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Abstract 
The present study reports a qualitative study aiming to explore whether cognitive processes 

underlying responding and questioning in English are cognitively analogous. It further sought 

to discover the latent differences between responding and questioning cognitive processes in 

Target Language Use Situation tasks. To this end, 20 Iranian general IELTS applicants from 

two different institutes in Shiraz, with two different language proficiency levels (intermediate 

and advanced) participated in the study.  They were administered a normal oral IELTS 

responding and a reverse questioning task. Articulated Thoughts in a Simulated Situation 

(ATSS) paradigm as a think-aloud approach was used to collect qualitative data during task 

completion. The applicants' recorded voices during task completion were transcribed and 

analyzed to examine the potential differences between responding and questioning cognitive 

processes. The analysis of the qualitative data through ATSS paradigm, in general, indicated 

that the cognitive processes underlying these two processes are not exactly parallel. The 

applicants tended to be more accurate and fluent during responding tasks. More specifically, 

they had fewer and shorter pauses and generated more intelligible and comprehensible 

productions by committing fewer grammatical errors in both proficiency levels. The paper 

discusses the findings and the implications for second language learners, teachers, and test 

developers. 
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 1 INTRODUCTION 

Assessment plays a key role in any educational 

system. It is defined as “Any systematic method 

of obtaining information from tests and other 

sources, used to draw inferences about 

characteristics of people, objects, or programs” 

(AERA, 1999, p. 172). Essentially, a language 

test is a procedure for eliciting implicit 

knowledge through what we can observe, and 

from which we can infer the amount and type of 

language knowledge which we cannot directly 

observe (Douglas, 2010). Assessments 

developed and used locally are likely to hold 

lower stakes than large-scale tests which are 

“conducted on a regional, national, or 

international scale involving large student 

populations” (Simon, Ercikan, & Rousseau, 

2012, p.1) 

 The key to large-scale assessment is 

uniformity in development and administration 

(Kunnan, 2009; Wendler & Walker, 2006). This 

uniformity and systematicity is both an asset 

(Kunnan, 2009) and may lead to imprecision and 

potential misinterpretation (Fox, 2008; Read, 

2009) when used across time, regions, 

administrations, and examinees. Developers of 

large-scale tests are, thus, accountable for their 

products, and test-users are held responsible to 

ensure that appropriate interpretation and use of 

test scores are made (Chalhoub-Deville & 

Turner, 2000). The higher the stakes a test takes, 

the more considerable the demand for its 

validation. 

Large-scale language tests have also attained 

growing importance “in many parts of the world 

in school, college, and university contexts" 

(Kunnan, 2009, p. 135). The International 

English Language Testing System (IELTS), Test 

of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), and 

Pearson Tests of English (PTE) are, for example, 

widely used all around the world. The increasing 

numbers of international students around the 

world and the importance of English as a means 

of communication in an international society 

have led to a considerably large population of 
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university applicants. The scores obtained from 

these tests are used to make critical decisions 

that affect test-takers' life and prospective 

career. Standardized academic language 

proficiency test scores are frequently used for 

several purposes, including admissions of 

international students to degree programs and 

identification of students' post-entry language 

support requirements (Ockey& Gokturk, 2019). 

Such admission instruments are different in 

terms of length, format, and test content 

(Chalhoub-Deville & Turner, 2000) though they 

might be used for generically similar uses and 

decisions. Although TOEFL and PTE as 

admission tests are as valuable as IELTS, the 

focus of the present study is on the IELTS 

examination.  

IELTS examination as one of the most 

popular tests, administered by the University of 

Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate 

(UCLES) used for university admission 

purposes, predicts the extent to which a 

candidate will be able to begin studying through 

the medium of English (O‟loughlin & Arkoudis, 

2009). IELTS scores are required for students 

from particular countries to gain their visas to be 

admitted to English-medium universities. 

Through this test both academic and general 

English language proficiencies can be assessed.  

Given the increased value placed on 

interactive communication in the classroom, a 

question arises as to whether the existing 

English tests for entrance to tertiary education 

can adequately target relevant interactional 

skills. Douglas (2014) argues that language use 

for sheer display is at best unnatural and at worst 

a distortion. If the performance tests elicit is in 

some way abnormal, the inferences made about 

the ability that produced the performance will 

stand a good chance of being wrong. Therefore, 

the lack of question-raising tasks in classroom 

interactions and language assessments raises the 

issue of whether the test inferences are made 

logically? 

