevant 
social roles. �e matching of category-​bound predicates is overall 
felicitous (CAP).

	� �e speakers can utilize some broader membership apparatuses (BMA) 
to make their conduct recognizable (BMA).

	� Role competition is balanced to achieve successful interaction (SRC).
Band 3
Average

	� �e expected roles are in general enacted and oriented to. Some 
predicates can be over-​realized or under-​realized (CAP).

	� �e application of BMA is limited but no misuse exists (BMA).
	� �e speaker�s and the interlocutors� primary roles are oriented to, but 

other roles are insu�ciently addressed (SRC).
Band 2
Concerning

	� Social role management is insu�cient. Categories are not well matched 
with predicates (CAP).

	� �ere are incidents of misapplications of BMA, suggesting a lack of 
knowledge of what context-​�tting BMA to draw on (BMA).

	� Primary roles are not adequately attended to (SRC).
Band 1
Intervention 
needed

	� Normatively expectable categories are not attended to and there is grave 
misunderstanding regarding category-​bound predicates (CAP).

	� �e speaker neglects context-​relevant BMA or seriously mismanaged 
BMA, disrupting the interaction (BMA).

	� �ere is mis-​prioritization of roles and role competition is overlooked 
(SRC).

5.2.6 � A uni�ed model of IC

�e theorized IC rating scale in Section 5.2.5 presents a scale that is rooted in 
DEs� indigenous criteria but at the same time, is theoretically robust since it is 
undergirded by sociological theories. It has the potential to be applied to a range 
of assessment settings due to its theoretical underpinnings, and also be speci�ed 
to localized, context-​speci�c test tasks. �e IC test construct the scale embodies 
is presented in Figure 19.

 

 

 



Study two: Pilot test, indigenous criteria, and rating236

IC

Disaf�iliation 
control

Disaf�iliative 
actions 

Linguistic 
disaf�iliation 

control

Paralinguistic 
disaf�iliation 

control

Af�iliation 
promotion

Af�iliative actions 

Af�iliative turn 
design

Emotions and 
frames 

Intersubjectivity 

Morality

Endemic moral 
order

Universal moral 
order

Context-speci�ic 
moral order 

Reasoning

Interactional 
remedies 

Interactional 
accounts 

Overall structural 
organizations

Social role 
management

Categories and 
predicates

Broader 
membership 
apparatuses

Social role 
competition

Figure 19  A schematic representation of the IC test construct
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If we revisit the Hymes-​ean de�nition of communicative competence and 
the three artistic proofs in Aristotelian rhetoric, as discussed in Section 2.4 in 
the literature review, we can see that the �ve rating categories encompass the 
components in both models. �e IC construct arrived at in this book covers the 
emotional, logical, moral and personal aspects of interaction that were integral 
to Hymes�s conceptualization of communicative competence. At the same time, 
the �ve categories correspond to the emotional, logical, and moral dimensions of 
Aristotle�s model of e�ective persuasion, mirroring the expanded de�nitions of 
pathos, ethos, and logos. More speci�cally, pathos refers to emotional engagement 
between interactants, ethos the projection of moral qualities of the interaction 
and of interactants, and logos, the logic in and of interaction. �e semblance 
between the IC construct in this book and the two interpersonal communication 
models in sociology and philosophy attests to the theoretical robustness of the 
�ve rating categories. Whether we look at interaction from a philosophical, 
sociological, sociolinguistic or ethnomethodological perspective, we are still 
examining the same phenomenon: inter-​action. It is therefore expected that 
there is some overlap between di�erent models of interpersonal communication, 
and the fact that the IC construct captured in the theorized rating scale overlaps 
with other holistic models of interaction is evidence that the IC construct in this 
book is comprehensive in its coverage of aspects of interaction.

Figure 20 is a schematic representation of how IC can be inferred from test-​
taker performance via the �ve IC rating categories. �e dashed line represents 
the inference of the unobservable IC from the observable scores in the �ve rating 
categories. Both disa�liation control and a�liation promotion fall under pathos 
as both of them address emotional engagement with the interlocutor, albeit from 
opposite angles. Morality and reasoning correspond to ethos and logos. At the 
top of the �ve rating categories is social role management, which is a higher-​
order IC indicator as it encompasses an understanding of the categorial aspect 
of interaction. In the theorized IC scale there are descriptors pertaining to 
the mechanic, sequential properties of interaction (May et al., 2020) but their 
functions to IC are reconceptualized as facilitating and mediating the realization 
of the other aspects of interaction, which are more salient to real-​world everyday-​
life interactants. Assessing sequential markers of IC alone, such as turn-​taking 
and back-​channelling13, can obscure the social functions sequence ful�ls in 
interaction. �erefore, the term sequential is placed in the middle of the circle 

	13	 �e IC tree in Galaczi and Taylor (2018) o�ers comprehensive coverage of many of 
the frequently researched sequential IC markers.
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to emphasize the enabling nature of sequence for the display of the emotional, 
logical, moral, and categorial dimensions of interaction.

Figure 20  �eoretical import of the �ve IC categories

 

 



Chapter 6  Study three: �e IC test and 
accompanying questionnaires

Chapter 6 reports the research design and �ndings of study three, which is the 
main testing study. In this study, the IC test developed in Chapter 4 was put 
to use with a large cohort of test-​takers and the rating materials developed in 
Chapter 5 were used by raters to assess test-​taker performance. �e rationale for 
conducting study three and addressing the research questions of study three are 
detailed in Section 3.2.3.

