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Investigating the difficulties for university
learners of English in Japan of CEFR B1-level
phrases
Takeshi Matsuzaki, Meiji University
Kevin Mark, Meiji University
This study examines the variations in difficulty encountered by university learners of English in Japan with regard to
English phrases that are classified as CEFR B1 level by the English Vocabulary Profile (EVP). Of the 332 English phrases
categorized as B1 level at the time of investigation, 60 were identified as worthy of close examination for this research. An
English phrase test was created, comprising two sections: one testing recognition and the other productive ability. Each
section consisted of 60 test items embedded within 11 short written passages that were devised to provide context for the
items used in this study. The test was administered to 360 university students in Japan, with the recognition section given
first and the production section following immediately after. The results obtained show that there was a wide variation
in the difficulty measures of the 60 phrases, and that recognition and production showed a discrepancy in terms of level
of difficulty. The latter finding suggests that determination of difficulty based on a single processing mode is unlikely
to provide an adequate indication of the difficulty of phrases, and that use should therefore be made of measurement
instruments that assess both recognition and production ability. Implications for learning and pedagogy and for future
directions for this line of research are discussed.
Keywords: English Vocabulary Profile (EVP), B1 level, phrases, difficulty, recognition, production

1 Introduction
The English Vocabulary Profile or EVP (http://vocabulary.englishprofile.org), a service provided by
Cambridge University Press, describes a number of English phrases, in addition to different meanings of
individual words, that are estimated to be ‘typically known and used’ by learners at different proficiency
levels designated by the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR; Council
of Europe 2001; Harrison and Barker 2015). Because everyday language use teems with multi-word
expressions (e.g., Erman and Warren 2000) and deviant use of such expressions by L2 learners can
result in an increased and sustained processing burden for proficient speakers of the target language
(Millar 2010; Stengers et al. 2011), the EVP serves as a valuable online resource for both L2 learners and
teachers of English, enabling them to make more informed decisions as to what phrases to focus on at
a given stage of learning English as a second language.
The primary objective of this study was to identify the difficulty measures of the selected B1 phrases
that the authors identified as worthy of scrutiny, in the expectation that this will eventually lead to wellinformed guidance for L2 learners of English in higher education in Japan and also for professionals
working with them. The choice to target B1 phrases was made in consideration of the proficiency levels
of college learners of English in Japan. We estimated, in accordance with the results of two surveys
reported on in Negishi (2012), that the CEFR levels of the great majority of college learners of English
in Japan are likely to fall within A1 and A2 levels, and therefore phrases categorized under the B1 level
were selected as items that represent reasonable target items for such learners to work on in order to
advance to a higher level.
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As far as the authors are aware, the only study to date that has looked into the difficulties for
Japanese learners of English phrases sorted by the EVP is the investigation by Negishi, Tono and Fujita
(2012). In their study, 100 English ‘phrasal verbs’ categorized by the EVP under CEFR A1 to B2 levels
were examined. The researchers developed a fill-in-blanks phrasal verb test and administered it to
some 1,600 Japanese learners, approximately 95% of whom were senior high school students. Negishi
et al.’s study demonstrated that the difficulty measures of the phrasal verbs in each of the four levels
examined vary to a large extent. Likewise, we anticipated that markedly differing difficulty measures
would be found for our target B1 phrases.
One unique characteristic of our study is that it represents an attempt to delve into learners’ depth
of knowledge of the target phrases, which is not a matter that can be ticked off as simply present
or absent: a learner at a certain learning stage may be able to recognize a phrase when it comes to
comprehending input, while being unable to produce the same phrase as output. Unlike Negishi et al.’s
study, our study sought a more textured understanding of the knowledge of B1 phrases possessed by
college learners of English in Japan, by means of conducting an English phrase test that contains both
recognition and production components.

2 Method
2.1 Participants
The participants in the study were undergraduate students in Japan taking courses taught by one of the
co-authors. A total of 360 students took the two-section phrase test developed for the study, details of
which are given below. The data for 59 students, however, were determined to be ‘misfits’ by the Rasch
model, which we decided to adopt for our measurement due to the small sample at hand. The data for
these misfit participants were then excluded from further difficulty analyses of the target phrases, as
the primary objective of this study was to identify the difficulty measures of the target phrases, not to
assess the learners’ ability per se. This is a relatively large number of discounted misfits, but we were still
able to ensure a sample size that is more than sufficient for Rasch measurement. The dispersion of the
ability measures obtained of the 301 ‘fit’ participants can be found in Table 2 and Figure 1 below.

2.2 Target B1 phrases
At the outset of the study all phrases assigned B1 level were extracted from the overall list of phrases
on the EVP website, which gave the authors 332 candidates from which to choose for the investigation.
Each one of these phrases was then carefully reviewed, albeit intuitively, in terms of whether the college
students we teach use them in speaking or writing, and whether we think their meaning can be easily
expressed by the same students in a circumlocutory way. Although this classification was solely based
on intuition, we felt confident, as experienced teachers, in our ability to identify those phrases that we
rarely find in our students’ speech or written production, and which would be relatively difficult for
these learners to bypass if they were to express the core meanings and functions of these phrases with
their current English ability. On the basis of these criteria the 332 candidate phrases were narrowed
down to 66.
In order to further reduce the total number, three major corpora (BNC, TenTen, and SkELL 3.8)
were consulted to see the frequencies with which these phrases occur in them (see Table 1). However
desirable it might have been to examine all 66 phrases, we wanted to also suppress the risk of negatively
impacting performance on the test, as the test-takers would likely become increasingly fatigued by the
sheer number of items. Since our ultimate goal with this study, as researchers who are also educators,
was to acquire data that will be helpful to learners and practitioners, the most frequent phrases in
the corpora were not considered crucial candidates for this study, on the grounds that learners have
a better chance of learning such phrases independently of direct instruction, by virtue of the fact that
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they will naturally encounter them more often than others. The top six high-frequency phrases on the
list were thus excluded from our investigation, and the target phrases for this study were finalized with
the remaining 60 phrases.
Table 1. The sixty-six candidate B1 English phrases for the present study
Corpus
frequency
order
Phrase
1

at least

2

you know

Average
frequency
per million
words

Corpus
frequency
order
Phrase

Average
frequency
per million
words

211.7

34

go wrong

7.9

205.6

35

would rather

7.8

3

rather than

151.9

36

feel like/as if

7.8

4

I know

140.5

37

I bet (you)

7.0

5

at all

124.4

38

change your mind

6.6

6

used to do/be sth

72.9

39

fall asleep

5.8

7

up to 10, 20, etc.

61.4

40

either way

5.7

8

at the same time

54.6

41

again and again

5.7

9

keep doing sth

53.8

42

be up to sb

5.6

10

so far

43.8

43

it/that depends

5.5

11

after all

41.7

44

get worse

5.0

12

get down/into/off, etc.

41.3

45

things like that

5.0

13

make sb do sth

41.0

46

get sth wrong

5.0

14

not until

38.6

47

(just) in case

4.4

15

as long as

37.2

48

tell sb how/what/when to
do sth

3.9

16

at first

35.6

49

as you know

3.9

17

not really

33.5

50

that sort of thing

3.9

18

in time

32.2

51

have sth in common

3.5

19

be supposed to do sth

29.0

52

for fun or for the fun of it

3.3

20

be worth sth/doing sth

27.4

53

feel sorry for

2.8

21

be willing (to do sth)

27.1

54

can’t/couldn’t help doing sth

2.8

22

take advantage of sth

23.1

55

tired of doing sth

2.8

23

no way

20.9

56

take a break/rest, etc.

