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ABSTRACT 
 

 

The topic of this study regards speaking assessment and the research is 

focused on the possibility of obtaining a set of specifications that helps my 

school�s teachers design valid and reliable speaking assessment tools. I 

describe my school�s context and analyse the reasons why there is the need to 

reinforce speaking assessment and, afterwards, I analyse and compare 

different speaking exams. From this analysis and comparison, a set of 

specifications is derived and applied in the design of a sample test.  

The topic of speaking assessment is relevant because it focuses on an area 

and a skill that have somewhat been neglected in the context of EFL learning, 

teaching and testing in Portugal. In addition, the introduction of a national 

school-leaving speaking exam, which has direct impact on the students� final 

mark, raised awareness for the need for changes in our practice that imply 

testing speaking and listening thoroughly. 
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Chapter 1 ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE IN PORTUGAL 

 

1.1 Official language policy: the syllabus� goals for speaking 

In Portugal, the educational system is organised into cycles, as it can be seen 

in the diagram below. Currently, compulsory education goes up until the 9th 

grade, but there are governmental plans to extend it to the 12th grade, in an 

attempt to provide learners with enough qualifications for the job market.  

 

Diagram: Portuguese educational system  

Regarding the teaching and learning of foreign languages in Portuguese 

schools, there have been several changes in the last 2 years. Until 2005/2006, 

a first foreign language (FL1) was introduced in the 2nd cycle (5th grade) and 

an additional second foreign language (FL2) was learnt from the 7th grade 

until the 9th. The two-foreign languages system still exists, but since 

2005/2006, English has somewhat taken the spotlight as the Ministry of 

Education chose it as the language to be learnt from an early age, in order to 

�promote an early development of students� competences in a foreign 

language and to reduce the deep social cleavages that exist in the educational 

system� so as to provide for �the need for a more complete school that 

prepares the new generations for the new challenges of the modern world� 

(Portugal�s Ministry of Education)   This means that EFL was introduced in the 
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3rd grade as an optional extra-curricular activity, and from 2006/2007 on, it 

has been introduced from the 1st grade. Although the Ministry claims �not to 

favour any of the languages offered by the educational system� (Portugal�s 

Ministry of Education), it has already narrowed students and parents� choice 

of FL1 to English. The other options that students have from the 2nd cycle on 

include French, German and Spanish. 

For the 1st cycle, the main goal is to educate for communication. Therefore, 

listening and speaking are favoured not only because �communication 

between children is mainly oral� (Departamento da Educação Básica, 2005:5), 

but also because they have only started learning how to read and write in 

their native language. The choice of activities favours Total Physical Response 

(TPR) and ranges from arts and crafts to songs, chants, drama and games. As 

students progress to the 3rd and 4th grades, the focus is still on listening and 

speaking, but reading and writing are already used as support activities. 

In the 2nd cycle, all the skills are considered on an equality basis. However, as 

this study focuses on speaking, a greater attention will be set on this skill. 

Starting in the 2nd cycle and progressing to the 3rd cycle, the purpose of 

learning a foreign language is directly connected to the development of 

competences, namely communicative competences (understanding, 

interacting and producing) and �know how to learn� competences 

(metacognitive and affective aspects, and attitudes). The development of 

these competences will enable the learner to achieve an end profile (2nd 

cycle) that, in speaking, will allow him/her to �communicate in daily life 

situations that require only simple and direct exchanges of information on 

current issues and activities(�) without prompting� (Departamento da 

Educação Básica, 2003: 49). In the 3rd cycle, end profile for FL1 requires that 

learners �participate in a simple conversation on current issues of personal or 

general interest� (Departamento da Educação Básica, 2003: 49) whilst end 

profile for FL2 involves participating �with previous practice, in a simple 

conversation on current issues of personal and general interest� 

(Departamento da Educação Básica, 2003: 49). These end profiles are an 

adaptation of A2 level (2nd cycle) and of B1 level (3rd cycle) of Overall Spoken 

Interaction of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 

(CEF) (Council of Europe, 2001). The main goal is to provide learners with the 
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necessary tools to interact in a foreign language in diversified communication 

situations. 

If learners wish to proceed to the secondary cycle, they have the option of 

having one, two or three foreign languages. A majority chooses English as FL1 

due to the status of the language in the international context, as it is 

considered to be the language of international communication and of IT, 

enabling future personal and professional mobility.  Bearing this in mind, the 

main objective for speaking in the secondary cycle is �to appropriately and 

fluently use the English language, revealing knowledge of its rules and 

functions� (Departamento do Ensino Secundário, 2001: 7). By the end of the 

secondary cycle (12th grade), learners are expected to �spontaneously, 

fluently and proficiently interact in English by actively participating in 

discussions within the topic domains, defending points of view and opinions, 

integrating their experience and mobilising knowledge acquired in other 

school subjects� (Departamento do Ensino Secundário, 2001: 11). Moreover, 

they should also �demonstrate the ability to relate information, summarising 

it in a logical and coherent way� (Departamento do Ensino Secundário, 2001: 

11). These are the production competences that 12th grade students are 

expected to demonstrate as they are assessed on their speaking skills. 

 

1.2 Portuguese secondary schools: context 

In the last 7 years, the Portuguese educational system (especially the 3rd and 

secondary cycles) has undergone several changes, in order to comply with the 

needs of a wider and more heterogeneous public, resulting from the 

expansion of compulsory education, and the growing mobility of people within 

the European Union. According to the Common European Framework of 

Reference for Languages (Council of Europe, 2001), learning a foreign 

language promotes the creation of a plurilingual and pluricultural competence 

that enables cooperation between people from different countries and 

cultures. Thus, in learning a foreign language, not only cognitive aspects are 

relevant, but also skills and attitudes, so as to build a fairer, more aware and 

balanced society, with more informed individuals. In order to do so, the 
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Portuguese Ministry of Education, in co-operation with teachers� 

organisations, has developed new programmes and implemented new 

methodological guidelines, which also affect EFL teaching and learning. 

Before 2000/2001, we had programmes per subject and per school year in the 

3rd cycle, based on topics and with the methodological guidelines being 

provided in advance. From that year on, there has been a gradual change of 

focus towards the competences we want our learners to develop, mainly 

through the types of experiences we provide them in each subject area and 

cycle. As previously mentioned, this has been a gradual development, as we 

still use the previous syllabus to develop the expected performances and end 

profiles. The ultimate goal of this restructuring process is to redesign the 

programmes and make them more suitable for today�s reality. Meanwhile, we 

are working in- between programmes. As for the secondary cycle, totally new 

programmes have been implemented since 2001/2002, updating contents and 

extending the notion of what constitutes English language and culture today. 

These new programmes have had a direct effect especially in assessment, 

namely with the introduction of new models of national exams (12th grade) 

and with the piloting of a national speaking exam, also for the 12th grade. 

Focusing now on the organisation of Portuguese secondary schools, these 

usually comprise the 3rd grade and secondary cycle; consequently, teachers 

are required to work with levels that range from the 7th grade to the 12th 

grade (ages 12 to 18 and over).  Each cycle has specific curricular 

orientations, but this does not imply that each cycle is confined within itself, 

as the competences developed in the 3rd cycle provide the support framework 

for what is required from the learners in the secondary cycle.  

3rd cycle - classes have an average of 22 students who display different levels 

of ability. Usually, the majority of these classes have English as FL1 (appendix 

1) which is taught in 90+45 minutes - weekly sessions. Task-based approach is 

the favoured methodology for the development of the teaching/learning 

process and learners are assessed through achievement tests (60% of the final 

mark), along with attitudes and behaviour (10%), and classroom activities 

(30%). The latter are divided into listening (10%), speaking (10%), reading (5%) 

and writing (5%). These assessment parameters are chosen by the teachers of 

each school and by subject.  
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As for the secondary cycle, the number of students per class varies greatly, 

depending on their options, but an average number of students per class 

would be around 32. The secondary studies are organised according to main 

areas (e.g. Social and Human Sciences, Languages and Literatures, 

Technology, Economics and Social Sciences, etc.), which are divided in a 2 � 

year stage (10th and 11th grade � General Education) and a final year (12th 

grade � Specific Education) when students narrow the scope of their subjects 

towards the area they wish to pursue their studies in or towards the job 

market. Task-based approach continues to be the chosen methodology and, as 

mentioned in section 1.1, English continues to be the main choice for FL1, 

making it a compulsory subject until the 11th grade whilst, in the 12th grade, it 

becomes an option just for the areas of Languages and Literatures, Social and 

Human Sciences and Economics and Social Sciences.  

