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Abstract 

This paper investigates second-language learners’ capacity to parse short conversations for non-literal data, 

focusing heavily on identifying attitude, opinion, and conversational consensus. While standardized evaluation 

tools are widely used for grading, their ability to diagnose deep inferential breakdowns in peer-to-peer dialogues 

remains overlooked. This study applies a quantitative approach to analyze data from ELT Data on Listening 

Skills. The Data collected focuses on mapping the test scores of over 60 undergraduate students against four 

advanced listening objectives: determining speaker attitude, recognizing mutual agreement, understanding 

conversational gist, and interpreting implicit contextual cues. 

The empirical results reveal that processing conversational nuance and emotional tone poses a severe roadblock 

for technical students. Although a majority of the cohort successfully grasped the general gist of simpler 

interactions—evidenced by a peak accuracy rate of 62.7% on Q13—their performance plummeted on items 

requiring precise inferential decoding. Notably, detecting shared consensus and subtle speaker attitudes in the 

presence of overlapping opinions yielded a critical low of 13.4% accuracy on Q9 and 31.3% on Q8. These findings 

indicate that while students can grasp surface-level macro-information, they lack the socio-pragmatic strategic 

processing required to handle real-world academic and professional communication. The study underscores the 

necessity of moving beyond text-based instruction by integrating tone-recognition exercises and pragmatic 

decoding frameworks into technical education curricula, effectively preparing graduates to operate efficiently in 

collaborative global environments. 

Keywords: Affective Decoding, Conversational Consensus, Gist Comprehension, Inferential Listening, 

Pragmatic Competence. 

Introduction:  

In the current paradigm of communicative language teaching and second language acquisition 

(SLA), listening instruction has shifted from focusing on simple acoustic decoding to 

examining complex cognitive and pragmatic interpretations (Rost, 2011; Vandergrift & Goh, 

2012). While early models of listening viewed the skill as a passive process of sound reception, 

modern applied linguistics views listening as a highly active, multi-layered cognitive process. 

In this process, the listener must simultaneously process phonological data, manage syntactic 

structures, track conversational flow, and infer the speaker's unstated intent, mood, and 

opinions (Field, 2008). 

For engineering and technical undergraduates, developing advanced listening comprehension 

is a core component of their professional training. This skill prepares them for future roles 

involving international research collaborations, multi-stakeholder technical projects, and 

professional interactions in globalized spaces. However, the academic curricula at technical 

institutions often emphasize transactional language—focusing heavily on explicit factual 

retrieval—while neglecting the interactive and interpersonal dimensions of spoken discourse. 
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This research addresses this pedagogical gap by evaluating the diagnostic potential of the 

Cambridge Preliminary English Test (PET) Listening Part 2. Unlike the short, discrete visual-

matching tasks in Part 1, Part 2 exposes learners to longer peer-to-peer dialogues. These 

conversations require advanced socio-pragmatic processing to identify agreement, attitude, and 

general gist (Cambridge University Press & Assessment, 2020). By evaluating a cohort of over 

60 technical undergraduates, this study examines four core pedagogical objectives: identifying 

speaker attitude and opinion, recognizing mutual consensus, understanding macro-level 

conversational gist, and interpreting implicit contextual cues. 

Theoretical Framework: Socio-Pragmatic Processing and Inferential Comprehension 

To understand how second language (L2) learners process conversational speech, it is useful 

to look beyond traditional models that separate comprehension into simple bottom-up and top-

down tracks (Buck, 2001). While bottom-up processing handles lexical decoding and top-down 

processing applies contextual schemas, interactive conversational discourse requires an 

additional cognitive layer: pragmatic processing. Grounded in Grice’s (1975) cooperative 

principle and Sperber and Wilson’s (1995) relevance theory, inferential comprehension 

requires the listener to calculate the gap between the literal semantic meaning of an utterance 

and its intended pragmatic force. In peer-to-peer dialogues, speakers rarely express agreement 

or emotional state through explicit declarations. Instead, they use linguistic strategies such as 

conversational mitigation, implicit validation, qualification, or prosodic shifts like intonation 

changes (Levinson, 1983). For example, a speaker might express disagreement not by saying 

