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This small-scale study examined the concurrent validity and the construct validity offree written

recall tasks as listening tests. Tasks have been used as an instrument to measure comprehension

ability in reading and listening. In the tasks, test-takers are told to write everything they

remember about the passage(s) they read or heard Tasks are considered to have the potential

to clarify the comprehension process. At the same time, tasks have been criticized as being

merely a test ofmemory ability. A multiple-choice task and a free written recall task were

administered to 25 Japanese learners ofEnglish. Results showed a high correlation coefficient

between the two tasks, and in addition, the free written recall task revealed a variety of listening

processes, suggesting that the free written recall task is a useful tool as a test of listening

comprehension ability.

1 Introduction

1.1 Listening comprehension

Recently much emphasis has been placed on the assessment of second language (L2) performance as

well as the examination ofL2 processes (e.g., Alderson, 2000; Buck, 2001). However, this is a relatively

new research trend, and so it was only a decade ago that Thompson (1995) pointed out that "listening

comprehension testing ... continues to remain somewhat of a neglected area" (p. 24). This small-scale

study focuses on the assessment oflistening comprehension ability.

Listening comprehension involves complex processes which work simultaneously. Peterson (2001,

p. 88) divided listening comprehension into the following three stages: the perceptual processing phase, the

parsing phase, and the utilization phase. In the perceptual processing phase, the listener recognizes

"meaningful sound units, to determine syllable boundaries, and to identify words." In the parsing phase,

the listener "works with the words and phrases he or she has decoded to form meaningful units, which are

stored in short-term memory." In the utilization stage, the listener "searches long-term memory for ideas

that relate to the new information; when a match is made between old and new information, comprehension

occurs." Similarly, Buck (2001, pp. 15-21) listed (a) understanding words (recognizing the word and

understanding its meaning), (b) processing idea units (taking the meaning of individual words, and

combining them to construct the meaning of complete utterances), (c) processing connected discourse, and
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(d) using world knowledge (making inferences). These processes are carried out in the two directions,

that is, bottom-up processing and top-down processing, at the same time (Morley, 2001).

The main purpose of this study is to examine the characteristics of free written recall tasks and

discuss the validity of the tasks as listening comprehension tests. Thus, the question is whether the

listening process can be tapped by using free written recall tasks.

1.2 Free written recall tasks

Several frameworks for different types of listening comprehension tests have been proposed (Buck,

2001; Thompson, 1995). For example, Thompson (1995) proposed two types of listening comprehension

tests on the basis of the response type: selected responses or constructed responses. Tests using selected

responses "do not require test-takers to create a response, merely to select an the [sic] most plausible

option" (Thompson, 1995, p. 27). Multiple-choice questions and true-false questions are categorized as

selected responses. On the other hand, tests of constructed responses, such as open-ended questions and

free written recall tasks, "require test-takers to produce their own answers" (Thompson, 1995, p. 27).

This study focuses on a type oflistening test with constructed responses, that is, free written recall tasks.

Free written recall tasks have been used as an instrument to measure reading ability (e.g., Carrell,

1985; Lee, 1986) and listening ability (e.g., Baccouche, Castro, Messman, & Zakletskaia, 1996; VanPatten,

1990). This testing type is also called recall protocols (Lund, 1991; Thompson, 1995), immediate recall

protocol (James, 1987), written recalls (Baccouche, Castro, Messman, & Zakletskaia, 1996), free written

recalls (Lee, 1986; VanPattern, 1990), free-recall tests (Alderson, 2000), immediate-recall tests (Alderson,

2000), or listening recall! (Henning, Gary, & Gary, 1983). Buck (2001, pp. 80-82) referred to the testing

type called translation, which basically resembles the procedure for free written recall tasks except that the

translation task contains pauses between the sentences (or other units) during which test-takers are

supposed to write down their translation of the passage. Translation may be regarded as a variation of free

written recall tasks. For this study, I will use the termfree written recall tasks for the sake of consistency.