105 test-​takers participated in study three; they completed the IC test, a 
self-​assessment questionnaire of IC, and nominated an L1-​Chinese peer to 
rate their IC in a peer-​assessment questionnaire. Test-​takers� performances on 
the nine-​item IC test were rated by two raters in a fully-​crossed design. �e 
rating results, analysed through many-​facet Rasch, were satisfactory in terms 
of candidate measurement, rater measurement, rating category measurement, 
item measurement and rating scale functioning. Rasch residuals principal 
components analysis (PCA) demonstrated the unidimensionality of the data 
structure, evidencing that the �ve rating categories in the theorized IC scale, 
(1) disa�liative control, (2) a�liation promotion, (3) morality, (4) reasoning 
and (5) social role management, worked together in their measurement of a 
unidimensional IC construct.

Having analysed test-​taker test performance using Rasch, I correlated test-​
taker test performance with results of their self-​assessment and peer-​assessment 
IC questionnaires. �ere was a signi�cant correlation between test-​taker IC 
test performance and their self-​assessment of their IC in the wild (Hellermann 
et al., 2019), though the correlation between test performance and test-​taker 
peers� assessment was not signi�cant. �e signi�cant self-​assessment results take 
precedence over the non-​signi�cant peer-​assessment ones due to the o�entimes 
unreliable nature of peer assessment. �is shows that the IC test can reasonably 
predict test-​takers� IC in real-​life, non-​testing settings.

Finally, test-​takers� attitudes towards the test and perception of the 
extrapolative strength of the test were also ascertained in the test-​taker self-​
assessment questionnaire. Findings show that test-​takers welcomed the format 
of this CMC-​based IC test and believed the test can o�er a good prediction of 
their IC in real-​world scenarios.
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6.1 � Methodology
Section 6.1 is the methodology section that explains the participants, instruments, 
procedures, and data analysis of study three.

6.1.1 � Participants

6.1.1.1 � Main testing test-​takers

Di�erent from the relatively smaller number (N=​22) of test-​takers in the pilot 
test in Chapter 5 (see Section 5.1.1.1 for details), the main testing session in 
study three required a larger number of test-​takers to better investigate 
the psychometric qualities of the IC test. 105 test-​takers from 26 countries 
participated in the main testing session. �eir home countries are listed in 
Table 41 ranked by the number of test-​takers from that particular country. As 
I was based in Australia when conducting study three, it was easier to advertise 
the test to local Australian L2-​Chinese speakers, hence the larger group of test-​
takers from Australia. �e 15 test-​takers from China were L1 speakers of Chinese 
and were recruited for comparison. �e recruitment of test-​takers from a wide 
range of home countries was facilitated by the CMC nature of the IC test, which 
allowed test-​takers to participate in the test online without having to travel to 
a testing site. It is also worth noting that more than half of the countries (N=​
14) where the test-​takers came from are countries that receive ODA (O�cial 
Development Assistance) on the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) list 
produced by the Organization for Economic Co-​operation and Development 
(OECD) (OECD, 2021). It shows that the accessibility of CMC assessment has 
the capacity to reach economically disadvantaged test-​takers and test users, 
improving the fairness and a�ordability of language assessment. Insight from 
under-​represented countries and test-​taker groups can also democratize and 
enrich the research basis of language assessment.

Table 41  Main testing test-​takers� home countries

Main testing test-​takers� home countries N %
Australia 20 19.05 %
China 15 14.29 %
Vietnam 11 10.48 %
USA 9 8.57 %
Italy 5 4.76 %
Pakistan 5 4.76 %
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Table 41  Continued

Main testing test-​takers� home countries N %
�ailand 5 4.76 %
Austria 4 3.81 %
UK 4 3.81 %
Israel 4 3.81 %
South Korea 4 3.81 %
Kazakhstan 3 2.86 %
Belgium 2 1.90 %
Spain 2 1.90 %
Myanmar 1 0.95 %
Cambodia 1 0.95 %
France 1 0.95 %
Germany 1 0.95 %
Indonesia 1 0.95 %
Iran 1 0.95 %
Morocco 1 0.95 %
Nigeria 1 0.95 %
Russia 1 0.95 %
Tadzhikistan 1 0.95 %
Ukraine 1 0.95 %
Uzbekistan 1 0.95 %
Total 105 100.00 %

�e wide variety of test-​taker home countries also ensured the test-​takers 
were of various language backgrounds. �e �rst languages represented in this 
105-​test-​taker dataset are listed in Table 42. Seven test-​takers grew up bilingually 
and both their languages are listed. �e recruitment of test-​takers with a wide 
array of L1 backgrounds minimizes the e�ect of L1 on test results, boosting the 
generalizability of the research �ndings.