"I disagree," but through a qualified statement like "That's true, but don't you think the 

alternate approach might save time?" To decode such exchanges, a learner must apply an 

interactive processing strategy, which can be modelled as: 

f{Inferential Comprehension}) = {Lexical Parsing} + {Pragmatic Mapping} 

+{Acoustic Cue Interpretation} 

When engineering students process these interactions, they face a high cognitive load (Sweller, 

1988). They must track the literal words spoken while simultaneously monitoring the emotional 

tone, hesitations, and contextual shifts that signal the speakers' actual opinions and areas of 

agreement. When this multi-layered processing fails, learners often fall back on a literal 

interpretation of isolated words, leading to systematic comprehension errors that generic 

grading frameworks fail to diagnose. 

Objectives:  

1. Identifying Attitude and Opinion 

2. Recognizing Mutual Agreement 

3. Understanding Conversational Gist 

4. Interpreting Implicit Contextual Cues 

 

Description: 

The first objective measures a learner’s capacity to identify how a speaker feels about a specific 

topic, recognizing emotional states such as anxiety, satisfaction, regret, or skepticism. In 

professional environments, this skill is critical for interpreting client feedback, negotiating 
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project goals, and managing team dynamics. In testing frameworks like the PET, identifying a 

speaker's attitude requires the listener to look past the literal vocabulary and evaluate the 

broader context, catching subtle linguistic markers and tonal shifts that reveal the speaker's true 

stance (Goh, 2000). The second objective evaluates the listener's ability to determine the 

precise point of consensus between two interacting speakers. Peer-to-peer dialogues are often 

non-linear, featuring distinct viewpoints that shift as the conversation progresses. A listener 

must avoid making premature conclusions based on an individual speaker’s initial statement. 

Instead, they must follow the full exchange to identify the specific idea that both participants 

ultimately endorse (Alderson, 2005). This task requires strong working memory to hold 

competing viewpoints in mind while tracking the conversational resolution (Baddeley, 2003). 

The third objective addresses macro-level comprehension, focusing on the learner’s ability to 

extract the overall message, purpose, or main topic of a dialogue. Understanding gist requires 

top-down processing, where the listener synthesizes multiple statements into a coherent 

summary while filtering out non-essential background details (Field, 2004). For technical 

students, mastering gist comprehension is essential for following lengthy briefings or 

summarizing high-level project discussions where catching every individual word is neither 

possible nor necessary. The final objective examines a student's ability to infer meaning from 

underlying contextual clues, including the speakers' vocal intonation, hesitations, emphasis, 

and choice of register. Spoken communication conveys significant meaning through prosody 

and pragmatic implication rather than explicit word choice (Rost, 2011). This objective tests 

whether a learner can use these subtle cues to understand unstated motivations or situational 

elements, representing a highly sophisticated stage of communicative competence. 

Empirical Context and Diagnostics 

This study evaluates these cognitive processes by analyzing the performance of a sample 

cohort of undergraduate technical students across Part 2 (Questions 8–13) of the Cambridge 

PET Listening assessment. The item-by-item accuracy rates extracted from ELT Data on 

Listening Skills. The collected data reveal a clear divergence in proficiency across the 

different sub-skills: 

Question Item Targeted Primary Sub-skill/objective Cohort Accuracy Rate (%)  

Question No.8 Identifying Attitude & Opinion (Two 

Friends)  

31.3 % 

Question No.9 Recognizing Agreement & Consensus 13.4% 

Question No.10 Interpreting Implicit Advice / Peer 

Recommendation 

55.2 % 

Question No.11 Identifying Contextual Cause / 

Emotional Stance 

43.3% 

Question No.12 Tracking Evolving Personal Feelings  32.8 % 

Question No.13  Macro-Gist Extraction (Swimming Pool 

Features)  

62.7% 

 

