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Chapter

Listener Background in L2 Speech 
Evaluation
Mohammadreza Dalman and Okim Kang

Abstract

Listeners are integral parts of second language (L2) oral performance assess-
ment. However, evaluation of listeners is susceptible to listener background 
variables and biases. These variables and preexisting biases distort native speaker 
(NS) listeners’ perceptions of non-native speakers’ (NNSs) speech performance 
and contribute errors into their oral performance assessment. Among listener 
background variables, listeners’ first language status, the amount of exposure 
to different English varieties, listeners’ educational background, prior language 
teaching experience, NNSs’ linguistic stereotyping, and listener attitude have been 
investigated in the literature and assumed to exert sizable amount of variation in 
speakers’ oral proficiency true scores. To minimize listeners’ bias in the assessment 
context, listeners are provided with intensive training programs in which they 
are trained how to rate NNSs’ speech more objectively utilizing scoring rubrics. 
To mediate listeners’ bias in social contexts, the literature has provided strands of 
evidence in favor of structured intergroup contact programs, which are inoculations 
particularly devised to improve NSs’ attitude, thereby making them more receptive 
to NNSs’ English varieties. To enhance L2 listeners’ self-efficacy and foster their 
autonomy, L2 instructors are encouraged to emphasize explicit instruction of listen-
ing strategies.

Keywords: listener background, listener bias, listener training, listening strategies, 
self-efficacy, assessment

1. Introduction

Despite recent advances made in the application of automatic speech recogni-
tion (ASR) technology in second language (L2) pronunciation, the evaluation of L2 
speakers’ oral performance is extensively carried out through the judgment of human 
raters. This is the case whether the evaluation is narrowly focused on pronunciation 
accuracy and speech intelligibility or more broadly on communication success. The 
human rater judgments of L2 speakers’ oral performance have consequential impacts 
on L2 speakers due to the fact that they form the bases upon which critical decisions 
are made regarding L2 speakers’ education and employment. However, human 
raters are vulnerable to be impacted by listeners’ bias. Listeners who harbor negative 
expectations toward a certain group of speakers due to their social group affiliations, 
nationality, and un-prestigious accent have the proclivity to assess accented speech 
more negatively [1–3]. The bias formed mainly by listeners’ background factors, 
such as listeners’ predispositions, attitudes, expectations, and stereotypes, compro-
mises the validity of oral proficiency assessment and unrightfully contributes to the 
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speakers’ oral proficiency score variance. Thus, the results of the assessments may not 
make valid contributions to L2 speech research and teaching due to such inaccurate 
assessment. Given the fact that the insertion of the listener-related variables, also 
referred to as “trait-irrelevant” variables, would obscure the speakers’ true speak-
ing ability, the main objective of oral proficiency assessment and second language 
research is to mitigate the potency of the extraneous factors so that the obtained score 
rightfully reflects the true ability of the speakers [4].

The current chapter is a desktop review aimed at examining existing research 
that have investigated a wide range of listener background factors, which are at play 
in speakers’ score variation and oral proficiency discrepancies. This review would 
inform future researchers of the presence of the listener-related variables and help 
them devise some effective strategies to lessen, if not to eradicate, their intervening 
effects. The factors specifically accentuated in this desktop review include listener 
first language status, effect of exposure to different varieties of English, listener 
educational background and linguistic knowledge, effects of prior language teach-
ing and tutoring experience, linguistic stereotyping, and listener attitude. We 
will then discuss rater training in the assessment contexts and structured contact 
activities which are used as remedies for minimizing the effects of listeners’ bias, as 
well as L2 listening strategy instruction and self-efficacy, followed by implications 
for L2 pronunciation research and pedagogy as well as recommendations for future 
directions.