Table 42  Main testing test-​takers� �rst languages

Main testing test-​takers� L1s N %
Australian English 20 19.05 %
Chinese 15 14.29 %
Vietnamese 11 10.48 %

(Continued)
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Main testing test-​takers� L1s N %
American English 9 8.57 %
German 5 4.76 %
�ai 5 4.76 %
Urdu 5 4.76 %
British English 4 3.81 %
Italian 4 3.81 %
Korean 4 3.81 %
Russian 4 3.81 %
French 2 1.90 %
Spanish 2 1.90 %
Arabic 1 0.95 %
Burmese 1 0.95 %
Farsi 1 0.95 %
Hebrew 1 0.95 %
Indonesian 1 0.95 %
Khmer 1 0.95 %
Nigerian English 1 0.95 %
Ukrainian 1 0.95 %
Hebrew/​English 2 1.90 %
French/​English 1 0.95 %
Hebrew/​Russian 1 0.95 %
Italian/​English 1 0.95 %
Kazakh/​Russia 1 0.95 %
Russian/​Farsi 1 0.95 %
Total 105 100.00 %

In terms of other demographic information, Table 43 and Table 44 present the 
distribution of test-​takers� genders and ages. Previous testing research tends to 
only recruit tertiary students within a narrower age range as their participants. 
�e privileging of tertiary students as participants in applied linguistics research, 
due to the ease of access, can however underrepresent the diverse language 
users outside higher education settings and limit the generalizability of research 
�ndings. �e convenience of the CMC test delivery format of this IC test allowed 
test-​takers from a wide range of age groups and backgrounds to participate. �e 
test-​takers in study three ranged from tertiary students studying in China or 

 

Table 42  Continued
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outside China, naturalistic L2-​Chinese speakers who picked up the language 
from their friends or partners, to early-​career and senior working professionals 
who used L2-​Chinese for business purposes. CMC has allowed applied 
linguistics research to reach a wider group of interested participants, which helps 
to democratize research in the �eld.

Table 43  Main testing test-​takers� genders

Main testing test-​takers� gender N %
Male 60 57.14 %
Female 45 42.86 %
Total 105 100.00 %

Table 44  Main testing test-​takers� age groups

Main testing test-​takers� age groups N %
Above 40 6 5.71 %
Between 36 to 40 5 4.76 %
Between 31 to 35 14 13.33 %
Between 26 to 30 32 30.48 %
Between 20 to 25 45 42.86 %
Below 20 3 2.86 %
Total 105 100.00 %

6.1.1.2 � Main testing test-​taker peers

�e 105 test-​takers in this test were encouraged to nominate an L1-​Chinese 
friend of theirs to complete a peer-​assessment questionnaire. �e purpose of 
administering a peer-​assessment questionnaire is to elicit information regarding 
how test-​takers interacted in the wild outside testing settings. �e selection 
criteria for peers were that they needed to be L1 speakers of Chinese and had 
frequent interaction with the test-​takers in Chinese. Out of 105 test-​takers, 73 
test-​takers were able to refer L1-​speaker peers who then completed the peer-​
assessment questionnaire. Some L2-​Chinese test-​takers were unable to nominate 
L1-​Chinese peers because they either claimed to not have many L1-​Chinese 
friends, not speak to them in Chinese o�en or simply not feel comfortable asking 
their L1-​Chinese peers to assess their IC.
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6.1.1.3 � Main testing IC test raters

Two raters were recruited to rate test-​takers� performance on the IC test using 
the IC rating scale. Both raters were L1-​Chinese speakers and did not possess 
any training or experience in Chinese language teaching, CA or speaking 
assessment, making them linguistically naïve raters like the ones employed to 
rate the performances of the 22 pilot test-​takers in Section 5.1.1.2. �e rationale 
for selecting raters with no applied linguistics or language testing experience 
is that I hypothesized that raters who were not linguistically naïve were more 
likely to be in�uenced by test-​takers� LC in their judgement of IC, given how 
deeply entrenched the psycholinguistic-​individualist model of LC is in language 
teaching and testing in general. Choosing LC-​naïve raters and providing them 
with carefully designed rater training materials on IC (see Section 6.1.2.4 for 
details) can maximize the chances of the raters focusing on IC features in their 
rating.

6.1.2 � Instruments

6.1.2.1 � �e IC test

�e IC test administered to all 105 test-​takers is the test developed in Chapter 4. 
�e speci�cations of the test can be found in Table 12 in Section 4.2.2. A summary 
of the test structure is in Section 4.2.5. A detailed description of the test construct 
is summarized in Figure 19 and Figure 20 in Section 5.2.6. �e rating scale used 
for this test is presented in detail in Section 5.2.5 and the operational version 
of the scale in both English and Chinese is included in Appendix IV. A brief 
recapitulation of the items in the test is o�ered here for ease of understanding.

�e IC test includes nine items of three task delivery methods, starting 
with three 1st pair-​part voice messaging items, then three 2nd pair-​part voice 
messaging items, and lastly three live video chat items. �e three items within 
each task method group vary in the language use domain (study, work, everyday 
life) and the power variable (the test-​taker having more power, equal power or 
less power, compared to the interlocutor). �e order of the three items within 
each task method group is of increasing item di�culty based on Rasch �ndings 
from the pilot study in Section 5.2.1. �e order of the three task methods 
follows the increase of interactiveness of the methods. 1st pair-​part items only 
require test-​takers to initiate interaction with the least amount of interlocutor 
interaction involved. 2nd pair-​part items expect test-​takers to supply responses 
to 1st pair-​part speech from the interlocutor, which involves a higher degree of 
interactiveness. �e last three items, video chat items, tap test-​takers� real-​time, 
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online IC as they need to interact with a live interlocutor synchronously. Hence, 
the last three items are the most interactive ones of all nine items.