 Assessment parameters change when moving to the secondary cycle. In the 

10th and 11th grade, students are assessed through achievement tests (70% of 

the final mark), along with attitudes and behaviour (participation in 

classroom activities � 6%/ responsibility � 4%), and communication 

competences (listening � 10%/speaking � 10%). In the 12th grade, parameters 

change once more and are organised in the following way: achievement tests 

(80% of the final mark) and participation in classroom activities (20%). The 

marks of the school year are then combined with the mark achieved in the 

national exam (reading/writing/grammar), and from this combination the 

student gets a final mark which might be used when applying to university, 

depending on the choice of degree. Once more, these assessment parameters 

are decided by the teachers of each school and per subject, which implies 

that there is no standardized formula of assessment for all Portuguese 

secondary schools. As a consequence, there is no accurate data when it comes 

to profiling the type of students we have and their knowledge and skill of EFL 

while in school. The only chance we have of doing such profiling and 

evaluation happens when the marks of the national exams are made public 

with rankings of the best schools and the worst schools. This ends up focusing 

on the teaching rather than on the learners and their learning. 
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1.2.1 Students� needs and current practice 

Nowadays, as it happens with many other secondary students, Portuguese 

secondary school students face two challenges: pursue university studies or 

develop skills that will enable them to find a job. Whether they take on one 

or the other, EFL remains a constant throughout their academic journey, as it 

is considered to be a fundamental �pre-requisite to access knowledge and it 

favours personal and professional mobility� (Portugal�s Ministry of Education) 

in an ever-growing global community.  The development of a plurilingual and 

pluricultural competence as the main aim targeted by CEF (Council of Europe, 

2001) focuses the efforts of teachers and learners in the process of improving 

the latter�s �ability to use languages for the purposes of communication and 

to take part in intercultural interaction, where a person, viewed as a social 

agent has proficiency, of varying degrees, in several languages and experience 

of several cultures� (CEF, 2001: 168). Here, being proficient does not solely 

refer to the ability to read and write fluently or to know the grammatical 

rules by which the English language is regulated. Unfortunately, very often 

those are the areas on which teachers focus their practice, possibly a heritage 

of the grammar-translation tradition. Culturally, Portugal is a country that has 

a high regard of writing and reading, and many still consider that having 

knowledge of a foreign language means to know its best written authors and 

writing as such. Regrettably, this concept of knowing a foreign language is 

still unconsciously at the basis of teaching and the need to update and change 

teachers� practice and mentality is a high priority. Many efforts have been 

done to decrease the influence of such concept, namely through teacher 

development courses and through teacher training. Moreover, the emphasis 

on communicative interaction has redirected teachers� practice to reinforce 

productive skills as speaking.  

In my school, in the last 3 years, 3rd grade teachers have attempted to 

increase the practice of speaking and listening as these skills have so far been 

somewhat neglected. This attempt has arisen from the awareness that a 

majority of our students finished the cycle not knowing how to speak and with 

much difficulty in understanding fluent, native-like speech. Therefore, 

teachers have started implementing more speaking and listening activities in 

the classroom and assessing students� performances through tests. 
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Interestingly, initially parents complained that their children were �very 

stressed� about being assessed in such skills, but ended up understanding that 

to know a language goes far beyond reading, writing and grammar rules.  

Almost as an official corroboration of our change of practice, in 2005/2006, 

the Ministry of Education decided to pilot a national speaking exam for 

languages (12th grade � Specific Education) to broaden the range of the 

national assessments which, until then, focused solely on writing, reading and 

grammatical aspects. This clearly confirms the importance of speaking as a 

fundamental component of knowing a language and it has prompted secondary 

cycle teachers to redesign their practice in order to provide for their 

students� needs, as the official national exam will start being implemented 

next year.  

In the case of the students who wish to develop their skills in order to find a 

job, it is not necessary for them to take any national exams, as the system 

that regulates professional education does not require them to do so. 

Nevertheless, the practice of speaking and listening has also been reinforced 

in their English classes, as their courses are mainly directed towards working 

with the public (e.g. pharmacy assistant, shop assistant) and others are 

directly related with the flourishing Azorean tourist industry (e.g. 

receptionists, bartenders, tourist guides). 
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Chapter 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 Testing 

Assessment is one of the fundamental areas of teaching and learning, but it is 

also one of the most problematic. As Hughes (2003: 2) refers, �language 

ability is not easy to measure�, as it creates many challenges to teachers in 

terms of the reliability of results, the validity of tests and the effects it may 

have on teaching and on educational policies .Sumner (1987: 8) refers that 

one of the main assessment tools teachers have � tests - supply good quality 

information which is crucial for the development and improvement of the 

educational system of a country, by answering questions on �who is being 

assessed? Who are the assessors? What do we know about the attributes 

assessed? How are they [attributes] assessed?�  

According to Madsen (1983), there are several benefits that derive from the 

practice of testing. In school, tests may help create positive attitudes in 

learners by giving them a sense of accomplishment, as their efforts can be 

rewarded by their results, thus creating a positive motivation towards the 

subject. Moreover, tests can also help learners develop their learning 

strategies while they prepare for tests, and they may also increase learners� 

awareness of what is required from them when they are given feedback on 

their performance. Teachers can also benefit from the practice of testing as it 

offers information about the students� learning whilst granting valuable 

insights on the effectiveness of teaching and on ways of improving the latter 

and the assessment process itself.  Beyond school walls, test results may 

provide data that might determine changes in educational policies, thus 

promoting the improvement of syllabuses and teaching strategies (Heaton, 

1975: 1). 

2.1.1 Trends in testing 

Bearing in mind the wide range of effects that testing may have on the 

process of teaching and learning, it may be useful to take a brief look into the 

trends that have marked language testing. Authors like Madsen (1983: 5) refer 
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two main trends: intuitive (subjective) testing and scientific (objective) 

testing. The first refers to the types of tests that were used in the 19th 

century/early decades of the 20th century which may be classified as highly 

subjective. Teachers assessed learners through abundant writing (e.g. 

translation, essay), testing their knowledge about the English language, which 

was considered to be as important as their skill in using the language. Moving 

away from that practice, scientific testing aimed to attain the highest level of 

objectivity possible. Teachers measured the performance of their learners 

through the production and/or recognition of separate sounds, specific 

grammatical features and vocabulary items, by using multiple-choice items 

which could be consistently scored. This trend produced more reliable and 

valid assessment tools. Nowadays, the aim is to evaluate real language use 

and, as a result, there is the need to evaluate the learner�s performance at 

different levels. Madsen (1983:6) suggests that the best exams are the ones 

which combine various sub-skills, indicating �how well a person can function 

in a second language�. Therefore, it is only logical that currently tests use the 

best features of intuitive testing along with the ones of scientific testing (e. 

g. cloze).  

 

2.1.2 Types of tests 

Another fundamental aspect of testing is related to the purposes for which it 

is used, which directly influences the types of tests to be produced. The most 

common types of tests are placement tests, diagnostic tests, proficiency tests 

and achievement tests. Placement tests are designed to select students and 

place them according to their language ability whilst diagnostic tests are 

planned with the aim of detecting trouble � areas which require further 

attention and work, from both teacher and learners. Having in mind that this 

work is dedicated to the analysis and comparison of proficiency and 

achievement ESL tests, a deeper reflection will be done on these. 

Proficiency tests are mainly used to measure the overall mastery of English or 

how well one is prepared to use English in a particular context. These are 

tests which are usually designed by a group of experts and are held by 
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internationally recognised examination boards (e.g. UCLES, ETS). Proficiency 

tests measure people�s ability in a language, what candidates are able to do 

in the language in order to be considered proficient (Hughes, 2003: 11). These 

tests are not based on the content or objectives of language courses and aim 

to provide an internationally recognised measure of language ability, which 

may be used for a varied range of purposes (e.g. attending British/American 

universities, working as a doctor in an English-speaking country). Harris (1969: 

1) classified them as �standardised tests� where there is no personal 

knowledge of the examinees and no opportunity to check on the consistency 

of individual performances. 