2. Listener background

2.1 Listener first language status

The literature on the effect of listeners’ first language status on rating NNSs’ oral 
performances has yielded mixed results. On the one hand, some studies reported 
that NNSs tend to be more stringent in their assessments than NSs [5–7]. This sever-
ity could be justified in the light of the fact that “NNSs may reflect their personal L2 
learning struggles, leading them to attribute examinees’ errors to a lack of language 
learning effort on the part of the test takers” ([3], p. 5). On the other hand, some 
other studies reported contradictory findings in which NSs were more severe 
listeners than NNSs [8]. Yet the results of some studies reported similar trends of 
stringency for NNS and NS listeners [9, 10].

Bent and Bradlow [11] noted the fact that some listeners might be more toler-
ant of accented speech than others based on the concept of “interlanguage speech 
intelligibility benefit.” This occurs when listeners are well-attuned to the speak-
ers’ rhythm of speech due to the phonological similarities that exist between the 
listeners and speakers’ L1. For example, Major et al. [12] argued that Chinese 
and Japanese listeners had a relatively decent understanding of Spanish-accented 
English due to the shared prosodic features that existed among Chinese, Japanese, 
and Spanish. Other studies reported that Japanese L1 listeners found Japanese L1 
speakers of English were more intelligible than native English listeners found them 
to be [13], and also Indian and South African listeners were able to comprehend 
listening passages recorded by their own shared L1 speakers, respectively [14].

2.2 Effects of exposure to different varieties of English

A growing body of literature on the effect of prior interaction with L2 varieties 
lends favorable support to the fact that L2 speech perception is, to a large extent, 
influenced by the degree of familiarity with and exposure to L2 accented varieties.  
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In this regard, Derwing and Munro [15] reported that those listeners who self-
reported to have frequent exposure to foreign accent had higher intelligibility scores 
and were more successful in language identification compared with their counter-
parts who self-reported to have more sporadic interaction with foreign accent. The 
result of this study comports with Gass and Varonis [16] assertion that those listeners 
who have prior exposure to accented varieties of English are favorably biased toward 
ratings of NNSs’ speech. Likewise, Kennedy and Trofimovich [17] argued that the 
NSs with more frequent exposure to L2 speech had a more accurate transcription of 
NNSs’ speech. In another study, Carey et al. [18] investigating the effect of listeners’ 
familiarity with speakers’ interlanguage on their assessment of speakers’ pronuncia-
tion added that those listeners who had extensive prior exposure to the L2 accented 
variety of the speakers tended to rate their pronunciation higher than those who 
reported having little or no familiarity with that particular L2 accent.

The findings of various studies further indicate that the listeners who are less 
familiar with particular L2 varieties tend to perceive the speakers of those specific 
L2 varieties more accented, which would consequently impair their comprehension 
[1, 19, 20]. In this regard, Adank et al. [21] hypothesized that listeners’ familiarity 
with a particular accented English positively correlated with comprehensibility. To 
test the hypothesis, they had the recordings of two British English speakers varying 
in accent (Southern Standard versus Glaswegian) rated by two groups of British 
listeners both of whom familiar with Southern Standard accent but only one of 
them familiar with Glaswegian accent. The results indicated that familiarity with 
accent facilitated comprehension. Taken as a whole, the frequency with which one 
encounters and processes a foreign accent determines the ease with which they 
comprehend the speakers of that particular L2 variety. This phenomenon could be 
explained in the light of the fact that the listeners who have prolonged exposure to 
a particular L2 accent register the sound system prototypes of the accented variety 
and they refer to them while perceptually decoding the speech signal [22, 18]. 
Therefore, they would comprehend the accented speech effortlessly.