�e task scenario for each of the nine items is delivered via a short video 
consisting of three to four still images and an audio track narrating the scenario 
in Chinese. �e images visually represent the task scenarios in a cartoon format 
(see Figures 16�​18 for examples) so as to ensure lower-​pro�ciency test-​takers can 
fully comprehend the task scenarios. Video delivery of task scenarios also makes 
the IC test more engaging for test-​takers. Keywords in the task scenarios are 
featured in both Chinese and English in the video images to aid comprehension, 
as Figure 16 to Figure 18 show. �e audio narrating the task prompts was recorded 
by an L1-​Chinese speaker trained in professional broadcasting in a professional 
recording studio. �e speech rate was controlled at approximately 2.2 Chinese 
characters per second, which is lower than the normal Chinese speech rate 
(4.3 characters per second, see Chan & Lee, 2005). �e rationale for lowering 
the speech rate was arrived at in consultation with Chinese teachers to ensure 
that listening comprehension of the task scenarios does not become construct 
irrelevant variance in the measurement of test-​taker IC. �e recruitment of a 
professional speaker, the utilization of a professional recording studio and the 
control of speech features ensure the test recordings are accessible to L2-​Chinese 
speakers of di�ering pro�ciency levels. �e still images, Chinese voice-​over, 
and the English translation of the Chinese voice-​over for each of the nine task 
scenarios can be found in Appendix III.

6.1.2.2 � Test-​taker background questionnaires

Before the test-​takers in study three commenced the IC test, they completed a 
background questionnaire with the researcher. �e background questionnaire 
asked test-​takers about their demographic information such as age, �rst 
languages, country of origin and length of residence in China, which are 
presented from Table 41 to Table 44. �e demographic information was collected 
to understand factors that can in�uence test-​takers� IC.

6.1.2.3 � Self and peer-​assessment questionnaires

A�er test-​takers completed the IC test, they were asked to �nish a self-​assessment 
questionnaire. �e questionnaire has two sections. Section A consists of 11 
questions that tap two separate constructs. �e �rst construct is concerned with 
test-​takers� perception of the IC test in terms of how much their performance on 
the test mirrors their real-​world behaviour. Six items measure this construct at 
di�erent levels of the construct, which means the items were designed to elicit 
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di�erent degrees of endorsement from the respondents but at the same time 
measure the same construct (McNamara et al., 2019). �is construct is related to 
the extrapolation inference in the validity argument.

�e other construct is test-​takers� attitudes towards the IC test in relation 
to the use of the test for teaching, learning, testing and other commercial 
purposes. Five items were designed to assess this construct. �is construct is not 
directly related to any of the inferences in the validity argument as no inference 
examines stakeholder�s attitudes towards and uptake of a test. �is will be 
discussed separately in Chapter 8 outside the validity framework. �e items for 
both constructs are presented in six-​point Likert scales from strongly disagree, 
disagree, slightly disagree, slightly agree, agree to strongly agree.

Section B in the self-​assessment questionnaire consists of 35 Likert-​scale 
items designed to tap the �ve IC rating categories in the IC scale. Instead of 
assessing test-​taker IC based on test performance in the IC test alone, I created 
these 35 questionnaire items to measure test-​takers� self-​assessment of their IC 
in the wild, which is non-​testing settings in real life. I wrote the 35 items based 
on the most frequently mentioned codes in the IC categories in DEs� indigenous 
criteria in Section 5.2.2. Out of the 35 items, eight measure the rating category 
disa�liation control, six for a�liation promotion, eight for morality, six for 
reasoning and seven for social role management., the 35 items similarly measure 
the �ve IC categories at di�erent levels of the construct (McNamara et al., 2019). 
Each item is presented with a six-​point Likert scale as in Section A but test-​
takers are also given the option of selecting �unable to assess� for any of the items. 
Details regarding the questions for each IC category are presented in Section 
6.2.3 where the questionnaire results are presented.

As mentioned in Section 6.1.1.2, each test-​taker was invited to nominate an 
L1-​Chinese peer to complete a peer-​assessment questionnaire which assesses 
test-​takers� IC in everyday life from a peer, non-​testing perspective. �e peer-​
assessment questionnaire contains the same 35 items as in Section B in the test-​
taker self-​assessment questionnaire. �e only di�erence is the propositions in 
the 35 items were phrased from the perspective of L1-​Chinese peers as in �I think 
my friend can�� instead of from the test-​taker perspective in the self-​assessment 
questionnaire.

�ough the items in both self and peer-​assessment questionnaires target 
speci�c theoretical constructs of IC, the items were written in plain language to 
ensure the questionnaires are accessible to test-​takers and test-​taker peers who 
are not familiar with the theories and concepts of IC. Both questionnaires are 
included in Appendix V and VI in English and Chinese.
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6.1.2.4 � Rater training materials

In terms of rater training, three types of training materials were developed from 
the pilot test-​taker performances, on top of the theorized IC rating scale from 
Section 5.2.5 and in Appendix IV. Details of the three types of rater training 
materials and how they were used for rater training are provided in the rater 
training section in Procedures in Section 6.1.3.2.

