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Research Questions

• To what extent does ITAs’ language proficiency
develop over time in the U.S.?

• Does ITAs’ confidence in their skills matter?
• Does it matter whether they aware of their language 

proficiency?  (metacognition)
• What factors are associated with high English 

proficiency?
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Four sub-scales are combined into a weighted score:

• Sentence mastery
• Vocabulary
• Pronunciation
• Fluency

Versant = Sentence + Vocabulary + Pronunciation + Fluency

Versant Intelligibility = Pronunciation + Fluency

Versant test

} Content

} Intelligibility
} Versant
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Key Repeated Measures

5 TIME POINTS over ~2 years:

|--------------------|--------------------|------------------------|--------------------| 
Arrival on          End of End of End of End of 
campus             Fall Y1 Spr Y1 Fall Y2 Spr Y2

Versant Score  çè Confidence in Own Communication Skills
Versant sentence mastery çè Confidence in grammar 
Versant vocabulary çè Confidence in own vocabulary
Versant pronunciation çè Perception of own English accent
Versant fluency çè Confidence in presenting research 

METACOGNITION variables:
Accuracy in estimating own proficiency (ZConfidence minus ZVersant)
Direction of error: +Over-confidence vs. -under-confidence 
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Q1: How did ITAs do on the Versant test over 
time?
• Versant Overall Score 
• Sentence
• Vocabulary
• Fluency
• Pronunciation
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Base 1 Base 2 Base 3 Base 4 Base 5
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Versant Scores

• Versant scores increased over time 
• Pronunciation and Fluency scores were noticeably lower than 

Sentence and Vocabulary scores. 
• Pronunciation scores were lowest of all

à This is the so-called “ITA (intelligibility) problem”
• This pattern was remarkably consistent, despite individual differences
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Individual 
differences,
(Versant is in black)
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Q2: How do ITAs’ self-report of confidence 
level in English skills change over time?
• Confidence in grammar (confgrammar) 
• Confidence in vocabulary (confvocab) 
• Confidence in oral presentation in English (confpresent) 
• Confidence in pronunciation (raccent) 
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Q2: How do ITAs’ self-report of confidence 
level in English skills change over time?
• Confidence in grammar (confgrammar) – stays the same
• Confidence in vocabulary (confvocab) – goes down slightly
• Confidence in oral presentation in English (confpresent) – goes up (Time 3)
• Confidence in pronunciation (raccent) – goes down slightly

àVersant scores and Confidence ratings pattern differently over time. 
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Base 1 Base 2 Base 3 Base 4 Base 5
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Individual 
differences 

Individual 
differences,
confidence
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Q3: How is improvement in Versant related to 
metacognition?
• Is it better to be overconfident, underconfident or accurate about 

one’s own performance?
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Difference between Confidence and Versant

Scores and ratings transformed to Z scores so they can be combined
• Overall confidence minus Versant score
• Confidence in grammar minus Sentence subscore
• Confidence in vocabulary minus Vocabulary subscore
• Confidence in oral presentation minus Fluency subscore
• Rating of their accentedness minus Pronunciation subscore

à Metacognition
Negative = underconfident; positive = overconfident; 0 = accurate
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Confidence minus Versant

The more overconfident, 
the lower the Versant score
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Perceived ability (confidence) 
Actual Versant score

Individual ITAs’ Performance X Confidence
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What is going on here?  
Can this be explained by the Dunning-Kruger Effect?

“Incompetent people 
lack the 
metacognitive skills 
that enable them to 
tell how poorly they 
are performing.” 

1124 KRUGER AND DUNNING
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Figure 1. Perceived ability to recognize humor as a function of actual test
performance (Study 1).

top quartile actually underestimated their ability relative to their
peers, paired 1(15) = -2.20, p < .05.