2.3 Listener educational background and linguistic knowledge

Current research is equivocal on the effect of listeners’ linguistic knowledge and 
educational accomplishment on the assessment of L2 performance. The findings 
of the study conducted by Kang et al. [3] did not reveal any significant relation 
between the degree of educational accomplishment and linguistic knowledge on 
listeners’ holistic ratings of L2 proficiency. Also, listeners varying in degrees of 
educational accomplishment did not differ in rating severity; nevertheless, those 
listeners who were extremely severe or lenient in their assessments, regardless of 
their educational background, became  more moderate after they received training 
and became familiar with assessment criteria. In another study, Kang and Rubin 
[2] reported that listeners’ education in linguistics and TESOL conferred a higher 
degree of NNS perception comprehensibility on the listeners. However, the results 
of Kang’s [1] study failed to establish a significant relationship between listeners’ 
prior formal training in language and linguistics and their ratings of NNSs’ speech. 
Given the contradictory results in the literature, no definitive conclusion can be 
drawn on the effect of listeners’ formal training in linguistics and their patterns of 
NNSs’ speech rating.

2.4 Effects of prior language teaching and tutoring experience

Listeners’ teaching and tutoring experience can be associated with the ratings 
of NNSs’ speech. In Kang’s [1] study, the undergraduate listeners who had the 
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experience of teaching and tutoring in languages tended to be less severe listen-
ers. Such results are consistent with those of Hsieh [23]. In her study, the effects 
of listeners’ teaching experience status on the ratings of ITAs’ oral proficiency, 
comprehensibility, and accentedness are investigated. Hsieh reported that English 
as a second language (ESL) teachers were more lenient in their ratings of ITAs’ oral 
proficiency, comprehensibility, and accentedness than American undergraduates 
with no teaching experience. However, in a more recent study, Kang et al. [3] did 
not find a statistically significant relationship between listeners’ amount of teaching 
experience and their holistic ratings as well as their rating severity of L2 proficiency. 
Thus, although listeners who possess language teaching experience are assumed to 
be more lenient than their counterparts with no experience in teaching, this leni-
ency is not consistent across the board.

2.5 Non-native speaker linguistic stereotyping

Prior research on US undergraduates’ perceptions of NNSs’ oral proficiency has 
established the validity of linguistic stereotyping [2]. As set forth by Lambert et al. 
[24], linguistic stereotyping is a phenomenon through which a short sample of L2 
variety attributable to low-prestige groups arouses a cascade of demeaning evalu-
ative judgments of speakers. They elicited NSs’ perceptual judgments in regard to 
NNSs’ productions according to a speech evaluation instrument developed by their 
research team. This pioneering study showed that NSs tended to pass negative judg-
ment in relation to intellect, superiority, and friendliness when they heard accented 
speech. Rubin and Smith [25] postulated that one of the factors that moderated the 
proclivity of undergraduates’ engagement in linguistic stereotyping was the amount 
of exposure they had with international instructors. This means that those under-
graduates who have more cross-cultural experiences tend to be less critical and 
more tolerant of L2 accented varieties. In contrast, the undergraduates who harbor 
negative expectations toward speakers belonging to a particular social group would 
not be able to provide an impartial judgment of an L2 speaker’s oral performance.

Another source of bias associated with listeners is reverse linguistic stereotyp-
ing (RLS), which is the converse of linguistic stereotyping [2]. In RLS, speakers’ 
nonlinguistic cues can affect NS listeners’ perceptions of the speaker. Such cues 
could include pictures of the speaker and knowledge about their ethnicity, race, 
gender, or social class. Thus, when listeners are misinformed that they are listening 
to an NNS, they tend to rate the speaker highly accented and less comprehensible 
[2, 26]. This problem is compounded if speakers represent members of stigmatized 
social groups and speak with a stigmatized accent, as it is the case with those NNSs 
who speak Spanish-accented English. The members of this community tend to be 
rated less favorably on the indices of status and solidarity by NSs [2]. In Kang et al. 
[3] study, RLS emerged as one of the listener-related variables which significantly 
predicted naïve listeners’ deviation from expert scores, implying that those who 
had the propensity to become engaged in RLS were more likely to be influenced by 
subjective impressions and provide less accurate ratings. Overall, listeners’ percep-
tion can be influenced by a variety of nonlinguistic or paralinguistic aspects of an 
utterance.