Thompson (1995) listed the procedure for free written recall tasks as follows: "( 1) a brief listening

passage is recorded at normal speed; (2) a list is prepared of all facts or propositions contained in the

passage; (3) students listen to the passage, (4) they are asked to write down everything they remember from

the passage" (p. 28). Some variations are found in the previous studies as to the genre', the speed, and the

length of the listening passage. VanPattern (1990) used a 274-word, three-minute passage (i.e., an

expository text) in Spanish as a listening passage, which was recorded at a slow speed with pauses at

clause boundaries. Baccouche, Castro, Messman, and Zakletskaia (1996) used a 505-word, three-minute

short story (i.e., a narrative text) as a listening passage. Judging from the rate (168.3 words per minute),

their listening passage was recorded at a normal speed. As for the fourth procedure, two tasks are

possible: writing in Ll or writing in L2. In a study of reading comprehension, Lee (1986) found

statistically significant effects of the language used in the recall protocols on the performance in the free

written recall tasks. Alderson (2000) argued that "the recall needs to be in the first language, otherwise it

becomes a test of writing as well as reading" (p. 230). Thus, in most cases, the learners' native language
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is used (Baccouche, Castro, Messman, & Zakletskaia, 1996; Lund, 1991; VanPatten, 1990).

So far researchers have used a variety of scoring methods (Alderson, 2000, pp. 230-232). This

study used a scoring method called idea unit analysis. The passage is divided into idea units (see the

second procedure in Thompson's list), and one point is provided for recall of each idea unit. One problem

inherent in the scoring procedures is that "scoring of recall protocols is labor-intensive and requires

training to ensure inter-rater reliability" (Thompson, 1995, p. 28). Another is the definition of idea units.

Baccouche, Castro, Messman, and Zakletskaia (1996) pointed out, "the definition of idea units is not

consistent across studies" (p. 14). For the present study, I followed the previous studies (Baccouche,

Castro, Messman, & Zakletskaia, 1996; VanPatten, 1990) which adopted a definition of idea units proposed

by Carrell (1985). The definition will be explained thoroughly in 2.3.2.

Both advantages and criticisms of the free written recall tasks have been pointed out. For instance,

Alderson (2000, p. 230) argued that "this technique is often held to provide a purer measure of

comprehension, since test questions do not intervene between the reader and the text." Some other forms

of listening tests involve writing or reading abilities; for example, multiple-choice tasks which have written

options. Another advantage is that "it [the free written recall task] is also claimed to provide a picture of

learner processes" (Alderson, 2000, p. 230). Thus, free written recall tasks will provide researchers or

teachers with useful information about how the learners listen in the L2.

On the other hand, one major criticism of free written recall tasks, among others, concerns

memorization. Thompson (1995) stated that "critics of this technique [recall protocols] argue that it

confounds listening comprehension with memory ability" (p. 28). Alderson (2000) argued that "it might

be objected that this is more a test of memory than of understanding, but if the task follows immediately on

the reading, this need not be the case" (p. 232). Memory is involved in any type of listening test: Test

takers listen to the passage(s) and memorize the information for questions. As Thompson (1995) pointed

out, "a listener may have comprehended what was being said at the time of listening, but by the time he or

she got to the question(s), the memory trace may have been erased by subsequent information in the text,

and by having to read the question and answer options" (p. 27). In free written recall tasks, this memory

problem may play an influential role on the performance.

1.3 Research questions

Two questions were posited for this study:

Research Question 1: Is the free written recall task a test of memory ability or a test of listening

comprehension?

Research Question 2: What aspects of the listening process can free written recall tasks measure?

Generally speaking, these questions are regarded as validity issues. So far, little research has been

conducted to test the validity of the free written recall task as a measure of listening comprehension ability.

Validity is defined as "the appropriateness of a given test or any of its component parts as a measure
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of what it is purported to measure" (Henning, 1987, p. 89). Among several types of validity, this study

mainly concerns construct validity and concurrent validity. First, concurrent validity shows "the strength

of relationship with some external criterion measure" (Henning, 1987, p. 96). Brown (1988) stated that "the

demonstration of criterion-referenced validity usually involves setting up an experiment in which the

subjects take two tests: the test being developed and a well-established test of the construct involved" (p.

