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Motivation for the Research 
Studies of interactional competence (IC) in oral communication assessment have highlighted problems 
regarding the unequal distribution of interaction patterns in interviews versus paired formats (Van Lier, 
1989; Young & He, 1998). These studies, however, only looked at verbal interaction features, and no 
attempts in these studies were made to investigate both verbal and nonverbal interaction features 
elicited in interviews versus paired formats. Based on the constructivist-realist perspective, this current 
study investigates the theoretical construct of interactional competence. This construct is important 
because IC is an important sub-construct of speaking ability (Ockey & Li, 2015), and as speaking tests 
have evolved to measure interaction, the question of what constitutes IC is crucial in providing the valid 
interpretation and use of IC scores. In order to achieve the goal, the current study examines test takers’ 
interactional performances in two contexts: interview and paired discussion to identify what interaction 
resources are local to interview and to paired discussion and to what extent the interview shares 
resources and a configuration with paired discussion.  
 
Research Questions  
1. What types of interaction features do raters attend to when rating IC in different task types? 
2. What types of interaction features do the individual scripted interview tasks and paired discussion 
tasks elicit? To what extent does the individual scripted interview task share interaction features with 
the paired discussion task? 
3. To what extent do interaction features contribute to variance in the IC scores across task types? 
 
Research Methodology 
Participants 
There were three categories of participants: 38 test takers, six raters, and two coders. Four test 
takers whose video-taped performances were used to answer the first research question concerning 
raters’ verbal reports on IC and 34 test takers whose IC performances (two performances per test taker, 
amounting to 68 performances) were rated holistically and analytically to answer the second and third 
questions with respect to the distributions of interaction features in the two task types and the variance 
of interaction features contributing to the IC score. The second category of participants includes six 
raters who were divided into two groups. The first group included four raters who produced verbal 
reports on test-taker performances regarding IC. The second group consisted of two raters who 
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provided the holistic and analytic ratings of IC for 34 test takers. The third category of participants 
involves two coders who coded rater verbal reports. 
  
Data Analysis 
Research Question 1 (RQ1). The four raters verbally reported on which features they attended to when 
judging test takers’ IC. Each rater provided eight verbal reports for test takers across proficiency levels 
based on the EPT OC test scores: four for the individual scripted interview task and another set of four 
for the paired discussion task. In total, there were 32 verbal reports. After the 32 verbal reports were 
transcribed, the transcripts were segmented into “idea” units and then coded by two coders. An “idea” 
unit was defined as “a single or several utterances, either continuous or separated by other talk but 
falling within the same turn, with a single aspect of the performance as the focus” (Brown, Iwashita, & 
McNamara, 2005, p. 14). The two coders together coded four verbal reports in terms of the interaction 
features that raters commented in their reports. 
 
Research Question 1 (RQ2). Sixty-eight test-taker performances were rated analytically based on the IAS. 
Logistic regressions were conducted to examine whether interaction features elicited in the two tasks 
vary. The dependent variable for logistic regressions is task type, and the independent variables are 
groups of interaction features. These groups of interaction features were determined using exploratory 
factor analysis. 
 
Research Question 3 (RQ3). Sixty-eight test-taker performances were rated holistically based on the 4-
point rating scale of IC. Hierarchical regressions were conducted separately for each task to investigate 
which verbal and nonverbal interaction features predict IC scores. The dependent variable is the IC 
score; the independent variables are groups of interaction features.  
 
Summary of Findings  
RQ1 
Based on raters’ verbal reports (see Figures 1 and 2), the interaction features that raters attended to in 
both the individual scripted interview and the paired discussion task included the following:  hand 
gestures, body posture, eye contact, facial expressions, head nod, connecting topics, expanding topics, 
confirming comprehension, replying in an appropriate amount of time, initiating topics, persuading, 
replying with sufficient information, confirmation check, agreeing, disagreeing, self-correcting, asking 
questions for opinions/information, and clarification requests. Furthermore, while raters noticed 
confirmation check in the individual task, they reported on agreeing and disagreeing in the paired 
discussion task. Prompting elaboration, responding to requests for clarification, and correcting the 
interlocutor’s mistakes were also the features that raters reported in the interview that they might 
notice more in the paired discussion task. One important aspect of the use of these features that raters 
commented on was related to whether these features were used sufficiently and how they were used to 
convey politeness. Based on these findings, an IAS was developed, which consists of five nonverbal 
interaction features and 17 verbal interaction features. This scale was used to seek the answers to the 
third and fourth research questions, which are presented in the following sections. 
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Figure 1. Nonverbal interaction features elicited from each rater 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Verbal interaction features elicited from each rater 
 