Achievement tests are used to establish how successful learners and courses 

have been in achieving objectives. Usually, these are teacher-made tests, and 

its content is directly related to language courses objectives. Hughes (2003) 

differentiates between progress achievement tests and final achievement 

tests. The former are designed to measure the learner�s progress and may be 

implemented frequently along the year. The latter are usually administered at 

the end of a course of study and, differently from progress achievement tests, 

they are written and administered by ministries of education, by official 

examining boards and by members of teaching institutions. As with progress 

achievement tests, their content is related to the course with which they are 

concerned, but there is a point of controversy that opposes testers who 

defend a syllabus-content approach to testers who stand for a content 

directly based on the objectives of the course (Hughes, 2003:13). The 

syllabus- content approach supports the idea that the final achievement test 

should be directly based on a detailed course syllabus or on the books and 

materials used. The advantage of such approach lays in the fairness of such a 

test, as it only includes �what it is thought students have encountered� 

(Hughes, 2003: 13). Nevertheless, if the syllabus or the materials are badly 

designed, the test results may be very misleading. By directly founding the 

content of a final achievement test on the objectives of the course, its goals 

might be clearer and the assessment of the students� performance will more 

evidently show the level to which they have achieved those. This will 

reinforce the need for a more detailed selection of syllabus-content, books 

and materials, and will almost certainly contribute for the improvement of 
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the teaching and learning processes, as teachers will feel the need to 

adequate their practice to the needs of the students. Nonetheless, the critics 

of such approach consider it unfair for the learners, as they might be asked to 

do things for which they have not been prepared or are not familiar with. Our 

opinion is that if we are testing the learners� ability to use language in real-

life situations, the last approach will deal with that in a more appropriate way 

than the syllabus-content approach. In real-life situations, language use is 

unpredictable and we have to deal with many variables that cannot be 

anticipated (e.g. accent, speed, local expressions and words, cultural 

context). Therefore, if the content of a test is based on objectives, it will 

allow testing the learner�s ability to communicate in unknown contexts which 

reflect real, and varied, communication situations. Already in the 1970�s, 

Heaton (1975: 6) supported the idea that �successful communication in 

situations which simulate real-life is the best test of mastery of a language�; 

therefore, and with the adoption of the communicative approach to teaching 

and learning, it is only natural that the main aim of all these types of tests is 

to test real-life language use. Bachman and Palmer (1996: 44) introduce a 

concept that may guide teachers and test developers in the process of 

designing tests that are based in real-life situations. The concept is of 

language use task, �an activity that involves individuals in using language for 

the purpose of achieving a particular goal or objective in a particular 

situation�. If teachers develop this kind of tasks in their classrooms, they will 

be preparing their learners to cope with different types of situations with 

different levels of difficulty (e.g. buy a tour n a foreign country, talk to a 

doctor in a foreign hospital). As language use tasks are developed in the 

classroom, it is only natural that these will be tested; consequently, �a 

language test should consist of language use tasks� (Bachman and Palmer, 

1996: 45).  

The choice of language use tasks is bound to determine the ways in which 

these will be tested (e.g. reading-questions set to test the students� 

understanding of a written test; speaking � interview, picture description). In 

addition, tests will have to express the necessary balance between what 

students are familiar with and the unpredictability of real-language use. This 

may be one of the main challenges that test designers face, as they not only 
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have the need to test students� communicative competence, but they also 

need to guarantee the test�s validity and reliability. 

Communicative competence is a term coined by Hymes (1972), and it refers to 

the fact that speakers of a language have to have more than grammatical 

competence in order to be able to communicate effectively in that language. 

They also need to know how language is used by members of a speech 

community in order to achieve their goals. By using language use tasks in 

tests, test designers are testing students� communicative competence; 

however, they also need to assure that those tests are valid and reliable. 

 

2.1.3 Test qualities 

Along with practicality and impact, validity and reliability are some of the 

main qualities that a �good� test should display. Bachman and Palmer (1996: 

6) believe that there is no ideal model of what a �good� test is, and they 

refer that, in abstract, there are no �good� or �bad� tests. Early in their 

careers, both authors modelled their tests on large-scale EFL tests because 

these were designed by �experts� and recognised and used worldwide 

(Bachman and Palmer, 1996: 4). Nevertheless, they reached the conclusion 

that what they should have in mind when creating their tests should be the 

test takers and the areas of ability that they wanted to measure, and not 

follow a large-scale model that did not suit their specific assessment needs. 

So as to create tests that suited their needs, the authors developed a concept 

� test usefulness (Bachman and Palmer, 1996: 10) - that comprises a clear and 

explicit definition of the qualities of a test. Qualities such as construct 

validity, reliability, authenticity, interactiveness, impact and practicality are 

part of this concept and provide the guidelines for the design of solid 

assessment tools.  

 

2.1.3.1 Validity 

Validity may be deemed as �the most important consideration in test 

development� (Luoma, 2004: 184), as it underlies and attests for the quality 
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of the data provided by test results. There are several forms of validity, which 

may display different levels of achievement (Alderson et al., 1995: 170): 

construct validity, content validity, criterion-related validity (concurrent and 

predictive), scoring validity, and face validity. These forms of validity will 

ease the process of validating a test, and it is recommended that a test should 

be validated through as many ways as possible (Alderson et al., 1995: 171).  

Thorndike and Hagen (1986), referred by Alderson et al. (1995), refer to three 

types of validity: external validity, internal validity and construct validity.  

External validity is related to the comparison of test scores with other 

measures of students� ability, also known as criterion validity. Internal 

validity deals with the study of the perceived content of the test and its 

perceived effect (content validity, face validity and response 

validity).Construct validity may be considered to be the main form of validity 

which certifies the other forms of validity, �a superordinate form of validity 

to which internal and external validity contribute� (Ebel and Frisbie, 1991: 

108, referred by Alderson et al., 1995: 183).  

Hughes (2003: 31) defines construct as �any underlying ability or trait that is 

hypothesised in a theory of language ability� (e.g. the ability to guess words 

from context). Therefore, every time a test is designed to test a specific skill, 

it should comply with the theoretical construct that underlies that skill. If 

testing speaking, the test should focus on speaking activities, not on reading 

or writing.  As construct validity is somewhat abstract, there is the need to 

obtain empirical evidence of its existence (or not), if it can be measured and 

if it is being measured in a specific test. Therefore, the focus should be set 

upon the other forms of validity, which Hughes (2003: 26) refers to as 

�subordinate forms of validity�, as these will be the ones which will provide 

the required empirical evidence. 

Content validity is assured if the content of a test constitutes a representative 

sample of the particular area of language with which it is meant to be 

concerned. This is a fundamental form of test validation because it may 

guarantee achieving an accurate measure of construct validity: the greater 

the content validity, the most likely it is the presence of construct validity 

(Hughes, 2003: 26). If this does not happen, if the content does not comply 

with the construct, it will provide inaccurate results which may lead to 
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harmful effects, namely by deceiving the learners which end up being tested 

on some other content that does not relate to what they expected, and, in 

addition, it may favour the teaching and learning of some areas in detriment 

of others (e.g. in a communicative approach to speaking, if we test it through 

paper-and-pen tests of pronunciation, the results we achieve may gives us an 

overview of the learner�s control of the English sound system, but it will 

surely not tell us if the learner can interact with other speakers in a real-life 

situation).In order to validate the content of a test, test designers should 

show evidence that test tasks, along with criteria, administration and scoring 

procedures, �actually implement the construct� (Luoma, 2004: 186), by 

comparing the test tasks with the test specifications. 

Another fundamental form of test validation is criterion-related validity, and 

it is considered to be �a second form of evidence of a test�s construct 

validity� (Hughes, 2003: 27).This form of validity is related to the level to 

which the test results agree with other grades or marks achieved by some 

�independent and highly dependable assessment of the candidate�s ability� 

(Hughes, 2003: 27). This independent assessment constitutes the criterion 

against which the test results and the test itself will be validated. Therefore, 

there is the need to establish what kind of assessments will be used as 

criterion and, for this purpose, there have been chosen two kinds of criterion 

� related validity: concurrent validity and predictive validity. The first type of 

validity � concurrent � is assessed when the test and the criterion are 

administered at the same time. Hughes (2003: 28) introduces the example of 

the oral component of a final achievement test where a sample of learners 

takes a longer examination session (45 minutes) while the rest take a 10-

minute session. If the level of agreement between the scores is high, meaning 

that there are similar results between the longer version and the shorter one, 

the latter is validated; if there is a low level of agreement, the validation of 

the shorter version is not possible, as it does not constitute a dependable 

measure of achievement. Other forms of concurrent validity can be provided 

by teacher�s assessments, as long as these prove to be reliable. As for 

predictive validity, it relates to the degree to which a test can predict a 

candidate�s future performance, for example, through the results of a 

proficiency test. It may seem to be futurology, but it can provide an insight 
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into the expected performances of learners in a particular context which may 

be confirmed, later on, by the outcome of a course or by an assessment done 

by a teacher. These two forms of validity � content validity and criterion-

related validity � provide evidence for the overall validity of a test, which is 

the same to say that they confirm the test�s construct validity. 

Other components of test validity are scoring validity and face validity. 

Scoring of performances has to be directly related to what is being tested, 

assuring coherence with the purpose of the test (Luoma, 2004: 185). In 

addition, rating criteria should be clearly developed and defined concretely to 

make them easy to use. Besides providing consistency and coherence to the 

rating process, thus ensuring the validity and reliability of a certain test, 

scoring procedures may provide the basis for a feedback report to the 

students and stakeholders. In the last years, students have increasingly been 

demanding teachers to explain results and to tell them how to improve their 

performances whilst stakeholders (e.g. parents, administrators, ministries of 

education) demand prove of �efficiency and cost � effectiveness by more 

rigorous reporting of program outcomes� (Brindley, 2001: 393).   

