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Word-likeness ratings of
English-like non-words by Arabic
and Chinese learners of English:
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proficiency
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The present study investigated English learners’ subjective word-likeness ratings
of English-like non-words. For both native Arabic and Mandarin speakers
learning English, the subjective word-likeness ratings correlated with objective
phonotactic probability measures of those non-words. Although there were
no differences between the subjective word-likeness ratings of Beginner and
Advanced English learners, the word-likeness ratings of Beginner and Advanced
learners did differ from the ratings provided (in a previous study) by native English
speakers, suggesting that subjective ratings of phonotactic knowledge may be
useful in measuring the extent to which phonological knowledge approaches
native-like levels. The results of the present study underscore the important
role of phonotactic knowledge in language proficiency. Implications of these
findings to second language learning are discussed, with an emphasis on how
the non-word rating task might be used as a novel and efficient method to assess
one aspect of language proficiency.
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Introduction

Knowledge of the sequences of phonemes that constitute a word in a language
is referred to as phonotactic information (Vitevitch and Aljasser, 2021). Sensitivity to
phonotactic information occurs early in life as demonstrated in studies of word learning
where Jusczyk et al. (1993, 1994) first showed that English and Dutch learning infants at
9 m.o. exhibit a preference for novel words that aligned with the phonotactic patterns of
their native language. Early sensitivity to the phonotactic patterns of one’s native language
has been subsequently observed in a wide range of languages including Turkish, French,
Catalan, Hungarian, and Japanese (see Sundara et al., 2022, for a review).

Familiarity with the phonotactic patterns of one’s native language early in life may
influence the later acquisition of words in infants, older children, and adults (e.g., Graf
Estes et al., 2011; Storkel and Rogers, 2000; Storkel et al., 2006). For instance, Gonzalez-
Gomez et al. (2013) found that 14-month-old French-learning infants were able to learn
words with high phonotactic probability in French, whereas 16-month-olds successfully
learned both high and low phonotactic probability words. Even in more mature individuals
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with larger vocabularies, such as typically developing 3–5-year-
old children (Hoover et al., 2010), children who are late talkers
(MacRoy-Higgins and Dalton, 2015), and adults (Storkel et al.,
2006), phonotactic probability still plays a role in triggering the
word learning process. That is, a word with low rather than
high phonotactic probability “stands out” as being an item that is
absent from the lexicon, which leads to the allocation of cognitive
resources and the initiation of processes to learn that novel word.

Knowledge of the phonotactic patterns of a language not only
helps in learning new words but also plays a role in segmenting
known words from fluent speech. This sensitivity to phonotactic
probability for lexical segmentation develops in infancy (e.g.,
Saffran et al., 1996; Mattys et al., 1999; Mattys and Jusczyk, 2001),
and continues to be used in adulthood while listening to L1
(McQueen, 1998; Mersad and Nazzi, 2011) and L2 (Weber and
Cutler, 2006; Al-jasser, 2008), where quite subtle differences in
phonotactic probability suffice to signal word boundaries (Dal Ben
et al., 2021).

Finally, phonotactic probability has also been shown to
influence the production and recognition of speech. Studies of
speech production have demonstrated influences of phonotactic
probability in Dutch-learning (Zamuner, 2009) and English-
learning children (Storkel and Maekawa, 2005), and in English
speaking adults (Goldrick and Larson, 2008). For evidence of the
influence of phonotactic probability on speech recognition see
studies by Kelley and Tucker (2022) and Vitevitch and Luce (1998,
1999) among others.

Although numerous studies have demonstrated the importance
of phonotactic probability in several language processes in native
speakers of English and other languages (Vitevitch and Aljasser,
2021; Vitevitch and Luce, 2016), there is still much to learn about
the use of phonotactic information in second language learners
(Ulbrich et al., 2016).

