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LISTENING AND
COMPREHENSIBILITY

Pavel Trofimovich, Oguzhan Tekin, and Rachael Lindberg

Listeners often find themselves in unexpected, unpredictable, or otherwise nonideal circumstances,
such as when they communicate with an interlocutor in a noisy restaurant or experience distorted
sound during a video call with a colleague. One experience common to these situations is listen-
ers’ effort to understand their interlocutors, and this experience is captured through the construct of
comprehensibility, which is the focus of this chapter. Comprehensibility is quintessentially a listener-
centered construct, in that it characterizes the subjective experience of ease or difficulty as a listener
encounters speech produced by different speakers (e.g., native and nonnative) across a range of lis-
tening conditions (e.g., while communicating or only listening) and in various social and professional
contexts (e.g., when assessing the speech of a university applicant or engaging in a service encounter
at a local business). Comprehensibility is an important construct in language learning and teaching
because interaction will succeed as a vehicle for language development only when language learners
produce speech that is comprehensible to their interlocutor (Ellis, 2005). Our aim in this chapter is
to highlight comprehensibility as a communication-relevant, socially malleable, multidimensional
construct that encompasses verbal and nonverbal components, js co-constructed by the listener and
the speaker, and has important consequences for interlocutors.

According to Derwing and Munro’s influential framework (Derwing & Munro, 2015), which has
informed much contemporary work on this construct (for a historical perspective, see Trofimovich
et al., 2022), comprehensibility refers to “judgments on a rating scale of how difficult or easy an
utterance is to understand” (Derwing & Munro, 1997, p. 2). Comprehensibility is contrasted with
intelligibility, which is defined as “the extent to which a speaker’s message is actually understood
by a listener” (Munro & Derwing, 1995, p. 76). Although related, the two constructs are both con-
ceptually and methodologically distinct. Conceptually speaking, utterances which are unintelligible
are generally also low in comprehensibility, but the reverse is not always true as sometimes even
perfectly intelligible speech can be quite effortful to listen to and comprehend, for example, because
the speaker hesitates a lot or shows little variation in pitch levels, producing monotonous speech
(Huensch & Nagle, 2021; Munro & Derwing, 1995;). At the measurement level, comprehensibility
is a listener-rated construct, most often captured through Likert-type numerical scales bounded by
anchor point descriptors such as “extremely easy to understand” and “impossible to understand”
(Munro & Derwing, 1995, p. 79). Conversely, intelligibility is typically operationalized as the accu-
racy with which listeners orthographically transcribe utterances (Derwing & Munro, 1997) or respond
to true—false or comprehension questions after listening to speech content (Hahn, 2004; Kennedy &
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Trofimovich, 2008). In essence, comprehensibility is a construct focused on listener understanding of
speech, with a strong experiential, subjective processing component.

Given its focus on understanding, comprehensibility is first and foremost useful for researchers
and practitioners as a metric of listener understanding. Scalar ratings of comprehensibility are easy
to elicit and analyze in various contexts, such as classrooms, workplace settings, assessment situa-
tions, and research labs through pre-recorded speech samples or live speaker performances, featuring
different length and content. In contrast, measuring intelligibility requires carefully constructed con-
tent-specific materials (e.g., audio recordings of target performances, content-relevant comprehen-
sion questions). Compared to intelligibility measures, which vary depending on whether they target
listeners’ understanding of individual words versus their comprehension of discourse-level content
(Kang et al., 2018; Kennedy, 2009; 2021), scalar ratings of comprehensibility show high consistency
between individual listeners, such that listeners generally agree in their subjective experience of how
effortful it is for them to understand a given speech sample (Nagle, 2019; Nagle & Rehman, 2021).
Most importantly, comprehensibility ratings provide a usable metric of listeners’ actual understand-
ing of speech (Munro & Derwing, 1995; Sheppard et al., 2017).

Through its experiential, subjective component, comprehensibility might also be useful to
researchers and practitioners as a measure of processing fluency, which is not the same as the com-
mon conceptualization of fluency encompassing temporal aspects of speech production, such as rate
and pausing. Processing fluency is instead a metacognitive construct capturing people’s perception
of the ease or difficulty with which they process information (Reber & Greifeneder, 2017; Schwarz,
2018). Central to research on processing fluency is the idea that a person’s subjective experience of
ease or difficulty while processing various types of stimuli, such as texts, images, or sounds, might
predict their judgment stemming from this experience, including assessments of perceived risk, lik-
ing, beauty, ease of learning, and truthfulness (Graf et al., 2018). For example, speakers with lower
comprehensibility elicit feelings of annoyance and irritation from listeners, who also judge these
speakers as less intelligent and successful compared to more comprehensible speakers (Dragojevic,
2020). Comprehensibility is thus an appealing measure of processing fluency, with potential implica-
tions for listeners’ reactions, and ultimately their behaviors, toward speakers.