 Gibbons (2003) suggested that students 

require various forms of interaction to build their 

four skills while direct instruction (i.e., which is 

characterized by highly didactic curriculum, 

students‟ receptive role, and imitation and 

repetition activities) remains a dominant 

approach in L2 education (Pufahl & Rhodes, 

2011). Although language instructors express 

preferences for more classroom interactions, 

they have not always been successful at 

encouraging students‟ interactive engagement 

(Pianta et al., 2012). The teacher-student 

question-answer interaction usually deprives 

students of opportunities to express diverse 

thoughts and practice the language. Therefore, 

as Tan (2007) claimed, there is a vital need for 

more decentralized ways of teaching to promote 

students‟ conversation. Accordingly, Tocalli‐
Beller and Swain (2005) advocated peer-to-peer 

questioning in the classroom which is in line 

with the results of many studies suggesting that 

classroom interaction could be fostered through 

student-generated questioning (Song et al., 

2017).  

It follows then that if students‟ questioning 

skill is essential in interactions in or out of class, 

it must also be incorporated and reflected in a 

test that is intended to assess target language use 

situations (TLUS). However, IELTS applicants 

are rarely given a chance to reciprocally ask 

questions. It is assumed that their responding is 

parallel to questioning and in effect they are 

analogous. When the applicants answer 

questions, their questioning skill is also 

reflected. This assumption motivated the current 

research to see how these two skills compare 

cognitively.    

 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1  Language assessment 
The last few years, nevertheless, have seen the 

introduction of „assessment‟ terminology into 

the language evaluation research discussion, 

signaling not merely a semantic change but a 

thoughtful theoretical one, with „assessment‟ 

perceived to be a principal term used to refer to 

„all methods and approaches to testing and 

evaluation whether in research studies or 

educational contexts‟ (Kunnan, 2004, p. 1). 

However, this conceptual shift goes beyond 

notions of alternative assessment (or alternatives 

in assessment, Brown & Hudson, 1998), 

perceiving the language evaluation process as a 

socially constructed activity embedded in the 

local context with teachers, students, and other 
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community members recognized as meaningful 

assessment partners (Leung, 2004; Lynch, 2001; 

Lynch & Shaw, 2005; McNamara & Roever, 

2006). While some available courses have 

reserved their language testing orientation and 

deal mostly with issues about the design and use 

of tests as the means for determining language 

proficiency (Bailey & Brown, 1995, and see 

Brown & Bailey, this issue), others have 

integrated additional assessment components, as 

well as an examination of the social roles of tests 

and testers in the assessment process 

(Kleinsasser, 2005). In language assessments, as 

we cannot observe the criterion directly, we use 

the test to make inferences about the candidates' 

subsequent performances. We make a distinction 

between the criterion which is the most relevant 

communicative behavior in the target situation 

and the test, which is often designed according 

to the test developer's understanding of the 

characteristics of the criterion (McNamara, 

1997). 

2.2 Speaking assessment 
Assessing speaking in admission English 

proficiency tests revolves around the idea of 

whether the admitted students can cope with the 

language requirements of their studies. From a 

testing point of view, speaking is a productive 

skill that is interactive in nature and has to be 

measured directly in live interaction (Karim & 

Hag, 2014). In speaking tests, not only the 

knowledge of the language but also the ability to 

use it during task completion is assessed 

(Luoma, 2004). Therefore, linguistic knowledge 

areas such as grammar, vocabulary, 

pronunciation along with communicational, 

functional, and sociolinguistic knowledge are 

assessed as essential components in interactions. 

Concerning the purpose of the assessment and 

test interpretation, test designers decide to use 

different types of talks and language functions as 

the main focus of the assessment tasks. Various 

ways of speaking assessment have been 

proposed by many researchers (e.g. Alderson et 

al., 1995; Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Lynch & 

Davidson, 1994). Hughes (2003) suggested 

some standards for assessing oral ability 

emphasizing that to assess learners‟ speaking 

ability firstly an appropriate task to elicit 

information is needed and secondly validity and 

reliability of elicited sample and its scoring are 

to be ensured.  

While there might be no truly authentic 

situation for EFL learners to practice language 

use and to be assessed, attempts can be made to 

improvise TLUS and interactions among 

students and their teachers (Madadi & Rezvani, 

2020). Language use is related to a sociocultural 

view of learning as a social process framed 

within broader contextual practices (Vygotsky, 

1986). In a Vygotskian sense, active learners do 

not take sole responsibility for their learning 

processes and for discovering meanings. The 

teacher in the Vygotskian classroom carefully 

designs learning environments that enable 

learners to use languages in meaningful ways 

(Brevik, 2015). Likewise, a multilingual 

perspective on language learning considers 

classrooms as fundamentally social contexts in 

which learners use their languages as they 

engage in various classroom practices (Cenoz & 

Gorter, 2017; Garcıa & Li Wei, 2014). By doing 

so, students are shaped by their use of languages 

in communicative interaction in the social 

context of the classroom (Cenoz & Gorter, 2014, 

2017; Park & De Costa, 2015). The interactions 

that learners make are part of the process of 

language learning and can affect their language 

development. 