RQ2  
Principal axis factor analysis with promax rotation was run to examine the underlying structure for the 
19 features of IC. Four factors that measure body language (BL), topic management (TM), interactive 
listening (IL), and interactional management (IM) were extracted (see Figure 3). First, TM consists of 
replying with sufficient content, developing topics, replying in an appropriate amount of time, 
persuading, and connecting topics. Second, BL is composed of eye contact, facial expressions, hand 
gestures, body posture, and head nod. Third, IM consists of disagreeing, correcting mistakes made by 
the partner, agreeing, and comprehension check. Fourth, IL includes confirmation check, questions for 
opinion/information, confirming comprehension, and prompting. After rotation, the first factor 
accounted for 33.27% of the variance. The second factor made up 16.33% of the variance. The third 
factor formed 13.71% of the variance. The fourth factor constituted 6.76% of the variance. 

 



 

4 

177 Webster St., # 220, Monterey, CA  93940  USA 

  Web: www.tirfonline.org / Email: info@tirfonline.org 

 
 

Figure 3. Scree plot 
 
The findings from logistic regressions (see Table 1) show that the individual task elicited significantly 
more connecting topics, head nod, and confirmation check than the paired discussion task, with a small 
to large effect size. Conversely, the paired discussion task elicited significantly more eye contact, 
comprehension check, and prompting than in the individual scripted interview task, with a large effect 
size. 
 

 
Table 1. Logistic regression analyses 
 
RQ3  
 Individual Scripted Interview Task. Multiple regression analyses with the stepwise method (see Table 
2) showed that head nod explained the most variance to the IC scores in the individual scripted 
interview task. Hand gestures added the most next to the variance in the model, followed by developing 
topics.  
 

 
Table 2. Multiple regression with stepwise method predicting IC score for the individual task 
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However, the stepwise method in multiple regression counts all of the areas where the interaction 
features (independent variables) overlap with IC (dependent variable) and add the interaction features 
one at a time to determine the best fit of the model (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). Using this stepwise 
method might have lost the unique contribution of each interaction feature to IC. Therefore, simple 
regression models for each interaction feature (see Table 3) were run to examine the unique 
contribution of each feature to the variance of IC score. 
 

 
Table 3. Simple regressions for each interaction feature 

 
 Paired Discussion Task. Hierarchical multiple regressions using the stepwise method (see Table 4) 
suggested that developing topics explained the most variance to the IC scores in the paired discussion 
task. Head nod contributed the second most variance to the scores, followed by agreeing which added 
the third most variance to the model. However, as explained in the analyses for the individual scripted 
interview task above, multiple regressions with the stepwise method did not consider the unique 
contribution of each interaction feature to the R-square. Thus, simple regression models were run to 
investigate the variance to the model uniquely explained by individual interaction features. The findings 
from simple regressions are presented in the next paragraph. 
 

 
Table 4. Multiple regression with stepwise method predicting IC score for the paired discussion task 

 
Simple regressions (see Table 5) suggest that eight interaction features (i.e., hand gestures, body 
posture, eye contact, facial expressions, head nod, developing topics, connecting topics, and persuading) 
significantly predicted IC scores in the individual scripted interview task. Out of these eight features, all 
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five nonverbal features contributed most to predicting IC scores. Three verbal features contributed from 
moderate to high predictability to the IC score. 
 

 
Table 5. Simple regressions for each interaction feature 

 
To summarize, the findings from simple regressions suggest that 14 interaction features, including four 
nonverbal features (i.e., hand gestures, body posture, eye contact, head nod), and 10 verbal features 
(i.e., agreeing, disagreeing, comprehension check, confirming comprehension, developing topics, 
connecting topics, self-correcting mistakes, correcting mistakes made by the partner, replying in an 
appropriate amount of time, and persuading) significantly predicted IC scores in the paired discussion 
task. 
 