Critical Issues and Topics

The main strands of second language (L2) comprehensibility research can be summarized under sev-
eral perspectives, collectively describing this construct as having strong speaker- and listener-based
contributions, as a variable with visual and behavioral components, as a dynamic, multidimensional,
and interaction-relevant phenomenon, and as a socially flexible judgment with important attitudinal
and behavioral consequences.

Speaker Perspective

One key issue underlying the construct of comprehensibility is the extent to which comprehensi-
bility assessments reflect the linguistic content of speech being evaluated by listeners. If language
teachers and learners consider comprehensible speech, rather than nativelike, non-accented L2 per-
formance, to be a worthwhile goal of L2 pronunciation learning and teaching (Levis, 2020), then it
is important to know which linguistic dimensions make L2 speech more or less comprehensible to
listeners. According to a recent meta-analysis of 37 studies focusing on L2 English (Saito, 2021),
listener-rated comprehensibility is broadly associated with several linguistic features, including those
that capture a speaker’s segmental production (e.g., accuracy of individual vowels and consonants),
prosody (e.g., word stress placement, intonation accuracy), and temporal fluency (e.g., speech rate,
pausing), in addition to multiple measures of lexis, grammar, and discourse, such as the variety
and richness of vocabulary, accuracy and complexity of morphosyntax, and discourse organization
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(Appel et al., 2019; Isaacs & Trofimovich, 2012; Saito et al., 2016). This finding is robust, attested
across several languages, including French (Bergeron & Trofimovich, 2017), German (O’Brien,
2014), and Japanese (Saito & Akiyama, 2017). Although the importance of specific linguistic dimen-
sions relevant to comprehensibility may differ depending on the type of speaking performance being
evaluated, for example, a picture description versus a source-based academic presentation (Crowther,
2020; Crowther et al., 2018), language teachers and learners might welcome the news that compre-
hensibility is not only about pronunciation but can be achieved by targeting other aspects of language,
including grammar and vocabulary. This creates interesting challenges for language teaching and
assessment, where grammar and vocabulary are typically taught and evaluated separately from pro-
nunciation. What emerges here, broadly speaking, is a need to reconceptualize and integrate various
skills, including grammar, vocabulary, and various aspects of pronunciation, in teaching and assess-
ment (Isaacs et al., 2018).

Listener Perspective

Because comprehensibility is a listener-centered construct, a critical question is whether comprehen-
sibility judgments depend on who is judging comprehensibility. There is now a substantial knowledge
base suggesting that comprehensibility judgments vary as a function of various listener characteris-
tics, including linguistic training (Isaacs & Thomson, 2013), familiarity with the target language
(Munro et al., 2006), language teaching and learning experience (Saito et al., 2017; 2019), knowledge
of and proficiency in multiple languages (Saito & Shintani, 2016), and awareness of the importance
of comprehensible speech for communication (Saito et al., 2019). Researchers have also expanded
their listener sample, recruiting not only native speakers of the target language but also L2 speakers
(Crowther et al., 2016; O’Brien, 2014), bilinguals and multilinguals (Saito & Shintani, 2016), and
members of specific professional communities (Derwing & Munro, 2009; Kennedy & Trofimovich,
2014; Sheppard et al., 2017). Despite various differences across listeners in their linguistic, social,
and professional backgrounds, according to a recent meta-analysis (Saito, 2021), listeners demon-
strate high consistency in their comprehensibility ratings, regardless of whether they are trained or
novice raters, or L2 speakers themselves (Crowther et al., 2016; Derwing & Munro, 2013; Saito et
al., 2017).