2.3

24

get rid of sth

19.4

57

wait a minute

2.0

25

in advance

19.4

58

keep sb waiting

1.6

26

can afford

18.8

59

on purpose

1.6

27

do badly/well

14.2

60

be just about to do sth

1.1

28

ever since

13.5

61

if I were you

.8

29

get to know sb/sth

9.6

62

get cold/ill/late, etc.

.6

30

up to date

8.9

63

miss a chance/opportunity

.6

31

What if ...?

8.5

64

feel bad about sth/doing sth

.5

32

go badly/well, etc.

8.1

65

have been meaning to do
sth

.4

33

get/become used to sb/sth/
doing sth

7.9

66

be up to sth

.3
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2.3 Measurement instrument
Using the English phrase test designed in the study by Schmitt, Dörnyei, Adolphs and Durow (2004) as
a model, a test consisting of two distinct sections, the combined results of which would be analyzed
by means of the Rasch model, was developed for this study: a multiple-choice recognition section
(henceforth, the R-section) and a fill-in-blanks production section (henceforth, the P-section).1 As with
Schmitt et al’s study, the decision was made that all test items be embedded in some kind of meaningful
context that would allow test-takers to process the target phrases in as naturalistic a way as possible.
To this end, we wrote 11 short dialog or monolog contexts (seven and four each), which respectively
incorporated five or six of the target phrases. The identical contexts were used for both sections, and 60
test items, each addressing one of the 60 target phrases, were prepared for each section.
As this study was going to be conducted with university students in Japan, the great majority of whom
are estimated to be working towards the B1 level, we consulted the EVP website to ensure that none of the
words used in the test would exceed B1 – including the directions for taking the test, the multiple-choice
distractors in the R-section, and the synonymous expressions for the phrases in the P-section (see below
for details). Limiting the test’s vocabulary level to B1 level or below served to maintain the unidimensionality
of the test items and the attribute of equal discriminative power – two of the prerequisites for using the
Rasch model. This enabled us to assume that the determining factor for whether the participants could
figure out the right answer to each item was restricted to their knowledge of the B1 phrase in question,
and that the whole test would not be too difficult for them (cf. Shimada 2006).
With regard to the R-section, three distractors were generated for each multiple-choice item, all
devised in such a way that they would be as similar in meaning and length to the correct form as
possible. It was thus expected that the ability to make the correct choice for an item would be based
on knowledge of the phrase in question. This would be the case even if, importantly, participants chose
distractors for other items in the same context (as the way in which the story was unfolding should have
been clear to them). In other words, local independence – another condition to be met when applying
the Rasch model – was secured in this section. Also, a fifth option (“I DON’T KNOW”) was prepared for
each item, the purpose of which was to minimize wild guesses – yet another condition to be satisfied for
using the Rasch model – when participants had little or no clue about the target item in question. Below
is an example item from the R-section.
Example:
Learning English is boring and it is also hard work. I [1]
1.

lists of words.

(A)  stay repeating
(B)  hold repeating
(C) remain repeating
(D) keep repeating
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

		[Answer: (D)]
Moving on to the description of the P-section, the primary motivation for including this component as
well as the recognition section was to add a further dimension to our understanding of the participants’
depth of knowledge of the target phrases. Inclusion of this section was also meant to further weaken
the influence of any wild guesses in the R-section when evaluating the participants’ ability measures
(see Section 2.5 for scoring details).
1.

The purpose of Schmitt et al.’s study was not to examine the difficulty measures of English phrases but to
investigate the influence of learner characteristics, such as attitudes toward L2 learning, on the learning of
multi-word expressions.
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In devising the fill-in-blanks items in the P-section, we followed, although not entirely, the test design
in the study by Schmitt et al. (2004), adopting blended elements of cloze and C-test techniques. In our
study, each target phrase was first categorized in terms of how many ‘keywords’ (or lexically strong
words) it contains, with lexically weak words deliberately excluded from that counting. For example,
the phrase be worth sth/doing sth was classified as containing one keyword, and both be and sth/doing
sth were discounted. There were, then, eight one-keyword phrases, 30 two-keyword phrases, 17 threekeyword phrases, four four-keyword phrases, and one five-keyword phrase.
In the case of one-keyword phrases, the keyword was substituted by a blank followed by the word’s
final letter.2 It should be noted that we ensured that the length of each blank corresponded to that of
the word in question, which constituted a hint for the respondents.3 So the phrase be just about to do sth,
for example, would appear as was just _____t to say (italics are used here but not in the test). Two-keyword
phrases were displayed with the first word replaced by a blank with its final letter remaining, and the
second word with a complete blank. So get off (registered as get down/into/off, etc. on the EVP website)
appeared as ___t ____. Phrases of three keywords such as get rid of sth appeared as ___t ___d of, with the
third keyword left untouched. Phrases containing four or five keywords were presented with two words
being completely blanked (e.g., at the _____ _____ for at the same time).
Variations on this treatment were applied in a number of cases. When a word to be blanked with its final
letter remaining ended with a plural or third-person singular -s, -ing, -ed, -l, -ll, -ly, -e or -h, one extra letter
was left. Adjustments were also made, elaborated on below, when the blanks for an item were filled in
an unanticipated way by one or more of the native speakers participating in the pilot. Also elaborated on
below are some particular cases, such as where ___ _____se (for on purpose) was used instead of __n ________.
We wanted to see in this section whether the participants would be able to come up with the targeted
phrase for each test item, given the context and the hints, rather than whether they could simply figure out
the meaning of that phrase. A gloss of the meaning expressed by the item in question was therefore given
to the participants in the right margin. With the provision of synonymous expressions in the P-section,
local independence of the items – again, a prerequisite of the Rasch model – was expected to be protected.
An additional note regarding those synonymous expressions is that the parameter of each paraphrase
was tailored so that the phrase in question would be neither too obvious nor too much of a riddle for
the test-takers, and that creating the alternative wording, which had to adhere to such restrictions as
using words up to B1 level, would be feasible on our part. Thus, for instance, the alternative expression
prepared for the phrase make sb do sth, which was used in the sentence Don’t make me do that again!,
was I don’t want to have to do (for the underlined words).
Each set of words corresponding to a paraphrase (i.e., each test item in the P-section) was shown in
bold font with shaded background, as shown in the following example (with the paraphrase appearing
in italics on the right).
Example:
WOMAN:

What do you do if you see a student
sleeping in your class?

MAN:

It ______ds. Sometimes I just make a joke. (I can’t give the same answer in every situation)

[Answer: It depends]
Draft items were piloted on three native-speaker university teachers of English in Japan.4 Although the
finalized test was administered with the R-section first and the P-section second, the native speakers
2.
3.
4.

