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TESTING LISTENING IN THE INTERNET-BASED
TEST OF ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE!

In this paper, the Listening section of the Internet-based Test of
English as a Foreign Language is analyzed. Based on theoretical attempts
to define a construct of listening and on the statement of purpose
provided in the ETS’s publications, the intention of this paper is to identify
the construct, or in other words the abilities necessary for comprehend
and analyze an utterance. TOEFL iBT measures a test taker’s ability to
understand the English language as is heard in an academic setting,
thus providing evidence of their ability to understand and participate in
lectures and conversations. Therefore, this paper identifies three purposes
for academic listening: listening for basic comprehension, listening for
pragmatic understanding, and listening for connecting and synthesizing
information. Based on these three purposes, there are identified skills
and abilities which are constituent part of the construct, which is then
operationalized by input materials and test tasks in a language test. The
step of test operationalization involves selecting audio materials and
formulating test tasks, which in the case of TOEFL iBT take the form of a
selected response. Finally, there are certain limitations identified, which
are inherent to assessing language skills, as well as to assessing language
through computer technology. However, despite the limitations, it is
emphasized that assessing listening represents an important segment
of overall language assessment, because listening is essential feature of
communication. A wider implication of this paper refers to the insight
Serbian test developers may benefit from when attempting to develop a
test of listening in entrance or any other type of language exams.

Key words: construct, language skills, listening comprehension, test
question format, TOEFL iBT

1. Introduction

Listening comprehension is a very complex process whose relevance in
language learning and testing is more than obvious. However, although
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test developers, teachers and test users intuitively share the consensus
of what constitutes comprehension of an utterance, they invariably
find it difficult to define and measure the construct of listening. The
construct-related issues are of central interest in language assessment,
and consequently they are equally important in assessing any of the
language skills - reading, listening, writing, and speaking.

Language tests are usually intended to measure one or more
constructs, so that inferences based on test results may be used for
making certain decisions about the candidates’ competence to effectively
use the language in question. These decisions may vary significantly
depending on the test purpose. In high-stakes language tests, decisions
made on the basis of test scores tend to be of great influence on test takers’
future life and career. For this reason, it is important for test constructs
to be well defined and accordingly operationalized. In this paper, the
Listening section of the Internet-based Test of English Language
(TOEFL iBT) will be analyzed for the purpose of defining the constructs
of listening, identifying the input materials and question formats used to
operationalize the construct(s).

This analysis may be helpful to language instructors as well as to test
developers for several reasons. First of all, the impact that international
standardized tests may have on language instruction  has been
recognized by researchers in language assessment (see Wall and Horak,
2006, and 2008) as well as by language instructors who either prepare
candidates for taking some of the standardized high-stakes tests or teach
English by assessing language skills in the way these skills are assessed in
high-stakes language tests. When it comes to Serbian English language
teaching community, philological departments administer entrance
exams at B2 levels of the Common European Framework of Reference?.
These exams include assessing structures, and are often accompanied by
tests of listening and writing. The purpose of entrance exams is to ensure
that students are capable of attending classes where the language of
instruction is English, which coincides to some extend to the purpose of
TOEFL iBT. Besides, TOEFL iBT is claimed to be placed at the same level
of the CEFR, and for this reason a deeper understanding of construct
definition, test operationalization and test administration as applied in
this test, may be of assistance to test developers and language teachers in
Serbian ELT community.

This paper is based on the information available in the ETS’s
publications targeting prospective test takers and language teachers

2 For language proficiency scales and scale descriptors see North and Schneider, 1998; and
Council of Europe, 2001.
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with the purpose of reflecting on the type of listening constructs the
test is intended to measure as well as on the question formats utilized
to assess test takers” listening skills (Jamieson et al., 2000; ETS 2007).
The corpus for analysis includes 36 sample subtests (Listening sections
only) authored by either ETS or Barron’s TOEFL preparation team. The
examples provided here are available in free online practice materials
(through ETS’s website available at http://www.toefl.org).