6.1.3 � Procedures

6.1.3.1 � Administering the IC test and questionnaires

To recruit test-​takers for the main testing session, I �rst posted advertisements 
regarding the IC test on online platforms. �e uptake from L2-​Chinese speakers 
was enthusiastic and the test-​takers who participated in the test further promoted 
the test in their local networks and on their local online platforms. �e interest 
from potential test-​takers around the world was to such an extent that allowed 
me to use HSK and other demographic information as screening criteria to 
ensure a more heterogenous test-​taker sample. �e HSK criterion used was that 
there should be approximately 30 HSK 3 or below test-​takers, 30 HSK 4�​5 test-​
takers, 30 HSK 6 and above test-​takers, and 15 L1 test-​takers. Prospective test-​
takers needed to con�rm their HSK levels to be able to proceed to take the IC 
test. �ere was one test-​taker who had never sat any HSK or formal Chinese 
pro�ciency tests but had lived and worked in China for more than 10 years. 
He was a self-​taught L2-​Chinese with a jagged pro�le of being very strong in 
speaking and listening but limited in reading and writing. He was included in 
the 105 test-​taker group to diversify the test-​taker pro�les. Compared to around 
60 above HSK3 test-​takers, only 30 HSK3 and below test-​takers were chosen. 
�e rationale for choosing relatively fewer test-​takers with limited pro�ciency 
was because of the challenging nature of the IC test in this book which requires 
test-​takers to have a relatively high level of linguistic competence (LC) to be able 
to interact in the test tasks. Other demographic information such as country 
of origin and gender was also taken into consideration to make the test-​taker 
sample in the main testing study more representative of the L2-​Chinese speakers 
in the wild.

Once the test-​takers were selected, they were invited to schedule a time for 
a one-​on-​one testing session online via video chat. Prior to the testing session, 
I sought consent from the test-​takers to gain their permission to have their test 
performances video-​recorded and used for research and teaching purposes. 
A�er gaining consent, the test-​taker completed the background questionnaire 
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(see Section 6.1.2.2 for details of the questionnaire). I then started administering 
the test by sending the test prompt for each of the nine items. A�er viewing the 
prompt videos, test-​takers were given up to 60 seconds to prepare their answers. 
Once the time was up or when the test-​taker indicated they were ready, they 
started sending voice messages for the �rst six items. In order to bolster task 
authenticity, there was no limit on how many voice messages each test-​taker 
could send as in real life an interactant can send as many voice messages as one 
prefers to either initiate a conversation or respond to voice messages from others. 
For the video-​chat items, once the preparation time was over, I would hang up 
the video chat and either initiate a new video chat or wait for the test-​takers to 
initiate the video chat, depending on who was expected to make the video call in 
the task scenarios. �is set-​up, again, was meant to strengthen the authenticity 
of the tasks by imitating authentic video calls as required in the last three video 
chat test tasks.

A�er the test-​takers completed the IC test, they proceeded to complete the 
self-​assessment questionnaire. Once the self-​assessment questionnaire was 
�nished, the testing session for the test-​taker was over. �e test-​takers were then 
asked if they could identify an L1-​Chinese peer to complete the peer-​assessment 
questionnaire. For the test-​takers that could nominate L1-​Chinese peers, they 
were given the peer-​assessment questionnaires to pass on to their L1-​Chinese 
peers, who subsequently �lled out the peer-​assessment questionnaire and passed 
it on to the researcher.

6.1.3.2 � Training raters

As brie�y mentioned in Section 6.1.2.4, I developed three types of rater training 
materials for the three steps in the training of naïve raters to rate IC performances.

Step one: Using CA/​MCA exemplars to understand the rating categories. Six 
CA-​informed exemplars (see Section 5.2.4) were assembled in an easy-​to-​follow 
manner to assist raters with comprehending the �ve IC rating categories and 
the descriptors in the rating scale. Raters were �rst presented with CA-​informed 
test-​taker exemplars and the Chinese version of the IC rating scale. I explained 
the rating scale and answered questions raters had regarding the content and 
wording in the scale descriptors. �en I played the audio for the exemplars and 
walked raters through the exemplars. I brie�y explained the CA annotation 
system to the raters to facilitate their understanding of the interactional features 
worth noticing in the exemplars. As discussed in Section 5.2.4, the exemplars 
served as a crucial linkage between the rating scale and test-​taker performance 
since the exemplars illustrate how the theory-​laden descriptors in the rating 
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scale in Section 5.2.5 and Appendix IV can be re�ected and located in actual 
test-​taker interactional data. A�er the presentation of exemplars for the �ve 
rating categories, raters developed a preliminary understanding of how the �ve 
IC categories were de�ned and how their various features could be identi�ed in 
test-​taker discourse.

Step two: Using ranking exercises to develop sensitivities to di�ering levels 
of performance. �e second step in rater training was the presentation and 
trial rating of sample performances on speci�c items for speci�c IC categories. 
Raters were sent �ve sets of eight sample performances, totalling 40 samples. 
For each set of samples, they needed to rate the eight samples in that set on only 
one IC category. �e eight samples were deliberately chosen to be at di�ering 
performance levels of the target IC category. �e purpose of this step was to train 
raters to notice di�erences in test-​taker performances using the IC scale. �e 
rationale for only asking raters to focus on one IC category per set and for only 
including performances on the same item in each set was to not overload raters 
cognitively when they were still familiarizing themselves with the steps in the 
rating scale and the items. Since each of the �ve sets of samples targeted one of 
the �ve rating categories, raters were given the opportunity to try di�erentiating 
performances against all �ve IC categories. Table 45 below illustrates how the 
second step of rater training was designed.