In Schmitt et al.’s study, the word’s initial letter(s) was/were left and the rest of it were blanked.
No such adjustment in length was made in Schmitt et al.
One of them is no longer in Japan.
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were, for this piloting, asked to complete the P-section before moving to the R-section. The main reason
for doing so was that we wanted them to think about the blanks without the possibility of any inhibitory
priming effects arising from their taking the R-section first: we assumed that they might come up with
some words that we did not anticipate, and that they might even be unable to fill in some of the blanks.
There were in fact some such cases, and there was also one item where one of the native speakers
failed to fill in the blanks; the number of items in the P-section for which the native speakers performed
unexpectedly was three, six, and seven respectively. There were also two cases in which the native
speaker answers made us aware of multiple possible answers. In the case of the R-section, one of the
native speakers made all the choices that we expected, while the two others made what we deemed to
be mistakes with one and two items respectively. There were a further seven test items for which we
discovered one of the distractors to also be an acceptable choice.
The pilot test thus led to revisions to each of the test items in question. The finalized recognition
and production sections of the test are available in Appendices A and B, along with a list of the notes
regarding the cases where spelling hints in the P-section were prepared in specific ways in Appendix C.

2.4 Procedure
The finalized test was administered in the following manner. First, all instructions were read to participants in
Japanese in order to ensure that there would be no misunderstanding about the English instructions provided
in the test booklets. A copy of the R-section booklet was then given to each participant. The participants were
instructed to take as much time as they wished on this section. Upon completing the R-section, each student
submitted their completed R-section booklet, received a copy of the P-section booklet, and then spent as
much time as they wished on this second section, after which the test booklet was submitted.5
It should be kept in mind that the recognition section was conducted before the production section,
which is the reverse of how the native speakers took the test in the pilot stage.6 The results reported on
below would thus have been different, quite possibly to a large extent, had the P-section been administered
first. It can be assumed that items in the P-section would have been far more difficult to answer correctly
without the learners’ residual memory of the R-section. Indeed, it seems very likely that the main reason
that the three native speakers were unable to fill in some blanks in the ways we anticipated is that they
were asked to work on the P-section first. The R-section, on the other hand, would have been much less
difficult had it followed the P-section. Either way, the memory trace from the section implemented initially
would affect the test-takers’ performance on the second section, and the judgment made for this study
was that more informative data would be obtained by giving the R-section first.
It should also be noted about the procedure that we divided the participants into two groups of
approximately the same number. Each group was given the contexts in reverse order to the other group.
The first context for one group, entitled ‘Learning English’, thus appeared last for the other group, and
so on. This reversal was adopted in order to average out the effect of cognitive fatigue on performance,
as the total number of test items was quite large (60 x 2 = 120) although the same 11 contexts were
repeated in the latter half of the test.

2.5 Scoring
For each P-section item for which the blanks were filled in correctly, 1 point was allotted, whereas 2
points were given for each correctly chosen item in the R-section.7 This scoring method was adopted
5.
6.
7.

It took about twenty minutes for the fastest participants to finish the entire test, and about fifty minutes for
the slowest ones.
In Schmitt et al. (2004), the production test was administered before the recognition test, too.
In the scoring for the P-section, intelligible spelling errors were not penalized.
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on the assumption, explained above, that the P-section must have been less difficult than it would have
been had the R-section not been implemented first. That is, the participants’ memory trace from taking
the R-section can be assumed to have helped them fill in the blanks in the P-section, and thus there was
a need to compensate for this priming effect on scoring.8
A further adjustment was that for each item that was answered correctly in both sections, 4 points were
given instead of 3 points (i.e., the sum of 2 and 1) – the full score for this test was therefore 240 (4 x 60). The
extra point was allotted largely as a way to diminish the effect of wild guesses on scoring. Wild guessing is
a persistent issue in multiple choice tests that test givers have strived to eliminate, but one that is yet to be
adequately addressed (Choi 1992); even though the participants in this study were encouraged to choose
the option “I DON’T KNOW” when uncertain about an item in the R-section, there was no guarantee that
they actually did this. Because the Rasch model presupposes a minimum level of wild guessing (which will
also affect the degree to which equal discriminative power among the test items will be established), a
participant in this study getting an item right in both sections was interpreted as evidence of not having
guessed wildly for the phrase in question, and a bonus point was therefore justified. A further case for this
bonus point can be made if one regards the ability to both correctly produce and recognize a phrase as
evidence that the test-taker’s knowledge of it goes beyond mere recognition level.

3 Results and discussion
3.1 Results of the phrase test
Table 2 summarizes the statistics for the measured persons and items, derived from Rasch measurement
using the software Winsteps. Starting with the measured persons, the table only summarizes the data
for the 301 fit participants, whose infit mean-square (MnSq)9 figures range within .75 and 1.30 (cf. Bond
and Fox 2007; McNamara 1996); as mentioned above, the data for 59 participants were counted out as
misfits. The average θ (person ability measure) of the fit participants is .21, the standard deviation (SD)
is .33, and the reliability of their estimated θ is sufficiently high (α = .91). Turning to the measured items,
the average δ (item difficulty measure) of the items is .00, the SD is .35, and the reliability of the items’
estimated δ is .98. With the average score of the participants being 133.6 out of 240 (about 56%) and this
high level of reliability, this phrase test should be regarded as a highly reliable measurement instrument
for the target B1 phrases in this study (although, as will be seen below, there were two misfit items).
That is, similar item difficulty measures will be derived if the same test is administered to other learners,
especially learners whose English proficiency level is about the same as or not too far off from that of
the fit participants in this study.
Figure 1, the distribution map of the diverse ability measures of the 301 fit participants and the varying
difficulty measures among the 60 B1 phrases, illustrates one possibility to consider about the level of the
phrases. While the difficulty measures for all items falling within a range of -1 to 1 should be interpreted
as a corroboration of the EVP’s CEFR level assignments of the phrases (cf. Negishi, Tono and Fujita, 2012),
the gap between the most and least difficult phrases is arguably wide. The variances may thus suggest
that certain phrases should perhaps be assigned two successive CEFR levels as opposed to a single
distinct level. The variances could also suggest, if one wishes to adhere to a ‘one level for one phrase’
categorization, the validity of adopting the CEFR’s newly-proposed 11 levels (Council of Europe 2018) in
place of its previous six levels.10 This is a tentative proposal, however, because the current study focused
solely on the phrases on the B1 list, instead of including A2 and B2 phrases in the test.
8.

Schmitt et al. (2004) argue that priming effects were minimized in their study, as they sandwiched three other
language tests and a questionnaire between their productive and receptive phrase tests.
9. See: https://www.winsteps.com/winman/misfitdiagnosis.htm
10. So the least difficult phrases investigated in this study such as if I were you and get to know sb/th (see Table 3
below) can be labeled as A2-B1 (or more simply ‘A2+’), and the most difficult ones such as either way and for
fun or for the fun of it (also see Table 3) as B1-B2 (or ‘B1+’).
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Table 2. Test statistics