2. About TOEFL iBT

The Internet-based Test of English as a Foreign Language is taken
worldwide and is administered in certified test centers via fast, secure
and reliable Internet connection. This test measures test takers’ ability to
communicate effectively in English, in a university setting, which means
that input materials are like those which can be found at any given
university in North America, and that test tasks correspond to a large
extent to the tasks a language user may be facing at a campus. Developers
of TOEFL iBT envisage that the test measures not only receptive, but
also productive language skills, either separately or integratedly®. The
integration of skills is achieved by presenting input materials in visual
and/or audio formats, or, in other words, presenting input materials in
the form of reading and/or listening passages in the Speaking and Writing
sections. Apart from being presented as input materials in integrated
speaking and writing tasks, reading and listening comprehension (and
not only comprehension) are assessed individually in the corresponding
sections (for more about the TOEFL iBT see ETS, 2006: ETS, 2007, and
Alderson, 2009). In this paper, only the Listening section of the test will
be analyzed, although it seems obvious that integrated tasks utilizing
listening passages also measure the construct of listening.

3. How to define a construct?

Language tests measure one or more constructs, which need to be
defined and operationalized in line with the purpose of assessment. The
process of defining a construct is a relatively complex task, because there
are many factors which need to be taken into consideration. According to
Buck (as cited in Milanovi¢, 2011), there are at least three possible ways
to define a construct of listening. The first one of them is taken when
test developers identify the competences test takers should possess, and
create such tasks which should engage the corresponding competences.
An alternative to this so-called competence-based approach is that of

3 For more about testing skills separately and integratedly, see Powers (2010).
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creating test tasks which correlate with real world language use and
tasks. This is possible only when the corresponding real world situations
are familiar and already identified. The third approach combines the
first two (Buck 2001:102) and makes use of both competences deemed
relevant for a certain language use situation and tasks whose completion
is relevant in a particular situation.

Whatever approach test developers choose to take, it will be based
on the following sub-steps: determining the purpose of assessment and
identifying target language use situation. When it comes to purpose of
assessment, TOEFL iBT is a test which aims at measuring test takers’
ability to communicate effectively in a university setting. The inferences
based on test results are intended to provide the evidence of test takers’
communicative ability in English. Knowing what the purpose of
assessment is helps us identify target language use situations. Clearly,
these situations will be characteristic of a university campus, making it
easier for a test developer to come up with a set of test tasks to address
the target language use and the purpose of assessment. In the following
chapters, I will discuss the purposes for academic listening as identified
and tested in the Listening section of the test, input materials, and
question formats used to measure the construct of listening. Listening
passages and tasks, and questions related to the passages are the means
by which the construct(s) of listening is (are) operationalized.

4. Academic listening

According to ETS, academic listening is done for the following
purposes: Listening for basic comprehension, Listening for pragmatic
understanding, and Connecting and synthesizing information (2007:12).
These purposes are typical of academic setting and should therefore be
addressed in a listening assessment by creating test tasks which measure
test takers’ ability to participate in the listening process in a target
language use situation. Each of the three purposes can be broken down
into a number of features which explain the purpose in more detail.

Listening for basic comprehension involves comprehending the
main idea of an utterance, comprehending major points and important
details which are related to the main idea. In this case, a listener may
not comprehend all details, but they should be able to “catch” the most
important ones.

Listening for pragmatic understanding refers to the listener’s
ability to recognize a speaker’s attitude and degree of certainty, or their
function or purpose. As the name suggests, the abilities required to meet
this purpose are of pragmatic nature.
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Connecting and synthesizing information include a variety of
skills, some of which are of pragmatic nature. For example, a listener
should be able to recognize the organization by which a piece of
information is presented, which is obviously relevant in all classroom
activities, during seminars, and presentations. Making connections
among pieces of information is part of this ability, as is the pragmatic
skill of making inferences and drawing conclusions based on what is
implied in an utterance. This incorporates the ability to understand the
relationship between ideas, which may include recognizing steps in a
process or cause/eftect relationship between the ideas, or it may call for
making more subtle distinctions, such as those required in the processes
of comparison and contrast. Apart from this, a listener should be capable
of recognizing various discourse features, such as those of topic changes,
allusions, digressions, aside statements, etc.