As classroom activities are based on 

communication and interaction, assessments 

must be interactive and proficiency-based as 

well. The learners must be put in target language 

use situations where they can hear and react to 

real uses of language. Therefore, not only they 

must learn to respond but also, they should learn 

how to pose a question to initiate or continue a 

communication. The appropriateness of 

interviews in assessing speaking and 

interactional competence has raised questions 

and concerns in language assessment (Karim & 

Hag, 2014) as the interactive nature of 

communication and more specifically TLUS 

calls for the need to design reciprocal tasks 

assessing both questions raising and responding 

abilities. Assessing learners through such 

reciprocal tasks assumes instruction on its 

development, though in practice teachers seldom 

get students to initiate or to ask questions 

(Graesser & Person, 1994; Rezvani & Sayyadi, 



 

5 Mina Madadi and Reza Rezvani. Questioning and Responding in Target Language Use Situation tasks: A Think-aloud Study 

Interdisciplinary Studies in 

English Language Teaching  Volume 1. Issue 1. 2021. Pages 1 to 22. ISELT 

2016; Willis and Willis, 2007). Despite the 

instructors' remarkable resort to questioning to 

instruct and manage classes, they were observed 

to neglect and fail to encourage their learners to 

develop practically such a critical skill (Rezvani 

& Sayyadi, 2015). 

2.3 Questioning in IELTS 
Even though an interview as a gentle 

conversation between an interviewer and an 

interviewee is the most widely utilized task for 

testing speaking skills such as IELTS tests, it 

has been argued to have its shortcomings. In 

interviews, the interviewer remains dominant 

because he is in charge of taking all the 

initiatives, while the candidate or interviewee is 

merely supposed to respond to the questions she 

has been asked. Subsequently, only one style of 

speech is prompted, and many functions such as 

an inquiry for information are not characterized 

in the candidate's performance. According to 

Hughes (2003), the relationship between the 

interviewer and the candidate is typically such 

that the candidate speaks to a predominant 

person and he is reluctant to take the initiative. If 

the interviewees were given chances to pop up 

the questions which might cross their minds, it 

would, on the one hand, help them build up their 

confidence and be at more ease and, on the 

other, would aid the interviewer in assessing 

applicants‟ questioning skill (Karim & Hag, 

2014).  

In one of the few studies concering 

questioning and responding in IELTS 

examinations it was found that applicants who 

are more familiar with the format of the 

responding tasks and typical topics about 

everyday life which are commonly used in the 

test and practiced in IELTS preparation courses 

demand less information processing load 

(Madadi & Rezvani, 2019). To complete 

responding tasks the applicants had to use some 

ready-made chunks requiring them to use less of 

the cognitive mechanism resulting in short 

pauses and fewer hesitations (Madadi & 

Rezvani, 2019). To put it another way, familiar 

tasks imposed less information load and less 

demanding conditions and cognition. The 

question here arises as to what cognitive 

processes might take place when applicants face 

unfamiliar tasks of questioning.  To this end, this 

paper attempts to explore whether questioning 

and responding as the main constituents of an 

authentic dialogue or discussion have analogous 

cognitive processes in TLUS as represented in 

IELTS speaking modules.  

2.4 RESEARCH QUESTION 
1. How do questioning and responding in 

TLUS IELTS tasks compare cognitively? 

2. What are the main differences between 

questioning and responding regarding their 

underlying cognitive processes? 

 3 METHOD 

This paper described the qualitative findings of a 

larger project involving both qualitative and 

quantitative approaches. The study aimed to 

point out whether questioning and responding 

have parallel underlying cognitive processes or 

not. The articulated thoughts in simulated 

situations (ATSS) paradigm which is a think-

aloud approach to cognitive assessment was 

used to get the participants to verbalize their 

thoughts while engaged in given tasks.  

3.1 Participants 
The sample of the study included 20 general 

IELTS applicants selected purposively from 

among applicants of two institutes in Shiraz, 

Iran.  To see whether the proficiency of the 

participants might also impact the results we 

included both intermediate (5 male and 5 

female) and advanced (5 female and 5 male) 

applicants. Their age ranged from 27 to 42.  