2.6 Listener attitude

The effects of listeners’ expectations on the perception of L2 speech have been 
researched through listeners’ attitudes in perceptual encoding of information. 
Using matched guise technique [25] and verbal guise technique [27], studies have 
revealed that listeners’ attitude toward speakers’ perceived social groups will not 
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only impact the listeners’ ratings of the speakers’ degree of accentedness but also 
their perceptions of the speakers “nonlinguistic characteristics,” such as intelligence 
and language competence ([28], p. 570). Rubin [29] investigated students’ percep-
tion toward non-native speakers. The guises (a picture of an Asian ITA and that of 
an American TA) were used to form participants’ perceptions of the speech files 
and to mislead them in terms of the speaker’s ethnicity. His finding reported that L1 
English listeners had the proclivity to rate the speaker of the lecture more accented 
when the lecture was accompanied by the picture of an Asian woman than the 
same speaker of the lecture when it was accompanied by the picture of a Caucasian 
woman. Also, Brown’s [30] study on American college students’ attitude toward 
non-native instructors confirmed that listeners’ preexisting knowledge of the 
speakers’ country of origin significantly influenced their judgments of the speakers’ 
language competence.

In addition to encoding a distorted perception of accent and language com-
petence, the listeners who hold attitudinal biases toward a group of L2 speakers 
tend to have a less accurate perception of individual sounds in the speech signal 
transmitted by the L2 speakers. An illustrative example is the case of Cantonese 
L2 speakers of English who are stereotyped to have an unreleased word-final stop 
production. In this regard, Hu and Lindemann [31] investigated whether this exist-
ing stereotype would impair Cantonese perceptions of English word-final stops. To 
test their hypothesis, they selected a group of Cantonese participants and presented 
them with recordings of some sentences each one of which included an underlined 
keyword featuring a final stop. After each recording, the participants listened to 
three versions of the keyword that varied in the pronunciation of the final stop, and 
they were required to decide which one of the versions they listened to in the sen-
tence. In one version, the final stop was totally unreleased, in another one the final 
stop had a released burst, and in the third version the released burst of the final 
stop was followed by an aspiration. The listeners who were told that the sentence 
was recorded by an American L1 speaker had the propensity to choose the aspirated 
version, and those who were told that the sentence was recorded by a Cantonese L1 
speaker had the tendency to choose the unreleased version. The results of this study 
confirmed the hypothesis that the preconception notions held toward the speakers 
of a language have a direct bearing on how listeners perceive the phonemes pro-
duced by speakers of the language.

An area which is comparably under-researched in the literature is the role of 
listeners’ bias in perceived comprehensibility and intelligibility. Smith and Nelson 
[32] theoretically defined comprehensibility as understanding the overall mes-
sage of an utterance and intelligibility as the accuracy with which the individual 
words are understood in an utterance. In a similar vein, Munro and Derwing [33] 
conceptualized comprehensibility as the relative ease with which an utterance is 
understood by the listeners, measured subjectively through scalar ratings, and 
intelligibility as word recognition, measured objectively through transcription tasks 
and cloze tests. Integral to the conceptualizations of the two speech constructs is the 
fact that they are regarded as the inherent characteristics of speech and the speaker 
is blamed for any breakdown in communication due to an incomprehensible 
speech. This misconception is reflected in van Wijngaarden’s [34] argument stating 
that “the intelligibility of speech is known to be lower if the speaker is non-native 
instead of native for the given language” (p. 103).