Now that listening purposes are identified, it may be argued that the
test of listening should address these purposes by presenting test takers
with authentic listening materials and tasks/questions to elicit test takers’
responses proving that they are able to understand spoken English in
an academic setting. The request for authenticity in input materials is
part of the concern for a test’s overall usefulness and construct validity,
but due to the spatial limitations authenticity as well as test usefulness
will not be discussed in detail here (for more on test usefulness see
Bachman, 1990; Bachman and Palmer, 1996; and Chapelle and Douglas,
2006). However, what I find worth mentioning here, given that TOEFL
iBT is a language test delivered via the Internet, is the issue of not
exactly measuring the construct which is defined through the process
of identifying the purposes for academic listening. Two common traps
alluring test developers in their effort to operationalize the construct
are known as construct-underrepresentation and construct-irrelevant
variance (Messick, 1989 as cited in Buck, 2001). The former refers to
incompleteness in addressing all parts of the construct by the input
materials and corresponding tasks which should engage relevant skills
and abilities defined as the construct of listening. The latter is the case
of putting validity at risk by (unwillingly) requiring from test takers
to demonstrate skills and abilities which have not been defined as the
construct. For example, in computer-assisted language test, computer
(iDliteracy may interfere with actually responding to test task (in this
case with listening to a passage and responding to test questions), which
will consequently affect test scores and finally inferences made on the
basis of the scores.
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5. Input

The input in the Listening section may be analyzed by means of test
task characteristics framework in computer-assisted language assess-
ment (Milanovi¢, 2010), which relies to a large extent on the framework
first developed by Bachman (1990), and then modified by Bachman and
Palmer (1996, as well as on the frameworks adapted from these two (see
Alderson, 2000; Douglas, 2000; Chapelle and Douglas, 2006). The input
in the Listening section refers to the listening passages, and test ques-
tions or items which can be described in terms of their format and lan-
guage. The format of the input includes the characteristics of channel,
form, language, length, degree of speededness, and vehicle. Question
formats are added here to complement the input suggested in the test
task characteristics framework. Language of the input can be analyzed in
terms of its organizational, pragmatic, and topical characteristics.

5.1 Format of the input in the Listening section of the TOEFL-iBT

In the Listening section of the TOEFL-iBT, listening passages,
accompanying instructions and test questions are delivered in both
visual channel (on computer screen) and aural channel (through the
headset), in target language via the Internet. The form of the input
is language, accompanied by still images, graphs and charts whose
purpose is to raise the levels of contextualization and interactional
and situational authenticity. There are two types of listening passages:
academic lectures and conversations, whose number and length vary.
In short version of the Listening section, there are 4 lectures, whereas
in long version the number of lectures is 6. Each lecture is 3-5 minutes
long and contains between 500 and 800 words. Each lecture is followed
by a set of 6 questions/items, which can be referred to as a testlet,
because it is related to the same listening passage and is used to assess
various aspect of the listening construct in the passage. The number of
conversations per sub-test, i.e. section, is 2 in the short version and 3 in
the long version of the Listening section. The conversations consist of
12-25 exchanges followed by 5 questions related to the conversation that
preceded them. Individual lectures and conversations are played only
once, although there are questions in the related set, in which particular
segments of the lecture or the presentation is replayed for the purpose of
assessing test takers’ pragmatic knowledge. Test takers are not presented
with questions in advance, but after a passage has been played, though
note taking is allowed throughout the section. The Listening section of
the TOEFL-iBT is speeded, because test takers are supposed to listen to
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the passages and respond to tasks within the pre-determined timeframe
which is not under their own control. The input of the Listening section
is “reproduced”, or, in other words, played on computers in a testing
center. Task types in the Listening section of the TOEFL-iBT are mostly
questions or items in the Bachman and Palmer’s sense, i.e. they elicit
selected responses, and will be discussed within Question formats.

5.1.1Question formats in the Listening section of the TOEFL-iBT

There are four question formats in the Listening section of the
TOEFL-iBT:
1. Traditional multiple-choice questions with four answer choices
and a single correct answer.
Example:
Who is buying new jackets for the team?