3.2 Instruments 
ATSS was employed to collect qualitative data 

in this study. The think-aloud approach is 

particularly useful in understanding the 

processes of cognition. As think-aloud methods 

usually assess cognitions concurrently with their 

occurrence, they may be better suited to tap 

actual thought content than other modes do 

(Davison, Vogel, & Coffman, 1997). In a 

standard think-aloud method, such as ATSS, 

researchers ask participants to verbalize their 

thoughts while performing the given tasks, and 

the verbalizations are recorded for subsequent 

analysis. The ATSS paradigm is a measure that 

prompts respondents' immediate cognitive and 

affective reactions to specific situations that just 
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have been presented to them (Zanov & Davison, 

2010). In particular, the model we used in this 

study is Ericsson and Simon‟s model (1993) 

known as non-metacognitive verbalization 

reflecting cognitive process accurately, since the 

applicants were not asked to explain or bring 

any justifications for their thoughts. As Ellis 

(2004) asserted this method would appear to be 

the most valid measure of a learner's explicit 

knowledge.   

Concurrent think-aloud was the main method 

of inquiry in this study since the applicants had 

to think aloud while doing the tasks, though 

there were some unintentional reports of 

retrospective think-aloud as well. In this study, 

we were interested in thoughts the applicants 

had when they were completing the tasks. Often, 

when people are completing some tasks, they 

have a kind of internal monologue going through 

their heads, a continual stream of thoughts or 

feelings which mirror their reactions to 

something which is happening (Davison et al., 

1983). The reason we opted for ATSS was that it 

resorts to simulated situations exactly aligned 

with what we intended to look at, that is, the 

participants‟ thinking in doing TLUS tasks. The 

tasks as ATSS prompts were questions adopted 

from actual general IELTS oral interviews, and 

respective answers representing typical 

questions suggested and approved by three 

experienced IELTS preparation course teachers. 

While completing the tasks, all the applicants 

were asked to think and talk aloud whereby their 

talks were recorded. We avoided interrupting the 

applicants but we occasionally reminded them to 

think aloud in case they forgot to verbalize their 

thoughts.  

3.3 Data collection 
procedures 

Authentic IELTS speaking tasks were given to 

the applicants in a counterbalancing order, half 

starting with questions as the first tasks and 

responses as the second tasks. The other group 

of candidates did the same tasks in reverse order 

to enhance the interval validity of the study. 

When a sample question from the actual test was 

given, the applicants were asked to respond to it 

and when an analogous statement was prompted, 

they were supposed to build the original 

question. They were also asked to think aloud 

whilst they were doing the tasks. The applicants' 

verbal data were recorded for further analysis. 

The anonymity of participants' responses was 

emphasized to encourage open thought 

articulation. 

3.4 Data analysis 
The articulated thoughts verbalized during task 

completion were transcribed line by line. Then, 

an attempt was made to extract what the main 

intentions or ideas were that the participants 

were expressing. As a result, the researchers 

divided up the transcribed data into smaller 

parts, namely “ideas units”. As Green (1998) 

suggested an "ideas unit” may include a single 

or several utterances with a single aspect of the 

events as the focus. The next step as suggested 

by Davison et al. (1983) involved grouping the 

ideas units into categories depending on the aim 

of the study and research questions. The process 

of identifying ideas units and categorizing was 

recursive and continuous as the researchers must 

return to raw data to re-do and re-think the 

transcribed data until they faced reasonable 

ideas unit. In accord with Glaser‟s (1978) 

recommendation every time a new idea or theme 

was found from the data, the researchers made 

notes and these memos were included in the 

analysis as well. To make sure whether the ideas 

units were consistent and reliable the inter-coder 

reliability of the data was examined using 

Cohen's kappa as an index of the agreement for 

categorical and sub-categorical codes. The 

Kappa value was 0.93 indicating substantial 

agreement for the coding (see Landis & Koch, 

1977 for Kappa index interpretations). 

3.5 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The first set of associated questions and answers 

concerned the participants‟ favorite food and TV 

programs; ten participants answered an actual 

IELTS question (What‟s your favorite flavor?) 

and the rest tried to build a question for a typical 

answer to it (My favorite flavor is sweet.). All 

the applicants had a clear expression of their 

opinion although they had some pauses (silent 

and filled) thinking about what to answer. The 

given question seemed rather challenging since 

most of the applicants didn't know what their 

real flavors were.  A point worthy of note in 
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most verbal reports was that they first identified 

the keywords of the question. This was followed 

by thoughts of how it could be structured in the 

answer. Having identified the keywords 

semantically or grammatically as the first step, 

they moved on to structure them into simple 

statements as the next step. Then, challenges 

aroused as most of them could not decide what 

their favorite flavors were.  As the following 

example suggested while one of the intermediate 

applicants (extract A) recognized the appropriate 

structures to answer the question he had a silent 

pause since he was not sure about his favorite 

flavor. The given response by the applicant 

manifested that the pause couldn't be because of 

a lack of grammatical knowledge as the answer 

was grammatically and semantically correct, 

thus the applicant had doubts about the flavor. 