However, among the few scholars who pioneered appreciating the role of 
listener bias in the perception of speech comprehensibility and intelligibility is 
Munro [35] who stressed that the measurement of L2 speech is a function of three 
interrelated factors, namely, the characteristics of the speech per se, listener-related 
factors, and contextual factors. An active line of research has hitherto supported 
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Munro’s argument and lent credence to the role of listeners’ attitudinal biases. For 
example, Kang and Rubin’s [2] RLS study revealed that the listeners presented with 
the picture of an Asian scored lower in the listening comprehension test than those 
who were presented with the picture of a Caucasian. They attributed this phenom-
enon to the listeners’ biased perception stemming from their prior experience such 
as their negative experience with international teaching assistants. In another study, 
Wolff [36] reported that in his experiment involving Nembe and Kalabari speakers, 
two languages of Eastern Niger delta, Nembe speakers reported to have found more 
linguistic similarity between their language and Kalabari and had a more complete 
perception of Kalabari speakers, whereas the opposite was reported by Kalabari 
speakers. Lindemann and Subtirelu [28] associated this discrepancy in perception 
with the “asymmetrical attitude” held by the listeners toward different language 
groups (p. 577). Therefore, it can be concluded that listeners’ predispositions make 
significant contributions to what listeners perceive and the attitudinal biases held 
by listeners toward the speakers of a particular social group, especially a low presti-
gious one, would impair their perceptual encoding of the speech signal produced by 
the speakers from that stigmatized social group.

3. Listener training

3.1 Listener training in the assessment contexts

Given the effect of listener background factors on the assessment of L2 perfor-
mance, it is of utmost importance to mitigate the variance of these trait-irrelevant 
variables. One way to curb the magnitude of the bias exerted by the listeners’ 
background is training listeners. Training listeners would reduce, if not eradicate, 
the error inserted by the aforementioned listener variables. For example, some 
scholars recommended listener training for minimizing the effect of accent famil-
iarity as a factor leading to listener bias [37–39]. On the importance of listener train-
ing, Cumming [40] maintained that trained listeners are less likely to be deviated 
by background variables, as they gravitate more toward trait-relevant variables, 
such as language use, content, and rhetorical organization. Regarding the effect of 
listener background and training on rating reliability, Shohamy et al.’s [41] study 
indicated that regardless of the professional background of the listeners, whether 
they be English teachers or lay persons, and their training status, whether they be 
trained or native, all groups of listeners achieved high inter-listener reliability in 
rating writing samples; however, inter-listener reliability was higher among trained 
listeners. In a more recent study, Kang et al. [3] researched the effect of listener 
training on reducing the amount of divergence between novice and trained listen-
ers. The results of that study indicated that for the novice listeners who underwent 
training, the impact of trait-irrelevant listener variables reduced by 75% for oral 
proficiency holistic rating and by 50% for comprehensibility rating. As a result of 
listener training, the listeners who were previously scattered on each extreme of 
rating continuum converged, meaning that the distance between the listeners who 
tended to be extremely severe or lenient prior to the training reduced and they 
became more moderate.

3.2 Structured contact activities to mediate listeners’ bias in social contexts

Another approach to listener training, which is more concerned with preparing 
NS listeners for accomplishing successful intercultural communication with NNSs, 
rather than calibrating their ratings of NNSs’ speech, is structured intergroup 
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contact. As a consequence of globalization, there is more urgent need for people 
from different fields of science to communicate with interlocutors from diverse 
linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Thus, it is critical to devise an intervention that 
fosters a successful communication between NSs (ingroup) and NNSs (outgroup). 
A slew of research in the field of social psychology has provided support for struc-
turing intergroup contact for reducing NSs’ existing prejudices. Intergroup contact 
involves interaction between members of two groups (ingroup and outgroup) who 
do not seem to share similar identities, beliefs, and religions [42]. Intergroup con-
tact is based on the assumption that contact across groups minimizes the alienation 
and promotes positive attitude toward members of outgroup. For an intergroup 
contact to be effective, the following five conditions should be met. First, within the 
contact situation, groups should have (or inculcated that they have) equal status. 
Second, groups should have shared objectives or common goals that make contact 
activities goal oriented. Third, there should be a sense of cooperation, rather than 
a competition between the groups for fulfilling the common goals. Fourth, there 
should be someone in the position of power who sanctions and regulates the contact 
situation. Fifth, the dynamic of the contact situation should be conducive to inter-
group intimacy and encourage the members of ingroup to establish rapport with the 
members of outgroup. The violation of each one of the principles has been alleged 
to reduce the efficacy of intergroup contact [42, 43].