Summary

In short, Study 1 revealed two effects of interest. First, although
perceptions of ability were modestly correlated with actual ability,
people tended to overestimate their ability relative to their peers.
Second, and most important, those who performed particularly
poorly relative to theirpeers were utterly unaware of this fact.
Participants scoring in the bottom quartile on our humor test not
only overestimated their percentile ranking, but they overestimated
it by 46 percentile points. To be sure, they had an inkling that they
were not as talented in this domain as were participants in the top
quartile, as evidenced by the significant correlation between per-
ceived and actual ability. However, that suspicion failed to antic-
ipate the magnitude of their shortcomings.

At first blush, the reader may point to the regression effect as an
alternative interpretation of our results. After all, we examined the
perceptions of people who had scored extremely poorly on the
objective test we handed them, and found that their perceptions
were less extreme than their reality. Because perceptions of ability
are imperfectly correlated with actual ability, the regression effect
virtually guarantees this result. Moreover, because incompetent
participants scored close to the bottom of the distribution, it was
nearly impossible for them to underestimate their performance.

Despite the inevitability of the regression effect, we believe that
the overestimation we observed was more psychological than
artifactual. For one, if regression alone were to blame for our
results, then the magnitude of miscalibration among the bottom
quartile would be comparable with that of the top quartile. A
glance at Figure 1 quickly disabuses one of this notion. Still, we
believe this issue warrants empirical attention, which we devote in
Studies 3 and 4.

Study 2: Logical Reasoning

We conducted Study 2 with three goals in mind. First, we
wanted to replicate the results of Study 1 in a different domain, one

focusing on intellectual rather than social abilities. We chose
logical reasoning, a skill central to the academic careers of the
participants we tested and a skill that is called on frequently. We
wondered if those who do poorly relative to their peers on a logical
reasoning test would be unaware of their poor performance.

Examining logical reasoning also enabled us to compare per-
ceived and actual ability in a domain less ambiguous than the one
we examined in the previous study. It could reasonably be argued
that humor, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder.2 Indeed, the
imperfect interrater reliability among our group of professional
comedians suggests that there is considerable variability in what is
considered funny even by experts. This criterion problem, or lack
of uncontroversial criteria against which self-perceptions can be
compared, is particularly problematic in light of the tendency to
define ambiguous traits and abilities in ways that emphasize one's
own strengths (Dunning et al., 1989). Thus, it may have been the
tendency to define humor idiosyncratically, and in ways favorable
to one's tastes and sensibilities, that produced the miscalibration
we observed—not the tendency of the incompetent to miss their
own failings. By examining logical reasoning skills, we could
circumvent this problem by presenting students with questions for
which there is a definitive right answer.

Finally, we wanted to introduce another objective criterion with
which we could compare participants' perceptions. Because per-
centile ranking is by definition a comparative measure, the mis-
calibration we saw could have come from either of two sources. In
the comparison, participants may have overestimated their own
ability (our contention) or may have underestimated the skills of
their peers. To address this issue, in Study 2 we added a second
criterion with which to compare participants' perceptions. At the
end of the test, we asked participants to estimate how many of the
questions they had gotten right and compared their estimates with
their actual test scores. This enabled us to directly examine
whether the incompetent are, indeed, miscalibrated with respect to
their own ability and performance.

Method

Participants. Participants were 45 Cornell University undergraduates
from a single introductory psychology course who earned extra credit for
their participation. Data from one additional participant was excluded
because she failed to complete the dependent measures.

Procedure. Upon arriving at the laboratory, participants were told that
the study focused on logical reasoning skills. Participants then completed
a 20-item logical reasoning test that we created using questions taken from
a Law School Admissions Test (LSAT) test preparation guide (Orton,
1993). Afterward, participants made three estimates about their ability and
test performance. First, they compared their "general logical reasoning
ability" with that of other students from their psychology class by provid-
ing their percentile ranking. Second, they estimated how their score on the
test would compare with that of their classmates, again on a percentile
scale. Finally, they estimated how many test questions (out of 20) they
thought they had answered correctly. The order in which these questions
were asked was counterbalanced in this and in all subsequent studies.

