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Final Report

1. Motivation for the Research
Second language (L2) pragmatic competence, which governs the social and interactional dimensions of
language use, is an essential component of L2 proficiency and shapes communication success (Taguchi &
Ishihara, 2018). The stakes of lacking pragmatic competence are likely to be high: a vocabulary or
grammar error may primarily lead to the questioning of one’s language proficiency, whereas a pragmatic
error can lead to communication breakdowns or even relationship failure (e.g., Gumperz, 2015; Timpe-
Laughlin et al., 2015). The recognised importance of pragmatic competence is reflected in its
increasingly explicit role in major models of L2 proficiency and communicative language ability models
(e.g., Bachman & Palmer, 1996, 2010; Purpura, 2004, 2017), as well as the rising number of studies
across multiple disciplines. Within the academic domain, for example, pragmatic competence is shown
in extensive research in L2 pragmatics and English for Academic Purposes (EAP) as a required
competence in diverse language use scenarios (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford, 1990, 1993; Caprario,
2020; Halenko & Jones, 2011; Liu & Kinginger, 2021; Youn, 2018; Young, 2013).

However, despite the past decades’ efforts to address L2 pragmatic competence in assessments,
a number of issues remain, substantially limiting assessment practices of L2 pragmatic competence to
reflect the real-world language use and cater to the specific needs of target test users and stakeholders.
Therefore, | explained and addressed three major issues via the test development and initial validation
project documented in this thesis: (1) the necessity of (re)conceptualisation of L2 pragmatic competence
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and its construct for assessment in line with the increasingly multilingual and intercultural nature of
communication in the current era (e.g., Jenkins & Leung, 2019; Kecskes, 2014, 2022), (2) the need for
innovative assessment tools to match this (re)conceptualisation, and (3) the importance of
systematically addressing stakeholders’ needs and perceptions (particularly in local test contexts).

The goal of this multi-phase thesis was to develop and initially validate a prototype test of L2
pragmatic competence for intercultural communication in academic spoken interaction, targeting UK
pre-sessional students. The aim of the test was to be included in the exit exams of pre-sessional
programmes as a standalone test or in combination with existing speaking tests (subject to local
decisions of pre-sessional programmes). Therefore, the test’s purpose was to determine the academic
readiness of pre-sessional students to study at UK universities.

2. Research Questions

Drawing on the Socio-Cognitive framework (SCF; O’Sullivan & Weir, 2011; Taylor Ed., 2011; Weir, 2005)
and focusing on SCF’s first four validity components (test-taker characteristics, context validity, cognitive
validity, scoring validity), this thesis was guided by the following four research questions (RQs):

e RQ1: What is the initial a priori validity evidence to inform test design?

(1) RQ1-1: What are the general psychological and experiential characteristics of UK pre-sessional
students?

(2) RQ1-2: What are the relevant topics and communication scenarios for UK pre-sessional
students’ oral academic communication?

(3) RQ1-3: What are the relevant speaking task formats for UK pre-sessional students’ oral
academic communication?

(4) RQ1-4: What pragmatics-relevant components in speaking are currently covered in UK pre-
sessional programmes?

(5) RQ1-5: What pragmatics-relevant speaking skills do UK pre-sessional students need to handle
academic communication while studying at UK universities?

(6) RQ1-6: What are the contextual conditions for including the L2 pragmatic competence test in
UK pre-sessional programmes?

e RQ2: How do domain experts (experienced pre-sessional teachers and pragmatics testing experts)
perceive the tasks and task specifications in terms of clarity of language and concepts, relevance to
the testing population and purpose, and effectiveness for testing the target competence of the
target population?

e RQ3: How does the test function in terms of construct elicitation, task authenticity and difficulty,
and test administration (time arrangements, testing platform) for UK pre-sessional students?

(1) RQ3-1: How does the test function in terms of construct elicitation?
(2) RQ3-2: How does the test function in terms of task authenticity and difficulty, and test
administration (time arrangements, testing platforms)?

e RQ4: How does the test function in terms of credibility of test scores and test-taker perceived task
authenticity, difficulty, and test-taking experience?

(1) RQ4-1: How does the test function in terms of rater reliability, rating scale consistency, and
test score generalisability for UK pre-sessional students?

(2) RQ4-2: How does the test function in terms of task authenticity, difficulty, and test-taking
experience as perceived by UK pre-sessional students?

3. Research Methodology

This thesis employed a multi-stage exploratory sequential mixed methods design that comprised five
phases to capitalise on the strengths of QUAL and QUAN to fit the research purpose and address the
research questions (Creswell & Creswell, 2023; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Figure 1 illustrates the
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overall research design and specifies the participants, data collection and analysis, as well as data
interpretation for each research phase. As shown in the section on data interpretation, each phase
generates the relevant validity evidence, thereby contributing to an overall validity argument for the
designed prototype test.

4. Summary of Findings

This thesis has documented the development and initial validation of a prototype test of L2 pragmatic
competence for intercultural communication, targeting pre-sessional students in UK higher education.
Specifically, | reconceptualised L2 pragmatic competence from an intercultural perspective and
proposed a new construct of L2 pragmatic competence for intercultural communication that consisted
of pragmatic knowledge and use and metapragmatic awareness. Targeting this construct, and through
close collaboration with test end-users and key stakeholders (pre-sessional teachers and students), |
designed two innovative task types (group oral tasks for pragmatics testing purposes, and video
analytical tasks) and developed rating scales via a hybrid approach that ensures both theoretical and
empirical rigour. Both task types and the rating scales functioned well, as demonstrated by a small-scale
test trial with 17 students (focusing on context validity and qualitative evidence of cognitive validity of
the tasks) and a larger-scale field test involving 52 students (quantitively examining task and rating
scales functions, producing further cognitive validity evidence and scoring validity evidence). More
importantly, | developed and validated the test addressing a local test context and population, the
process of which has demonstrated the challenges, concerns, and adjustments in a real-life language
testing context.

Figure 1

Research Design of the Thesis
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This thesis generates new insights into how L2 pragmatic competence can be defined and tested within
a local EAP context. It provides a replicable approach to assessment for future research, and the basis
for stakeholders to understand and use the designed test. Theoretically, this thesis broadens the scope
of L2 pragmatic competence by incorporating both pragmatic knowledge and use and metapragmatic
awareness. It contributes to an up-to-date construct that has largely remained unaddressed in existing
pragmatics assessments. Methodologically, this thesis demonstrates rigorous test development and
initial validation within a local context (UK pre-sessional programmes), using innovative group oral and
video analytical tasks. It thus offers insights for future test development and validation projects
targeting a local context through showcasing the specific challenges, concerns, and weighted decisions
in local language testing. Pedagogically, this thesis and the resulting test represent a meaningful step
towards facilitating pre-sessional students to better handle oral academic communication at UK
universities. The eventual test, if adopted in pre-sessional programmes, could promote positive
washback, encouraging a greater and more systematic instructional focus on pragmatic competence and
intercultural language teaching and learning. Using the test and providing meaningful feedback could
enhance pre-sessional students’ pragmatic skills to better handle oral academic communication,
contributing to their overall academic preparedness for university study, and could ultimately help
foster more competent intercultural communicators. Although designed for UK pre-sessional
programmes, the prototype test can be adapted and extended to other EAP contexts (e.g., UK in-
sessional programmes) for pragmatics testing and instruction. By addressing the pragmatic needs and
skills of pre-sessional students, this thesis may encourage pre-sessional and EAP programme evaluation
and continuous improvements, potentially leading to better student academic outcomes in the long run.
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