104). Usually, the correlation coefficient between the two tests is calculated. According to Alderson,

Clapham, and Wall (1995), "most concurrent validity coefficients range from +.5 to +.7 --- higher

coefficients are possible for closely related and reliable tests" (p. 178). Second, construct validity

provides "evidence that underlying theoretical constructs being measured are themselves valid" (Henning,

1987, p. 98). Several methods for construct validation have been proposed. One of the methods is the

use of the factor analysis. Alderson, Clapham, and Wall (1995) stated "the reason that these two factor

analytic approaches [exploratory factor analysis and confirmatory factor analysis] belong to the class of

construct validation procedures is that the factors that emerge are explained or predicted on the basis of

theory" (p. 183). This study will deal with these two types of validity.

2 Method

2.1 Participants

The participants for this study consisted of 25 Japanese learners of English from two universities: 19

students from two classes in a national university and 6 students from one class in a private university.

They were 11 male students and 14 female students. Most of them were in the 2nd year (n = 20), but

there were two 3rd year students and three 4th year students among the participants.

2.2 Procedures

The data were gathered using two separate listening comprehension tasks: a multiple-choice task and

a free written recall task. The tasks were administered as part of class activities with different intervals

between the two tasks in the three classes (one week for one class in the national university and about eight

weeks for the other two classes). Immediately before the free written recall task, participants were

provided with a practice session for the recall tasks.

2.3 Instruments

2.3.1 The multiple-choice task

The multiple-choice task consisted of ten question items, which were derived from the listening part

of the pre-2nd grade and 2nd grade STEP tests' (Obunsha, 2002, 2004). For each question, a dialogue

and a question were played one time, and participants were asked to choose one ofthe four options printed
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on the answer sheet as the most appropriate answer. Ten second intervals were inserted between

questions. The total time for the multiple-choice task was 6 minutes and 35 seconds.

In general, the questions require test-takers to process details of the passage in order to arrive at the

correct answers (Nos. I, 2, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, and 10) while some questions require test-takers to make an

inference based on the information in the passage (Nos. 3 and 7). The former questions were of the fact

finding type. This is an example:

No. I

A: Mom, I'm playing golf with Sarah this afternoon. Do you think it'll rain?

B: The weather report said it should clear up by one o'clock.

A: Oh, good. But if it does rain, we plan to go bowling instead.

B: Well, Joe, you'd better go pick her up now. Drive carefully.

Question: What does Joe plan to do if it rains?

I. Go for a drive.

2. Go golfing with his mom.

3. Go to Sarah's house.

4. Go bowling with Sarah.

Test-takers must comprehend the third line (if it does rain, we plan to go bowling instead) to answer the

question. For No.3 and No.7, the questions are inference questions. Nevertheless, the inference can be

made easily if the details of the passages are decoded.

According to the item analysis, one question item (No.2) gained a negative corrected item-total

correlation and was eliminated from later analyses. The Cronbach alpha was .704, which indicated an

acceptably high reliability.

2.3.2 The free written recall task

The passage used in the free written recall task was a 55-word narrative text from the listening part of

the pre-2nd grade STEP test (Obunsha, 2004), the topic of which was a newspaper delivery. The time of

the recording was 30 seconds, and therefore the passage was read at a speed of 110 words per minute. No

special pauses were inserted in the text. Participants were asked to listen to the passage for

comprehension and to write down everything they remembered immediately after listening. They were

not allowed to take notes while listening. The time for recall was not limited. On average, it took about

two minutes to complete the writing.

The recall protocols were scored depending on whether idea units were recalled or not. As to the

definition of idea units, Carrell (1985) stated that:

Basically, each idea unit consisted of a single clause (main or subordinate, including adverbial and

relative clauses). Each infinitival construction, gerundive, nominalized verb phrase, and conjunct

was also identified as a separate idea unit. In addition, optional and/or heavy prepositional phrases
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were also designated as separate idea units. (p. 737).