Implications  
Theoretical Implications  
This current study suggests that IC can be broken down into four sub-constructs. (1) body language (BL), 
(2) topic management (TM), (3) interactive listening (IL), and (4) interactional management (IM). These 
findings are consistent with Galaczi and Taylor (2018) in that both found three same main sub-
constructs of IC: BL, TM, and IL. First, the current study suggests that BL can encompass eye contact, 
head nod, facial expressions, body posture, and hand gestures. Second, TM can include the following 
interaction features: developing topics, replying in an appropriate amount of time, persuading, 
connecting topics, and self-correcting mistakes. Third, this current study suggests that IL can cover 
confirming comprehension, confirmation check, and questions for opinion/information. The current 
study also found another sub-construct of IC which is interactional management. The features 
underlying IM can consist of agreeing, disagreeing, correcting mistakes made by the partner, and 
comprehension check. These findings were in line with previous research using conversation analysis 
(Galaczi, 2008, 2014) in that certain features of BL, IL, TM, and IM significantly explained test takers’ IC 
performances. 
 
Practical Implications  
There are three practical implications drawn from this current study pertaining to task selection, rater 
training, and the development of an IC scale. First, the study provides an understanding of how task 
types affected the elicitation of interaction features. The findings of this study suggests that the nature 
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of interaction in different task types varies. The paired task format (e.g., paired discussion) tended to be 
more successful in eliciting a wider range of features of interaction than the individual task format (e.g., 
individual scripted interview). Although the individual scripted interview task shared a range of 
interaction features with the paired discussion task (e.g., hand gestures, body posture, eye contact, 
facial expressions, head nod, developing topics, connecting topics, persuading), it was still limited in 
eliciting features of natural conversation, for example, IL or IM. It cannot be denied that the interview 
test format is important in language testing since it provides test takers with the opportunity to 
demonstrate their abilities individually and since it has lower degrees of variability than the 
paired/group tasks (Van Moore, 2006). However, due to its limited elicitation of interactional functions, 
this interview test format should be used in conjunction with the paired or group format to maximize 
the elicitation of a wider range of interaction features. This combination of tasks makes it possible to 
assess the more complex aspect of IC, thus allowing for more valid inferences made based on test 
scores. 
 
Second, a practical implication that can be drawn from this current study is related to rater training. 
Raters in this study compared test takers’ performances when evaluating IC. Moreover, raters 
considered aspects of fluency and grammar/vocabulary in their evaluations of a test taker’s IC, 
suggesting that their ratings show the halo effect when raters evaluate different constructs in the same 
way. This study suggests the necessity of providing more intensive training to raters so that they are not 
only focused on the individual performance but also the separate judgment for each sub-construct of a 
performance assessment as compared to the rating scale, not another test taker. Raters should also 
compare test takers to exemplary performances shown during rater training sessions, but not to other 
test takers that they encounter while rating. In addition, the fact that raters in this current study 
oriented to features that were not part of a rating rubric suggests that raters were not clear on how to 
assess IC. Although raters used an operational IC construct for rating, they in fact employed the 
theoretical IC construct by referring to many other interaction features that were not part of the IC 
scale. Plough et al. (2018) raised a question of whether this construct should be explicitly assessed for 
certain features or whether IC should be evaluated more globally. The position of this current study is 
that it is important to operationalize IC with certain interaction features and train raters so that they 
focus on only what is included in a rating rubric to improve rating reliability. This may not be a risk for 
validity because based on the constructivist-realist perspective to the interpretation of test taker 
behavior, IC can be inferred based on observed evidence from test performance which pertains to the 
theoretical IC construct. 
 
Third, the nonverbal and the verbal features of interaction identified by the raters in this study can 
inform the development of an IC rating scale. While the appropriate use of nonverbal interaction 
features was mostly referred to when raters evaluated test takers’ IC, this nonverbal behavior was not 
considered in the IC scale used in this current study. Moreover, regardless of the task types, raters 
attended to certain nonverbal interaction features when evaluating IC, such as hand gestures, body 
posture, head nod, eye contact, and facial expressions, and these features significantly affected raters’ 
evaluations. If the nonverbal features are not captured in an IC rating scale, this important component 
of the IC construct may be missed, which could potentially lead to construct underrepresentation 
(Messick, 1989). Hence, a more thorough rating scale of IC should be developed in order to capture the 
complexities of this construct. 
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