Figure 1. The person by item distribution map of the test.
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Finally, the statistics for the individual items (Table 3) reveal the difficulty measures for the top 27
phrases (from either way to feel bad about sth/doing sth) as over 0.00. It is probably safe then to argue that
learners whose proficiency level is either already at or approaching B1 level would benefit by focusing
more on these phrases than the remaining 33 phrases. For learners stagnating at A2 (or even A1) level,
the opposite may be the case, although of those 33 phrases, the test items created in this study for keep
sb waiting (entry no. 41) and in advance (entry no. 8) were calculated by Winsteps as misfit items.
Table 3. Test item statistics
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3.2 Implications for learning and teaching
Several further implications for learning and teaching emerge from the participants’ performance on
each section of the test. At this point, we only consider the relatively difficult phrases. Table 4 is a
detailed description of the participants’ performance on the 27 phrases rated as having a difficulty
measure above 0.00. Phrases for which the accuracy rate is low in both sections (such as either way, be
just about to do sth, go badly/well, etc., do badly/well, would rather) are probably the biggest challenges to
learners who are approximating to or currently at the B1 level, which suggests that they deserve more
focused study and instruction than other phrases.
In the case of those phrases for which a relatively large percentage of the participants were able to
choose the correct forms in the R-section but unable to successfully fill in the blanks in the P-section
(such as that sort of thing, (just) in case, on purpose, feel sorry for, get/become used to sb/sth/doing sth),
output training alone could be very effective for A2-B1 learners.
Where a large proportion of the participants performed correctly only in the P-section (such as for
fun or for the fun of it, ever since, have been meaning to do sth, be worth sth/doing sth, feel like/as if), college
learners are likely to be able to recognize the phrases (or their constituent words) without yet being
sufficiently familiar with their collocational attributes. Such linguistic features might be best handled by
explicit instruction that draws learners’ attention to them.
The results as a whole, which reflect a wide range of performance, appear to us to indicate that the
idea, mentioned above, that certain phrases be assigned two successive levels (or different levels using
the CEFR’s new 11 levels) would be more helpful if complemented by the potentially equally important
proposal that distinction between production and recognition be made for level assignments.
Lastly, the participants’ performance aside, focused study may be very effective if directed to lowfrequency phrases (such as be just about to do sth, have been meaning to do sth, be up to sth, on purpose,
feel bad about sth/doing sth), simply because learners, including those in the Japanese context, appear to
have fewer opportunities to encounter and learn them in natural input.11

3.3 Caveats in interpreting the data
There are some caveats in interpreting the data gained in this study. To begin with, although measures
were taken to minimize the influence of wild guesses, which would help to maintain parity of the
discriminative power of the test items, it is possible that better test design and scoring could perhaps
have further reduced that influence. In addition, priming effects were inevitable, given the content and
procedural structure of the test. Thus, while the overall difficulty measures may have been roughly the
same even if the administration of the R-section and the P-section had been reversed, the distribution
of the accuracy rates for the two sections would probably have been somewhat different. Another issue
is to do with how the blanks in the P-section were constructed: whether the rather complicated criteria
governing their design may have affected the participants’ performance. Issues with priming effects
and the construction of the blanks weakened the integrative quality of the P-section and therefore the
overall validity of the test as a tool to measure the actual difficulties of the target phrases. Last but not
least, the range of the average difficulty measures found for the contexts, shown in Table 5, may not
be negligible. It is important to note that this was the case even though the contexts were presented to
the participants in two orders (see Section 2.4). There thus remains room for doubt as to whether local
independence was sufficiently secured in this test.

11. The correlation between the phrases’ difficulty measures and their average frequency figures derived
from the three corpora consulted (BNC, TenTen, and SkELL 3.8) is virtually non-existent (r = -.072, p = .584),
suggesting that a phrase’s difficulty has little to do with its frequency.
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Table 4. The participants’ performance on each section of the test
δ

Item

Ranking Measure

Phrase

Distribution of the participants
Average
frequency per
million words

Correct in both
R- & P-sections
(M = 44%)

Correct only
in R-section
(M = 13%)

Correct only
in P-section
(M = 21%)

Incorrect in
both sections
(M = 22%)

1

0.66

either way

5.7

11%

15%

25%

50%

2

0.62

for fun or for the
fun of it

3.3

10%

9%

45%

36%

0.62

be just about to
do sth

1.1

12%

23%

12%

53%

4

0.60

ever since

5

0.56

have been
meaning to do
sth

0.56
7

13.5

12%

3%

52%

33%

.4

13%

6%

48%

33%

go badly/well,
etc.

8.1

18%

8%

27%

48%

0.45

do badly/well

14.2

20%

22%

7%

51%

8

0.43

be up to sth

9

0.40

that sort of thing

10

0.39

11

.3

19%

9%

39%

33%

3.9

18%

26%

15%

41%

not until

38.6

20%

19%

23%

38%

0.37

be worth sth/
doing sth

27.4

22%

2%

53%

22%

12

0.34

go wrong

7.9

26%

8%

31%

35%

13

0.32

(just) in case

4.4

25%

23%

10%

42%

14

0.30

on purpose

1.6

23%

31%

4%

42%

15

0.29

be supposed to
do sth

29.0

30%

11%

19%

40%

0.29

would rather

17

0.27

so far

7.8

31%

17%

6%

47%

43.8

30%

5%

37%

29%

18

0.26

What if ...?

8.5

29%

13%

25%

33%

19

0.24

can afford

18.8

30%

21%

11%

38%

20

0.23

after all

41.7

29%

13%

34%

24%

21

0.17

take a break/
rest, etc.

2.3

33%

7%

44%

17%

22

0.12

feel sorry for

2.8

32%

27%

16%

25%

23

0.09

feel like/as if

7.8

36%

1%

58%

5%

0.09

get/become
used to sb/sth/
doing sth

7.9

34%

28%

13%

25%

25

0.08

not really

33.5

39%

7%

36%

18%

26

0.02

get sth wrong

5.0

39%

22%

18%

21%

0.02

feel bad about
sth/doing sth

.5

42%

9%

36%

14%

Note. Average frequencies per million words were derived from BNC, TenTen, and SkELL 3.8.
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Table 5. Context-by-context average difficulty measures
Context no.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

Item no.
1-5
6-10
11-16
17-21
22-26
27-32
33-38
39-44
45-50
51-55
56-60

Theme of the context
Learning English
Romance
Health
Teaching
Travel
Watching TV
Asking for help, but not in a direct way
Late for the test
Absent from school
A difficult relationship
Parents and marriage

Average δ
-0.26
-0.08
-0.23
-0.28
0.05
0.02
0.15
0.08
0.08
0.18
0.28

4 Conclusion
This study has examined the variations in difficulty encountered by university learners of English in Japan
with regard to English phrases that the EVP classifies as CEFR B1 level. It has demonstrated that while the
B1 level indeed seems to be valid in a broad sense, Japanese university learners do also seem to encounter
within this level considerable variations in difficulty. It can be presumed that this range of difficulty also
applies to other phrases that were not investigated in this study. The most important assertion that can
be confidently made on the basis of the data and analysis presented here is that the inherent difficulty of
a phrase differs depending on whether the mode of language processing is production or recognition. The
results thus suggest that while it may be seemingly helpful to assign a single level to a phrase, it may be
more realistic and ultimately helpful to take account of the processing mode. More detailed accounts of
the global difficulty of a phrase, as suggested in this paper, may well be helpful to learners and teachers,
although defining global difficulty is a tremendously challenging task.
This study points to a number of future directions. The test developed for this study seems, despite
its inherent limitations, worthy of replication to see if its findings are validated with learners of English
in different contexts who have non-Japanese L1 backgrounds. Insights gained from the present study
can also help in the design of new tests for measuring difficulties of other English phrases. Whatever
measurement tool is developed, a phrase ought to be examined from at least the two aspects of
recognition and production. The way this notion was handled in this study can easily be extended to
listening. While applying it to speaking will be more challenging, it is certainly not out of the question
to do so. Also, scientifically more rigorous data could be acquired if, say, a two-section test were to use
two different sets of contexts so as to minimize priming effects. Testing involving a very large number
of participants would help to resolve the issues associated with wild guessing and equal discriminative
power, as such testing would allow for the adoption of a three-parameter logistic model.
In conclusion, it is hoped that, all caveats and limitations considered, this study’s findings can lead in
the direction of more information for L2 learners of English at the tertiary level within and outside of
Japan, for classroom practitioners teaching them and for material developers. It is also hoped that the
study has shed light on the complexities inherent in the comprehension and production of multi-word
expressions in English, and that future research projects may benefit from these insights.
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Appendix A
B1 phrase recognition section of the test
Vocabulary Phrases (multiple choices)
NAME
Directions:
Each of the following pieces of language is spoken by one or two speakers.  Each one contains five or
six missing phrases. Choose from (A), (B), (C) or (D) and circle the letter for the phrase which fits best.  If
you are not sure, circle (E) for “I don’t know.”
Example
I’m [1]
[1]

a team of twenty people.
(A)  responsible of
(B)  in responsibility for
(C) the charge of
(D) in charge of
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

When you are told to, go on to the next page and start taking the test.