Pettigrew [43] maintained that the alteration of negative attitude through 
intergroup contact is a function of four interconnected processes, namely, learn-
ing about the outgroup, changing behavior, generating affective ties, and ingroup 
reappraisal. The first process is deemed to be most critical due to the fact that 
prejudice reduction is a direct consequence of correcting negative attitude harbored 
by the ingroup which occurs as a result of new learning about the outgroup. It 
is also important to note that the dynamics of contact situation acts as a catalyst 
for the attitude reform. Any alteration in the ingroup members’ attitude should 
be preceded by a change in their behavior which is a response to the expectations 
of the situation. For example, if expectations of the situation call for accepting 
outgroup members, in response to those expectations, ingroup members modify 
their behaviors and, as a result, their attitude changes [43]. Although anxiety might 
be overwhelming in the initial encounters of the groups, as intergroup contact 
continues and a sense of intimacy augments between the two groups, this negative 
emotion would deplete and be gradually replaced with a sense of empathy for the 
members of outgroup. This friendship between the groups provides a fertile ground 
for improving positive attitude toward the outgroup as a whole. Finally, as a result 
of having more contact with members of the outgroup, ingroup members would 
revisit their established norms and customs, as they find them to be too restrictive 
and instead develop a perspective which is more universal. In other words, not only 
do ingroup members change their attitudes and become more accepting of the out-
group, but they also perceive that the norms they have set and ardently supported 
are not the only legitimate ones to manage the world [43].

Kang et al. [44] investigated the effect of a brief intergroup contact on American 
undergraduates’ perception of international teaching assistants’ (ITAs) teaching 
competence and speech performance. At the heart of this contact intervention, 
undergraduates engaged in doing some cooperative activities (solving puzzles) 
with ITAs. Comparing the results of undergraduates’ ratings in the pretest and the 
posttest indicated that undergraduates rated ITAs’ speech performance and teach-
ing competence more highly in the posttest. Interestingly, those undergraduates 
who had the aversion to participate in the intervention owing to their prior negative 
experiences with ITAs underwent a more remarkable change in attitude toward 
ITAs’ speech performance and teaching competence. The results of this study are 
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significant in that despite the short duration of the intervention, it brought about 
dramatic changes in undergraduates’ attitude. The authors attributed this accom-
plishment to their strict adherence to the principles of optimal intergroup contact 
established by Allport.

In a similar study, Staples et al. [45] developed a structured contact program to 
investigate its effect on US undergraduate students’ (USUGs) perception of ITAs’ 
comprehensibility, accentedness, and instructional competence. In this study, 
USUGs met with ITAs once a week for an hour over a span of 8 weeks. Similar to 
the previous study, USUGs are involved in doing collaborative activities with ITAs 
aiming at accomplishing common goals. The results of the study revealed that as a 
result of participating in the structured contact program, USUGs’ attitudes toward 
and perceptions of ITAs improved and they were manifested in their three outcome 
ratings. Both of these two studies provide evidence in support of reducing NS’s 
preconception biases of ITAs’ language ability through the successful application of 
an intergroup contact program.

3.3 L2 listening strategy instruction and self-efficacy

As an effective approach to enhancing L2 listeners’ self-efficacy and rendering 
them more efficient listeners both in classroom and real-life settings, L2 researchers 
and practitioners have emphasized equipping L2 listeners with an array of listening 
strategies. Given the fact that those listening strategies do not develop spontane-
ously, educators advocate developing carefully designed interventions to incorpo-
rate those strategies and instruct them to L2 listeners.