2 Actually, some theorists argue that there are universal standards of
beauty (see, e.g., Thomhill & Gangestad, 1993), suggesting that this truism
may not be, well, true.

Kruger & Dunning, 1999)
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Results and Discussion

The order in which specific questions were asked did not affect
any of the results in this or in any of the studies reported in this
article and thus receives no further mention.

As expected, participants overestimated their logical reasoning
ability relative to their peers. On average, participants placed
themselves in the 66th percentile among students from their class,
which was significantly higher than the actual mean of 50, one-
sample r(44) = 8.13, p < .0001. Participants also overestimated
their percentile rank on the test, M percentile = 61, one-sample
t(44) = 4.70, p < .0001. Participants did not, however, overesti-
mate how many questions they answered correctly, M = 13.3
(perceived) vs. 12.9 (actual), t < 1. As in Study 1, perceptions of
ability were positively related to actual ability, although in this
case, not to a significant degree. The correlations between actual
ability and the three perceived ability and performance measures
ranged from .05 to .19, all ns.

What (or rather, who) was responsible for this gross miscalibra-
tion? To find out, we once again split participants into quartiles
based on their performance on the test. As Figure 2 clearly illus-
trates, it was participants in the bottom quartile (n = 11) who
overestimated their logical reasoning ability and test performance
to the greatest extent. Although these individuals scored at the 12th
percentile on average, they nevertheless believed that their general
logical reasoning ability fell at the 68th percentile and their score
on the test fell at the 62nd percentile. Their estimates not only
exceeded their actual percentile scores, fs(10) = 17.2 and 11.0,
respectively, ps < .0001, but exceeded the 50th percentile as well,
fs(10) = 4.93 and 2.31, .respectively, ps < .05. Thus, participants
in the bottom quartile not only overestimated themselves but
believed that they were above average. Similarly, they thought
they had answered 14.2 problems correctly on average—com-
pared with the actual mean score of 9.6, r(10) = 7.66, p < .0001.

Other participants were less miscalibrated. However, as Figure 2
shows, those in the top quartile once again tended to underestimate
their ability. Whereas their test performance put them in the 86th
percentile, they estimated it to be at the 68th percentile and
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Figure 2. Perceived logical reasoning ability and test performance as a
function of actual test performance (Study 2).

estimated their general logical reasoning ability to fall at only the
74th percentile, fs(12) = -3.55 and -2.50, respectively,ps < .05.
Top-quartile participants also underestimated their raw score on
the test, although this tendency was less robust, M = 14.0 (per-
ceived) versus 16.9 (actual), r(12) = -2.15,/? < .06.

Summary

In sum, Study 2 replicated the primary results of Study 1 in a
different domain. Participants in general overestimated their logi-
cal reasoning ability, and it was once again those in the bottom
quartile who showed the greatest miscalibration. It is important to
note that these same effects were observed when participants
considered their percentile score, ruling out the criterion problem
discussed earlier. Lest one think these results reflect erroneous
peer assessment rather then erroneous self-assessment, participants
in the bottom quartile also overestimated the number of test items
they had gotten right by nearly 50%.

Study 3 (Phase 1): Grammar

Study 3 was conducted in two phases. The first phase consisted
of a replication of the first two studies in a third domain, one
requiring knowledge of clear and decisive rules and facts: gram-
mar. People may differ in the worth they assign to American
Standard Written English (ASWE), but they do agree that such a
standard exists, and they differ in their ability to produce and
recognize written documents that conform to that standard.

Thus, in Study 3 we asked participants to complete a test
assessing their knowledge of ASWE. We also asked them to rate
their overall ability to recognize correct grammar, how their test
performance compared with that of their peers, and finally how
many items they had answered correctly on the test. In this way,
we could see if those who did poorly would recognize that fact.

Method
Participants. Participants were 84 Cornell University undergraduates

who received extra credit toward their course grade for taking part in the
study.