According to the example shown in Carrell (1985), prepositional phrases functioning as adjectives which

modify noun phrases were not separated as idea units. For this study, heavy prepositional phrases were

defined as prepositional phrases consisting of more than three words (Kadota & Noro, 2001, p. 301).

These criteria resulted in comparatively long units and turned out to be too strict for the analysis of

protocols of listening tests. As Thompson (1995) pointed out, "people recall less information from

listening than from reading in terms of both quantity and quality" (p. 24). Participants will easily lose

points with longer units if the evaluation method simply requires scoring protocols as right or wrong.

Therefore, for this study, some revisions concerning the criteria for determining idea units were made in

order to make idea units shorter: Adverbials and non-heavy prepositional phrases as adverbials were

determined as separate idea units.

Based on the above criteria, the passage for this study was divided into 15 idea units as follows.

(1) Mike has a part-time job / (2) as a newspaper delivery boy. / (3) Early every morning, / (4) he

rides his bike / (5) around the neighborhood / (6) and throws newspapers / (7) into people's front

yards. / (8) But [(9) last Saturday], Mike threw one newspaper / (10) too hard, / (11) and it broke a

window. / (12) Now / (13) Mike must use some of the money / (14) he makes / (15) to repair the

window.

Each idea unit was numbered. The criteria revision resulted in five additional idea units. Idea unit

5, which consisted of three words, was designated as an idea unit. Also, idea units 3, 9, 10, and 12, which

were adverbial phrases, were isolated and considered as units. 1 asked one researcher to divide the text

according to the above criteria to confirm my division.

The highest possible score was 15. I scored all the recall protocols. To assess inter-rater reliability

for the scoring, another rater scored all the recall protocols. Agreement reached 99.5% (373 out of375).

According to the item analysis, one idea unit (No.9) showed a negative corrected item-total

correlation and was eliminated from later analyses. The Cronbach alpha was .722.

2.3.3 Data analyses

The analyses of the validity of the free written recall tasks were based on the descriptive statistics for

the two tasks, the correlation coefficient between the two tasks, and the cluster analysis as well as

qualitative analyses ofthe protocols.

Concurrent validity will be discussed on the basis of the correlation coefficient between the two

tasks. This analysis mainly concerns the first research question. The assumption was that if memory is

involved in the performance for the free written recall task, the correlation coefficient between the two

tasks will be low since the multiple-choice task does not require so much memory. Construct validity will

be discussed by analyzing the item characteristics using cluster analysis as well as by analyzing the recall

protocols qualitatively. I performed cluster analysis instead of factor analysis because the data were
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binary (1 or 0) and were not suitable for factor analysis. The clustered items and the processes observed

in the protocols will be compared with the theoretical constructs of listening comprehension.

3 Results & Discussion

3.1 Descriptive statistics

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics of the multiple-choice task and the free written recall task.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of the tasks

Multiple-choice task (9 items)
Free written recall task (14 items)

N
25
25

M
6.280
4.400

SD
1.882
2.517

Min Max

9
9

The multiple-choice task consisted of the test items from the pre-2nd grade STEP and 2nd grade

STEP tests, whereas the free written recall task used a passage from the pre-2nd grade STEP test. Since

the 2nd grade of STEP is a higher level than the pre-2nd grade, it was expected that the learners' scores in

the multiple-choice task would be lower than those of the free written recall task. However, the data did

not confirm this expectation. That is, participants performed better on the multiple-choice task than on

the free written recall task even though the multiple-choice task used more difficult passages, suggesting

that the task format itself may have helped participants gain higher scores.

3.2 Concurrent validity issue: The correlation between the two tasks

In order to examine the relationship between the multiple-choice task and the free written task, I

calculated the correlation coefficient. A high coefficient (r = .626, p = .000811) was obtained, which

indicated a positive relationship between the two tasks (see the coefficient range from +.5 to +.7 by

Alderson, Clapham, & Wall, 1995, p. 178). The coefficient of determination (the squared value of a

correlation coefficient) was .392, indicating that the free written recall task overlapped by about 39.2%

with the multiple-choice task which was used in the STEP listening test. The high correlation suggests

that the free written recall task may measure the learners' ability to understand the details spoken in the

passage.