To become proficient in another language, one must
develop competence in many different types of knowledge about
that language including syntactic, semantic, morphological,
orthographic, and phonological information. According to the
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Bailly
et al., 2001; Section 5.2.1.4), among the phonological competencies
that a speaker should have is “. . . a knowledge of, and skill in the
perception and production of. . . the phonetic composition of words
(syllable structure, the sequence of phonemes [emphasis added],
word stress, word tones)” (Bailly et al., 2001, pp. 116–117).

Given the importance of phonotactic knowledge in native
and second language learners, we assessed in the present study
the phonotactic knowledge of adult learners of English by asking
them to rate the word-likeness of English-like non-words that
varied in phonotactic probability. This task was used previously to
demonstrate that native speakers of English not only know which
sounds and sequences of sounds are legal in English words, but also
possess fine-grained knowledge about the frequency with which
legal sounds and sequences of sounds appear in English words
(Vitevitch et al., 1997).

In the present study, we examined the utility of the non-
word rating task as an alternative or a complement to other
tasks commonly used to assess proficiency in a second language.
For example, reaction time-based tasks are often used to assess

vocabulary and grammatical knowledge (Hui and Jia, 2024), but
reaction time-based tasks may not exist or be suitable for assessing
other types of linguistic knowledge in the second language learner.
By using the non-word rating task we hoped to examine the implicit
awareness of English learners to English phonotactic probability.
If English learners are indeed sensitive to fine-grained phonotactic
knowledge, then the non-word rating task may prove to be a
short, simple but sensitive way to assess phonological knowledge
in L2 learners, and may be useful for developing an alternative or
complementary measure of language proficiency.

Previous work by Anisfeld and Gordon (1971) demonstrated
that as little as 1 semester of experience with another language
can modify phonotactic knowledge, so in the present study we
compared participants (in Saudi Arabia and China) who had
less experience with English (Beginners) to participants who had
more experience with English (Advanced learners). We reasoned
that ratings provided by Advanced learners of English would be
more highly correlated with objective measures of phonotactic
probability than ratings provided by Beginners, revealing subtle
differences in the phonological competence of the two groups. By
using English language learners from two different countries and
with different ways of evaluating experience with English we hoped
to also demonstrate that the assessment of phonotactic knowledge
provided by the non-word rating task could be broadly used,
and would not be tied to a specific language group, a particular
method of assessing proficiency, etc. Given increasing concerns
about a replication crisis in science (Udesky, 2025), our use of two
different ways to measure experience with English also provides
us an opportunity to internally replicate any effects that might
be observed.

Methods

Participants

Learners of English were recruited from Qassim University
in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (who were native speakers
of Najdi Arabic) and from Kunming University of Science
and Technology in the People’s Republic of China (who
were native speakers of Mandarin). Summary information
about the participants is in Table 1. Data on gender/sex was
not collected.

For the Arabic speakers, proficiency in English was determined
by the semester of English classes that they were enrolled in at
Qassim University. The Arabic-speaking participants who were
currently enrolled in the first semester of English classes were
categorized as Beginners, and participants who were currently
enrolled in more advanced English classes were categorized
as Advanced.

For the Mandarin speakers, proficiency in English was
determined by their score on the College English Test (CET-
Band 4), a standardized test created and administered by The
National Advisory Committee on Teaching English Language to
Non-English Majors in Higher Education under The Ministry of
Education. The main goal of this standardized test is to measure
how well students learn English at colleges in China (National
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TABLE 1 Demographic information for the participants.

Native language Arabic Mandarin

Proficiency level in English Beginners Advanced Beginners Advanced

Proficiency metric 1 semester (0.0) 5.2 semesters (1.8) 355 (37.7) 458 (43.2)

n 14 19 22 63

Age in years 18.6 (1.1) 21.9 (1.4) 19.5 (0.5) 19.9 (3.1)

Mean and standard deviation (in parentheses). The proficiency metric for the Mandarin speakers is the score on the CET-Band 4.