This might be admitted as the applicant had used 

the word “think” which is a sign of doubt. 

 Extract A (intermediate) 

Question: What is your favorite flavor? 

Responding Verbatim think-aloud: I (1) think 

spicy is my favorite flavor. 

*numbers in parentheses indicate the pause 

length. 

The other advanced applicants (B & C) 

answered the same question with a filled pause 

(um), though the pause wasn't suggestive of a 

lack of grammar or lexical knowledge since the 

applicants responded accurately and used more 

lexis to complete the question in longer 

statements. It was observed that filled pauses 

were used by advanced applicants in comparison 

to intermediate applicants, who on the contrary 

had more tendency to pause silently.  

 Extract B (advanced) 

Question: What is your favorite flavor? 

Responding Verbatim think-aloud: I like 

(um,1) mint and lemon. 

 Extract C (advanced) 

Question: What is your favorite flavor? 

Responding verbatim think-aloud: I 

prefer (um,1) chocolates and candies (1) 

which their flavor is sweet. 

Based on the data analysis “pause length" 

was identified as the first "ideas unit".  

Completing the responding task, all the 

applicants seemed to reduce the length of pauses 

while giving the responses. The applicants' short 

pauses were natural as native speakers also 

might normally pause while answering such 

questions. Consequently, effective pauses not 

only were beneficial for comprehension but also, 

were the manifestation of more natural and 

native-like speech. This is analogous with the 

finding that pausing is natural and necessary for 

breathing needs and for pragmatic use during 

speech (Ling, 2006), though long and 

unnecessary pauses might have negative effects 

on speaking fluency.  

Fluency was considered as the second “ideas 

unit”. Levelt (1989) emphasized that speaking 

involves the processing of a considerable 

amount of data in a limited period, that is, two or 

three words are produced per second in natural 

speech. He claimed that fulfilling this great task 

requires automaticity, not conscious monitoring 

as human capacity is too limited to focus 

consciously on the information (Segalowitz & 

Hulstijn, 2005). Other researchers also claimed 

that a pivotal difference between fluent and non-

fluent L2 speakers is the extent to which lexical 

processing is automatized. Different factors such 

as speech rate, repairs, amount and frequency of 

hesitation, location of pauses, and length of runs 

of fluent speech between pauses are associated 

with the psycholinguistic facets of performance 

and production (e.g. Lennon, 1990; Möhle, 

1984; Towell et al., 1996). Levelt (1989) also 

maintained that the automaticity of language 

production has generated uninterrupted fluent 

speech, therefore short pauses in the responding 

tasks in addition to the correct form of responses 

might lead to the fluency of the applicants in 

responding tasks. As such, and as fluency and 

connected speech are interrelated, it can be 

inferred from the applicants' verbal reports that 

both intermediate and advanced applicants had 

used more connected speech in their given 

responses and were considered as more fluent.  

This might suggest that information load or 

cognitive processing demand (Krivokapić, 2007) 

is an effective factor regarding the length of 

pauses. Information load is likely to be minimal 
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if the learners are familiar with the tasks they 

have to perform. It would also be of a minimum 

load if the language learners are familiar with 

the topics they are going to talk about. Higher 

information load, in turn, makes cognition more 

careful and slower (Rabbitt, 1968; Robinson, 

2001). This is in agreement with other studies 

concluding that learners that were more familiar 

with the format of the responding tasks and 

typical topics about everyday life which are 

commonly used in the test and practiced in 

IELTS preparation courses very often demand 

little information processing load (Madadi & 

Rezvani, 2019). 

In questioning tasks on the other hand 

(extract D) borderlines between lexical words 

were more clearly identified through long pauses 

resulting in less natural speaking. To complete 

questioning tasks the applicants had to construct 

questions from scratch, requiring them to use 

more of the cognitive mechanism resulting in a 

longer pause as an indicator of cognitive 

processing (Madadi & Rezvani, 2019). In other 

words, unfamiliar tasks imposed extra 

information load and more demanding 

conditions and cognition. The long pauses would 

break up the questions into smaller parts leading 

to less connected and natural speech.  

 Extract D (advanced):  

Response: Yes, I think holidays are 

becoming more and more important. 

Questioning verbatim think-aloud 

(advanced): (Uh,3) Do you think (2) we 

should have a (2) program (1) or plan for 

(2) on holidays, (1) for our holidays 

It was observed that the pause length in these 

tasks increased to 4-6 seconds and self-

correction strategies were used a lot to construct 

or recast an appropriate question as manifested 

in extract E and F. 

 Extract E (advanced): 

Response: I want to travel to the places 

which are unique and interesting. 