Learning English
In the following conversation between two friends, the man complains about how boring and hard
learning English is, and the woman gives him some advice.
MAN:

Learning English is boring and it is also hard work. I [1]
doing the same things, [2]
.

WOMAN:

It doesn’t have to be like that.

MAN:

What do you mean?

WOMAN:

Whether it’s interesting to you or not [3]
. There are actually many interesting
ways to study. You only need to [4]
look for them.  I’m sure you will discover that
learning English does not have to be boring [5]
.

[1]

(A)  stay repeating
(B)  hold repeating
(C) remain repeating
(D) keep repeating
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[2]

(A) in a repeating way
(B)  in a frequent way
(C) again and again
(D)  again and over
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[4]

(A) be wanting to
(B)  be meaning to
(C) be intending to
(D) be willing to
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[5]

(A) at the end
(B)  all over
(C) at last
(D) after all
(E)  I DON’T KNOW
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Romance
In the following conversation between two friends, the woman asks the man about how his relationship
with his girlfriend started.
WOMAN:

How did you and your girlfriend [6]

MAN:

We met through a friend of ours. She told us we [7]

WOMAN:

So you knew [8]

MAN:

No, but we hoped we would.

WOMAN:

How did you feel when you met her?

MAN:

[9]
I was a little embarrassed.  But we very quickly started to feel comfortable with
each other.

WOMAN:

And you’ve been together [10]

MAN:

That’s right!

each other?
.

that you would like each other?

?

[6]

(A) get to know
(B)  become knowing
(C) grow into knowing
(D) turn into knowing
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[7]

(A) shared many things
(B)  held many things in common
(C) had a lot in common
(D) got lots of common things
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[9]

(A)  In the first time
(B)  To begin with it
(C) First of all
(D)  At first
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[10]

(A)  ever after
(B)  after that
(C) since that
(D)  ever since
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[8]

(A)  in advance
(B)  before advance
(C)  at the advance
(D)  for advance
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

Health
In the following conversation between a couple, the woman gives the man some advice about how he
can lose weight.
MAN:

Do you think I’m [11]

WOMAN:

Well, [12]
, a man of your height should be under 70 kilos.  [13]
you’ve been able
to reach 80, right?  Let me ask you something.  Don’t you think you are still eating too
much pasta?

MAN:

There [14]

WOMAN:

Well, [15]

?

I am going to eat less pasta.  I love it!
you eat so much, [16]

you won’t be able to lose those 10 kilos.  

[11]

(A)  going thinner
(B)  getting thinner
(C) turning thinner
(D) being thinner
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[12]

(A)  since you know
(B)  for you to know
(C) since it’s known
(D) as you know
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[13]

(A)  For now
(B)  So far
(C)  Before now
(D) For the past
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[14]

(A)  is no way
(B)  are no possibilities
(C) is not the possibility
(D) is not a way
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[15]

(A)  as far as
(B)  so far as
(C) as long as
(D) as if
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[16]

(A)  you bet
(B)  the bet is
(C) I bet
(D) it’s a bet
(E)  I DON’T KNOW
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Teaching
In the following conversation between two teachers and colleagues, the woman asks the man how he
deals with students sleeping in his class.
WOMAN:

What do you do if you see a student sleeping in your class?

MAN:

[17]
.  Sometimes I just make a joke.  Once, when I was giving a private lesson, the
girl I was teaching [18]
in front of me.

WOMAN:

What did you do?

MAN:

Well, I wondered for a few minutes, but then she woke up. So, I [19]
to the next lesson.

WOMAN:

What did you tell her?

MAN:

I told her that she should drink at least three cups of coffee.  She smiled, thanked me
and said she would, [20]
.

WOMAN:

[21]

[17]

before coming

, I would have said at least four cups.

(A)  The case is different
(B)  It depends
(C) Things change
(D)  The choices are different
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[20] (A)  just in the case
(B)  just in a case
(C) just in cases
(D) just in case
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[18]

(A)  went sleeping
(B)  fell asleep
(C) just slept
(D) was sleepy
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[21]

(A)  If you were me
(B)  If I am you
(C) If I could be you
(D) If I were you
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[19]

(A)  told her what to do
(B)  told her what should she do
(C) told her to do what
(D) told her what she does
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

Travel
In the following conversation between a couple, the man wants the woman to go with him on a very
cheap tour to Hawaii.
MAN:

I just heard about a really cheap three-night tour to Hawaii.  The flight leaves on Friday
afternoon and gets back on Monday at lunchtime.

WOMAN:

That’s tomorrow afternoon.  Are you crazy?

MAN:

It only costs 50,000 yen for everything.  I think we should go, just [22]
swimming and shopping and do [23]
.

WOMAN:

You’re right. It [24]

the price.  It would be crazy to [25]

MAN:

I’m glad you’ve [26]

!

[22] (A) for the fun of it
(B)  for the fun
(C) for its fun
(D) of the fun for it
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[23] (A) things like that
(B)  a thing like that
(C)  the stuff like that
(D)  stuff such as that
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[25] (A) fail an opportunity to go
(B)  escape opportunities to go
(C) miss a chance to go
(D)  give away chances to go
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[26] (A) decided to change minds
(B)  changed your mind
(C) changed your decision
(D) decided to change
(E)  I DON’T KNOW
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Watching TV
In the following conversation, the mother wants her son to study harder.
MOTHER:

I told you not to watch TV and do your homework [27]
a good job with your homework.

SON:

I am doing a good job!

MOTHER:

Most of your attention is going to the TV, isn’t it?

SON:

[28]

. Only a little.

MOTHER:

[29]

you’re doing this just to annoy me. You’re doing it [30]

SON:

No, I’m not!

MOTHER:

I’m going to [31]

SON:

Don’t do that!

MOTHER:

You’ll [32]

. I know that you aren’t doing

.

this TV tomorrow.

it.

[27]

(A) in the same time
(B)  at the same time
(C) in the same moment
(D) at the same moment
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[28]

(A) Not really
(B)  Not much so
(C) Not really so
(D)  Not very
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[29]

(A) I’m likely to think
(B)  I feel I think
(C) I think it’s likely
(D) I feel like
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[30]

(A)  on purpose
(B)  on your purpose
(C) for its purpose
(D) for the purpose of it
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[31]

(A)  take off
(B)  get rid of
(C)  put off
(D) hand out
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[32]

(A) become used for
(B)  become used with
(C) get used for
(D) get used to
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

Asking for help, but not in a direct way
In the following conversation, the older sister wants her younger brother to help her with her
smartphone.
SISTER:

Why are you watching TV? I thought [33]

BROTHER:

Don’t bother me!