College English Testing Committee, 2006). Values on the 710-
point scoring system of the CET-Band 4 may be used by Chinese
colleges and universities to, among other things, guide admission
decisions, and to determine if the English proficiency requirement
for conferral of a bachelor’s degree for non-English majors has
been met. The values used to guide such decisions have changed
over time as the overall level of English proficiency in China
has increased. For example, the Ministry of Education previously
recommended the value of 355 to satisfy the English proficiency
requirement for conferral of a bachelor’s degree for non-English
majors, but more current guidelines recommend a value of 425 on
the 710-point scoring system.

In the present study, the value of 400 on the CET-Band
4 represented a “natural break” in the distribution of sampled
scores. The Chinese-speaking participants in the present study
who scored below 400 on the CET-Band 4 were categorized
as Beginners, and participants who scored 400 or above were
categorized as Advanced.

We recognize that categorizing learners into Beginners and
Advanced proficiency groups may appear to be a course-grained
distinction. Recall, however, the work of Anisfeld and Gordon
(1971), which showed that as little as 1 semester of experience with
another language can influence phonotactic knowledge, justifying
the broad distinction used in the present study. Further, our use
of two different metrics (i.e., number of English classes and score
on a standardized test) allows us to directly address concerns of
reliability, replicability, and generalizability by demonstrating that
any effects we may observe are not restricted to a specific measure
of experience, metric of proficiency, etc.

This project was approved by the Institutional Review Boards
at the University of Kansas, Qassim University, and Kunming
University of Science and Technology. All participants provided
informed consent to participate in this study.

Stimuli

The stimuli were the 60 consonant-vowel-consonant,
monosyllabic non-words (30 with high phonotactic probability,
30 with low phonotactic probability) previously used in Vitevitch
and Donoso (2012). The phonotactic probabilities for the stimuli
were calculated using the Phonotactic Probability Calculator
(Vitevitch and Luce, 2004). As previously reported in Vitevitch
and Donoso (2012), the high phonotactic probability non-words,
such as /d�p/, had sum of segments (mean = 0.167, SEM = 0.004)
and sum of sequences of segments (mean = 0.086, SEM = 0.004)
that were significantly higher [F(1,58) = 193.57, p < 0.0001] than

the sum of segments (mean = 0.008, SEM = 0.001) and sum of
sequences of segments (mean = 0.001, SEM = 0.0001) for the
low phonotactic probability non-words, such as /Ã ε∼S/. An equal
number of non-words in each condition contained the same initial
consonants (3 non-words each started with /b/, /d/, /f/, /g/, /Ã/,
/m/, /n/, /p/, /r/, /t/).

As described in Vitevitch and Luce (2004), position specific
segment probability (used to calculate the sum of segments) was
calculated by searching a computer readable dictionary for words
(regardless of word length) that contained a given segment in a
given position in a word. The frequency values of those words
were summed together and then divided by the total frequency
of all the words in the dictionary that had a segment in that
position to provide an estimate of position specific segment
probability. Similarly, the probability of the sequences of segments
(specifically, position specific biphones were used to obtain the sum
of sequences of segments) was calculated by searching a computer
readable dictionary for words (regardless of word length) that
contained all instances in which a sequence of two phonemes
occurred together in specific adjacent positions in a word. The
frequency of occurrence for the words in which the (position-
specific) biphoneme sequences were found were summed and then
divided by the summed of the frequency counts for all words
in the dictionary that contained phonemes in those two adjacent
positions. See Mayer et al. (2025) and others for alternative ways to
compute phonotactic probability.

Procedure

A non-word rating task as used in Vitevitch et al. (1997; see
also Vitevitch, 2025) was used in the present study. A typical trial
proceeded as follows: A scale from 1, labeled “Good English Word,”
to 7, labeled “Bad English Word,” appeared on the computer screen.
Participants were presented auditorily with one of the stimulus
items at a comfortable listening level, and instructed to select one
of the labeled buttons 1 through 7 as quickly as possible. After the
response was recorded, the next trial began. Qualtrics software was
used to randomly present the auditory stimuli (in mp3 format) and
to collect responses.