Even though different listeners generally agree in their ratings of comprehensibility, the stated rea-
sons for their assessments often diverge (Foote & Trofimovich, 2018; Isaacs & Thomson, 2020). For
example, when language teachers were asked to comment on their ratings of L2 French speakers, the
teachers commented on various linguistic dimensions in the speakers’ speech, but each highlighted a
different issue (e.g., quality of pronunciation, accuracy of individual vowels and consonants) that was
particularly relevant to their ratings (Kennedy et al., 2017). In another study, even though French- and
Mandarin-speaking listener groups did not differ in their assessments, the French listeners brought up
a more diverse set of linguistic dimensions that impacted their judgments, citing issues of pronuncia-
tion, fluency, lexis, and grammar, compared to the Mandarin listeners who generally reported on flu-
ency (Crowther et al., 2016). Thus, even though different listeners, including native- and L2-speaking
raters, generally achieve high rating consistency, providing similar evaluations, they may arrive at
comparable judgments by relying on different criteria.

While listener-specific differences might not matter for comprehensibility assessment in many
informal or low-stakes contexts (e.g., when speaking with a barista in a café or communicating
with a peer student in a group activity), these differences could take on particular significance in
higher-stakes situations where a speaker’s comprehensibility might contribute to decision-making,
for example, regarding a student’s course grade, an applicant’s university admission, or a candidate’s
job suitability. There are several ways in which individuals who manage assessment can minimize
inter-individual differences across listeners. For example, Staples et al. (2014) engaged listeners in
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informal contact activities during which they collaborated with L2 speakers, and those who par-
ticipated in these activities showed reduced severity in their evaluations of comprehensibility. In
another study, Kermad (2624) engaged inexperienced, novice listeners in a two-hour instructional
intervention, introducing them to the construct of comprehensibility and providing them with varied
samples of L2 speaking performances, with further opportunities for the listeners to practice and
compare their ratings. The intervention resulted in reduced rater severity, increased rater precision,
and improved rater consistency, all enhancing the validity of comprehensibility assessments. These
research insights are complemented by work in language assessment, for instance, when speaking
examiners receive training to develop “an international ear,” so that they can minimize the impact of
various differences across listeners on their assessments (Taylor & Galaczi, 2011).

Visual and Behavioral Perspective

In most experimental settings, comprehensibility has been evaluated through listener ratings of audio
recordings. However, in many operational contexts, L2 speakers are judged when a rater (listener or
interlocutor) also has access to visual information. This raises an important question of whether a
listener’s perception of comprehensibility is influenced by speakers’ visual cues (e.g., eyebrow raises,
blinks, hand gestures) and their behaviors such as providing backchannels (e.g., uh huh, yeah, right),
displaying visual signals of understanding (e.g., nodding), or demonstrating reciprocity and mutual-
ity in conversation (e.g., by encouraging the partner to speak through nonverbal cues or elaborating
the partner’s idea). It might well be that the ease or difficulty with which listeners understand an L2
speaker is shaped not just by what they hear but also by what they observe.

With respect to the role of visual cues in listener assessments of comprehensibility, Tsunemoto,
Lindberg, et al. (2022) showed that, with more visual information, listeners tend to be less severe in
their ratings, judging L2 speakers easier to understand. Speakers elicited the lowest ratings when they
were assessed through audio recordings only. When listeners had access to video clips showing the
speakers’ facial expressions but not gestures, the ratings improved. The same speakers received the
highest ratings when their facial expressions and gestures were fully visible in unedited video clips.
These initial findings, which are consistent with work targeting visual cues in listening comprehen-
sion (Batty, 2015; Wagner, 2008), imply that comprehensibility may be shaped by visual information,
all of which may help listeners anticipate upcoming information, thereby decreasing their processing
effort.

In terms of speakers’ behaviors and their potential impact on comprehensibility, Trofimovich et
al. (2021) analyzed 36 paired oral interactions involving university-level L2 speakers in an academic
discussion task, coding speaker behaviors for eight measures of task engagement, including cognitive
engagement (idea units, language-related episodes), social engagement (encouragement, responsive-
ness, task and time management, backchanneling, nodding), and emotional engagement (positive
affect through laughing and smiling). Four measures showed associations with comprehensibility,
as rated by each speaker’s partner at the end of the task. The speakers who encouraged their part-
ners to claim a turn or sought a response from them and those who provided signs of acknowledg-
ment through nodding were perceived as easier to understand. However, the speakers who produced
more frequent language-related episodes (discussing language forms or engaging in self- or peer-
correction) and demonstrated more responsiveness (essentially repeating, completing, or comment-
ing on previously expressed ideas) were rated as harder to understand. The current work on visual,
nonverbal, and behavioral contributions to comprehensibility, which is compatible with research on
interactional competence (Galaczi & Taylor, 2018; see also Chapter 24 “Listening and Interactional
Competence,” in this volume), is clearly in its infancy, and further focused research is needed to
inform researchers and practitioners about the various verbal and nonverbal features making speakers
more or less comprehensible to listeners.
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Dynamic and Multidimensional Perspective