Questioning verbatim think-aloud 

(advanced): (Uh,4) which/ what kind of 

places do you want to go? 

 Extract F (intermediate): 

Response: I prefer traveling in a group 

rather than traveling alone. 

Questioning verbatim think-aloud 

(advanced): (Uh,3) Do you prefer to go 

to trip (1) with (→ with omitted) alone or 

(2) with somebody/ with someone. 

The analysis and comparison of the applicants' 

verbal reports revealed that IELTS applicants 

tended to be more fluent and native-like in 

responding tasks than questioning tasks 

irrespective of their proficiency levels. 

Similarly, it was found that connected speech 

resulting in more fluency contributed toward 

naturalness and intelligibility. Intelligibility has 

to do with 'speech clarity' or the proportion of a 

speaker's output that a listener can readily 

understand. Hence, more fluent applicants were 

more intelligible as well. 

Focusing on verbal reports and 

transcriptions, we inferred that the applicants 

had good knowledge of grammar, as far as the 

responding tasks were concerned, since all the 

applicants regardless of their proficiency levels 

were able to answer the questions correctly. 

More specifically, their verbal reports also 

manifested that in addition to knowing the 

grammatical rules theoretically, the applicants 

were also able to operationalize the rules to 

make correct answers to the questions. So, both 

explicit (verbal reports) and implicit (correct 

answers to the questions) knowledge of 

grammar were available among all the 

applicants while doing the responding tasks. As 

a result, “knowledge of grammar” was identified 

as the “ideas unit” closely associated with 

accuracy. The following exemplary excerpts 

evidence the findings. 

 Extract G (intermediate): 

Question: What‟s your favorite flavor? 

Responding Verbatim think-aloud 1 

(intermediate): "this is a WH question 

[!]”, “so I should initiate the answer like 

this” “my favorite flavor is (1) let's say 

dark, my favorite flavor is dark.”   

Responding Verbatim think-aloud 2 

(advanced): (1), “a WH question, with favorite 
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as the focus”, ok. “My favorite flavor is lemon 

and mint.” 

In questioning tasks, the same ideas unit was 

identified in their verbal reports, though the 

applicants could not accomplish accuracy. As 

the following sample extracts exemplify, the 

applicants of both levels (intermediate: H & I, 

advanced: J & K) tried to focus on using 

grammatically correct structures to make related 

questions, but they were not quite successful. 

The applicants centered their attention on the 

correct forms in making questions as the 

recorded verbal reports of the applicants‟ 

articulated thoughts exhibit.  

 Extract H (intermediate): 

Response: I may visit my family or have 

a short trip in holiday. 

Questioning Verbatim think-aloud: ok, I 

should use “do”, (1) do you may visit 

your family? Or let‟s say it without 

“May”, (2) do you visit in holiday? 

 Extract I (intermediate) 

Response: I want to travel to places 

which are unique and interesting.  

Questioning Verbatim think-aloud): 

where, (2) (should begin with where and 

want). Where do you want, no, no, no, 

like to travel to? Where do you like (1) to 

travel in future? 

 Extract J (advanced) 

Response: I may visit my family or have 

a short trip in holidays. 

Questioning Verbatim think-aloud 1: (1) 

“you want me to make a question?” (2), 

“I should use part of the sentence as a 

part of question,” (uh, 2), about holidays 

(2), “which kind of holiday you visited 

your parents?” 

Questioning Verbatim think-aloud 2: a WH 

question about holidays/ (3) it might be a 

general question (um, 2) When did you (1) when 

did you visit your family? 

 Extract K (advanced) 

Response: Yes, I think holidays are 

becoming more and more important? 

Questioning Verbatim think-aloud: “It 

needs a yes/no question, (um, 2) which 

holidays do you know”, (2) “and you 

prefer it‟s important for you?” 

In the sample extracts (H & I) the 

intermediate applicants were verbalizing the 

correct structural rules to accomplish the 

questioning tasks, though they couldn‟t use them 

to build up questions. Other sample extracts (J & 

K) also pointed to the same problem among 

advanced applicants. To conclude, most 

applicants irrespective of their proficiency level 

couldn‟t apply the verbalized and well-known 

rules of structures while performing the 

questioning tasks. 