Broadly defined as “beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and execute the 
courses of action required to produce given attainments” ([46], p. 3), self-efficacy 
is regarded to determine what tasks individuals choose to perform, how willing they 
are to face challenges, and the level of persistence they devote to accomplishing 
them. The relationship between L2 listening self-efficacy and L2 listening perfor-
mance has been explored in the literature. Chen [47] reported that self-efficacy 
beliefs among Taiwanese university students predicted their listening performance 
and its magnitude was larger than other variables, such as listening anxiety. In a 
similar study, Mills et al. [48] found a positive correlation between self-efficacy for 
listening and listening proficiency in their study, and both of these two constructs 
were inversely correlated with listening anxiety.

Self-efficacy in listening, however, can be enhanced through explicit instruction 
of listening strategies focusing on scaffolding of learning and learner reflection 
[49]. Strategies taught within this framework would be based upon listeners’ needs 
and are specific to the task and the situation within which the task is performed. 
This type of strategy instruction accompanied by instructors’ immediate feedback 
on the efficacy of the strategy employed would increase listeners’ sense of control 
and draw their attention to the relationship between the strategy just used and the 
observable outcomes ensued [49]. In Graham’s [50] study listeners were encour-
aged to jot down and keep diaries of the listening strategies they employed in 
accomplishing assigned tasks. The researchers then perused the strategies used and 
rectified those less efficient ones and encouraged the listeners to use new strategies. 
This model of intervention improved listeners’ self-efficacy and helped them gain 
more control over the tasks they performed.

Another listening strategy reported to have salubrious effect on L2 listeners’ 
self-efficacy is verbalization. According to this model, first employed by Schunk 
and Rice [51], listeners think aloud the strategies they plan to use prior to perform-
ing tasks after they have been modeled by their teachers. Verbalization not only 
draws the attention of the listeners to the strategies and facilitates the encoding 
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of upcoming information, but it also provides an opportunity for the listeners to 
have the veracity of their selected strategies confirmed by their teachers. Thus, if 
there is a mismatch between the strategies verbalized by the listeners with those 
modeled by their teachers, the teacher can intervene and rectify those mismatches. 
Taken as a whole, self-efficacy and listening performance are both amenable to 
improvement which can be achieved through judicious selection and instruction 
of effective listening strategies. What is more, it is assumed that L2 listeners with 
stronger self-efficacy would be more willing to run the risk of exposing themselves 
to real-life interactions involving NSs and would be more tolerant of the harsh 
criticisms of NSs.

4. Implications and future research directions

There are some important implications that researchers and educators can draw 
from the findings of the existing research investigated in this desktop review. First, 
researchers should be informed of the fact that NSs’ judgments of NNSs’ speech 
performance involve a varying degree of listener bias. Any research that involves 
subjective judgments of NS listeners should control such confounding variables 
and curtail their intervening effects. Second, intelligibility is as much a function of 
listeners’ effort as that of speakers, meaning that the intelligibility of speech is not 
solely determined by speakers but by listeners. In measuring the intelligibility of 
an L2 speech variety, listeners play an active role. A speech sample might be highly 
intelligible for a particular group of listeners but less intelligible for another group. 
Communication is a two-way street. Sharing responsibility between both speakers 
and listeners would be the first step to take for successful communication. Finally, 
acknowledging the active role of listeners in determining L2 speech intelligibility 
challenges the research instruments prevalently used in research for measuring 
speech intelligibility. The stimuli used in intelligibility-based research are recorded 
speeches that do not provide an opportunity for listeners to employ effective com-
munication strategies and to negotiate meaning with speakers [28]. Thus, intelligi-
bility remains to be determined still solely by speakers. Future research should take 
the initiative to utilize interactive stimuli in which intelligibility is more realistically 
measured as a joint effort between a listener and a speaker as it is what is expected 
to happen in real-life interactions.