Results

The mean rating for each of the 60 stimulus items was
computed for the Beginners and Advanced Arabic learners of
English, and for the Beginners and Advanced Mandarin learners of
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TABLE 2 Pearson r values for the learners of English.

Native language Arabic Mandarin

Beginners Advanced Beginners Advanced

Sum of segments 0.47 0.63 0.52 0.65

Sum of sequences of segments 0.45 0.51 0.49 0.50

All r-values were statistically significant at p < 0.0001.

English. For each of the 4 groups of learners, a Pearson correlation
coefficient was calculated (JASP Team, 2022) to assess the
relationship of the mean subjective rating provided by the learners
and the two objective measures of phonotactic probability—sum
of the segments and sum of the sequences of segments—obtained
from the Phonotactic Probability Calculator (Vitevitch and Luce,
2004). The data that support the findings of this study are available
on request from the corresponding author, and are summarized in
Table 2. For comparison, the subjective ratings to the same items
provided by 19 native English speakers were significantly correlated
with the sum of the segments at r = 0.55, and with the sum of
the sequences of segments at r = 0.56, as reported in Vitevitch and
Donoso (2012).

All the correlations reported in Table 2 indicate a statistically
significant relationship between the subjective ratings and the
objective measures of phonotactic probability (i.e., all p’s < 0.0001).
Further, the coefficient of determination (i.e., r2) indicates that
the size of the observed effects ranged from medium to large. For
reference, commonly accepted values of r2 = 0.01 is considered a
small effect, r2 = 0.09 is considered a medium effect, and r2 = 0.25
is considered a large effect.

Analysis using Fisher r-to-z transformation to test for a
significant difference between any two correlation coefficients
reported in Table 2 (including the values from the native English
speakers reported in Vitevitch and Donoso, 2012) showed no
significant difference between any pair of correlation coefficients.
That is, the correlations obtained for the Beginners was comparable
to the correlations obtained for the Advanced learners. Similarly,
the correlations obtained for the native English speakers (as
reported in Vitevitch and Donoso, 2012) were also comparable to
the correlations obtained for the Beginners and Advanced learners.

Turning from the relationship between the subjective word-
likeness ratings and the objective measures of phonotactic
probability, we now consider the relationship between the
subjective word-likeness ratings of one group and the subjective
word-likeness ratings of another group. For Arabic learners of
English, the Pearson correlation coefficient shows a significant and
large relationship between the subjective ratings of the Beginners
and the subjective ratings of the Advanced learners [r(60) = 0.78,
p < 0.0001, r2 = 0.61 a large effect]. A significant and large
relationship was also found between the subjective ratings of the
native English speakers (as reported in Vitevitch and Donoso, 2012)
and the subjective ratings of the Beginners [r(60) = 0.55, p <

0.0001, r2 = 0.30 a large effect]. Similarly, there was a significant
and large relationship between the subjective ratings of the native
English speakers (as reported in Vitevitch and Donoso, 2012) and
the subjective ratings of the Advanced learners [r(60) = 0.51, p <

0.0001, r2 = 0.26 a large effect].

Analysis using Fisher r-to-z transformation to test for a
significant difference between two correlation coefficients shows
that the correlation between the subjective ratings of the Arabic
Beginner and Advanced learners (r = 0.78) was significantly greater
than the correlation between the subjective ratings of Beginners
and native speakers [r = 0.55; z(60) = 2.28, p < 0.05]. Similarly,
the correlation between the subjective ratings of Beginner and
Advanced learners (r = 0.78) was significantly greater than the
correlation between the subjective ratings of Advanced learners
and native speakers [r = 0.51; z(60) = 2.58, p < 0.01]. No other
comparison was significant different.