Table 45  Content in the second step of rater training

�e sub-​
scale used

Disa�liation 
control

A�liation 
promotion

Morality Reasoning Role 
enactment

�e items 
chosen

Eight sample 
performances 
on item 9_​
complaining 
to your boss

Eight sample 
performances 
on item 7_​
criticizing 
friend�s son

Eight sample 
performances 
on item 4_​
breaking bad 
news to a 
neighbour

Eight sample 
performances 
on item 8_​
disagreeing 
with your 
classmate

Eight sample 
performances 
on item 5_​
criticizing 
your team 
member

Step three: Mock rating using pilot test-​taker performances. �e last step in 
rater training involved the actual rating of test-​taker performances using all �ve 
IC categories in the rating scale. I pre-​selected 18 sample performances from 
pilot test-​takers covering all nine test items. �e samples were selected based 
on the representativeness of the di�ering IC abilities in pilot test-​takers, relying 
on the Rasch fair scores from pilot rating results. Raters were asked to listen to 
the 18 sample performances and give �ve scores corresponding to the �ve IC 
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categories. �ey were encouraged to consult the CA-​informed exemplars in Step 
one and the samples used in Step two to assist them with deciding which band/​
score on each of the �ve categories was appropriate. A�er the raters �nished 
rating, I conducted a moderation meeting to examine their ratings compared 
to mine. �ere was high consistency between the scores the two raters assigned, 
demonstrated by the high Spearman correlation between their scores (r=​0.79, 
p<0.05). High rater agreement was also achieved between the two raters� and 
my rating. Out of 90 ratings (18 samples * 5 categories), the number of exact 
agreements for all three raters, which included the researcher, was 23 (25.6 %). 
�e number of cases where there was a one-​point di�erence among the three 
raters was 46 (51.1 %) while the number of two-​ and more-​than-​two-​point 
di�erences was 21 (23.3 %). In the post-​rating mediation session, I focused on 
the ratings that attracted two-point-or-above di�erence and discussed with the 
raters to understand why their ratings di�ered from the ones of each other�s and 
mine. Consensus was achieved for all the cases discussed.

Once the three steps of rater training were completed, raters con�rmed they 
felt con�dent and comfortable with using the IC rating scale to rate test-​taker 
performance. �ey also acknowledged the facilitative e�ect of CA-​informed 
exemplars and other training materials to assist them to develop better insight 
into the scale and achieve consistency in rating.

6.1.3.3 � Rater rating

Having completed rater training and reached the desirable consistency in pilot 
rating, both raters started rating the test performances of the 105 test-​takers. 
I adopted a fully-​crossed rating scheme to examine rater reliability. �is means 
every rater rated every test-​taker�s performance on each of the nine items on each 
of the �ve IC rating categories, totalling 4725 ratings for each rater. �e rating 
scheme was to ask raters to rate test-​takers� performance by items, which means 
that raters �rst rated all 105 test-​takers� performances on item 1, and then all 105 
performances on item 2, until all 105 performances on item 9. �e purpose of 
this design was that raters could focus on one item each time instead of having to 
constantly shi� between di�erent items if they were asked to rate performances 
by test-​takers. �is design could also potentially lower the halo e�ect among the 
nine items from the same test-​taker.

6.1.4 � Data analysis

Once raters �nished ratings, I collected raters� rating results and formatted them 
for FACETS Rasch analyses. Questionnaire data were coded with 1 given to 

 

 

 



Results and initial discussion 251

strongly disagree, 2 to disagree, 3 to slightly disagree, 4 to slightly agree, 5 to agree 
and 6 to strongly agree. Negatively stated items were reverse-​coded. If answered 
unable to assess, that item was treated as missing data.

6.2 � Results and initial discussion
Section 6.2 presents the �ndings of study three, focusing on the IC test results, the 
questionnaire results and the relationships between test scores and questionnaire 
scores. Rasch analysis of the rating scale functioning was presented at the 2021 
American Association for Applied Linguistics (AAAL) conference (Dai, 2021).

6.2.1 � Rasch analyses of IC test scores

6.2.1.1 � �e Wright map

�e reporting of the results for study three starts with the Rasch analyses of 
the IC test scores. Many Facet Rasch generates a range of useful reports on the 
functioning of items, raters, test-​takers, and steps in the rating scale. First, let us 
inspect the Wright map for this dataset.

Wright maps in Rasch are a useful tool that expresses test-​taker ability, 
relative rater severity, item di�culty and criterion/​rating category14 di�culty on 
the same logit scale. �e Wright map in this study provides a general picture of 
whether the raters identi�ed test-​takers� di�ering IC. Figure 21 is the Wright 
map showing all 105 test-​takers� performances on the nine items in the IC test, 
rated by two raters.

�e candidate column provides information regarding test-​takers� candidate 
ID, which goes from 1 to 105 for all 105 test-​takers. �e item column o�ers 
information about the speci�cations of the items by listing their Power variable, 
language use domain and task delivery method. �e criteria column shows the 
�ve rating categories in the rating scale. Finally, the scale column displays raters� 
use of the �ve steps in the rating scale. �is Wright map was derived from the 
rating scale Rasch model, which treats the �ve sub-​scales from the �ve rating 
categories as one overall scale. �e average rater severity, item di�culty and 
criterion di�culty were set as zero while test-​takers were allowed to �oat.