In addition to scoring validity, there is face validity. This last form of validity 

may be seen as a child of a lesser god, as it is not a scientific notion that 

provides evidence for construct validity (Hughes, 2003: 32). It is a matter of 

looking as if it measures what it is supposed to measure, a question that is 

important for students, parents and other stakeholders. Ingram (1977: 18), 

referred by Alderson et al. (1995: 172), defines it as a �test�s surface 

credibility or public acceptability� and, although not being a scientific notion, 

it has gained more relevance with the Communicative Language Teaching 

(CLT) approach. The latter considers that face validity is important in testing 

because it may deeply affect response validity. If, on one hand, test takers do 

not recognise that the test is assessing what it should, they may not take it 

seriously and, therefore, it will have a harmful washback effect. On the other 

hand, if test takers recognise the validity of a test, they might put a greater 

effort in their performance and, consequently, improve it what might lead to 

better results that will directly, and positively, affect future teaching and 

learning processes. 
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2.1.3.2 Reliability 

Alongside validity, reliability is another fundamental characteristic of a 

�good� test. Reliability is directly associated with score consistency (Luoma, 

2004: 176), which means that test results should express the same values, 

when taken by the same students with the same ability, in the same 

conditions (e.g. time allocation, classroom conditions, interlocutor�s 

attitude), but at a different time. The more similar the scores, the more 

reliable they are. However, we are talking about human beings, who are not 

machines; therefore, test designers have to ensure that the interaction 

between the test-taker and the test itself will not compromise the reliability 

of the results (Hughes, 2003: 3). Luoma (2004: 177) suggests 4 procedures that 

may help test designers ensure the reliability of their tests: first, train scorers 

because it is very difficult to have homogeneous scoring if they are dealing 

with highly subjective measures (e.g. oral ratings); second, use benchmark-

tapes with clear examples of different levels of performance to help raters 

score; third, set standards by clearly defining band scores with descriptors; 

fourth, ensure that rating procedures are consistent, namely by using rating 

forms which will regulate and uniformise the procedures whilst providing a 

very useful instrument if a re-examination of the scoring is required. As this 

dissertation is on the assessment of speaking, it is relevant to mention that 

Luoma (2004: 179) refers that the most relevant types of reliability for this 

area are intra � rater reliability (or internal consistency), inter - rater 

reliability and a parallel form of reliability. The first concerns the fact that 

raters have to individually study the rating criteria and have to reach an 

agreement with it, so as to clearly define in their minds what and how to rate 

the student�s performance; the second refers to the fact that different raters 

should score performances similarly by using the same rating criteria, even if 

they do not agree completely; and the third has to do with the fact that, if 

there is more than one test form, students should take 2 or more different 

forms, and their scores should be analysed for consistency. If the latter does 

not exist, the forms cannot be considered parallel. Rating criteria and scoring 

procedures will be discussed in more depth in the third section of this 

literature review. 
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2.1.3.3 Authenticity 

Authenticity is another relevant characteristic of a �good� test and it is 

defined by Bachman and Palmer (1996:23) as �the degree of correspondence 

of the characteristics of a given language test task to the features of a TLU 

[Target Language Use] task�. This is a fundamental characteristic of a test 

because it establishes the connection between the test and what the test-

takers are prepared to do. It is also connected to test validation as it pertains 

to the perceptions students have about the test, whether it tests what they 

have learnt or not. The more similar the test task is to what the learners are 

familiar within the context of a specific target language use domain, the more 

authentic the test is. 

 

2.1.3.4 Interactiveness 

Relevant for a �good� test is also the degree of interactiveness it prompts. 

Bachman and Palmer (1996: 25) suggest �interactiveness resides in the 

interaction between the individual and the task� and the more his/her topical 

knowledge, affective schemata and language ability are engaged by the test 

task, the more interactive the test is. The knowledge about varied topics, 

brought by the test-taker to the test task, along with his/her affective 

schemata that determines his/her emotional responses to the tasks, are 

crucial for the performance�s result. In addition to these, the test-taker�s 

level of language ability is also decisive for the degree of interactiveness of a 

test. For Bachman and Palmer (1996), language ability is constituted by two 

notions: language knowledge and strategic competence, which are 

fundamental in the interaction between language users and their context, 

especially when talking about assessment.  As communication is the ultimate 

goal, their knowledge of the language and of the topic is set into motion 

simultaneously, alongside their emotional responses and their ability to assess 

the language use situation, in order to use their resources in the most 

productive way. If we add to this complex process the pressure of an 

assessment, it is only natural that their response will be different from the 

one they would have in the classroom. Therefore, it is fundamental that test 
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designers try promoting interactiveness by setting familiar language use tasks 

rooted in the TLU domain. 

 

2.1.3.5 Practicality 

Practicality is another test quality that should be achieved by test designers. 

Harris (1969) refers that a test should be applicable to our particular situation 

whilst displaying characteristics like cost-effectiveness, ease of administration 

and scoring, and ease of interpretation. Therefore, practicality implies 

optimising resources, preferably in a way that suits the test�s requirements. 

 

2.1.3.6 Impact 

All the previously referred characteristics reflect themselves on the last one: 

impact. There would be no need for testing if it did not have consequences, 

but it does and it has profound effects in the teaching and learning processes. 

This is what Bachman and Palmer (1996: 30) identify as impact, which can be 

analysed in two levels: at micro-level, concerning the effects it has on the 

individuals that take the tests and have to make decisions based on their 

results; and at macro-level, related with the effects testing has on society 

and on the educational systems, inducting changes in the course of 

educational policies. Consequently, test designers have to bear this in mind 

when developing their assessment tools, especially when talking about high-

stakes examinations, due to the possibility of occurring not only positive, but 

also harmful effects. If having a positive impact, it can promote better 

performances and broaden the areas to be studied, but if having a negative 

impact, it may drive learners away from the subject and it may narrow its 

focus, preventing students and teachers from evolving. In order to avoid the 

latter from happening, Bachman and Palmer (1996: 31) suggest that, for high � 

stakes national exams, teaching should be focused on the syllabus of the test 

whilst training of the techniques required by the test should be practiced in 

class. This will increase the validity and reliability of the tests and it might 

increase their level of interactiveness and authenticity. 
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2.2 Speaking 

 

Speaking is probably the most problematic language skill to teach, learn and 

assess. As Alderson and Bachman refer (Luoma, 2004: ix), �speaking in a 

foreign language is very difficult and competence in speaking takes a long 

time to develop.� It requires engaging several abilities and it demands 

different types of reactions, both from teachers and learners. Teaching how 

to speak a foreign language involves preparing the learners to be able to use 

it in the most varied situations, what Bygate (1987: 4) describes as knowledge 

in action. Speaking involves having knowledge of grammar and vocabulary 

along with the skills that allow speakers to know when and how to use it.   

 

2.2.1 Approaches to speaking 

Throughout the history of language teaching, speaking as a language skill has 

been rather neglected, a situation that has only known some changes in the 

last 20 years. This can be explained by three factors (Bygate, 2001: 14): first, 

there is the still very close connection to the grammar-translation approach in 

many countries, where the focus of teaching and learning is set upon reading 

and writing as main skills whilst speaking is regarded as a secondary kind of 

language knowledge. Second, until the mid - 1970�s, there was the 

unavailability of technological devices (e.g. tape �recorders) which made 

access to spoken language difficult. As these devices became cheaper and 

practical enough to use, the widespread study of talk became possible. Third, 

there is what Bygate (2001: 14) designates as �exploitation� of speaking as 

part of the methodology of many approaches (e.g. Audiolingualism, Direct 

Method). Instead of regarding speaking as a discourse skill, these approaches 

treated speaking as a special medium for supplying language input, 

memorisation practice and habit-formation. Nevertheless, this did not prevent 

Audiolingualism from having a fundamental role in the changes that have 

affected the teaching and learning of speaking as a language skill. 



 23

In the 1950�s, Audiolingualism, which was based on behaviourist theories, 

brought forward a much clearer perspective on how oral skills should be 

taught and learnt. It supported the concept that teaching and learning oral 

language required nothing more that the repetition of structures in the target 

language. In order to do so, tape recorders and language laboratories were 

fundamental for the process. These would prompt the development of 

grammatical and phonological accuracy, along with fluency, through 

repetition, memorisation and automaticity exercises. Although not taking into 

account relevant aspects of spoken interaction, Audiolingualism, even if 

unconsciously, already pointed out some features that are fundamental in 

shared speech, namely by �training� learners to use chunks of language � 

formulaic expressions -  that would facilitate the exchange of information 

with other speakers (Bygate, 1987: 14). 