A similar analysis of the subjective word-likeness ratings from
Chinese learners of English was also performed. For Chinese
learners of English, the Pearson correlation coefficient shows a
significant and large relationship between the subjective ratings of
the Beginners and the subjective ratings of the Advanced learners
[r(60) = 0.82, p < 0.0001, r2 = 0.67 a large effect]. A significant and
large relationship was also found between the subjective ratings of
the native English speakers (as reported in Vitevitch and Donoso,
2012) and the subjective ratings of the Beginners [r(60) = 0.56, p
< 0.0001, r2 = 0.31 a large effect]. Similarly, there was a significant
and large relationship between the subjective ratings of the native
English speakers (as reported in Vitevitch and Donoso, 2012) and
the subjective ratings of the Advanced learners [r(60) = 0.60, p <

0.0001, r2 = 0.36 a large effect].
Analysis using Fisher r-to-z transformation to test for a

significant difference between two correlation coefficients shows
that the correlation between the subjective ratings of the Chinese
Beginner and Advanced learners (r = 0.82) was significantly greater
than the correlation between the subjective ratings of Beginners
and native speakers [r = 0.56; z(60) = 2.64, p < 0.01]. Similarly,
the correlation between the subjective ratings of Beginner and
Advanced learners (r = 0.82) was significantly greater than the
correlation between the subjective ratings of Advanced learners
and native speakers [r = 0.60; z(60) = 2.32, p < 0.05]. No other
comparison was significant different.

To further examine the subjective word-likeness ratings at a
group level we used ANOVA to compare the ratings from the
Beginners, Advanced learners, and native speakers (as reported in
Vitevitch and Donoso, 2012) for the Arabic and Chinese learners
of English. For simplicity these analyses do not include phonotactic
probability as a factor (however, the results are qualitatively similar
if both proficiency level and phonotactic probability are included
in the analysis). For the Arabic learners of English, a significant
difference was found in the subjective word-likeness ratings for the
Beginners, Advanced learners, and native speakers [F(2,177) = 2.52,
p < 0.01, ω2 = 0.02 a small effect]. Post-hoc comparisons (with
Tukey corrections) show that the Beginners (mean = 3.75; sd =
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0.97) tended to rate the non-words higher (though not significantly
so) than the native speakers (mean = 3.53; sd = 0.76). Similarly, the
Advanced learners (mean = 3.90; sd = 0.98) tended to rate the non-
words higher (though not significantly so) than the native speakers
(mean = 3.53; sd = 0.76). There was also no statistical difference
between the subjective word-likeness ratings for the Beginners and
the Advanced learners.

For the Chinese learners of English, a significant difference
was also found in the subjective word-likeness ratings for
the Beginners, Advanced learners, and native speakers [F(2,177)
= 77.93, p < 0.0001, ω2 = 0.46 a medium effect]. Post-hoc
comparisons (with Tukey corrections) show that the Beginners
(mean = 5.01; sd = 0.72) rated the non-words significantly
higher [t(177) = 10.49, p < 0.0001] than the native speakers
(mean = 3.53; sd = 0.76). Similarly, the Advanced learners (mean
= 5.10; sd = 0.84) rated the non-words significantly higher
[t(177) = 11.11, p < 0.0001] than the native speakers (mean
= 3.53; sd = 0.76). There was no statistical difference between
the subjective word-likeness ratings for the Beginners and the
Advanced learners.

Discussion

In the present study we asked native speakers of Arabic
and Chinese who were learning English to provide word-likeness
ratings of English-like non-words. This task has been used
previously with native speakers of English to demonstrate their
sensitivity to phonotactic probability in English (e.g., Vitevitch
et al., 1997). Our goal in the present study was to determine if the
same task could be used with learners of English as a short, simple
but potentially sensitive way to assess their implicit knowledge
of English phonotactics, and as an alternative means to assess
English proficiency.

We examined two groups of learners of English who differed
in their native language (Arabic or Chinese). These groups also
differed in how “proficiency” was assessed, using either scores
on a standardized test (as in China) or the number of English
classes taken (as in Saudi Arabia). By assessing the word-likeness
ratings of these two groups, we hoped to demonstrate that word-
likeness ratings might be useful in a variety of settings, situations,
populations, etc.