- The coach
— The captain of the team
- A former player
- A group of basketball fans
2. Multiple-choice questions with more than one correct answer.
When there is more than one correct answer, test takers are
prompted to “click on two answers” (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Multiple-choice question with more than one correct answer
(ETS, 2007)

3. Sequencing items which require test takers to order events or
steps in a process.

4. Questions which require test takers to match objects or text to
categories in a chart.
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5.2 Language of the input in the Listening section of TOEFL iBT

The Listening section measures test takers’ ability to understand the
English language spoken in academic settings. The language heard in
passages is predominantly standard American English, with speakers
making utterances clearly with only occasional hesitations typical
of unplanned spoken language. This section assesses grammatical
knowledge, as well as pragmatic and discourse knowledge. Test takers are
often required to make inferences with regards to the speaker’ attitude
and degree of certainty. They also need to focus on details related to
the main idea, which they may find difficult to do because they are not
allowed to see the questions beforehand. Topical characteristics of the
input refer to the type of information that is in the input, which in the
case of the Listening section falls into domain of academic discourse. The
lectures take the form of monologues, group discussions, or monologues
interrupted by a student making a comment or answering a question.
The topics covered in this section are related to various academic fields,
mostly related to humanities. The second category of materials consists
of short interactions between two or more students, a student and his
academic advisor, or a student and a campus staft.

6. Limitations to listening assessment in TOEFL iBT

As is the case with any other language test, TOEFL iBT is not
resistant to certain limitations. Language samples in the listening
passages of the Listening section are recorded using a standard variation
of American English, and as such they do not represent all the possible
language varieties that can be encountered at a university in North
America. The language of both expository materials and interactions
seems deliberate and somewhat unnatural, with no attempts to assess
test takers’ comprehension of informal language. This was the case, if
to a somewhat larger extent, with previous versions of the test which
made some researches argue that the test suffered from construct
underrepresentation (See Buck, 2001:223). The format of questions
used to assess test takers’ comprehension is limited to multiple-choice
questions which is disputable for at least two reasons. First, it requires
that test takers select rather than produce their responses to test tasks.
Given that test tasks should correspond to target language tasks in real
world situations, it may be argued that although in many situations
listeners do no more than just listen, in other situations they are required
or prompted to respond to input. This seems particularly true for
students attending classes at university or participating in conversations
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at a campus, and if we recall the statement of purpose underlying this
test, we will see that TOEFL iBT aims at assessing test takers’ ability to
communicate effectively in English in a university setting. In line with
this statement of purpose it may be argued that students at any campus
are required to respond to what they have heard, using not only selected
but also extended responses in Bachman’s sense. Second, the nature of
multiple choice question format implies that there is a number of options,
which a candidate is prompted to select in order to complete a task by
choosing a correct or best answer. It is very difficult to imagine anyone
in the real world asking themselves or even being asked such things as
test takers are in a listening assessment. Finally, a computer delivery
poses limitations of another kind. In target language situations, people
seldom use computers to listen to lectures or conversations. However, an
exception may be found in e-learning courses where lectures are given
online in real time or in the form of audio-video clips, which may be
argued to contribute to TOEFL iBT test task authenticity (for more on
computer applications in language assessment see Chapelle, 2001, and
Chapelle and Douglas, 2006).

7. Conclusion

The Listening section of the Internet-based TOEFL assesses test
taker’s ability to understand spoken language. There are identified three
purposes for academic listening: listening for basic comprehension, lis-
tening for pragmatic understanding, and listening for connecting and
synthesizing information. These three purposes form a basis for identi-
tying the constructs of listening which is then operationalized through
input materials and test tasks. Input is delivered in audio format, using
computer equipment and reliable Internet connection, directly to a test
taker’s headset. Input can be additionally described in terms of its for-
mat and the language, according to the test task characteristics frame-
work, as suggested by a number of researchers. Test tasks take the form
of multiple-choice questions, with one or more correct answers, which
require from test takers to select them in the manner specified in test
instructions. All the responses in the Listening section are selected and
to provide them test takers need not possess any background knowl-
edge. Apart from the benefits of testing the skills of listening in a single
assessment, this kind of assessment is somewhat limited due to the con-
straints of computer-assisted language assessment. However, limited as
it is, listening assessment is important, not only in high-stakes language
assessment, but in language instruction as well, since it goes without say-
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ing that a learner’s communicative ability would be incomplete without
their ability to understand the spoken form of the target language.
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TESTING LISTENING IN THE INTERNET-BASED TEST OF
ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE

Pesnme

Y oBOM pajly aHa/IM3Mpa ce Aeo MehyHapogHOT CTaHAAP/AM30BAHOT TECTa €HITIECKOT je3VKa
~TOEFL iBT“, y KoMe ce TecTrpa pasymMeBatbe roBopa. Ha 0CHOBY TeOpMjCKUX HacTojama fja ce
meduHMCe KOHCTPYKT pasyMeBamba ONCIYIIAHOT TOBOPA M Ha OCHOBY IIyO/IMKalja y M3Hamy
opraHmsanuje Koja je ayTop TecTa, oBaj paj he moxyuratu fa ompenu 1 gedyHmIIe KOHCTPYKT,
OOHOCHO BEIITMHE HEOIIXOOHE Ia 61 ce ca pasymeBameM NPUCTYNNIO aHaAM3M OAC/TYIIaHOT
uckasa y ycnosuma jesmdxor tecta. TOEFL iBT mepu cmoco6HOCT KaHAMmara Aa pasyMejy
TOBOPHH €HITIECKY je3UK y aKaJIeMCKOj CPEfMHM, KaKO OV ce IPOBepuIa HhIX0Ba CIIOCOOHOCT
Ja ca pasyMeBameM IIpaTe IIpeflaBaiba M PAsrOBOpe, IIa Cé y OBOM pafy WAEHTUDUKYjY
OKOJTHOCTM Y KOjUMa je C/TyIlaibe HeOIIXOJHA BEIITHHA ¥ aKaJeMCKOM OKPY>Kelby: CIylIambe 3a
OCHOBHO pa3yMeBabe, CIIylIabe U3 IParMaTHYKIX Pasjiora, i CIyIlambe Kako 611 ce MoBe3an
Y MHTETPYCA/IN HOJALM U3 BULIe M3BOpa. Ha 0CHOBY OKOHOCTH Y KOjiMa Ce OfiBMja CIyIlatbe y
aKaZIleMCKOM OKpYKembY, O/rnKe ce onpebyjy U BelITHHE Koje Cy HeOIIXOAHe 3a nfeHTH(UKOBabe
KOHCTPYKTa KOjU Ce IIyTeM pasIMYUTUX 3a/laTaKa OIepallMOHaIu3yje y je3SMYKOM TecCTy.
Crnenehn kopax je omeparjoHanusanuja TecTa IyTeM ofabupa aymuo Matepujama Koju he
MOCTY>KUTU Kao VIHIYT, U (GopMy/ucarme MUTama, Koja y C/Iydajy OBOT TecTa IOfpa3yMeBajy
omabup nonybennx oprosopa. Ha kpajy, mpentnduxyjy ce oppebenu Hemocramm koju cy
CBOjCTBEHM TeCTHPAlby BEIITHMHA, KA0 M TeCTUpalby IyTeM pauyyHapa, IIa ce KOHCTaryje fa,
YIIPKOC HEIOCTAIIMA, TECTUPAIbe PasyMeBarba TOBOpa IIPE/ICTaB/ba Ba)KaH CETMEHT je3M4KOr
TECTa, TIOIITO je pasyMeBaibe FOBOPA y LM/bHOM je3MKY jefiHa Off K/bYYHMX KOMYHMKATUBHMX
BemtuHa. Illupy 3Havyaj oBOr pajja orjefa ce y yBUAY KOjU CacTaB/baulMl je3WYKMX TECTOBA
y Cpbuju fobujajy a koju uM Moxke momohu y cacraB/barby TeCTOBAa KOji Mepe pasyMeBarbe
cnyniama 'y OKBUpPY Hp]/[jeMHI/IX nConuTa u Apyrux je31/[q1<1/1x TE€CTOBA.

Kmyute peuu: KOHCTPYKT, je3NuKe BELITHHe, pasyMeBambe CIyllarba, GOpMAT MCIUTHMX
nurtaiba, TOEFL iBT
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