One key question is whether and how listeners’ decision-making about a speaker’s comprehensibility
evolves as they gain more experience with speech. A related question is whether comprehensibility is
co-constructed by listeners, especially when it is assessed in conversation. Put differently, comprehen-
sibility might be the outcome of a dynamic process whereby listeners process varying levels of accu-
racy, complexity, and fluency in a speaker’s speech over time, and listeners (as interlocutors) might
draw on various verbal and nonverbal means to continuously shape what they consider to be com-
prehensible. In an initial project targeting these questions, Nagle et al. (2019) investigated listeners’
judgments of comprehensibility in real time, as they evaluated 3-minute audio-recorded speaking per-
formances by L2 Spanish speakers through a computer interface, where the listeners could increase or
decrease their rating at particular points in the narrative. The listeners displayed several distinct rating
patterns, ranging from highly dynamic (demonstrating large fluctuations) to non-dynamic (showing
only a handful, smaller-scale increases or decreases), highlighting comprehensibility as a person-
specific and time-varying construct. Several linguistic dimensions in the speakers’ speech (discourse
organization, fluency) emerged as positive attractors, leading to upgrades in comprehensibility, while
other dimensions (lexical and grammatical errors) seemed to decrease comprehensibility.

In a follow-up study, Trofimovich et al. (2020) reasoned that interactive speech, where inter-
locutors co-construct discourse in real time, might be even more revealing of the time-sensitive,
evolving nature of comprehensibility, compared to a one-way listening task. They analyzed 17-min-
ute collaborative conversations between 40 L2 English university students from different language
backgrounds, where the two speakers rated each other’s comprehensibility seven times at 2—3-min-
ute intervals. The speakers’ comprehensibility ratings demonstrated a U-shaped function, with com-
prehensibility rated initially high, then downgraded in the middle of the interaction, and finally
reaching high levels again at the end of the conversation. Moreover, after the first few minutes, the
speakers became aligned in how they perceived each other’s comprehensibility, revealing a rapid
adjustment in how interlocutors co-construct each other’s comprehensibility and implying that (with
sufficient time or increased interpersonal comfort) comprehensibility issues might become less
severe or noticeable for both interactants. While the speakers were nearly always aligned in their
perception of each other’s comprehensibility, when external listeners evaluated the same speaking
performances through audio recordings, their ratings were significantly lower than the speakers’
assessments in six of the seven rating episodes, meaning that the external listeners found it more
effortful to understand the speakers than the interactants themselves (Nagle et al., 2022b). Speaker
comprehensibility might therefore depend on whether those who assess it are active participants in
the conversation. Whereas interaction partners can deploy various tools at their disposal to ensure
mutual understanding (e.g., giving and receiving verbal and nonverbal cues, adjusting speech rate
and the use of pauses, predicting forthcoming utterances), external listeners do not have access to
many of these resources as they assess the amount of effort required to understand the speech.

Nagle et al. (2022a) subsequently revisited the same dataset, integrating the speakers’ comprehen-
sibility ratings with their self- and peer-evaluations of anxiety and collaborativeness on the assump-
tion that comprehensibility might reflect interpersonal dimensions of interaction such as affect and
behavior. The speakers’ comprehensibility was predicted by how anxious the speakers were judged
to be by their interlocutors, where lower perceived anxiety was associated with greater comprehen-
sibility, and also by how collaborative they seemed to their interlocutors, such that greater perceived
collaborativeness was linked to more comprehensible speech. Moreover, the speakers’ self-rated col-
laborativeness also positively predicted how comprehensible they sounded to their interlocutor, sug-
gesting that comprehensibility, at least to some degree, also reflected the speakers’ own perception of
how much or how little they contributed to the interaction. Thus, it appears that comprehensibility is
dynamic, co-constructed, and multidimensional, stemming from all interlocutors in a dialogue.
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Social Perspective

Speech assessment, including listener-based evaluations of comprehensibility, takes place in a social
context, where listeners could not only develop impressions about speakers, but also overtly or subtly
express attitudinal judgments about those speakers arising from listeners’ specific prior experiences
or internalized beliefs (Dragojevic et al., 2021). Considering that comprehensibility assessments are
common in many low- and high-stakes contexts (Jones & Isaacs, 2021), it is therefore important to
understand how listeners’ attitudes, among other influences, such as biases, stereotypes, and priming
effects, influence their ratings and whether these influences can be mitigated.