Another point worthy of note is the 

applicants‟ conscious and unconscious thoughts 

and strategies to smooth task completion (for a 

discussion see Cohen, Ledford, & Spreitzer, 

1996) and to personalize the task 

accomplishment procedure. In both tasks 

completion the applications of planning, 

monitoring, and evaluating as metacognitive 

strategies can be identified.  Metacognition 

refers to awareness of one's knowledge, what 

one does and does not know, and one's ability to 

understand, control, and manipulate one's 

cognitive processes (Meichenbaum, 1985). It 

includes knowing when and where to use 

particular strategies for learning and problem 

solving as well as how and why to use specific 

strategies. Chamot (2005) maintains that 

strategic language learners hold metacognitive 

knowledge about their thinking and learning 

approaches, a good understanding of what a task 

entails, and the ability to organize the strategies 

that best suit both the task demands and their 

strengths. The language learners do not think 

about these strategies while performing them 

but, if they are asked what they are doing, they 

can usually accurately describe their 

metacognitive processes and strategies, therefore 

the applicants of this study were asked to think 

and talk aloud while completing the tasks to 

pinpoint what metacognitive strategies they had 

used during task completion. As an example, the 

articulated thoughts of an applicant (extract J) 
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are provided below. it can be seen that the 

applicant was thinking about preparation for task 

execution, identifying procedures and 

requirements of a task to plan it, by asking the 

question that “you want me to make a 

question?”   

 Extract J (advanced) 

Response: I may visit my family or have 

a short trip in holidays. 

Questioning Verbatim think-aloud 1: (1) 

“you want me to make a question?” (2), 

“I should use part of the sentence as a 

part of question,” (uh, 2), about holidays 

(2), “which kind of holiday you visited 

your parents?” 

There were also generated thoughts that 

represented the recognition of a problem 

(grammatical errors, inappropriate lexical 

choice) followed by no further attempt to correct 

it (extract L) or evaluations that lead to 

improvements or revisions through self-

correction (extract M). These examples point to 

the monitoring and evaluation processes.   Such 

examples of strategies use led to the 

identification of the metacognitive strategies as 

another “ideas unit”. 

 Extract L (intermediate) 

Response: I prefer traveling in a group 

rather than traveling alone. 

Questioning Verbatim think-aloud: (4) 

how do you like travel? I think, I‟m not 

sure. Something is missing. 

 Extract M (advanced) 

Response: I prefer traveling in a group 

rather than traveling alone. 

Questioning Verbatim think-aloud: (Uh, 

3) Who (1) do you prefer to go on a trip? 

(1) On a trip with (self-correction)? 

In both tasks, metacognitive strategies were 

frequently used by the applicants. However, in 

responding tasks, the operation of the 

metacognitive strategies such as self-correction 

yielded almost completely correct responses, 

while in questioning tasks the applicants did 

evaluate the questions, but very often they failed 

to self-correct even if they could identify the 

problem. The following is a telling example that 

shows that the applicant identified the problem, 

self-corrected but the cognitive demands and 

loads disrupted the memory of the questioning 

task. 

 Extract N (advanced) 

Response: Yes, I think holidays are 

becoming more and more important. 

Questioning verbatim think-aloud (Uh, 

3) do you think we should have a (2) 

program or plan for on holidays (self-

correction), (1) for our holidays? Would 

you please repeat the sentence? 

Overall, we found more errors in questioning 

tasks though the lexis in both questions and 

responses produced were of a similar size. The 

errors for measuring accuracy included lexical, 

morphological, and syntactic errors and 

omissions of article, verb, and subject (see 

Michel, Kuiken, & Vedder, 2007).  

It was also noted that the applicants used 

more ready-made chunks to respond to 

questions. This also reduced the pause length 

and the number of errors. It can be inferred that 

as the participants had practiced similar tasks 

they remembered or were coached to provide 

quicker and more formulaic responses.  This 

also minimizes the cognitive load and frees more 

of the cognitive capacity for analysis as it is 

argued that in producing routines speakers do 

not necessarily implement all stages of speech 

production (Pickering & Garrod, 2004). Kormos 

(2011), comparing routines and creatively 

constructed elements, also contended that 

routines follow the same processing stages 

faster, and with less conscious effort, resulting in 

shorter pauses and less cognitive load. When 

one needs to create novel plans or creative 

responses, consciousness is necessary for short- 

and long-term planning (Mandler, 1975).  

In view of speech production, the control of 

the articulatory system might be unconscious but 

planning what to say might be conscious, 

particularly if one is expressing some new ideas, 

or expressing some old ideas in a novel way. 

According to Bock (1982), syntactic planning by 

skilled speakers is also relatively automatic and 
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outside conscious voluntary control. This 

provides an account of why the IELTS 

applicants known as skilled speakers, had rather 

more automatic syntactic planning or 

unconscious/subconscious process leading to 

faster-responding task completion because of the 

greater role of task familiarity and ready-made 

chunks.  In the following task, the applicant 

could easily employ a recurrent and familiar 

statement. 

 Extract O  

Question: What is your favorite flavor? 

Response verbatim think-aloud 1 

(intermediate): my favorite flavor is 

sweet. 