The descriptive statistics show that student performance varies significantly depending on the 

inferential depth required by the question. On items that primarily tested macro-level gist 

extraction or straightforward recommendations without heavy conversational overlap—such 

as Question 13 (62.7%) and Question 10 (55.2%)—the cohort demonstrated solid baseline 
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competence. This indicates that technical students can successfully use top-down processing 

to capture the general topic or explicit recommendations within a dialogue. However, 

performance dropped sharply on items requiring precise inferential decoding and the 

identification of shared consensus. On Question 8, which required identifying specific speaker 

attitudes, the accuracy rate fell to 31.3%. The lowest performance was observed on Question 

9, which tested the recognition of mutual agreement amidst competing opinions, where the 

cohort accuracy rate collapsed to 13.4%. 

This notable performance drop indicates that overlapping dialogue and conversational 

qualifications create a high cognitive load that disrupts standard comprehension. When 

multiple speakers discuss an item, offering different perspectives before reaching a subtle 

agreement, students frequently experience a processing breakdown. Rather than processing the 

full exchange to identify where the speakers' views align, many students rely on basic "word-

catching"—selecting an option simply because they heard a specific keyword mentioned by 

one of the speakers, even if that idea was rejected by the other. 

 

Pedagogical Implications for Technical English Curricula 

These empirical findings provide valuable guidance for curriculum design within technical and 

engineering education. The clear performance gap between general gist comprehension (62.7% 

accuracy) and agreement recognition (13.4% accuracy) shows that traditional instruction, 

which often focuses on linear textual comprehension, is insufficient for developing advanced 

communicative competence. If engineering graduates are to participate effectively in 

international professional settings, their language training must expand to include explicit 

instruction in pragmatic and affective decoding (Vandergrift, 2007). 

Using diagnostic tools like the Cambridge PET allows teachers to look past overall grades and 

identify specific processing difficulties. Language modules should include exercises that train 

students to recognize the linguistic strategies used to express agreement, disagreement, 

qualification, and emotional stance. Instructors can use authentic peer-to-peer dialogues to 

teach students how to identify conversational pivot markers (such as "mind you," "fair enough," 
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or "I suppose so") and interpret prosodic cues like intonation and stress. Aligning Technical 

English Communication courses with these global diagnostic standards ensures that students 

develop the practical, high-level listening skills needed to navigate complex professional 

interactions and collaborative global workplaces. 

Conclusion:  

The diagnostic analysis of the Cambridge PET Listening Part 2 provides key insights into the 

inferential and pragmatic processing capabilities of undergraduate technical students. By 

assessing the cohort against targeted pedagogical objectives—attitude identification, 

agreement recognition, gist extraction, and contextual cue interpretation—this study reveals 

that conversational comprehension is highly dependent on the pragmatic depth of the text. 

Technical undergraduates show a clear capability for high-level macro-processing when 

capturing general topics or advice, as shown by their performance on linear, transactional 

items. 

However, the significant drop in accuracy on items testing agreement and attitude recognition 

reveals a clear cognitive barrier. The low accuracy rates on Question 8 (31.3%) and Question 

9 (13.4%) demonstrate that conversational multi-layering, qualified statements, and shifting 

opinions introduce a high cognitive load that often disrupts standard comprehension. When 

encountering interacting viewpoints, students frequently default to an inefficient strategy of 

isolated word recognition. They catch individual keywords while missing the broader 

pragmatic context, the speaker's tone, and the final conversational consensus. This highlights 

a clear need to move beyond traditional instructional methods that treat listening as a simple 

process of literal decoding. 

To address these diagnostic findings, technical education curricula must integrate systematic, 

strategy-based pragmatic instruction into their language frameworks. Teaching practices must 

shift from generic audio exposure to targeted exercises that train students to decode the non-

linear realities of natural speech. Instructors should introduce focused modules that highlight 

conversational pivot markers, the mechanics of qualified agreement, and prosodic cues such as 

intonation and emphasis. By aligning classroom instruction with these diagnostic insights, 

institutions can help engineering undergraduates move past simple word-matching toward deep 

inferential understanding. This pedagogical development is essential for preparing students to 

communicate effectively in complex academic discourses, international collaborations, and 

professional global environments. 
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