In the 1970�s, the main flaws of Audiolingualism were addressed by the 

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) approach, namely by focusing on the 

relationship between language and meaning and by providing a social context 

to speaking whilst associating it to the fulfilment of social functions (e.g. 

politeness) (Bygate, 2001: 15). Rooted in the cognitive and socio-linguistic 

theories of language and learning, CLT concentrated on promoting learning by 

starting from the meanings learners wanted to communicate and by working 

out how to express them. This is what is known as learner � centred approach, 

meaning that the focal point of the classroom moves from the front (teacher) 

to the audience (learners), implying major changes both in methodology and 

curriculum. Besides adopting a learner-centred approach, CLT also moved 

away from the concept of �oral expression� (Mackey, 1965, referred by 

Bygate, 1987: 5) involving solely � the use of the right sounds in the right 

patterns of rhythm and intonation� along with the �choice of words and 

inflections in the right order to convey the right meaning.� CLT promoted a 

notional-functional approach to the teaching of grammar, in an effort to 

include the teaching of interactional notions (e.g. making requests, apologies, 

invitations, introductions, etc). Besides being accurate, learners are 

challenged to use their knowledge of the language in real speech acts, taking 

advantage of the language in order for it to be useful in different situations. 

Nevertheless promoting speech production, CLT still focus its attention on the 
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individual and the language is still used within a very narrow scope of 

situations which are modelled and practised mainly through role-play, 

preventing natural oral interactive discourse from happening.  

The task-based approach (TBA) appeared in the 1980�s, and with it interactive 

speaking and its features came under the spotlight. This approach focused its 

attention on the features of speech, especially in the differences that exist 

between oral discourse and written discourse. It stopped focusing solely on 

the individual and on the individual processes of speech production (Levelt, 

1989, referred by Bygate, 2001), namely conceptualisation, formulation, 

articulation and self-monitoring. It broadened its range to consider other 

factors: the context where oral interaction takes place; the reciprocity factor 

which shapes the interaction between speaker and listener together with the 

fact that it takes place face-to-face; the lack of predictability that 

characterises oral interaction along with the fact that it is produced on the 

spot with little time to correct mistakes (Bygate, 2001: 16). These were all 

brought into the equation with TBA. Consequently, teaching and test experts 

realised that speaking went far beyond being �one of the various skills that 

language learners should develop and have� (Luoma, 2004: 20), it went 

beyond something individuals do, as it involves others and has an important 

social role. Luoma (2004: 20) points out that speech production is �a part of 

the shared social activity of speaking� where not only information is shared, 

but also social routines take place, shaping relationships between speaker and 

listener.   

 

2.2.2 Speaking as a skill  

The act of speaking assembles several types of specific skills that enable 

communication to take place on the spur of the moment. Bygate (1987) refers 

to a set of skills � motor-perceptive skills and interaction skills � which 

constitute the springboard for oral interaction to happen. Motor � perceptive 

skills are the ones which involve perceiving, recalling and articulating sounds 

and structures of a language in the correct order. It can be considered to be 

the �mechanical� part of speech production, as it does not involve other 
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factors beyond the accuracy with which speech is produced. Mackey (1965: 

266, referred by Bygate, 1987: 5) points out this demanding need for the 

�right sounds in the right patterns of rhythm and intonation [�] words and 

inflections in the right order to convey the right meaning.� To achieve such 

accuracy, Mackey (1965) suggests exercises such as model dialogues, pattern 

practice, and oral drill tables, amongst others, to help learners of a foreign 

language to memorise and produce the right words.  

Nonetheless, mastering this type of skills does not cover the ability  that is 

required from moving from the teacher-controlled environment of the 

classroom to real-life, outside-the-classroom situations, which imply dealing 

with unpredictable situations and unfamiliar topics. Wilkins (1976, referred by 

Bygate, 1987:5) named this ability as transfer of skills, the capacity to 

transfer one�s �knowledge from a language learning situation to a language 

using situation�. Therefore, in order to put intomotion this transfer of skills, 

learners need to draw on other skills in order to control their language 

production and adapt their speech to the situations. These are what Bygate 

(1987: 6) refers to as interaction skills which draw together knowledge and 

basic motor-perceptive skills to make communication possible. Effective 

communication takes place when meanings are exchanged and understood by 

the participants in spoken interaction; therefore, having only knowledge of 

the system of the language will not allow people to communicate. 

Other abilities are required in order to satisfy some conditions that derive 

from the particular nature of speech. As previously referred, speech has to be 

produced on the spot, face-to-face and in immediate reaction to what the 

other says; as a result, speakers have to deal with time constraints which will 

affect the choice of vocabulary, the style of speech and the scale of the 

speaker�s output (Bygate, 1987: 7). These are known as processing conditions 

and are intimately related to the ability of producing speech at a normal pace 

under pressure of time. Short and simple sentences, syntactic mistakes, 

repetition, generic and vague words, and �irregularities and messiness of 

speech� (Bygate, 1987: 13) are the visible side of the influence that 

processing conditions have on speech. Therefore, and in order for the 

interaction to make sense and for meaning to be exchanged, speakers have 

the need to adapt their speech according to the feedback provided by their 
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listener(s). The degree of a speaker�s adaptability and flexibility results from 

the use s/he makes of devices that facilitate her/his speech production and 

compensate for the difficulties. Simple structures, the use of ellipsis, 

parataxis and formulaic expressions, along with fillers and hesitation markers 

are some devices that help speakers adjust their speech and enable listeners 

to better understand ideas. Besides these facilitation devices, there are also 

compensation devices (e.g. rephrasing, repetition, false starts and self-

correction) that help the speaker overcome difficulties in organising speech.  

Bygate (1987: 14) labels these as production skills which are directly 

connected to the way �language is organised in speech�, and are linked to the 

previously referred processing conditions. 

The feedback that speakers receive results from the fact of having an 

interlocutor, someone on the other side of this interaction that reacts and 

reciprocates. Speaking is a reciprocal activity and the reactions of the listener 

(e.g. agreement, disagreement, understanding, incomprehension, etc) enable 

the speaker to adapt his/her message and to be flexible in communication. 

This reciprocity will shape the effectiveness of the oral interaction, which 

depends on how good processors of the spoken word are the participants 

(Bygate, 1987: 22).  

 

2.2.3 Speaking as interaction 

The effectiveness of an oral interaction does not depend solely of processing 

and reciprocity conditions, it also depends of the social and situational 

features that surround the communication.  To deal with these contextual 

factors, Hymes (1972) developed a framework � SPEAKING - which organises 

the factors that may affect speech production: 

 

Situation (physical setting and nature of the event) 

Participants (speaker, hearer, audience) 

Ends (conventional outcomes of the event) 
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Act sequence (the form and content of speech acts) 

Key (tone, manner, or spirit of act) 

Instrumentalities (channel or mode and forms of speech) 

Norms (norms of interpretation and norms of interaction) 

Genre (categories such as joke, description, presentation) 

                                                   (adapted from Luoma, 2004: 24/5) 

This framework might prove its usefulness not only when analysing specific 

interactions to gather information on how speech is developed according to 

the purposes of the interaction, but it may also be very useful when 

developing tests (e.g. planning the test according to its construct, comparing 

individual test administrations (scoring validity), comparing test talk with 

real-life situations talk). As stated by Luoma (2004: 25), Hymes�s framework 

can help teachers organise their speaking activities in the classroom and guide 

the conceptualisation of more suitable speaking assessment tools. Besides 

possessing all these advantages, this framework reflects the main 

characteristic of spoken interaction: the fact that speaking is a social act that 

involves more than one participant and that it should not be assessed solely as 

an individual performance. 

The social nature of speech cannot be overlooked (McNamara, 1997), as it 

involves the building of meaning by two or more speakers. Speech production 

cannot be seen as an isolate accomplishment of accuracy, appropriateness 

and fluency; if regarded as such, people would lecture instead of talk to each 

other. Production and exchange of meanings are the main goals of spoken 

interaction, and they are deeply influenced by the roles and relationships 

established by speakers prior to or during their interaction. The level of 

familiarity, the situation and the power relationship between speakers will 

almost certainly determine the type of vocabulary, the speech rate and the 

degree of formality of the exchanges. Speakers �vary their language when 

interacting with familiar or unfamiliar speakers� (O�Sullivan, 2002: 291), 

being that the latter�s gender is also an influential factor that directly affects 

the type of speech and attitudes taken by the participants. Attitudes are 
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another fundamental feature that contributes for the success, or not, of the 

spoken interaction. This is intimately related to personality (e.g. risk-taking) 

and affective factors (e.g. anxiety, tension, fear) that may determine the 

degree of speech naturalness and the degree of interaction that will occur 

between the participants. McNamara (1997: 453) refers the fact that some 

speakers react negatively to their interlocutors and such negativity may affect 

their performance in the interaction (e.g. speaking assessments).  

