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1 Key Themes, Constructs and
Interdisciplinary Perspectives
in Second Language
Pronunciation Assessment

Talia Isaacs and Pavel Trofimovich

Assessment of Second Language Pronunciation:
Where We Are Now

After a period of relative neglect, second language (L2) pronunciation
has experienced a resurgence of interest among applied linguistics research-
ers and L2 practitioners, with several indicators signalling growing momen-
tum. For example, the past decade has witnessed the emergence of
pronunciation-specific special journal issues (e.g. Cardoso & Trofimovich,
2014), invited symposia (e.g. Derwing & Munro, 2010), webinars and
Electronic Village Online sessions organized by the pronunciation special
interest group of professional teaching associations (e.g. Harding & Selman,
2014), research timelines (e.g. Munro & Derwing, 2011), meta-analyses (e.g.
Lee et al., 2015), and encyclopaedia volumes or handbooks (Reed & Levis,
2015). In addition, evidence of the growing interest in L2 pronunciation
research is reflected in the establishment of the annual Pronunciation in
Second Language Learning and Teaching (PSLLT) conference and proceedings
in 2009 and, more recently, in the launch of the Journal of Second Language
Pronunciation in 2015 — a symbol of the professionalization of the field. These
developments have been accompanied by a substantial overall increase in
the proportion of pronunciation-relevant articles published in applied lin-
guistics journals over the past few years (Levis, 2015), which is key to the
reintegration of pronunciation research into the applied linguistics research
mainstream after decades of being sidelined. Several recent graduates with
pronunciation expertise have also launched into academic positions at
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4 Part 1: Introduction

international universities and are, in turn, training a new generation of pro-
nunciation proponents, assuring L2 pronunciation a bright future in research
and teacher training in the years to come, although there is much more work
to be done (Derwing & Munro, 2015).

Pronunciation is, by its nature, interdisciplinary, drawing on research
traditions in psycholinguistic, sociolinguistic and speech sciences and
strongly interfacing with work in second language acquisition (SLA) and L2
pedagogy. There have been developments in all of these areas, although few
common platforms for discussion exist, as the scholarly discourse, method-
ologies and research priorities vary substantially across domains. Notably,
much of the renewed applied pronunciation related activity over the past
several decades has been conducted by SLA researchers and research practi-
tioners interested in teacher training and, to a lesser extent, by those research-
ing the use of an L2 as a lingua franca across the globe. Interest in L2
pronunciation from within the language assessment community specifically,
which includes both researchers and practitioners (e.g. exam board staff), has
taken much longer to ignite. For example, there is no dedicated book on
assessing L2 pronunciation in the foundational Cambridge Language Assessment
series to accompany books on assessing other language components (e.g.
grammar and vocabulary, although assessing pragmatics is similarly not fea-
tured). Pronunciation also plays only a peripheral role in books on assessing
L2 speaking (Fulcher, 2003; Luoma, 2004) and was singled out as not having
been included in Fulcher’s (2015) research timeline on the topic. Until
recently, there has also been little acknowledgement of the absence of pro-
nunciation from the L2 assessment research agendas (Isaacs & Thomson,
2018), or of its often peripheral role in assessing L2 speaking proficiency,
including in scales, where it has either been unmodelled or inadequately
operationalized (Harding, 2013, this volume; Isaacs ez al., 2015).

The 2011 Language Testing Research Colloquium marked the 50th anniver-
sary of the publication of Lado’s (1961) seminal book, Language Testing,
which is widely considered to signify the birth of the language assessment
field (Spolsky, 1995). Over half a century later, Lado’s work remains the
only non-thesis single-authored book-length treatment on pronunciation
assessment (among other topics) and, hence, the existing authority on
designing and administering pronunciation tests, despite some key concepts
being out of date (Isaacs, 2014). However, there are recent indications that
pronunciation assessment is emerging from its time warp. For example,
whereas only two pronunciation-focused articles were published in the lon-
gest standing language assessment journal, Language Testing, in its first 25
years of publication (1984-2009; Isaacs, 2013), seven articles have appeared
in the five-year period since (2010-2015; Levis, 2015). Pronunciation assess-
ment has also been featured in major events targeting the L2 speaking con-
struct (e.g. the 2013 Cambridge Centenary Speaking Symposium) and in at least
four externally funded TOEFL and IELTS research projects since 2010, a
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Key Themes, Constructs and Interdisciplinary Perspectives 5

topic hitherto rarely focused on in the validation of high-stakes tests. This
implies that pronunciation is increasingly being viewed as integral to the L2
speaking construct.

Beyond the piecemeal contributions of individual researchers, a more sus-
tained shift in attention back to pronunciation from the language assessment
community at large has been seen in the introduction of fully automated
standardized L2 speaking tests (e.g. Pearson’s Versant test and Educational
Testing Services” SpeechRater), which place considerable weight on acoustic
and temporal measures in scoring (Kang & Pickering, 2014; Zechner et al.,
2009). The launch of fully automated tests in the international language test-
ing market (e.g. the Pearson Test of English Academic for university entrance
purposes) fed into a rigorous field-wide debate on machine-mediated auto-
mated scoring in the first decade of the 21st century (e.g. Chun, 2006, 2008;
Downey et al., 2008), which has arguably evolved into more pragmatic accep-
tance of the inevitability of the use of automated speech recognition technol-
ogy during the second decade (e.g. Isaacs, 2016; Xi, 2010, 2012).