SISTER:

Did your English test [34]

BROTHER:

No!

SISTER:

[35]

BROTHER:

[36]
. What are you trying to do here? You’re not really interested in my English,
are you? Has something [37]
with your smartphone again? I spent an hour helping
that again!
you with it yesterday. Don’t [38]

[33]

doing your English homework.

today?

you fail again? Maybe you need some help. Shall I help you?

(A) there was a need for you to be
(B)  you had the need for
(C) you were supposed to be
(D) it was the importance of your
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[34]

(A) go well
(B)  do well
(C) get well
(D) become well
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[35] (A) What’s possible if
(B)  How possible is it that
(C) How can it be if
(D) What if
(E)  I DON’T KNOW
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[36]

(A) Wait the second
(B)  Wait a minute
(C) Hold the second
(D) Hold a minute
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[37]

(A) gone wrong
(B)  got wrong
(C) come bad
(D) become bad
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[38] (A) make me do
(B)  get me
(C) want me for
(D) request me for
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

Late for the test
In the following, the speaker is upset because she doesn’t think she can get to school before her test
starts.
With this train delay I’m not going to get to school [39]
  for the test, even though it [40]
.
I just sent an email to the professor, telling him what’s happened. He answered that he can [41]
for a little while, but only [42]
ten minutes. It might be quicker if I [43]
the train and take a
bus.  But [44]
, I’m going to be too late for the test.
[39] (A) in the time
(B)  in time
(C) within the time
(D) within time
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[40] (A)  is going to start not by ten
(B)  is starting not until ten
(C) isn’t starting by ten
(D) isn’t going to start until ten
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[41]

(A)  keep everyone waiting
(B)  keep everyone waited
(C)  get everyone waiting
(D)  get everyone waited
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[42] (A) before
(B)  to
(C) up until
(D) up to
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[43] (A) take out
(B)  take off
(C) get out
(D)  get off
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[44] (A) in both ways
(B)  either way
(C) each way
(D) in each way
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

Absent from school
In the following, the speaker had an accident and has not gone to school for a while. His classmates
have been really kind to him.  He is feeling guilty, because he has actually been enjoying himself.
I’ve had to [45]
from school for the past three weeks, because of my accident. I [46]
about the
fact that everyone at school has been [47]
me, because actually I’ve been enjoying myself.  I’ve been
able to [48]
the break to do a lot of studying. I’m sure that I am going to [49]
in my classes when
, even though I have been absent for three weeks.
I go back to school. I will be [50]
[45] (A) be at home
(B)  be on vacation
(C)  have time resting
(D) take a break
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[46] (A)  have the wrong feeling
(B)  have the bad feeling
(C) feel wrong
(D) feel bad
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[47] (A)  having a sorry feeling for
(B)  being sorry to
(C) feeling sorry for
(D) being sorry thinking about
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[48] (A)  take advantage of
(B)  make advantage of
(C)  take advantage with
(D)  make advantage with
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[49] (A) get well
(B)  do well
(C) go well
(D) be well
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[50] (A)  to date
(B)  to the date
(C) up to date
(D) up to the date
(E)  I DON’T KNOW
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A difficult relationship
In the following, the speaker talks about a difficult classmate.  Because of this classmate, she has been
having a hard time.
I have a classmate who is always saying negative things about other people.  I’m really [51]
to her.
I’m afraid she is [52] , and I [53]
say something to her about it. The other day [54]
something
to her when she asked me for advice about a problem she was having.  She said she [55]
saying
negative things about other people.
[51]

(A)  tired to listen
(B)  tired of listening
(C) tiring listening
(D) tiring to listen
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[52]

(A) getting worse
(B)  going worse
(C) getting bad
(D) going bad
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[54]

(A) it was about the time to say
(B)  it was the time for saying
(C) I was just close to saying
(D) I was just about to say
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[55]

(A) couldn’t stop from
(B)  wasn’t able to stop from
(C) couldn’t help
(D) didn’t help
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[53]

(A)  mean to have had to
(B)  have had the meaning to
(C)  have meant that I
(D)  have been meaning to
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

Parents and marriage
In the following, the speaker talks about his parents. He is worried about how they will accept the news
about his marriage.
My Mom and Dad want to know what [56]
each week. Usually we talk about my part-time job, my
friends, my studies and [57]
. They usually think I make decisions without enough thought, which
isn’t true. So I want to be sure that they won’t [58]
it wrong this time. I am going to tell them that
I am getting married next week!  I am sure that they will tell me to wait until after I finish my college
education.  But she comes from a very rich family, so they don’t need to worry that [59]
this. And
have a rich son than a poor one!
they [60]
[56]

(A)  stuff I have been doing
(B)  thoughts have been in me
(C)  I have been up to
(D)  I have been about
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[57]

(A) the thing of that sort
(B)  that sort of thing
(C) things that are similar
(D) similar things of that sort
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[59]

(A)  I can’t have the money for
(B)  my money is not enough for
(C)  I can’t afford to do
(D) my money cannot do
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[60]

(A)  will want to
(B)  will like to
(C) would like to
(D) would rather
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

[58]

(A) get
(B)  understand
(C)  have
(D) hold
(E)  I DON’T KNOW

This is the end of the test. Close this booklet and follow the instructions.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Appendix B
B1 phrase production section of the test
Vocabulary Phrases (filling in blanks)
NAME
Directions:
Each of the following pieces of language is spoken by one or two speakers.  Each one contains five or six
phrases with missing letters or words. You can see the meaning of the phrase on the right side.
Here is an example:
Phrase							
I’m ___ _____ge of a team of twenty people.

Meaning
(I’m responsible for)

Answer
I’m in charge of a team of twenty people.
Shorter or longer lines such as “___” or “________” give you an idea about how many letters are missing.  
Try to fill in the missing letters or words.  If it is too difficult, just go on quickly to the next phrase with
missing letters or words.
When you are told to, go on to the next page and start taking the test.

Learning English
In the following conversation between two friends, the man complains about how boring and hard
learning English is, and the woman gives him some advice.
MAN:

Learning English is boring and it is also
hard work. I ___p repeating lists of words.
Every week I’m doing the same things a___
and ___n.

WOMAN:

It doesn’t have to be like that.

MAN:

What do you mean?

WOMAN:

Whether it’s interesting to you or not is __p (is something you are responsible for)
__ you. There are actually many interesting
ways to study. You only need to be wi___g (be positive about looking for)
to look for them.  I’m sure you will discover
that learning English does not have to be
boring a___r a__.
(even if you have not thought so until now)
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(continue to repeat)
(feeling annoyed about doing the same thing
so many times)

Takeshi Matsuzaki & Kevin Mark

Romance
In the following conversation between two friends, the woman asks the man about how his relationship
with his girlfriend started.
How did you and your girlfriend ___t to
kn___ each other?
We met through a friend of ours. She told
us we had a lot __ ______.

(become familiar with)

WOMAN:

So you knew __ _____ce that you would like
each other?

(before meeting each other)

MAN:

No, but we hoped we would.

WOMAN:

How did you feel when you met her?