 

2.3 Assessing speaking  

Speaking may be considered to be �the most challenging of all language 

exams to prepare, administer, and score� (Madsen, 1983: 147), as it is 

difficult to determine what and how when it comes to evaluating spoken 

language. Speaking is not frequently well-defined as a construct, as it requires 

the simultaneous use of different abilities which often develop at different 

rates. Consequently, there are vast numbers of criteria which to choose from 

to evaluate the performances of learners/speakers (e.g. grammar, 

vocabulary, pronunciation, fluency, appropriateness, etc). Therefore, when 

assessing this skill, testers have to be extra-careful when developing the 

assessment tools by objectively defining �What is speaking? What kind of 

speaking do we want to test in a particular context? Which tasks and rating 

criteria test this?� (Luoma, 2004: 28). 

�What is speaking?� in a specific test is defined by the assessment needs that 

preferably derive from what has been set as a course objective, from what 

has been practiced in the classroom, or from what is stated as the purpose of 

the test. According to Luoma (2004: 22), there are 3 significant areas which 

can be focussed when assessing speaking: the purposes of talk, the speaking 

situation and the speaker role. By defining which area will be developed in a 

test, test developers can narrow their scope and may establish the test�s 

construct more thoroughly.  Brown et alli (1984), referred by Luoma (2004: 

22/23), define two extremes when talking about purposes of talk, which can 

prove to be very useful when establishing the aim of a specific speaking 

assessment: chatting, or listener-related talk, and information-related talk.  
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As the designation indicates, chatting (or listener-related talk) has to do with 

the building of social relationships, a relevant part of any person�s life. When 

chatting, speakers bring into view their personality traits, their social 

behaviour and their culture and these constitute a challenge that needs to be 

taken into account by test-developers. The social purpose of this kind of talk 

shapes the interaction between speaker and listener by promoting the 

discussion of a varied number of matters, usually under a shared angle, in 

order not to raise heated discussions, but to achieve understanding and 

agreement and promote inter-knowledge.   

Information-related talk is the other extreme defined by Brown et al. (1984) 

and its goal is to get a message across and confirm that the listener has 

understood it. Consequently, this type of talk involves some of the 

characteristics of speech mentioned by Bygate (2001): repetition, clarification 

requests, comprehension checks, whilst establishing a common ground for the 

interaction, giving information in bite-size chunks, and building the exchange 

of information under a logical progression (Luoma, 2004: 23). For test-

developers, testing this type of talk requires the analysis of varied types of 

performances, to gather as many examples of different ability levels as 

possible.  This analysis and its results may have a direct impact on the 

definition and conceptualisation of rating scales and criteria and, 

consequently, on its validity and reliability.  

 

2.3.1 Raters 

As previously mentioned, in assessing speaking, the most important features 

to be taken into account when analysing the reliability level of a test are the 

rater (intra and inter-rater reliability), the rating scale and its criteria 

(Luoma, 2004). Oral tests are suspected of having low reliability levels due to 

the immediate nature of performance and of scoring (Shohamy, 1983). 

Therefore, it is vital for scorers to be trained in the scoring procedures, so as 

to standardise them and ensure consistency in the results. In addition, when 

assessing speaking, it is advisable to have more than one examiner, in order 

to ensure that attention is paid to different features of the performance. 

However, if referring to classroom assessments, this becomes almost 
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impossible, due to time and cost constraints. The solution to ensure rater 

reliability is to have each scorer study and analyse the scale and its criteria 

and derive guideline points that help him/her understand what is being scored 

in each level (intra-rater reliability) and apply the same score to similar 

performances. Another option might be to self-check for consistency in the 

procedures and compare the specific features of a performance to the criteria 

in the scoring scale (Luoma, 2004: 179). Moreover, there is also the need to 

have the different scorers agree on the rating scale; it must be guaranteed 

that all the scorers interpret the criteria in the same way and assess 

performances having that in mind. Thus, after ensuring intra-rater reliability, 

it is necessary to guarantee inter-rater reliability. A solution to guarantee 

inter-rater reliability in the scoring is to give the test to other classes, with 

different teachers, and compare the scoring procedures and the results, in 

order to establish common ground. But this will only be possible if raters are 

provided with clear and concise rating scales. 

 

2.3.2 Rating scales and criteria 

 
Besides the test itself, rating scales are probably the most visible feature of 

an assessment tool. Many times, it is used not only by teachers/examiners, 

but also by the students/examinees themselves, and by score users, as it 

provides definitions and a description of what is required from the students 

and what are the main features that are being assessed. This provides 

information for examiners to evaluate performances, for examinees to 

prepare for tests, and for score users to have an idea of what is the 

performance of the examinee in a specific skill. Therefore, extra care has to 

be put in the design of a scoring scale, in order for it to be clear, concise, and 

reliable. 

 

There are different types of scoring scales: holistic, which express �an overall 

impression of an examinee�s ability in one score� (Luoma, 2004: 61); 

analytical, which have a number of criteria (3-5) with descriptors at the 

different levels of the scale; behavioural, describing characteristics of learner 

language in specific contexts of language use (Brindley, 1998, referred by 
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Luoma, 2004: 67); theory-derived which describe degrees of language ability 

without any specific contextualisation (Luoma, 2004: 67);  and numerical 

which identify levels by numbers instead of having descriptors, amongst 

others. Noteworthy is the fact that some of these features may be brought 

together in a scale (e.g. holistic and behavioural rating scale � ACTFL Speaking 

Scale, appendix 2). 

 

When choosing what type of rating scale is going to be used in an assessment, 

two priority considerations arise: the construct and the criteria to be 

assessed. In the case of speaking, there is the possibility of assessing overall 

proficiency, the achievement of syllabus� goals, or diagnose strengths and 

weaknesses. Having the construct in mind, test developers should choose 

criteria that support what it states. It is very difficult to choose the adequate 

criteria because all are deemed important (Harris, 1969; Heaton, 1975; 

Madsen, 1983), and because sometimes their own definition is somewhat 

vague (e.g. fluency). 

 

For example, Cambridge�s Common Scale for Speaking (UCLES �appendix 3) is 

used as a support framework for all the speaking assessments of the 

Cambridge Main Suite examinations. It has been used for several years, and 

has undergone several reviews and adjustments, the latest of which provided 

for its mapping to the CEF, what certified and increased its level of 

reliability. Generally aiming to test the candidate�s general English 

proficiency in varied contexts, each of the Main Suite examinations has its 

own criteria clearly specified for the level it aims to assess. These criteria are 

then interpreted according to the Common Scale level descriptors, which 

provide a clear and concise definition of what the candidate is able to do in 

English in real-life contexts. The criteria which are commonly assessed in the 

Main Suite examinations for speaking are grammar and vocabulary, discourse 

management, pronunciation and interactive communication. All these agree 

with the goal of the examinations as they focus both on features of spoken 

production and of spoken interaction, allowing for scores to reflect the 

performance on a variety of contexts, under different interaction patterns. 

Each one of the criteria is worth the same (10 marks); therefore, the 

importance given to each feature is the same and makes it easier to reach a 
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balanced, final score. If we consider the FCE (First Certificate in English) 

marking scheme, which is placed at level B2 of the CEF, it is possible to 

devise a clear way of using the Common Scale to assess performances, along 

with the specific criteria. There are three levels (A2 (Waystage � KET), B1 

(Threshold � PET), and B2 (Vantage � FCE)) which provide the scorer with a 

general overview of what candidates are able to perform in the English 

language in three developmental stages; alongside, the criteria descriptors 

provide a more thorough definition of what is the expected speaking 

performance on level B2. When examining the performance, the assessor has 

the possibility of only focusing on the specific criteria, whilst the interlocutor 

provides an overall assessment of the performance by using the concise 

statements that define each level of the Common Scale. After the live 

performance, both assessor and interlocutor compare their assessments and 

reach a common score, which will then place the candidate in one of the 

three levels (A2, B1 or B2), preferably in the last one as the aim of the FCE is 

to grant a certification on B2 level. The easiness and reliability of this rating 

process are assured by frequent reviews of the scales and criteria, by training 

scorers, and by implementing annual coordination sessions to standardise 

scoring procedures. 
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CHAPTER 3 CURRENT APPROACHES TO SPEAKING ASSESSMENT 

In this third chapter, a general overview of international and national 

approaches to assessing speaking will be presented, namely through the 

analysis and comparison of examinations provided by international 

examination boards and of national school-leaving exams.  