There is a growing body of work suggesting that listener-based comprehensibility assessments
are subject to social influences (Taylor Reid et al., 2022). For example, when university faculty were
asked to rate speech samples recorded by international students, the faculty who expressed nega-
tive judgments about the language skills of international students perceived the students as harder
to understand than the faculty whose attitudes were more positive, even though both groups did not
differ in their actual understanding of the speech content (Sheppard et al., 2017). In another study,
before asking listeners to evaluate comprehensibility, Taylor Reid et al. (2019) presented listeners
with either a positive or a negative story about the language skills of L2 speakers. Relative to the
assessments of baseline listeners (who heard no biasing story), the same L2 speakers were evaluated
more favorably by positively biased listeners, whereas they were rated less favorably by negatively
biased listeners, particularly older persons who likely had stronger, well-established social beliefs.
Taylor Reid, O’Brien, Trofimovich, and Bajt (2020) replicated these findings with teachers, where
native-speaking teachers of L2 German were affected by negative bias, assigning lower comprehen-
sibility ratings to L2 speakers, compared to the teachers who heard no biasing story.

However, social bias in comprehensibility ratings can be mitigated through various interventions
(Kang et al., 2015). For instance, Taylor Reid et al. (2022) engaged listeners in perspective taking,
which they defined as asking listeners to perform the same task as the speakers to be assessed, on the
assumption that task practice might minimize or eliminate social influences on speech ratings (see
also Taylor Reid, O’Brien, Trofimovich, & Tsunemoto, 2020). Those who engaged in task practice
indeed demonstrated reduced negative rating bias, likely because of their enhanced familiarity with
the task and finer-grained understanding of performance expectations. These findings highlight com-
prehensibility as a socially relevant construct driven by social forces, and call for future work focused
on identifying and minimizing social bias in listener evaluations of L2 speakers.

Recommendations for Practice

The good news is that comprehensibility can be improved through instruction. Based on recent meta-
analytic evidence, targeted instruction results in sizeable gains in L2 comprehensibility, as indicated
through comparisons of pre- and post-instruction ratings assessed by various listeners, including
expert judges and untrained raters (Saito, 2021; Saito & Plonsky, 2019). More importantly, consistent
with the idea that listeners draw on multiple linguistic dimensions to evaluate a speaker’s comprehen-
sibility, various types of instructional approaches appear effective (Saito, 2021), including instruction
focusing on speech prosody, pronunciation of individual vowels and consonants, and various flu-
ency phenomena. Comprehensibility might also develop through extensive interactive experiences,
as learners engage in face-to-face communication with a partner or via online video tools (Saito &
Akiyama, 2017), or through sustained communicative teaching over multiple months, often without
a dedicated pronunciation focus (French et al., 2020; Nagle, 2018). To improve their students’ com-
prehensibility, instructors might additionally target specific techniques, such as shadowing activities,
where students mimic what they hear in an audio or video recording soon after the original speaker
(Foote & McDonough, 2017), imitation practice (Ding et al., 2019), and drama-based tasks (Galante
& Thomson, 2017). Thus, language teachers and learners should approach comprehensibility as a
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construct that encompasses multiple elements, not just pronunciation, targeting comprehensibility
through different types of experiences which can involve work on vocabulary, grammar, fluency,
or discourse organization. Teachers might also highlight links between comprehensible speech and
speakers’ anxiety and their interactive, collaborative behaviors, and point to visual cues enhancing
a speaker’s comprehensibility for listeners. Above all, learners should be encouraged to engage in
guided analysis of their own and other speakers’ comprehensibility (Tsunemoto, Trofimovich, et al.,
2022), alternating between the speaker and the listener perspectives, so they can develop an under-
standing of how comprehensibility is co-constructed by speakers and listeners.