From Figure 21 we can see the raters spread test-​taker abilities across �ve 
logits, which shows that raters were capable of identifying di�erences in test-​
taker performances using the rating scale. �e distribution of test-​takers in 

	14	 In FACETS Rasch analysis, a rating category in an analytic rating scale is referred to 
as a criterion.
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general conformed with a normal distribution, with test-​takers stronger in IC 
mapped towards the positive end of the logit scale and test-​takers weaker in IC 
towards the negative end of the logit scale. �e rater column shows that the two 
raters were similar in their severity as their positions were equal in the Wright 
map. A detailed discussion on inter-​rater reliability will be o�ered later but here 
it is su�cient to say the two raters were similar in their assessment of test-​taker 
ability using the IC scale for this test. �e item column reveals that most items 
were within one logit of di�culty except for item 5, a work-​domain second pair-​
part voice message item where the test-​taker supposedly had more power than 
their interlocutor. Item 5 was noticeably more di�cult than others, evidenced by 
its higher position than other items on the logit scale. In terms of the �ve rating 
categories, social role management was the most di�cult category as it was the 
highest in the criteria column. �is means it was the hardest rating category for 
test-​takers to score high on. A�liation promotion and reasoning were similar in 
di�culty, while disa�liation control and morality were easier to perform well on. 
Finally, the scale column demonstrates that the raters e�ectively used the �ve 
steps in the rating scale as all �ve steps were represented on the logit scale, with 
the highest and lowest steps in brackets.
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In summary, the Wright map o�ers a snapshot of raters� ratings using the IC 
rating scale. Information from the Wright map attests to the statement that raters 
used the rating scale successfully to di�erentiate di�ering test-​taker performance, 
taking into account the di�erences between item and criteria di�culties.

6.2.1.2 � �e candidate measurement report

Many-​facet Rasch generates a candidate measurement report that illustrates 
if raters can use the scale to separate test-​takers to a range of ability levels as 
expected by the test developer. �e Wright map discussed in Section 6.2.1.1 
already shows that there was a wide spread of test-​taker ability levels in the 
candidate column. More information regarding the separation of test-​takers can 
be found in the Rasch candidate measurement report. Due to the length of the 
report, it is not reproduced here but can be found in its entirety in Dai (2022). 
Here Table 46 presents the summary statistics of the candidate measurement 
report.

Table 46  Summary statistics of the candidate measurement report

�e candidate measurement report in Dai (2022) shows that the observed 
average score range for the test-​taker population was 1.8�​4.61 on the original 
1�​5 scale (mean=​3.01, SD=​0.56). Rasch also produces fair scores for test-​takers, 
which are corrected for di�erences in rater severity. �e fair average score range 
for this study was 1.79�​4.62 (mean=​3.01, SD=​0.57). Looking at the complete 
candidate measurement report in Dai (2022) we can see that there was little 
di�erence between observed averages and fair averages. �is was due to the 
fully crossed rating design adopted in this study. Since every test-​taker�s every 
performance on every test item was rated by both raters, the average rating 
results already took into account the di�erences in the two raters� ratings.

�e measure column in the candidate measurement report details the estimate 
of test-​taker ability in logit and the model SE column shows how accurate the 
estimate is. �e range of ability measures for the test-​taker population in this 
study was from -​1.64 to 2.56, corresponding to the more-​than-​4-​logit spread 
in the Wright map. �e model SE was small (mean=​0.12, SD=​0.01), which was 
due to the copious amount of information available regarding test-​takers� ability, 
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since every test-​taker�s performance on each of the nine items was rated by two 
raters. �e results indicate the Rasch programme con�rmed that test-​takers� 
ability was measured with precision.

Candidate �t statistics in the report provide information about the consistency 
of rater rating as it looks at how predictable a candidate�s score is in relation to the 
whole test-​taker population (McNamara et al., 2019). Here the in�t statistic was 
investigated as it was not in�uenced by outliers. One method McNamara et al. 
(2019) detailed for calculating the appropriate range for in�t statistics is to use 
mean plus and minus twice the S.D of the mean square statistic (MnSq reported 
in Dai, 2022). Adopting this method, I calculated the range for this test-​taker 
population, which was 0.4�​1.6 (mean=​1.0, SD=​0.3). Test-​takers with an in�t 
statistic of above-​1.6 meant their scores did not conform with the expectation of 
the Rasch model. �is is not a concern for this dataset as only three (test-​taker 
ID 37, 6 and 100) out of 105 test-​takers were mis�tting.

�e summary statistics in the candidate report in Table 46 provide useful 
information in relation to whether the test separated test-​takers to a su�cient 
number of ability levels. A 6.05 separation ratio indicated the test and rating 
scale separated test-​takers to a wide range of abilities with precision, while an 
8.39 strata showed that the test and rating scale di�erentiated 8.39 groups of 
abilities in the test-​taker sample. �ese �ndings support the evaluation inference 
in the validity argument as they demonstrate the rating scale functions well in 
distinguishing test-​takers� of di�ering abilities.

6.2.1.3 � �e rater measurement report

�e rater measurement report from Rasch generates useful information about 
rater behaviour and rater reliability. �e rater measures are the logit position of 
raters in the Wright map, indicating rater severity. Table 47 presents the rater 
measurement report for this study and shows that the two raters for this test had 
very similar measures, which were 0.02 and -​0.02 respectively, with a 0.02 SE. 
�e di�erence between measures was only 0.04 logit. �is shows that both raters 
rated in a very similar manner, demonstrating comparable severity and leniency. 
�e low SE supports the argument that the estimate of the rater measure was 
precise.