Given the importance attached to listeners as active contributors to speech 
intelligibility and communication success between NSs and NNSs, L2 pronuncia-
tion educators would require to dedicate a substantial amount of their instruction 
to introducing and practicing successful communication strategies such as how to 
paraphrase, do circumlocution, and use nonlinguistic signals. Additionally, in lieu 
of setting NS pronunciation norms and encouraging L2 learners to approximate 
their pronunciations to those norms, educators should emphasize the pronuncia-
tion features which contribute more to speech intelligibility and prioritize them 
over those less critical features in their instruction [28]. As of yet, research on the 
efficacy of this type of instruction is scarce. Future research will be needed to deter-
mine to what extent this type of instruction promotes the communication between 
NS and NNS.

It is also important to note that those L2 learners who experience varying 
degrees of bias in their encounter with NSs tend to report having lower self-efficacy 
expectations, which would, as a consequence, impair their self-estimate of their lan-
guage abilities. Self-efficacy expectations would predict one’s performance beyond 
their true abilities. Those L2 learners with lowered self-efficacy expectations would 
be less willing to initiate and maintain interaction with NSs both in classroom and 
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real-life settings. This reluctance on the part of L2 learners would exacerbate the 
existing bias toward them by NS. To mitigate the bias, if not eliminate it, educa-
tors can devise interventions which would foster L2 learners’ self-efficacy through 
strategy instruction and other methods such as providing them with supportive 
mentors. By fortifying L2 learners’ self-efficacy, they would be more encouraged 
to participate in interactions involving NSs. As a result of more interaction, the 
intensity of bias held by NSs toward that particular group of NNSs decreases.

With respect to listener background variables, researchers should be cognizant 
of the fact that some listener-related variables such as listeners’ first language status 
and the amount of their exposure to accented varieties of English are more influ-
ential to listeners’ perceptions of NNSs’ speech than other variables (e.g., listeners’ 
linguistic knowledge and their prior teaching experience). Thus, those variables 
warrant more attention in selecting listeners for rating NNSs’ speech, as they might 
exert more potent influence and compromise the reliability of the assessment. On 
the other hand, as pointed out by Kang et al. [3], the effects of the latter variables 
are more contextually determined and should be considered regarding the type of 
assessment being administered. For example, if the purpose of speech assessment 
is evaluating the nuances of pronunciation, listeners’ linguistic knowledge and 
their educational background should be considered for selecting listeners as raters. 
Additionally, the way that the prior studies have operationalized listener variables 
needs to be rectified. For example, Kang et al. [3] operationally defined listeners’ 
linguistic sophistication as a function of three factors: (a) the number of foreign 
languages they spoke, (b) the number of years they studied foreign languages, 
and (c) the number of linguistic courses they had taken. However, this definition 
needs to be improved given that with the spread of globalization and emergence 
of English as an international language (EIL), the concept of foreign language is 
becoming ambiguous. Thus, future research should take initiatives to address these 
limitations marked in the prior studies.

5. Conclusion

The current chapter, which was a desktop review, sought to provide an overview 
of various listener background variables that would influence oral performance 
ratings. Although the effects of these listener-related variables have been underem-
phasized in assessing the oral performance of L2 learners, researchers should take 
their influence into account and endeavor to make the potential contributions of 
these trait-irrelevant variables as negligible as possible. Listener training is assumed 
to mediate these extraneous variables. Through training, listeners are equipped with 
the necessary skills required to rate speech performances of L2 speakers more objec-
tively using predetermined criteria. The effect of listener bias on the evaluation of 
L2 speech has also been researched in social contexts. As reported in the previous 
literature, the listeners who harbor negative attitudinal perspectives toward the 
speakers of a particular social group, especially a stigmatized one, have the procliv-
ity to encode a distorted perception of their speech and more often than not find 
the speakers unintelligible. Structured intergroup contact, for example, can be a 
program devised to address the listeners’ negative attitudes and reduce their bias. 
Explicit instruction of L2 listening strategies can also be effective in strengthening 
L2 listeners’ self-efficacy and make them more motivated to embrace the challenges 
involved in participating in social interactions with NSs and encourage them to 
regard this as an opportunity to fortify their nascent oral skills. However, research 
on the listener role in communication is still in its infancy, and future studies should 
address this issue more comprehensively.
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