Our initial prediction was that the subjective word-likeness
ratings of English-like non-words provided by Advanced learners
of English would be more highly correlated with two objective
measures of phonotactic probability (i.e., the sum of segments,
and the sum of sequences of segments) than the subjective
word-likeness ratings provided by Beginners learning English.
The correlations between the subjective ratings and the objective
measures of phonotactic probability showed medium to large
effects (as measured by r2) for all groups, indicating that the non-
word rating task does assess sensitivity to phonotactic probability
in learners of English, not just in native speakers of English (e.g.,
Vitevitch et al., 1997). Contrary to our prediction, however, no
difference was observed between the correlations for the Beginners
and Advanced learners in Saudi Arabia or in China (as determined
by Fisher r-to-z transformation tests).

Given that Anisfeld and Gordon (1971) found that as little
as one semester of experience with another language can affect
phonotactic knowledge (not only of the language being learned but
of the native language as well), we were perhaps too optimistic
in predicting that the non-word rating task would be sensitive
enough to discriminate between Beginners and Advanced learners
of English. We further reasoned that the goal of learning another
language is to sound like a native speaker of that language, not to
sound better than the person sitting next to you in the language
class. Therefore, we performed additional analyses comparing in
various ways the subjective ratings of Beginner and Advanced
learners of English to native speakers of English (as reported in
Vitevitch and Donoso, 2012).

In several analyses we found significant correlations between
the subjective ratings of word-likeness for the Beginners and
Advanced learners in both the Arabic and Chinese learners
of English. The subjective ratings of word-likeness for the
Beginners and Advanced learners in both the Arabic and
Chinese learners of English also correlated with the subjective
ratings of word-likeness from the native speakers of English (as
reported in Vitevitch and Donoso, 2012). Using Fisher r-to-z
transformation tests we further found that the correlation of
subjective ratings between the Beginner and Advanced learners
was significantly larger than the correlation of subjective ratings
between the Beginners and native speakers, and between the
Advanced learners and native speakers. That is, as one might
expect given the findings of Anisfeld and Gordon (1971), the
Beginner and Advanced learners are more similar to each other
in their knowledge of phonotactics than either group is to
native speakers of English. This also suggests that rather than
using the non-word rating task to discriminate between Beginner
and Advanced learners, it might be more fruitful to use the
task to see how similar Beginner or Advanced learners are to
native speakers.

We then used ANOVA to examine group differences in the
subjective ratings of word-likeness for the Beginner and Advanced
learners, and native speakers of English (as reported in Vitevitch
and Donoso, 2012). In this analysis we found that Beginner and
Advanced learners provided higher word-likeness ratings than the
native speakers of English (this pattern was statistically significant
only for the Chinese learners of English). There may be many
reasons for such a pattern, but we present below two hypothesis
that will require future studies to test.

One possible reason that Beginner and Advanced learners
provided higher word-likeness ratings than native speakers of
English is that native speakers of English may not rely solely on
phonotactic knowledge to make their ratings. Perhaps, the non-
word sounds similar to a real word, allowing semantic information
to influence the rating (Levy et al., 2021). Or perhaps the non-word
just sounds “funny,” which might influence the word-likeness rating
in some way (see Study 3 in Vitevitch, 2025 and Westbury and
Hollis, 2019).

Another possibility is that even Advanced learners of English
may not have been exposed to as many and as wide a variety
of English words as a native speaker of English. Because learners
of English may not have encountered a large number of rarely
occurring, arcane, or otherwise unusual English words, every
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English-like non-word may sound pretty good to them. Only after
being exposed to several rarely occurring, arcane, or otherwise
unusual English words might a learner of English acquire a
better sense of how bad an English word could sound, enabling
the learner to adjust their word-likeness ratings to be more
consistent with those of a native English speaker (see Martinez
and Vitevitch, 2024, for an example of how vocabulary size
might affect the creative use of language by learners of a
language). The present data do not allow us to distinguish
between these two possibilities, or to rule out other factors
that may account for the higher word-likeness ratings observed
for language learners. We await future research to address
this issue.