The growing use of English as a lingua franca in diverse international
settings brought about by economic globalization and technological advance-
ments has catapulted the issue of defining an appropriate pronunciation
standard in L2 listening and speaking tests (e.g. Canagarajah, 2006; Elder &
Davies, 2006; Jenkins, 2006; Ockey & French, 2014), in light of growing
attention to proposals for supplementing (if not supplanting) the native
speaker standard. Such discussions are permeating the decades-long language
testing literature on international teaching assistants (ITA), with pronunci-
ation-relevant research strands now focusing on identifying the linguistic
features that are most important for being intelligible or easily understood
by listeners, in addition to identifying sources of listener bias (e.g. listener
background characteristics, such as differential exposure to particular variet-
ies of L2 accented speech) that could have bearing on their judgements of oral
performance, instructional competence or other social measures (e.g. Hsieh,
2011; Isaacs, 2008; Kang, 2008, 2012).

Bringing Together Different Research Strands

Although there are signs of growing interest in L2 pronunciation assess-
ment among researchers and educational practitioners, there is, as yet, no
synthesis of work beyond single book chapters in edited volumes that tend
to target either audiences of primarily language testers (e.g. Isaacs, 2014), or
predominantly SLA-oriented pronunciation researchers (e.g. Levis, 20006),
with little apparent crossover between these communities. Consolidating
knowledge on pronunciation assessment is sorely needed to keep pace with
current advancements, promote a baseline level of understanding of relevant
issues, spearhead interdisciplinary dialogue, guide teaching and test
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6 Part 1: Introduction

development, and inform future research directions. This volume seeks to fill
this gap by bringing to light the insights from assessing other skills (e.g. lis-
tening, writing) in addition to drawing on perspectives from research in
speech sciences, SLA, psycholinguistics and sociolinguistics, including lingua
franca communication, with concrete implications for pronunciation assess-
ment. This edited collection thus pools the expertise of authors from differ-
ent research communities to establish a common platform by which to carry
issues forward in a research area that is increasingly assuming a higher pro-
file and gaining currency in all domains within applied linguistics.

The edited collection caters to a mixed audience of L2 researchers, gradu-
ate students, teacher-educators and exam board staff with varying levels of
expertise in pronunciation and assessment. It is conceived of as the first point
of reference for readers from different disciplinary backgrounds, bringing to
the fore topical issues and challenges that relate to formal and informal
assessments of L2 pronunciation in classroom, research and real-world con-
texts. The edited volume is thus likely to be informative to both a new gen-
eration of researchers hoping to make inroads in pronunciation and/or
assessment, and experienced pronunciation researchers who wish to consult
and cite high-calibre work both within and beyond their specific areas of
expertise. Although not explicitly tackling problems to do with developing
and validating L2 pronunciation tests (e.g. item writing), which remains a
tangible gap in the literature (Isaacs, 2014), the concrete implications for
pronunciation assessment in each study are likely to address at least some
important conceptual and practical issues and to generate further thought
and discussion. Due to its interdisciplinary nature, the edited volume is likely
to cater to students, researchers and practitioners with wide-ranging inter-
ests in applied linguistics that extend beyond pronunciation.

The chapters, which together span the methodological spectrum (quan-
titative, qualitative, mixed methods), represent the breadth of research tra-
ditions used to examine the linguistic and non-linguistic phenomena
relevant to L2 pronunciation assessment. The chapters also include state-
of-the-art reviews, empirically grounded contributions and research com-
mentaries that interface with different aspects of pronunciation and
assessment, elucidating key issues and underscoring implications for fur-
ther research and practice. Despite the substantive and methodological
breadth of each contribution making up the collection, the following prin-
ciples apply to all:

(1) Each chapter is written in clear and accessible language for an audience
of academics, graduate students and L2 teaching and testing profession-
als with varying expertise in L2 pronunciation and assessment.

(2) Key definitions of relevant terms are provided within the context of
each chapter to promote an understanding of the definition of major
constructs for the purposes of the reported study.
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Key Themes, Constructs and Interdisciplinary Perspectives 7

(8) In the case of research reporting, justification for key methodological
decisions is provided to render the rationale behind novel procedures or
adherence to research conventions more transparent.

(4) Each chapter concludes with a section delineating concrete implications
for research and practice in L2 pronunciation assessment or future
directions.

Structure of the Book

This book consists of 14 chapters, which can be read in sequence or as
stand-alone units, featured in four main sections.

Part 1: Introduction

The chapters in this part, including the state-of-the-art overview in this
introductory chapter, cover fundamental concepts in L2 pronunciation
research, centring on ways in which major constructs are defined and opera-
tionalized, including problematizing pronunciation assessment instruments
used by human raters.