As described in the method section, the multiple-choice task consisted of a dialogue and a question

with four options for the answer. In this format, participants responded to the question immediately after

the dialogue and may not have depended on their memory ability so heavily. Taking into account this

point and the high correlation coefficient between the two tasks, it can be inferred that there would be less

involvement of memory in the free written recall task. If the performance on the free written recall task

was influenced by memory ability, which is a construct different from language ability, the correlation
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between the multiple-choice task and the free written recall task would be low. In fact, this was not the

case. Therefore, it is suggested that the free written recall task is not a test of memory ability, but rather a

test oflistening comprehension.

As for the reading recall task, Alderson (2000) stated "it might be objected that this is more a test of

memory than of understanding, but if the task follows immediately on the reading, this need not be the

case" (p. 232). Since the passage for this study was not a long passage (55 words, 30 seconds) as

compared to VanPatten (1990) and Baccouche, Castro, Messman, & Zakletskaia (1996), memory may not

have influenced the performance on the task so strongly.

3.3 Construct validity issue

3.3.1 The cluster analysis

Figure 1 shows a tree diagram of the cluster analysis using the Ward method (Yamagiwa & Tanaka,

1997). Three clusters were identified. Group 1 contains idea units 8, 10, 13, 12,6, 7, and 14; Group 2

consists of idea units 5, 11, 3, 15, and 4; and Group 3 has idea units 1 and 2.

CAS E
Label

No. 8
No. 10
No. 13
No. 12
No. 6
No. 7
No. 14
No. 5
No. 11
No. 3
No. 15
No. 4
No. 1
No. 2

Figure 1

o 5 10 15 20 25
+---------+---------+---------+---------+---------+

Dendrogram of cluster analysis using the Ward method

In general, the three groups can be regarded as the details of the story, the gist of the story, and the

introduction of the story respectively. The idea units of Group 1 are (8) But .., Mike threw one newspaper,

(10) too hard, (13) Mike must use some of the money, (12) Now, (6) and throws newspapers, (7) into

people's front yards, and (14) he makes. Those for Group 2 are (5) around the neighborhood, (11) and it

broke a window, (3) Early every morning, (15) to repair the window, and (4) he rides his bike. To

consider the relationships between the idea units of the two groups, it can be argued that the idea units of

Group 1 describe details whereas those of Group 2 show the more general line of the story. For example,

the idea unit and it broke a window of Group 2 can be explained more concretely by idea units 8 and 10.

Likewise, the phrase to repair the window of Group 2 is related to idea units 13 and 14.

The third group consisted of idea units 1 and 2. The facility values for idea units 1 and 2 were .68

and .96 respectively, which indicated that they were the easiest units to recall among the 15 idea units.
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This suggests that the test-takers in the free written recall tasks may perform better in the recall protocols

of the first part of the listening passage. Thus, there seems to be a positioning effect of idea units on the

performance.

3.3.2 Qualitative analysis of listening processes

In this section, I will analyze the protocols for idea units 8 to 11: (8) But [(9) last Saturday] Mike

threw one newspaper / (10) too hard / (11) and it broke a window. Two of the participants provided no

protocols for these idea units. Thus, analyses were based on the protocols of 23 participants. In the

following section, participants' protocols will be shown in their native language (Japanese) with the

English translation.

3.3.2.1 Identifying chunks

Two of the participants were successful in recalling this phrase even though they missed most of the

details. For example, one participant recalled the passage as follows:

717tj:!fJTFJaDC~0)/{1 J-~L"ll,~~o /{17tC*IJ, ~AO)o :%Jl!ilO)±IliBo 717tHi'

<lb t.: i)~ "'('0

(Mike has a part-time job as a newspaper delivery boy. He rides a bike. Neighbors. Last

Saturday. Mike ... with the money he saved. )

In total, the participant got six points: idea units 1,2,4,5,9, and 14. She did not recall anything for the

idea units around idea unit 9. This suggests that she was successful in grasping only the phrase last

Saturday in the listening input. Thus, idea unit 9, Last Saturday, seemed to be memorized as a chunk.