 

3.1 International exams  

Nowadays, there is an ever-growing need to learn and know a foreign 

language. Besides being useful when going abroad, a foreign language may 

also be fundamental in terms of employment, worldwide business and 

diplomacy. Therefore, there is the need to provide evidence of the level of 

knowledge one has of a specific foreign language, which is usually done 

through certificates provided by internationally recognised examination 

boards, such as the Educational Testing Service (ETS) and the University of 

Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate (UCLES) 

 

3.1.1 Test of Spoken English (TSE) 

The Test of Spoken English (TSE) can be considered to be one of the most 

widely used assessments of speaking in the world, being applied mostly in the 

selection of professionals to work in the USA and Canada. It is held by the 

Educational Testing Service (ETS) and it is mainly aimed at students and 

professionals who have English as their second language. As it is stated in the 

ETS website, TSE �measures the ability of non-native English speakers to 

communicate in English effectively enough for employment, graduate 

assistantships, licensure and certification.� This test is tape-recorded (20 

minutes) and it can also be delivered over the telephone, through Interactive 

Voice Response (IVC). TSE test format consists of nine speech activity items 

which include narrating, recommending, persuading, giving and supporting an 

opinion (e.g. telling a story, describing a graph, and answering questions).  

Candidates� performance assessment is done at an ETS centre by 2 TSE 
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trained scorers who award �a single score of communicative language ability�, 

which is achieved through the average across items and scorers (ETS website). 

This average score is reported using a holistic/analytical scale (Luoma, 2004: 

68) which assesses overall comprehension, pronunciation, grammar and 

fluency. The scale is divided in 5 levels from 20 to 60 in increments of five 

(i.e. 20, 25, 30, 35�), and its reliability is underpinned by its mapping to the 

Common European Framework, namely levels A1 to C1 (Tannenbaum and 

Wylie, 2006: unpaginated). 

This test is based in the communicative concept of using language to do 

things, i.e. in language functions. Examinees are requested to perform several 

different tasks (e.g. respond to a co-worker, make a progress report) in order 

to demonstrate the level to which they can master spoken English in 

professional contexts. TSE involves examinees in communicative activities 

which prompt overall spoken production (CEF, 2001), being sustained 

monologue the favoured activity. 

One of the advantages of this test is that the language functions tested are 

relevant for the purpose of the test, providing it with a considerable level of 

validity. It covers a broad range of language-use situations, simulating real-

life tasks that may resemble the examinee�s future reality. This is what 

Luoma (2004) refers to as task-based approach to assessment and it is mainly 

used in professional contexts, which is the case of TSE. This approach will not 

only validate the test content, but also the score interpretation as the scores 

obtained will more thoroughly reflect the examinee�s speaking ability and its 

compliance with the requirements of the future work s/he will develop. 

Moreover, the consistency in its administration also gives TSE a considerable 

degree of reliability, resulting from the standardisation of administration 

procedures, from double-marking, and from the constant processes of 

redevelopment and review that TSE undergoes frequently (Luoma, 2001). 

Nevertheless having all these advantages, TSE does not provide for the 

interactional nature of speech. Most of its communicative activities focus on 

speech production (e.g. sustained monologue - CEF) and reception (e.g. 

understanding interaction between native speakers - CEF) whilst the 

interactiveness of speaking is overlooked. This somehow contradicts the 
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statement that TSE aims to �measure a test taker�s verbal proficiency in the 

English language� (ETS website) as it does not provide for a broader concept 

of speaking as an inherently social activity. How can someone�s verbal 

proficiency be thoroughly tested if there is no assessment on how the 

examinee performs live, reacting to an interlocutor(s) on the spur of the 

moment?   The fact that the test taker�s performance is taped and that s/he 

has about 30 seconds to prepare her/his answer does not justify the fact that 

there is not an interlocutor who enables the construction of a real-life 

interaction between two speakers. If we analyse carefully the rubrics of a TSE 

test (Appendix 4), the most repeated instruction is �respond�, along with 

�tell a story� and �report�; as a result, the examinee does not have the 

chance to engage in an interactive discussion with a native speaker, adjusting 

and reformulating his/her speech and showing the real level of his/her 

mastery of the language. Speakers do not lecture; they speak to each other, 

and even if what is being assessed is the performance in a professional 

context that does not mean that the examinees will not speak to anyone. 

Thus, by favouring spoken production, TSE is focusing on the less oral - like 

type of language (Luoma, 2004: 45). The fluency of the speech is constrained 

by the production of a more literate language, which prevents a spontaneous 

and more natural flow (CEF: 2001). This might jeopardize one aspect of the 

mapping of scores to the common reference categories of the CEF, namely 

the interaction category which is not applicable to the TSE scoring system. In 

addition, it may also be possible to establish that the mapping of the TSE 

scoring system only focuses some of the reference categories, namely 

accuracy, coherence and fluency, what might be caused by the inherently 

one-sided production of speech. CEF�s common reference categories for 

spoken language use do not need to be all tested simultaneously, but in the 

case of TSE, its range might not be sufficient to provide for an accurate 

measure of verbal proficiency and effective communication.  

 

3.1.2 First Certificate in English (FCE) 

One of Cambridge ESOL examinations, the First Certificate in English (FCE) 

aims to �assess the ability to communicate effectively in English� (FCE�s 
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Handbook: 2). Its goal is to provide evidence that �the learner can do office 

work or take a course of study in the medium of the language being learned� 

(FCE�s Handbook: 3), being placed at level B2 of the CEF. Candidates come 

from all over the world, have an average age of 23 years old, and 60% of them 

are females. Candidates are mostly students and their test results are used 

for varied purposes, namely employment (51%), further study (32%) and 

personal interest (17%) (FCE�s Handbook: 4). FCE examination is accepted all 

over the world by commerce and industry organisations, universities and 

educational institutions. It follows the paired format (two candidates and two 

examiners), common to almost all Cambridge ESOL examinations, which 

attests for its effort in trying to provide candidates and assessors with a real-

life context for speaking, reinforcing the validity of its content and scoring 

interpretations. It comprises 4 parts: interview, long turn, collaborative task 

and discussion which are performed live (14 minutes) in a continuous process 

of interaction. The 3 types of communication activities referred in the CEF 

(2001) � reception, interaction and production � are present throughout the 

examination, thus strengthening the communicative nature of this 

assessment. The validity and reliability of test scores is also a major concern 

in this examination, as it happens with other Cambridge ESOL examinations. 

The examiners/scorers undergo intensive training which is supported by 

annual examiner co-ordination sessions led by Team Leaders. The examiners 

�watch and discuss sample Speaking tests recorded on video and then conduct 

practice tests with volunteer candidates in order to establish a common 

standard of assessment� (FCE Handbook: 60), once more underlining the 

validity and reliability of the examination�s scoring procedures and results. 

The assessment of performances is done according to four analytical criteria: 

grammar and vocabulary, discourse management, pronunciation and 

interaction management. These criteria are applied to each candidate�s 

performance, being that the assessor applies �detailed, analytical scales� 

(FCE Teacher�s Book, 2003: 13) while the examiner uses a global achievement 

scale, based on the analytical scale, through which �the candidate�s overall 

effectiveness in dealing with the tasks� (FCE Handbook: 59) is assessed. The 

final score results from the overall performance in the 4 parts of the test and 

it is interpreted according to the Cambridge ESOL Common Scale for Speaking. 

FCE is based in an interactional concept of language use and it tests the 
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spoken language use ability of the candidates who are asked to �interact in 

conversational English in a range of contexts� (FCE Handbook: 53). According 

to Luoma (2004: 42), it may be possible to consider that FCE is an example of 

construct-based approach to assessment, as it focuses on the level of the 

candidate�s speaking skills in general and not on his/her ability to perform 

specific speaking tasks. In accordance with this, the communicative activities 

comprise reception, interaction and production, leading the candidates to 

focus on different functions of speech (e.g. comparing and contrasting, 

stating and supporting and opinion, exchanging information, agreeing and 

disagreeing, initiating and responding, collaborating, and turn-taking) whilst 

engaging in varied interaction patterns. 

FCE�s Speaking Test advantages derive directly from its intrinsically 

interactive nature. It prompts for constant exchange of meaning and 

information and even the long-turn requires the other candidate to pay 

attention, �as they are asked to comment briefly (for about 20 seconds) after 

their partner has spoken� (FCE Handbook: 53). As FCE�s main goal is to have 

candidates �interact in conversational English in a range of contexts� (FCE 

Handbook: 53), its tasks and interaction patterns agree completely with this 

statement, therefore attesting for the test and scoring validity and reliability.  

Possible drawbacks of FCE are the lack of questions that would help 

candidates recall tasks in parts 2 and 3, which would positively affect the 

standardisation of responses and improve the comparability of tasks 

(Cambridge ESOL Examinations website). Another disadvantage is the fact 

that the interlocutor does not have enough prompts in part 4 to help him/her 

guide the candidates. These drawbacks have been addressed in the process of 

review of FCE and will be improved in the new exams as of December 2008. 