Previous studies demonstrated in native speakers that
knowledge of the segments and sequences of segments that
form a word (i.e., phonotactic knowledge) influences several
cognitive processes including word learning, word segmentation,
word recognition, and word production (Vitevitch and Aljasser,
2021). It stands to reason that phonotactic knowledge might also
influence the same cognitive processes (e.g., word learning, word
segmentation, word recognition, and word production) in second
language learners.

Indeed, the work of Kivistö-de Souza (2017) shows that
the phonotactic knowledge of native speakers of Brazilian
Portuguese learning English as measured in a lexical decision
task correlated with their pronunciation of English as measured
in the Foreign Accent Rating task. That is, learners of English
who showed greater sensitivity to phonotactic information in a
perceptual task tended to produce better English pronunciations
as determined by ratings provided by a panel of judges in
the Foreign Accent Rating task. This finding prompted
Kivistö-de Souza to “. . . suggest that phonotactics should
be taught in foreign language classrooms since increasing
learners’ awareness might be beneficial for the accuracy of
their L2 pronunciation” (Kivistö-de Souza, 2017, p. 185). The
relationship between phonotactic knowledge and native-like
pronunciation observed by Kivistö-de Souza (2017) further
suggests that assessments of phonotactic knowledge could
be useful as additional or alternative behavioral markers of
language proficiency.

The results of the present study suggest that (with some
refinement) a task asking language learners to subjectively rate
the word-likeness of English-like non-words has potential to be
used as an additional or alternative behavioral marker of language
proficiency. The value of a word-likeness rating task increases
when one considers the demands and resources required by current
assessments of language proficiency.

Consider for example, the Foreign Accent Rating task as used
by Kivistö-de Souza (2017) and others. In the typical Foreign
Accent Rating task, a panel of native (or non-native) judges rate the
degree of foreign accent in multiple speech samples (often sentence
length utterances) produced by language learners (e.g., Bongaerts
et al., 1997; Flege, 1988). Although there is often high agreement
among the judges, the typical panel of judges contains more than
one person. The requirement of having multiple judges could
be a limiting factor for small or underfunded language learning
programs that do not have ready access to several native/proficient

speakers to serve on a panel for the Foreign Accent Rating task.
Further, increasing the number of students producing sentence-
length utterances to-be-rated increases burden (e.g., time and
effort) on the judges. Furthermore, L2 learners may produce
statistically reliable distinctions between sounds that even trained
listeners may not perceive, referred to as covert contrasts (e.g.,
Eckman et al., 2014; Tyler et al., 1993), increasing the motivation
to use additional or alternative means to assess the knowledge of
the speaker.

In contrast, in the word-likeness rating task used in the
present study, subjective ratings to 60 non-words were provided
by the language learners themselves in a session that lasted
approximately 15 min. The number of language learners engaged
in the rating task did not affect the duration of the task, nor
increase burden on the assessors. Further, the subjective ratings
provided by the language learners were compared to objective
measures of phonotactic probability that were obtained from a
freely available online Phonotactic Probability Calculator (e.g.,
Aljasser and Vitevitch, 2018; Vitevitch and Luce, 2004) by a single
assessor (not judgments provided by multiple assessors). Thus, the
relationship between subjective word-likeness ratings and objective
measures of phonotactic probability observed in the present study
using a simple rating task performed by the language learners
themselves may provide language instructors at all levels with
an efficient, low-cost, and low-effort way that is not affected by
perceptual limitations (i.e., covert contrasts) to assess and track
the development of one aspect of language proficiency in second
language learners. Given the number of language processes that
phonotactic information influences (e.g., Vitevitch and Aljasser,
2021), the present finding, though preliminary in nature, could
have broad implications for efficiently assessing numerous aspects
of proficiency in language learners with minimal effort for a
single instructor.
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