Procedure. The basic procedure and primary dependent measures were
similar to those of Study 2. One major change was that of domain.
Participants completed a 20-item test of grammar, with questions taken
from a National Teacher Examination preparation guide (Bobrow et al.,
1989). Each test item contained a sentence with a specific portion under-
lined. Participants were to judge whether the underlined portion was
grammatically correct or should be changed to one of four different
rewordings displayed.

After completing the test, participants compared their general ability to
"identify grammatically correct standard English" with that of other stu-
dents from their class on the same percentile scale used in the previous
studies. As in Study 2, participants also estimated the percentile rank of
their test performance among their student peers, as well as the number of
individual test items they had answered correctly.

Results and Discussion

As in Studies 1 and 2, participants overestimated their ability
and performance relative to objective criteria. On average, partic-
ipants' estimates of their grammar ability (M percentile = 71) and
performance on the test (M percentile = 68) exceeded the actual
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mean of 50, one-sample rs(83) = 5.90 and 5.13, respectively, ps <
.0001. Participants also overestimated the number of items they
answered correctly, M = 15.2 (perceived) versus 13.3 (actual),
r(83) = 6.63, p < .0001. Although participants' perceptions of
their general grammar ability were uncorrelated with their actual
test scores, r(82) = .14, ns, their perceptions of how their test
performance would rank among their peers was correlated with
their actual score, albeit to a marginal degree, r(82) = .19, p < .09,
as was their direct estimate of their raw test score, r(82) = .54, p <
.0001.

As Figure 3 illustrates, participants scoring in the bottom quar-
tile grossly overestimated their ability relative to their peers.
Whereas bottom-quartile participants (n = 17) scored in the 10th
percentile on average, they estimated their grammar ability and
performance on the test to be in the 67th and 61st percentiles,
respectively, ts(16) = 13.68 and 15.75, ps < .0001. Bottom-
quartile participants also overestimated their raw score on the test
by 3.7 points, M = 12.9 (perceived) versus 9.2 (actual),
f(16) = 5.79, p< .0001.

As in previous studies, participants falling in other quartiles
overestimated their ability and performance much less than did
those in the bottom quartile. However, as Figure 3 shows, those in
the top quartile once again underestimated themselves. Whereas
their test performance fell in the 89th percentile among their peers,
they rated their ability to be in the 72nd percentile and their test
performance in the 70th percentile, ts(18) = -4.73 and -5.08,
respectively, ps < .0001. Top-quartile participants did not, how-
ever, underestimate their raw score on the test, M = 16.9 (per-
ceived) versus 16.4 (actual), r(18) = 1.37, ns.

Study 3 (Phase 2): It Takes One to Know One

Thus far, we have shown that people who lack the knowledge or
wisdom to perform well are often unaware of this fact. We at-
tribute this lack of awareness to a deficit in metacognitive skill.
That is, the same incompetence that leads them to make wrong
choices also deprives them of the savvy necessary to recognize
competence, be it their own or anyone else's.
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Figure 3. Perceived grammar ability and test performance as a function
of actual test performance (Study 3).

We designed a second phase of Study 3 to put the latter half of
this claim to a test. Several weeks after the first phase of Study 3,
we invited the bottom- and top-quartile performers from this study
back to the laboratory for a follow-up. There, we gave each group
the tests of five of their peers to "grade" and asked them to assess
how competent each target had been in completing the test. In
keeping with Prediction 2, we expected that bottom-quartile par-
ticipants would have more trouble with this metacognitive task
than would their top-quartile counterparts.

This study also enabled us to explore Prediction 3, that incom-
petent individuals fail to gain insight into their own incompetence
by observing the behavior of other people. One of the ways people
gain insight into their own competence is by comparing them-
selves with others (Festinger, 1954; Gilbert, Giesler, & Morris,
1995). We reasoned that if the incompetent cannot recognize
competence in others, then they will be unable to make use of this
social comparison opportunity. To test this prediction, we asked
participants to reassess themselves after they have seen the re-
sponses of their peers. We predicted that despite seeing the supe-
rior test performances of their classmates, bottom-quartile partic-
ipants would continue to believe that they had performed
competently.