Response verbatim think-aloud 1 

(advanced): my favorite flavor is dark, 

(1) like dark chocolate. 

In question construction tasks, on the other 

hand, a completely novel task must be done. 

Planning what to say, finding relevant lexis, and 

putting them into meaningful linguistic forms, 

however, require more cognitive efforts. Jackson 

(1982) suggested that the amount of planning 

required depends on whether the speech is 

"new" speech or "old" speech. Old speech (well-

known phrases) requires little planning and is 

relatively continuous. New speech demands 

planning and is characterized by hesitation 

pauses as indicated in this study. In Skehan‟s 

words (1998) and in short, cognitive familiarity 

and cognitive processing are two effective 

factors concerning cognitive complexity. 

Madadi and Rezvani (2019) further argued that 

applicants‟ unfamiliarity with questioning as an 

untrodden path augments the task difficulty and 

results in more and longer pauses, and turn, in 

less natural/ native-like speech.  

To sum up, the following ideas units were 

identified as the researchers organized the 

transcriptions for easy retrieval. The pause and 

length of the pauses, the applicant‟s ability to 

operationalize their knowledge of grammar, 

metacognitive strategies such as self-evaluation 

and self-correction, and the use of readymade 

linguistic chunks were categorized as “ideas 

units”. 

 

Table 1 Ideas Units from Stimulated Recall Protocols  

 

 

Under the emerging codes, the following results 

have been noted and discussed. Table 2 

summarizes the findings 

 

Table 2 Main Differences between Questioning and Responding Tasks  

questioning responding 

less accurate more accurate 

less fluent more fluent 

more pauses/longer pauses fewer pause/shorter pauses 

less connected speech more connected speech 

1. Pause length 

2. fluency 

3. Knowledge of grammar 

4. Metacognitive strategies 

5. Ready-made chunks  
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questioning responding 

less use of metacognitive strategies more use of metacognitive strategies 

less natural more natural 

 

 

 4 CONCLUSION AND 

IMPLICATIONS 

The overall findings emerging from the 

qualitative analysis of the verbal data indicated 

that responding tasks were considered as 

familiar tasks leading the applicants to more 

accurate and fluent language production, hence 

the applicants had fewer grammatical errors 

while completing the responding tasks. More 

self-corrections were found in responding tasks 

by using metacognitive strategies. More use was 

also made of routine linguistic chunks in 

responding tasks, while in questioning tasks, the 

applicants attempted to put more novel words 

together making the task, even more demanding 

with longer pauses. The findings generally 

support Plato's account of Socrates stating that, 

contrary to the general opinion, it is more 

difficult to ask questions than to answer.  From a 

psycholinguistic point of view, questioning and 

responding though assumed to be parallel, differ 

to a noticeable extent in terms of the underlying 

cognitive processes. The more noticeable 

accuracy and fluency in responding can be 

linked to the applicants‟ familiarity with the 

frequent responding role students take in 

education. This reduces the cognitive load and 

efforts making the differences.  

The results of the study might have 

implications for second language learners, 

teachers, and test developers. Tests can have 

effects on learners' and teacher's behaviors in the 

classroom, and “impact” more widely on 

teaching materials, educational systems, and 

even society (Taylor, 2005; Weir & Milanovic, 

2003). Indeed, washback can be considered to be 

one aspect of impact (Taylor, 2005), the former 

known as micro-level and the latter as macro-

level effects (Weir & Milanovic, 2003). The 

influence of tests on students‟ learning and 

future is irrefutable given particularly the high 

stakes of IELTS examinations. As the study 

demonstrated there are cognitive differences 

between questioning and responding underlying 

processes that merit attention and inclusion in 

language assessment. The current responding 

focus, for learners indeed, induces them to hence 

focus on the development of responding 

strategies and linguistics forms and lexis.  

As Alderson and Wall (1993) argue 

examinations are expected to influence teachers‟ 

content of teaching and how they teach or in the 

words of Cheng et al. (2015) teachers play an 

important catalyst role in carrying positive and 

negative washback effects of tests. Thus, it is 

advisable to give a more active part to the 

students and their questioning in L2 classes. We 

think that this will pay off and active 

participation and question making will keep or 

generate new communications, essential in L2 

learning.   

Negative washback occurs in situations 

where there may be a discrepancy between the 

desired goals of instruction and the focus of 

assessment. An implication of the results of this 

study is that test developers, classroom or high 

stakes, should include space for the test-takers 

initiation of dialogues and questions by 

incorporating more reciprocal tasks instead of 

only requiring them to rather passively answer 

teachers‟ or examiners‟ questions. This can lead 

to a more positive washback for both L2 learners 

and teachers as discussed above.  
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