Skehan (1998) argued that the knowledge of chunks may be helpful for the processing of incoming input

and for making time for analysis of the input. The above example suggests that L2 learners listen for and

pick up chunks in the stream of sounds.

3.3.2.2 Recognizing words

As for idea unit 9, four of the participants interpreted the phrase as last Sunday, but no one recalled

this idea unit as last Monday, last Tuesday, last Wednesday, and so on. This was probably because the

participants perceived the first part of the word Saturday and made use of inferences to compensate for

their inability to do complete processing.

fiO)BIliB,.liB~~~"lL*~~o

(Last Sunday, he broke a window.)

3.3.2.3 Making Inferences

It is interesting that five of the participants wrote one day for idea unit 9. Maybe the participants

comprehended the situation of the event in the input, but because they were not able to catch the phrase
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indicating the time, they compensated for the missing information with a more general phrase to denote the

time.

Like the example of the misinterpretation of last Saturday as one day, very often participants added

some information to make the story more logical. Look at the following examples.

(But last Sunday, when he delivered newspapers, he broke a window because he threw the newspaper

too hard.)

;0 68, ~OOIiC I) ~ L "(\,> 6 c., ~iJ~j!jlJh "( L *\,> *L tc: o

(One day, when he delivered newspapers, he broke a window.)

)'G~(7)±llll1 8, ~OO~ lie-::> "( \, >6 c. ~ 1C.A.(7)*(7)~;If '7 A ~j!jlJ-::> "( L *\,' .
(Last Saturday, when he delivered newspapers, he broke a window of a house.)

These three examples show that the participants added the information when he delivered newspapers,

which was not in the original passage. These examples indicate that participants utilized their background

knowledge. In most cases, this informational addition was observed when the bottom-up processing was

not successful, as in the second and third examples in which participants did not recall idea unit 8.

3.3.2.4 Making unsuccessful inferences

In some cases, participants made use of inferences, but the inferences did not lead to the correct

interpretation.

(Last Saturday, Mike placed two newspapers in the place which one newspaper should be put on. The

window was broken.)

This participant's interpretation of idea unit 8 was wrong. Also, this example shows that the participant

may have interpreted too as two. This suggests that this participant was able to pick up words, but had

difficulty in processing the input syntactically. Look at a similar case in the following example.

;068, liC}liJ~c."(t>*~n:~c:tc:o~~1!llhtc:o

(One day, (he) felt very hard at delivering. (he) broke a window.)

This participant was able to perceive the phrase too hard, but was not able to catch the part immediately

before this phrase: Mike threw one newspaper. When phrases have several meanings, learners may have
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difficulty in interpreting the phrase correctly because of a lack of listening comprehension ability. The

following examples also indicate this point.

±1Ii B ';:, "71 'r JvLUJTIll'l~~"9 ~""'C ;If "7 A ~~ "Jt~o

(Saturday, Micheal read the newspaper too much, and he broke the window.)

Cb~!j(JL "717'::U::l'i:>5§i\~Ill'l~f~Hf"":)~tlL*v'*Lt~o "9~c., .:cO)*O)=:f)I:O)jf"7

A~~"JlL*v'*Lt~o

(One day, Mike threw a newspaper too hard. And he broke two glasses of the house.]

In the first example, the participant may have picked up the word too and may have made some inferences

to compensate for the missing information. The third example indicates that the participant was able to

perceive the word too, but interpreted the word wrongly.

Some participants interpreted the word window as wind as follows:

:1G~0) Biii';:, 2 "":)0)~1ll'l~ ma-em'f Ll L*"Jr:
(Last Saturday, [he] blew two newspapers off in the wind.)

The above examples suggest that the participants perceived sounds in the listening input and, when they

were not able to identify and understand words, they depended on inferences with the help of their world

knowledge.