Given that comprehensibility assessment is subject to various social influences, researchers and
practitioners might wish to consider ways in which attitudes or biases might impact listener evalua-
tions of L2 speech in various educational and professional settings. Awareness-raising, perspective-
taking, diversity training, or informal-contact activities might be useful, depending on the context and
situation-specific constraints (Kang & Moran, 2019; Kim et al., 2019). As an example of perspective-
taking, before they begin their assessments, language teachers and test examiners could be asked to
complete tasks similar to those they are assessing and to establish or refresh their understanding of
performance benchmarks. Similarly, in research or professional settings, individual listeners or eval-
uation committees might read other people’s narratives or share their own stories about experienc-
ing prejudice or empathy from their interlocutors based on their linguistic performance. In terms of
contact activities, for instance, in workplaces with a significant multilingual, multicultural workforce,
formal or informal activities, or language classes can also be implemented. In sum, various forms
of awareness-raising and extended contact opportunities might have the double benefit of enhancing
comprehensibility for speakers and listeners and mitigating potential social biases in listener-based
assessments.

Future Directions

Comprehensibility-focused work is a vibrant area of research activity as it deals with a construct
that is not only complex and multidimensional but one with ample practical implications. While
researchers might be interested in uncovering linguistic, social, experiential, affective, metacogni-
tive, and behavioral dimensions of comprehensibility, language teachers and learners might wish to
work on comprehensible oral production or develop better listening skills. For example, researchers
and practitioners would benefit from a clearer understanding of the links between comprehensibility
and various measures of understanding, including intelligibility and listening comprehension (e.g.,
listener-based transcription, responses to comprehension questions, story retell). While comprehensi-
bility ratings frequently overlap with more objectively measured understanding (Munro & Derwing,
1995), the magnitude of this link might vary for different speakers and listeners (Matsuura et al.,
1999). In fact, the extent of overlap between measures of listening comprehension and comprehen-
sibility for the same group of listeners evaluating a given audiovisual material, such as an academic
lecture or an unscripted conversation, is largely unknown, because few studies include both sets of
measures in the same dataset and those that do rarely compare them (Kang et al., 2018; Sheppard et
al., 2017).

Given the lack of longitudinal research, researchers could also engage in multistage projects
exploring the interplay between L2 speakers’ cognitive, motivational, experiential, and affective
profiles in the development of comprehensible L2 speech in different instructed and uninstructed
settings. Future work could also center on the listener perspective by comparing listeners who par-
ticipate in versus those who observe speaker performances or by targeting listeners with distinct
individual profiles, such as those with musical training or with high tolerance for ambiguity or noise.
Researchers could also elaborate on various facets of listener experience, including how long it takes
for listeners to process speech (Ludwig & Mora, 2017) or how irritable they feel (Ludwig, 1982), and
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could identify multiple behavioral correlates of comprehensibility such as listeners’ ability to shadow
L2 speech (Inoue et al., 2018).

With the view of refining and extending a focus on interactive, nonverbal, and behavioral com-
ponents of comprehensible L2 speech, researchers might also wish to intensify work on interaction-
driven comprehensibility in various specific contexts (Pavlenko et al., 2019; Tsunemoto, McAndrews,
et al., 2022). Given that interlocutor comprehensibility in interaction might be co-constructed and
tightly coordinated, it might be interesting to explore the validity of a joint (rather than speaker-
specific) measure of comprehensibility for both interlocutors in a conversation. Last but not least,
researchers could continue examining the role of speakers’ sociopolitical views, stereotypical judg-
ments, and attitudes toward the speaker or the topic of conversation in their comprehensibility judg-
ments, with the view of developing and testing the effectiveness of different bias mitigation strategies.

Finally, researchers might wish to embrace the issue raised by Varonis and Gass (1982): Why do
listeners react to L2 speakers in particular ways? In their classic study, Varonis and Gass observed
listeners respond to L2 speakers asking for directions. The listeners tended to repeat the request (often
with a rising intonation), showing some reluctance to get involved in a conversation, often accompa-
nied by a sigh or a filler like o4 boy, which was interpreted as a direct reaction to the speaker’s com-
prehensibility. Even though the listeners fully understood the speaker’s message, their experience
was effortful and the likelihood of a future nonunderstanding was real, so the listeners’ behaviors
likely arose as a consequence of speaker comprehensibility.

As should become obvious from this chapter, comprehensibility has generally been investigated
as the target and the end goal of research, with researchers examining various speaker and listener
influences on comprehensibility. In fact, apart from research on processing fluency, whose goal is
to explain listeners’ affective and attitudinal reactions to speakers as a function of listening effort
(Dragojevic, 2020; Jensen & Thegersen, 2020), comprehensibility has rarely been framed in the
sense intended by Varonis and Gass, namely, as a predictor of people’s reactions and behaviors.