Similar to the �t statistics in the candidate measurement report, the �t statistics 
for raters are indicators of how predictable raters� ratings are considering the 
whole dataset, which is a measure of rater consistency. Adopting the same range 
criterion (mean+​/​-​ 2 SD), the acceptable in�t range for raters was 0.94�​1.06. 
Both raters had in�t values (1.02 and 0.98) within this range, demonstrating that 
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the raters were capable of using the rating scale to rate in a consistent manner, 
without unexpected harshness or leniency in their rating. Both raters were also 
not over�tting (in�t values under 0.94), showing little halo e�ect or central 
tendency e�ect (McNamara et al., 2019).

In terms of the separation and strata values for raters, both values were very 
small for this sample (1.65 and 2.54 respectively). �is suggests little di�erence 
in the manners the two raters rated in the test, pointing to high inter-​rater 
reliability. A moderate reliability index (0.73) shows that Rasch was not con�dent 
in distinguishing the di�erences in the two raters� ratings, which is another piece 
of evidence supporting strong inter-​rater consistency.

Lastly, the last line in Table 47 shows the number of exact agreements 
between the two raters in their awarding of scores. Out of 4725 opportunities for 
agreement, the two raters agreed in their rating 2208 times, which was 46.7 % out 
of the total amount. �is is relatively high considering there were �ve steps in the 
rating scale for the raters to choose from in each rating.

Table 47  �e rater measurement report

6.2.1.4 � �e criterion measurement report

�e criterion measurement report presents the di�culty measures and �t 
statistics for the �ve IC rating categories. As already indicated in the Wright 
map, the category social role management was more di�cult than the other 
four categories. �e criterion measurement report provides more detailed 
information regarding the di�erence in di�culty measures for each of the �ve 
categories. From the measure column in Table 48, it is observable that social 
role management was 0.23 logit more di�cult than the second most di�cult 
category reasoning. Reasoning and a�liation promotion were similar in di�culty 
with 0.01 logit for the former and -​0.02 logit for the latter. It was relatively easier 
for test-​takers to achieve higher scores on morality and disa�liation control as 
both had lower logit values (-​0.10 and -​0.12). �is conforms with the theoretical 
expectation discussed in Section 5.2.6 as social role management, a higher-​order 
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IC indicator hypothesized in this book that requires overarching abilities in 
managing social interaction, was speculated to be more challenging to perform 
well on compared to other IC rating categories (see how social role management 
was positioned on top of the other four categories in Figure 20). It is plausibly 
easier for test-​takers to score higher on morality and disa�liation control 
because the majority of test-​takers, who were everyday members of society, 
would try to present themselves as morally positive in testing settings. It is also 
commonsensical for them to want to mitigate disa�liation in performance 
assessment settings where the test tasks required them to perform disa�liative 
actions. �e di�erently positioned, but also theory-​con�rming �ve categories, 
therefore, o�ered holistic and comprehensive coverage of IC as a test construct.

Using the same method for in�t range calculation, the range for the rating 
categories was 0.88 to 1.12. All �ve criteria/​rating categories were neither 
over�tting nor mis�tting. �is provided preliminary evidence that the �ve IC 
categories measured a unidimensional IC construct. �e unidimensionality of 
the test was further interrogated using other Rasch statistical tests, which will be 
reported later.

Similar to the analyses for previous measurement reports, the separation and 
strata values (5.4 and 7.53 respectively) for the rating categories evince that the 
�ve categories were able to be separated to 7.53 distinct di�culty levels. �is 
demonstrates that the categories were clearly dissimilar in their di�culty and 
measured the IC construct at di�erent levels. High separation reliability (0.97) 
was also achieved, bolstering con�dence in the di�erence in the di�culty 
measures of the �ve categories. �is outcome is desirable as the rating categories 
should have di�erent di�culty levels so as to contribute unique information, but 
at the same time measure the same IC test construct.

Table 48  �e criterion measurement report
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6.2.1.5 � �e item measurement report

�e item measurement report o�ers insight into the functioning of the nine 
items in the test. �e measure column in Table 49 expresses item di�culty in 
logits and the nine items were within one logit of di�culty, ranging from �0.22 
to 0.57. �e small SE for item measures (0.4) indicates that item di�culty was 
measured with precision, due to the relatively large sample size and the fully-​
crossed rating design in this study. �e in�t statistic range for items was 0.76�​
1.24 (mean=​1, SD=​0.12). All items were within this range, neither over�tting nor 
mis�tting. �e PtMea Correlation column provides a classic test theory measure 
of the correlation of each item�s raw score with the total raw score of the rest of 
the items. All nine items had moderate PtMea correlations, indicating again that 
they were neither mis�tting nor over�tting. �is is evidence that all the items 
were measuring the same construct since if some of the items were measuring 
a di�erent construct, their PtMea correlation values would be negative (Wright, 
1992). �is was not the case for the nine items in this study. �e fact that all 
items were not mis�tting and the PtMea correlation values were positive o�ers 
additional pieces of evidence demonstrating that this test was measuring a 
unidimensional construct.

Finally, di�erent from the candidate/​test reliability index in the candidate 
measurement report, the item reliability index is an indicator of how generalizable 
the ordering of items is if the items were given to di�erent cohorts of test-​takers 
(McNamara et al., 2019). A high item reliability index, as found in this study 
(0.98), provides backing for the generalization inference in that di�erent groups 
of test-​takers are likely to �nd the order of items, in terms of item di�culty, in 
the same order as in this study.

Table 49  �e item measurement report
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