MAN:

__t ____t I was a little embarrassed. But we
very quickly started to feel comfortable
with each other.

(In the beginning)

WOMAN:

And you’ve been together e____ s_____?

(since then)

MAN:

That’s right!

WOMAN:
MAN:

(many of our interests and attitudes were the same)

Health
In the following conversation between a couple, the woman gives the man some advice about how he
can lose weight.
MAN:

Do you think I’m ____ting thinner?

(becoming thinner)

WOMAN:

Well, ___s you ____w, a man of your height
should be under 70 kilos.  S___ ___r you’ve
been able to reach 80, right?  Let me ask
you something. Don’t you think you are
still eating too much pasta?

(although I know you already realize this)
(Until now)

MAN:

There is
I love it!

WOMAN:

Well, ___s ____g as you eat so much, I ___t
you won’t be able to lose those 10 kilos.  

y I am going to eat less pasta.

(It is impossible)
(if you continue to eat) (I am sure)
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Teaching
In the following conversation between two teachers and colleagues, the woman asks the man how he
deals with students sleeping in his class.
WOMAN:

What do you do if you see a student
sleeping in your class?

MAN:

It ______ds. Sometimes I just make a joke.
Once, when I was giving a private lesson,
the girl I was teaching __ell _____ in front of
me.

WOMAN:

What did you do?

MAN:

Well, I wondered for a few minutes, but
then she woke up. So, I just told her what
___ ___ before the next lesson.

WOMAN:

What did you tell her?

MAN:

I told her that she should drink at least
three cups of coffee.  She smiled, thanked
me and said she would, ____t in ___se.

WOMAN:

___ I _____ you, I would have said at least
four cups.

(I can’t give the same answer in every
situation)
(started to sleep)

(told her what she should do)

(to make sure that she would not start to
sleep during a lesson)
(In your position)

Travel
In the following conversation between a couple, the man wants the woman to go with him on a very
cheap tour to Hawaii.
MAN:

I just heard about a really cheap three-night
tour to Hawaii.  The flight leaves on Friday
afternoon and gets back on Monday at
lunchtime.

WOMAN:

That’s tomorrow afternoon.  Are you crazy?

MAN:

It only costs 50,000 yen for everything.  I
think we should go, just for the ___n ___ it.
We could go swimming and shopping and
do ____gs ___ke that.

(because it will be enjoyable)
(other similar activities)

WOMAN:

You’re right. It is _____th the price. It would (For that price, we should join the tour)
be crazy to m____ a ____ce to go when it’s so (not take an opportunity to go)
cheap.

MAN:

I’m glad you’ve _____ged your ____d!
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(you are not thinking the way you were)

Takeshi Matsuzaki & Kevin Mark

Watching TV
In the following conversation, the mother wants her son to study harder.
MOTHER:

I told you not to watch TV and do your
homework at the ____ ____. I know that
you aren’t doing a good job with your
homework.

SON:

I am doing a good job!

MOTHER:

Most of your attention is going to the TV,
isn’t it?

SON:

___t ____lly. Only a little.

(That’s not completely true)

MOTHER:

I ___el ___ke you’re doing this just to annoy
me. You’re doing it ___ ____se.

(My feeling is that)

SON:

No, I’m not!

MOTHER:

I’m going to ___t ___d of this TV tomorrow.

SON:

Don’t do that!

MOTHER:

You’ll ___t __sed to it.

(together)

(because you want to annoy me)
(take this TV out of the house)
(soon start to think that you are fine without
a TV)

Asking for help, but not in a direct way
In the following conversation, the older sister wants her younger brother to help her with her smartphone.
SISTER:

Why are you watching TV? I thought you
were _______sed to be doing your English
homework.

(should be)

BROTHER: Don’t bother me!
SISTER:

Did your English test __o w____ today?

BROTHER: No!
SISTER:

____t ___ you fail again? Maybe you need
some help. Shall I help you?

BROTHER: ____t a ____te. What are you trying to do
here? You’re not really interested in my
English, are you? Has something ____ne
_____g with your smartphone again? I spent
an hour helping you with it yesterday.
Don’t ____ke me do that again!

(Were you successful in your English test)
(What will happen if)
(Stop, because I have a question)
(stopped working properly)

(I don’t want to have to do)
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Late for the test
In the following, the speaker is upset because she doesn’t think she can get to school before her test
starts.
With this train delay I’m not going to get to school
i___ ____me for the test, even though it’s ____
going to start ___il ten. I just sent an email to
the professor, telling him what’s happened. He
answered that he can ___p everyone _____ for a
little while, but only __p ___ ten minutes. It might
be quicker if I ___t ____ the train and take a bus.
But ____r ___, I’m going to be too late for the test.

(early enough to take the test) (it is going to start at)

(make everyone wait)
(a maximum of)
(move out of)
(whether I stay on the train or take a bus)

Absent from school
In the following, the speaker had an accident and has not gone to school for a while. His classmates
have been really kind to him. He is feeling guilty, because he has actually been enjoying himself.
I’ve had to ___ke a ____k from school for the past
three weeks, because of my accident. I ___el ___d
about the fact that everyone at school has been
___ling ___y for me, because actually I’ve been
enjoying myself.  I’ve been able to ___ke a_______ge
of the break to do a lot of studying. I’m sure that I
am going to ___o w___ in my classes when I go back
to school. I will be ___p to ___te, even though I have
been absent for three weeks.

(be absent for a short period)
(have a guilty feeling about)
(giving kind attention to)
(use and not waste)
(be successful)
(have the latest information)

A difficult relationship
In the following, the speaker talks about a difficult classmate. Because of this classmate, she has been
having a hard time.
I have a classmate who is always saying negative
things about other people. I’m really ___red ___
listening to her. I’m afraid she is ___ting ___se,
and I have been m___ing to say something to
her about it. The other day I was just ___t to say
something to her when she asked me for advice
about a problem she was having.  She said she
___dn’t ___lp saying negative things about other
people.
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(I don’t like listening to her anymore)
(saying more and more negative things about people)
(have been thinking that I should say)
(was on the point of saying)

(was unable to stop herself from saying)

Takeshi Matsuzaki & Kevin Mark

Parents and marriage
In the following, the speaker talks about his parents. He is worried about how they will accept the news
about his marriage.
My Mom and Dad want to know what I have
been ___p ___ each week. Usually we talk about
my part-time job, my friends, my studies and
___t ___t of thing. They usually think I make
decisions without enough thought, which isn’t
true. So I want to be sure that they won’t ___t it
_____g this time. I am going to tell them that I am
getting married next week!  I am sure that they
will tell me to wait until after I finish my college
education. But she comes from a very rich family,
so they don’t need to worry that I ___n’t _____d to
do this. And they ___d ____ have a rich son than a
poor one!

(been doing and thinking about)
(things like these)
(make a mistake about what I am saying)

(am not able to do this because I don’t have enough
money) (prefer to)

This is the end of the test. Close this booklet and follow the instructions.

Appendix C
Notes regarding the cases where spelling hints in the P-section were prepared in specific ways.
No.

Entry on the

No. of

EVP website

keywords

Keyword(s)

Test item

1

keep doing sth

2

again and again

Notes on the creation and revision of items

1

keep

____p repeating

3

again and

a_____ and _____n

In the pilot, one native speaker wrote on and on
for the draft item _____n and _____n; the hints were

again

adjusted accordingly.
3

be up to sb

2

up to

is __p ___ you

4

be willing (to do

1

willing

be wi_____g to

In the pilot, one native speaker wrote trying for

look for

the draft item _______g; the hints were adjusted

sth)

accordingly.
5

after all

2

after all

a____r a___

In the pilot, two native speakers wrote for ever
and for you respectively for the draft item _____r
___; the hints were adjusted accordingly.