Therefore, considering the point raised by Varonis and Gass (1982), and consistent with the process-
ing fluency perspective, it might be useful for researchers to adopt comprehensibility as an explanatory
variable, extending its use as a predictor of a greater range of listener behaviors, beyond affective and
attitudinal judgments, so that researchers and practitioners could gain an understanding of the pro-
cessing costs and rewards of listener experience with low- versus high-comprehensibility speech. Our
preliminary work has begun to explore these issues with respect to L2 speakers’ perception of their
interactive experience (Nagle et al., 2023). This work draws on a large dataset involving 90 pairs of L2
speakers engaged in paired interaction in three collaborative tasks over 30 minutes, where all interact-
ing partners evaluate their own and each other’s comprehensibility three times during conversation and
then provide overall assessments of their experience at the end of the session. The speakers’ self-rating
of comprehensibility emerged as a significant predictor of their overall experience and of their commu-
nication success (see also Tekin et al., 2022). These preliminary findings suggest that comprehensibility
explains, at least to some degree, how L2 speakers evaluate the success of their interactive experience.
These results also imply a speaker-centric role of comprehensibility in interaction, in the sense that what
ultimately matters for communication success, as perceived by its participants, might stem from the
perceptions of the speakers themselves, rather than determined by the judgments of their interlocutors.

Conclusion

Taken broadly, the research findings reviewed here highlight comprehensibility as an excit-
ing and worthwhile target of study, with implications for language speakers in various contexts.
Comprehensibility is relevant to speakers who would like to develop better communication skills
and to listeners who, as professional raters or casual observers, evaluate speakers’ linguistic or pro-
fessional competences. The current research findings can already speak to some aspects of these
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real-world concerns. With a view to the future, however, comprehensibility might also help explain
various human judgments and behaviors, for instance, whether interlocutors’ willingness to commu-
nicate with a speaker fluctuates as a function of the speaker’s comprehensibility or whether the per-
ceived effectiveness of paired-interactive activities for L2 learners depends on the comprehensibility
of the speaker they are paired with. However, these issues (and undoubtedly many others) await fur-
ther exploration by new generations of researchers, who will refine and certainly transform our under-
standing of what it means for language speakers to produce and perceive comprehensible L2 speech.

Further Reading

Derwing, T. M., & Munro, M. J. (2015). Pronunciation fundamentals: Evidence-based perspectives for L2 teach-
ing and research. John Benjamins.

This book features a state-of-the-art review of literature on various constructs relevant to L2 pronunciation,
including comprehensibility. This research-informed volume, written in an engaging, clear language, also
provides an insightful discussion of how various errors contribute to comprehension difficulty and outlines
various approaches to the teaching and assessment of pronunciation, including comprehensibility. The vol-
ume can be used as both a textbook in a university-level course for students interested in second language
teaching and learning and as engaging standalone reading for layperson readers.

Isaacs, T., & Trofimovich, P. (Eds.). (2016). Second language pronunciation assessment: Interdisciplinary per-
spectives. Multilingual Matters.

Written in an accessible language and addressed to a wide range of readers, including researchers, language
teachers, and teacher educators, this open-access edited volume consists of five main parts and features mul-
tiple research contributions providing a holistic look at pronunciation assessment, including the assessment
of comprehensibility. In line with the complex and interdisciplinary nature of pronunciation assessment, this
volume not only draws on the important work in psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics, and second language
acquisition among others, but also brings together research on various skills, such as listening and writing, to
promote future research on pronunciation assessment.

Isaacs, T., Trofimovich, P., & Foote, J. A. (2018). Developing a user-oriented second language comprehensibility
scale for English-medium universities. Language Testing, 35, 193-216.

Comprehensibility plays an important role in pronunciation assessment. However, few practical tools are avail-
able to assess this construct outside the research context, contributing to a gap between theory and practice.
With this in mind, the researchers in this study conducted nine focus group interviews with English for
Academic Purposes teachers in the UK and Canada to develop and validate an easy-to-use comprehensibility-
focused scale. The developed scale, which is freely accessible through online supporting documentation, can
be used for formative assessments of university-level students (pre- and post-admission) from a variety of
language backgrounds.
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