Part 2: Insights from Assessing Other Language Skills and
Components

This part focuses on the learning and assessment of other L2 skills and
components, with chapters on assessing fluency, writing and listening. The
assessment of these areas of ability has been more extensively researched
than the assessment of L2 pronunciation, and insights could be useful in
informing the future development of the field.

Part 3: Perspectives on Pronunciation Assessment From
Psycholinguistics and Speech Sciences

This part consists of empirical studies grounded in research in psycholin-
guistic and speech sciences, including work on individual differences in lis-
tener (rater) characteristics and different objective and subjective ways of
measuring the linguistic properties of L2 speech.

Part 4: Sociolinguistic, Cross-cultural and Lingua Franca
Perspectives in Pronunciation Assessment

This part focuses on the implications and applications of pronunciation
teaching and assessment in various cultural, educational and lingua franca
contexts, including the role of the native speaker as an assessment stan-
dard. These contributions provide a unique perspective to the volume by

This content downloaded from 103.50.151.143 on Wed, 25 Mar 2020 10:36:24 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



8 Part 1: Introduction

contextualizing pronunciation assessment within the complexities of pres-
ent-day multilingual, cross-cultural and educational spaces.

Part 5: Concluding Remarks

The concluding part summarizes, synthesizes and discusses the nature
of the innovation of each contribution and of the volume as a whole. It con-
cludes with future directions for L2 pronunciation research and practice for-
mulated as research themes and questions that are likely to be the subject of
further investigation.

Key Concepts and Definitions

As stated above, this book responds to the urgent need to consolidate
current expertise on L2 pronunciation assessment by bringing together
insights and highlighting pedagogical and assessment implications from
within the applied linguistics community that are of relevance to language
assessment researchers and practitioners on a common platform. Having a
single forum for bringing together different voices is a preliminary means of
arriving at a common understanding of key issues, understanding the breadth
of approaches, and charting future directions from an informed and interdis-
ciplinary perspective, which is the overarching goal of this volume.

It seems fitting that a book that includes contributions from members of
different research communities would begin by establishing common threads
and providing definitions as a means of synchronizing across the different
areas. However, without wanting to impose a priori definitions to the
authors when approaching them for contributions — because they are con-
ducting work on different facets of L2 pronunciation and/or assessment with
distinct areas of expertise — providing common definitions of at least some
key terms, particularly in L2 pronunciation, for the benefit of end-users is, at
this stage, unfeasible. This is because there has been little cross-talk across
fields and no precedent in terms of edited volumes on L2 pronunciation
assessment that encompass the breadth of the research and practical applica-
tions presented in this collection. Although contributors are, in some cases,
writing about similar issues, they tend to be approaching problems from
different perspectives and, for the most part, speaking in very different lan-
guages, with different underlying assumptions and understanding of key
issues, which they strive to clarify with transparency through the course of
their chapter, and with discernibly different research priorities. Thus, the
task of providing all-encompassing definitions that pervade all of the contri-
butions — for example, for a term such as ‘intelligibility’, which has been
defined and measured in numerous ways in the literature (Isaacs, 2008) in a
similar way to a term such as ‘fluency’ (Koponen & Riggenbach, 2000) is
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Key Themes, Constructs and Interdisciplinary Perspectives 9

difficult, with different shades of meaning coming to light in different chap-
ters as the concept is discussed in both broader conceptual terms, and in
narrower operational meanings in the context of individual studies.

Despite these challenges, we feel that it is both possible and appropriate
to clearly define the terms ‘pronunciation’ and ‘assessment’ that appear in the
title. ‘Pronunciation’, in the way it was conceived of for this edited volume,
encompasses (1) individual consonant and vowel sounds, commonly referred
to in the literature as ‘segments’, and (2) features that span a larger unit than
a single segment, such as word stress, rhythm and intonation, referred to
synonymously in the literature as ‘suprasegmentals’ or ‘prosody’ — terms that
are, therefore, used interchangeably in this volume. However, the reader
should be aware that language tests, including rating scales, may have their
own operational definitions of these terms that diverge from these meanings
(Isaacs et al., 2015).

Following Bachman’s (2004) expanded view of assessment, the term
‘assessment’ in this volume broadly refers to the process of information gath-
ering (e.g. about an L2 learner’s or test taker’s ability), potentially from mul-
tiple and varied sources on the variable(s) of interest, including generating
information about what learners can do to feed into the teaching cycle. In
contrast a ‘test’ refers more specifically to a particular type of assessment
involving the elicitation of an L2 learner’s or test taker’s performance followed
by inferences or decision making on the basis of that performance, generally
informed by a test score or a numerical indicator from a score report.
Therefore, all tests are also assessments, whereas not all assessments are tests,
although tests are a very common and, due to their often high stakes, the
most high-profile form of assessment.

We hope that this volume will be viewed as a trendsetter in a burgeoning
field that is steadily gaining momentum, consolidating knowledge on cur-
rent practice across disciplinary areas and driving the conversation forward.
We also hope that it will help establish commonalities across research areas
and facilitate greater consensus and agreement about key issues, terminology
and best practice in L2 pronunciation research and assessment moving
forward.
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