In contrast, we expected that top-quartile participants, because
they have the metacognitive skill to recognize competence and
incompetence in others, would revise their self-ratings after the
grading task. In particular, we predicted that they would recognize
that the performances of the five individuals they evaluated were
inferior to their own, and thus would raise their estimates of their
percentile ranking accordingly. That is, top-quartile participants
would learn from observing the responses of others, whereas
bottom-quartile participants would not.

In making these predictions, we felt that we could account for an
anomaly that appeared in all three previous studies: Despite the
fact that top-quartile participants were far more calibrated than
were their less skilled counterparts, they tended to underestimate
their performance relative to their peers. We felt that this miscali-
bration had a different source then the miscalibration evidenced by
bottom-quartile participants. That is, top-quartile participants did
not underestimate themselves because they were wrong about their
own performances, but rather because they were wrong about the
performances of their peers. In essence, we believe they fell prey
to the false-consensus effect (Ross, Greene, & House, 1977). In the
absence of data to the contrary, they mistakenly assumed that their
peers would tend provide the same (correct) answers as they
themselves—an impression that could be immediately corrected
by showing them the performances of their peers. By examining
the extent to which competent individuals revised their ability
estimates after grading the tests of their less competent peers, we
could put this false-consensus interpretation to a test.

Method
Participants. Four to six weeks after Phase 1 of Study 3 was com-

pleted, we invited participants from the bottom- (n = 17) and top-quartile
(n = 19) back to the laboratory in exchange for extra credit or $5. All
agreed and participated.

Procedure. On arriving at the laboratory, participants received a
packet of five tests that had been completed by other students in the first
phase of Study 3. The tests reflected the range of performances that their
peers had achieved in the study (i.e., they had the same mean and standard
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More of our ITAs were underconfident than 
were the Dunning-Kruger subjects (at 5 times)
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Misinterpreting
Dunning-Kruger
Recently, D-K has been used
to explain the behavior of 
certain public figures (“the 
incompetent are blind to the 
truth”).

However, later work 
emphasizes that it’s true of 
humans generally; could be 
domain-dependent and due 
in part to wishful thinking.
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Misinterpreting
Dunning-Kruger

6/12/19, 11(36 AM12 times Goofus from 'Goofus & Gallant' was the absolute worst

Page 2 of 16https://metv.com/stories/12-times-goofus-from-goofus-gallant-was-the-absolute-worst

You think Goofus would have developed some manners by now.
By: MeTV Staff October 4, 2016, 2:55PM

! facebook
" twitter
! email

Goofus Gallant

Recently, D-K has been used
to explain the behavior of 
certain public figures (“the 
incompetent are blind to the 
truth”).

However, later work 
emphasizes that it’s true of 
humans generally; could be 
domain-dependent and due 
in part to wishful thinking.
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Q4: Is Confidence minus Versant at Base Time 1 
related to Versant after 2 years? 
•We analyzed Base 4, as Base 5 is not finished yet.
•We tested whether Confidence minus Versant at Base 1 is 

correlated with Versant at Base 4.
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Q4: Is Confidence minus Versant at Base Time 1 
related to Versant after 2 years? 
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Q4: Is Confidence minus Versant at Base Time 1 
related to Versant after 2 years? 
•We analyzed Base 4, as Base 5 is not finished yet.
•We tested whether Confidence minus Versant at Base 1 is 

correlated with Versant at Base 4.

à ITAs perform more poorly (Versant, Base 4) when they are 
overconfident at the beginning than when they underconfident.  
While this is consistent with a motivational explanation, we 
can’t claim anything about causality until we do a path analysis.
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on the incredibly hard-working     
ITA Project Team, 

as well as to the 68 subjects 
who showed up over and over

and over and over again!!)
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