3.3.3 Summary of the cluster analysis and the protocol analysis

The results of the cluster analysis suggest that three types of listening performance were observed on

the free written recall task: listening to the first part of the passage, listening to the main line of the

passage, and listening to the details of the passage. The differential performance between the main ideas

and the details relates to the process of connected discourse (Buck, 2001). In other words, participants

may have distinguished the important information of the story from the others while listening. According

to the analyses of the protocols, the free written recall task revealed several listening processes used by the

participants: dependency on chunks, perception of sounds to identify the word, inferences based on the

information which they could grasp, and inferences for the missing information utilizing background

knowledge. These processes were carried out in a bottom-up manner and a top-down manner. Also, the

analyses suggest that inferences are not always successful. In general, the listening processes tapped by

the free written recall tasks cover the processes proposed by researchers (e.g., Buck, 2001).

It must be pointed out that while misinterpretation based on inferences does not lead to a score,

inferences leading to a correct interpretation gain points on both multiple-choice tasks and free written

recall tasks. Thus, it remains unclear if successful performance is brought about by correct listening

comprehension. However, the free written recall tasks may be better in that the performance can be

analyzed even when the test-takers do not get points. On multiple-choice tasks, it is quite difficult for the
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researcher to infer the reason why the test-taker has chosen a certain option.

4 Conclusion

The findings of this study are summarized as follows. The first finding is related to the nature of the

free written recall task as a test of listening comprehension (Research Question 1): The latter three concern

the aspects ofthe listening processes which free written recall tasks can measure (Research Question 2).

1. The free written recall task is not a test of memory ability, but a test of listening comprehension

(based on the high correlation coefficient between the free written recall task and the multiple

choice task).

2. The free written recall task can provide information concerning the processes by which test-takers

arrive at misinterpretation (see the analysis ofthe protocols).

3. The free written recall task may measure several aspects of the listening process: (a) the ability to

understand the details of the passage (refer to the high correlation coefficient between the free

written recall task and the multiple-choice task), (b) the abilities to grasp the gist and catch the

details which relate to processing connected discourse (see the cluster analysis), and (c) the ability

to perceive sounds, detect chunks in the spoken passage, and make inferences based on the

information obtained (see the analysis of the protocols).

4. There may be a positioning effect of idea units: The idea units which appear in the introduction of

the passage seem easier to recall.

These findings do not lead to conclusive generalization about the validity of the free written recall

task because this study dealt with a small number of learners, just one narrative text as a listening passage,

and the multiple-choice task from the STEP test as a well-established test. Also future research needs to

examine, for example, the effects of a variety of passages of different difficulty, length, and genre on

performance. In addition, it is necessary to investigate the relationships between free written recall tasks

and other types of listening tests and the effects of different scoring procedures for free written recall tasks.

1 hope that this study provided some evidence that free written recall tasks are of great value for

researchers and teachers because they can provide a picture of learners' listening processes.

Notes

1. Henning, Gary, and Gary (1983) used the term listening recall to refer to a different type of listening

testing. Content words in the passage are deleted in the sheet. The missing words are chosen "in such a

way that it would be highly unlikely that the students could supply the missing words from context alone

without attending to the aural stimulus" (p. 289). Test-takers are told to read the passage and then to fill
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in the blank spaces while listening. Therefore, their listening recall is not a type of free written recall

task, but rather a type of listening dictation.

2. James (1987) reported the effects of text type (a dialogue, a news broadcast, and a song) on performance

on free written recall tasks. However, because he did not provide the levels of the three texts, it seems

difficult to make a direct comparison ofthe recall protocols of the three texts.

3. The Society for Testing English Proficiency (STEP) tests are widely known in Japan as a test of

practical English proficiency. The STEP tests have seven grades: 1st (the highest level), Pre-1st, 2nd,

Pre-2nd, 3rd, 4th, and 5th (the lowest level). Find more information about the STEP tests at http://

www.eiken.or.jp/english/index.html.
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