6

get to know sb/

3

get to know

___t to kn___

In the pilot, one native speaker did not write
anything for the draft item ___t to ____w; the hints

sth

were adjusted accordingly.
7

have sth in

3

common

have, in

we had a lot ___

For a three-keyword phrase with a sandwiched

common

_______

filler (sth), both the last two keywords were made
complete blanks.

8

in advance

2

in advance

___ ______ce

(1) As the first word (in) is a preposition, it was
totally blanked instead of the second, content
word (advance). (2) In the pilot, one native
speaker wrote at once for the draft item ___ ______
ce; however, no change was made.
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No.
9

Entry on the

No. of

EVP website

keywords

at first

2

Keyword(s)

Test item

Notes on the creation and revision of items

at first

__t _____t

(1) As the first word (at) is a preposition, it was
totally blanked instead of the second, content
word (first). (2) In the pilot, one native speaker
wrote I admit for the draft item ___ _____t; the hints
were adjusted accordingly.

10

ever since

2

ever since

e____ s_____

In the pilot, one native speaker wrote after that
for the draft item _____r ______; the hints were
adjusted accordingly.

11

get cold/ill/late,

1

get

___ting thinner

etc.
12

as you know

3

as you know

__s you ____w

13

so far

2

so far

S__ ___r

In the pilot, two native speakers wrote To date
and To now respectively for the draft item ___o
____; the hints were adjusted accordingly.

14

no way

2

no way

There is ___ ___y

If the second word (way) were totally blanked,
there could be an alternative word to fill (chance);
the final letter was therefore left.

15

as long as

3

as long as

__s ____g as you
eat

16

I bet (you)

2

I bet

I ___t

As the first word is a pronoun, it was kept as is,
and the second word was replaced by a blank
with the final letter remaining.

17

it/that depends

2

it depends

It ______ds

As the first word is a pronoun, it was kept as is,
and the second word was replaced with a blank
with its final letters remaining.

18

fall asleep

2

fall asleep

19

tell sb how/

4

tell, what to do told her what ___

what/when to

__ell _______
___

do sth
20

(just) in case

3

just in case

____t in ___se

21

if I were you

4

if I were you

___ I _____ you

22

for fun or for

5

for the fun

for the ___n ___ it

the fun of it

of it

With the paraphrase created for this phrase
(because it will be enjoyable), it was expected that
the word fun would be too difficult, if there were
no hint, for test-takers to come up with; the final
letter was therefore left.

23

things like that

3

things like that

_____gs ___ke that

24

be worth sth/

1

worth

It is ____th the

doing sth
25

miss a chance/

price
3

opportunity

miss a chance/ m____ a _____ce

In the pilot, one native speaker wrote pass (up) a

opportunity

to go

chance to go for the draft item ___ss a _____ce to go;

change your

you’ve _____ged

mind

your ____d

at the same

at the _____ _____

the hints were adjusted accordingly.
26

change your

3

mind
27

at the same
time
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time
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No.
28

Entry on the

No. of

EVP website

keywords

not really

2

Keyword(s)

Test item

not really

___t ____lly

Notes on the creation and revision of items
If the second word (really) were totally blanked,
there could be an alternative word to fill (e.g.,
most); the final letters were therefore left.

29

feel like/as if

2

feel like

I ___el ___ke

If the second word (like) were totally blanked,
there could be an alternative word to fill (that);
the final letters were therefore left.

30

on purpose

2

on purpose

___ ______se

As the first word (on) is a preposition, it was
totally blanked instead of the second, content
word (purpose).

31

get rid of sth

3

get rid of

___t ___d of this TV

32

get/become

3

get used to

___t __sed to it

1

supposed

were ______sed

2

go well

used to sb/sth/
doing sth
33

be supposed to
do sth

34

go badly/well,

to be

etc.

Did your English

In the pilot, one native speaker wrote go well/

test __o w____

okay/fine for the draft item __o _____; the hints
were adjusted accordingly.

35

What if ...?

2

what if

____t ___

36

wait a minute

3

wait a minute

____t a _____te

37

go wrong

2

go wrong

___ne _____g

If the second word (wrong) were totally blanked,
there could be an alternative word to fill (bad);
the final letter was therefore left.

38

make sb do sth

1

make

Don’t ___ke me do

39

in time

2

in time

i__ ___me for the

In the pilot, all three native speakers wrote on

test

time for the test for the draft item __ ___me for the
test; the hints were adjusted accordingly.

40

not until

2

not until

it’s ___ going to

If the second word (until) were totally blanked,

start ___il

there could be an alternative word to fill (till); the
final letters were therefore left.

41

keep sb waiting

2

keep, waiting

____p everyone
________

42

up to 10, 20, etc.

2

up to

___p ___

43

get down/into/

2

get off

___t ____

off, etc.
44

either way

2

either way

______r ____

45

take a break/

3

take a break

___ke a _____k

3

feel bad about

__el __d about

rest, etc.
46

feel bad about
sth/doing sth

47

feel sorry for

3

feel sorry for

___ling _____y for

48

take advantage

3

take

____e a_______ge

In the pilot, one native speaker wrote take charge

advantage of

of

of for the draft item ___ke ________ge of; the hints

of sth

were adjusted accordingly.
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No.
49

Entry on the

No. of

EVP website

keywords

do badly/well

2

Keyword(s)

Test item

do well

__o w____

Notes on the creation and revision of items
In the pilot, one native speaker wrote do well/
great for the draft item __o _____; the hints were
adjusted accordingly.

50

up to date

3

up to date

be __p to ___te

51

tired of doing

2

tired of

I’m really __red __

2

get worse

sth
52

listening to her

get worse

____ting _____se

With the paraphrase created for this phrase
(saying more and more negative things about
people), it was expected that the word worse
would be too difficult, if there were no hint, for
test-takers to come up with; the final letters were
therefore left.

53

have been

1

meaning

meaning to do

have been

In the pilot, one native speaker wrote meaning/

m____ing to say

planning for the draft item ____ning; the hints
were adjusted accordingly.

sth
54

be just about to

1

about

2

couldn’t help

do sth
55

was just ____t to
say

can’t/couldn’t
help doing sth

____dn’t ___lp

(1) For the first word (couldn’t), the third letter

saying

from the last (d) was left because tense was not
tested. (2) If the second word (help) were totally
blanked, there could be an alternative word to fill
(stop); the final letters were therefore left.

56

be up to sth

2

up to

been __p ___

57

that sort of

4

that sort of

____t ____t of thing

thing

If both that and sort were totally blanked, an
alternative phrase (this kind) would become

thing

possible; both words’ final letter was therefore
left.
58

get sth wrong

2

get, wrong

___t it _____g

With the paraphrase created for this phrase
(make a mistake about what I am saying), it was
expected that the word wrong would be too
difficult, if there were no hint, for test-takers to
come up with; the final letter was therefore left.

59

can afford

2

can afford

___n’t ______d to

In the pilot, one native speaker wrote don’t want

do this

for the draft item ___n’t _______; the hints were
adjusted accordingly.

60

would rather
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2

would rather
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