By choosing TSE and FCE Speaking Test, the purpose is to have an overview of 

current practice in assessing speaking, in terms of international examination 

boards. As it may be drawn from the brief analysis done to both examinations, 

there are several differences between them. On one hand, TSE is task � based 

oriented, specifically aimed at testing the use of English for professional 

purposes and centred on reception and production activities. It is created 

following a functional perspective which advocates that language is to be used 
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to do things. It achieves its purpose, but it lacks in interactional features, as 

it does not provide for face-to face interaction to happen, weakening the 

communicative intent of the examination. On the other hand, FCE is 

construct�oriented and it aims to test the candidate�s ability to use language 

in different contexts. In accordance with this, it engages candidates in a 

series of varied tasks which promote different patterns of interaction and 

require the use of a wide range of speech features. Cambridge ESOL 

examinations undergo cyclic review and, as a result, FCE has just recently 

been reviewed and adjusted to better suit the candidates and the assessors� 

needs which required more questions to help candidates deal with tasks in 

Part 2 (long turn) and 3 (collaborative task) and additional prompts to help 

the interlocutor enhance Part 4 (discussion). 

 

3.2 National exams 

In addition to internationally recognised examinations, there are several 

countries that have developed their own national exams to assess their 

students� mastery of spoken English. In this section, an analysis and 

comparison of two school- leaving exams (Portugal and Romania) will be done, 

so as to understand the similarities and differences between them. 

 

3.2.1 Portugal 

In 2004/2005, the Portuguese Ministry of Education decided to implement 

pilot school-leaving exams for the foreign languages (Provas Experimentais de 

Expressão Oral de Línguas Estrangeiras). Several tests were developed to 

cover for the main foreign languages learnt in Portugal: English and German, 

followed by French and Spanish (2005/2006). These pilot-exams were then 

applied in schools which volunteered to implement the exams in their 12th 

grade classes, throughout the second semester of 2005/2006. In 2006/2007, a 

group of researchers and teachers analysed and evaluated the implementation 

process and the results, deriving a set of recommendations that pointed out 

mainly for the need to train interlocutors and assessors. As a result, a set of 
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teacher training courses has been implemented all around the country to 

prepare teachers for this new role by training them in the development of 

speaking exams after models and by familiarising them with speaking exams 

standard administration procedures. 

 

The need for these exams derives from the awareness that speaking and 

listening skills have somewhat been overlooked in the teaching and learning of 

foreign languages in Portugal. For many years, until mid-1970�s, there were 

compulsory speaking exams in foreign languages, including Latin; however, 

after the 1974 Revolution, the educational system in Portugal has undergone 

several reforms (1974 - 1976, 1986, 1989, 2001, 2003) and uncountable 

adjustments and, with them, speaking exams simply disappeared from the 

curriculum. In more recent years, the reforms of compulsory education (2001) 

and of secondary education (2003) have prompted a change in methodological 

guidelines and have refocused attention on the spoken language. By 

acknowledging that �today, learning a foreign language is an essential pre-

requisite to access knowledge and it favours personal and professional 

mobility� (Portugal�s Ministry of Education website), the Portuguese 

educational system has seen the re-introduction of speaking exams which will 

be fully implemented in 2007/2008.  

The spoken English language pilot- exam (appendix 5) is performed live and 

follows the paired format of the Cambridge ESOL examinations with one 

modification: instead of two examiners, there are three and two examinees. 

The role of interlocutor is performed by all examiners in shifts, according to 

the number of examinees. The exam last from16 to 20 minutes per pair and it 

consists of 3 main moments: interview, long turn and collaborative task 

(followed by a brief three-way discussion). The main goal is to assess 

students� speaking skills in a real-life context of social interaction and 

examinees are required to interact giving personal and general information, 

expressing and justifying points of view, describing, narrating, exchanging 

information and opinions, agreeing/disagreeing, suggesting, 

accepting/refusing, amongst others. The assessment of the performances is 

done through an analytical scale, used by the examiners, while a 
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global/holistic assessment scale is used by the interlocutor. These scales have 

been generated by adapting the categories and descriptors of the Common 

Reference Levels of the CEF to the characteristics of the exam, by building a 

proficiency scale (CEF, 2001: 181) which enables the examiners to refine their 

scores by using pluses to differentiate performances. The mapping of the 

scoring system to the FCE validates the scoring interpretations and provides 

reliability to the scores obtained as they will express the examinee�s degree 

of mastery to a very consistent level.  

Portugal�s pilot-exam has its content derived from the syllabus implemented 

in the 12th grade, but it also aims to test the examinee�s spoken language 

ability. Therefore, it can be assumed that it results in a balance between 

task-based assessment and construct-based assessment, as it not only provides 

data on how the examinee masters the content and the skills taught and 

learnt during the school year in class, but it also focuses on how the examinee 

behaves in a live-performance, interacting with others and using his/her 

spoken language ability. As Luoma refers (2004: 42), these two approaches to 

assessment do not have to be conflicting and should be considered together 

when designing and developing speaking tests. In the Portuguese exam, an 

attempt has been done to do that and the fact is that it results in a much 

more at ease performance from the examinees as they are comfortable and 

familiarised with the contents and types of tasks, thus making it possible to 

produce language samples of better quality. The communicative activities 

that are part of this exam include reception, interaction and production and 

provide for the inherently interactive nature of this exam which aims to assess 

the level to which the examinees �spontaneously, fluently and effectively 

interact in English by actively participating in discussions within the topic 

domains, defending points of view and opinions, integrating their experiences 

and mobilising knowledge acquired in other school subjects� (Departamento 

do Ensino Secundário, 2001). 

This pilot-exam has the advantage of being a work in progress. Therefore, it is 

being adjusted having in mind the suggestions made by teachers and students 

who participated in the trial. From the beginning, it has the advantage of 

establishing a direct connection between what is stated in the syllabus� goals 

and what is tested in the exam, providing it with a high level of validity; in 
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addition, its content and task types also have a high level of validity as they 

are sound examples of what the examinees were asked to learn and do in 

class. Moreover, and as a result of the conjunction of the latter with the 

testing of the examinee�s language ability, the exam can also be considered 

to have high reliability as the performance score closely demonstrates the 

level of the candidate�s speaking skill as s/he is asked to perform face-to-face 

and to react on the spur of the moment. The mapping of its scoring scale to 

CEF also endows it with reliability, even more because the categories and 

descriptors are fairly similar to the ones described in CEF�s Common 

Reference Levels (CEF, 2001: 28/29). This enables the examiners to more 

clearly specify performances and it allows for a sound support to the 

assessment procedures, which are facilitated by a grid that complements the 

use of the descriptors and helps to obtain final scores more easily. Another 

positive aspect of this exam is that by having 3 examiners it provides a 

balanced and more reliable scoring. The final results are achieved by 

discussing and analysing the performances which are assessed in different 

perspectives as each rater pays attention to different aspects of the 

examinee�s performance, thus granting a more accurate and reliable score. 

Another positive aspect of this pilot � exam is that it is supported by a very 

clear outline and script of the procedures. The whole development of the 

moments of the exam is described in detail, with time allocation, type of 

interaction, procedures and questions to help the interlocutor. 

As this is a pilot-exam, its application was accompanied by questionnaires to 

the examinees, assessors and interlocutors which focused several aspects: the 

degree of difficulty of the different tasks, the expectations about the exam 

itself, the application of the descriptors and categories during the scoring 

procedures, the scoring process and the main difficulties in reaching a 

consensus on the final mark, amongst others. Therefore, the identification of 

the main problems has been established by the results of these enquiries and 

it can be pointed out that the main problem that has been identified has to 

do with the training of scorers and interviewers. In addition to that, and to 

improve the chances of success of examinees, teachers also need to be 

trained in developing speaking tests to apply in their classes. These problems 

result from the lack of practice in testing speaking and can be considered to 
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be a direct indication of what the practice has been until now. What can be 

concluded is that these pilot � exams have already generated changes in 

teaching and have also broadened the notion of assessment practiced in 

foreign languages learning, which until now was limited to reading, writing 

and grammar. 

An interesting fact to retain from this pilot-test is that it closely follows the 

organisation and design of the Cambridge ESOL examinations of speaking. The 

type of tasks, the allocated time, and especially the test structure resemble 

the Cambridge format, a fact that may be explained by the need to follow an 

established and highly recognised model. Bachman and Palmer (1996) refer 

that they also did this in the beginning of their careers, as these 

internationally recognised examinations are developed by a team of �experts� 

and are used worldwide. They also refer that they started moving away from 

these international models as they realised that what they really needed to 

test was the areas of ability that were specific to their learners. In the case of 

the Portuguese pilot-exam, it can be considered that equilibrium has been 

reached: the test developers followed the structure and organisation of the 

Cambridge ESOL examinations, but have adapted it to the specificities of the 

12th grade syllabus, thus adjusting it to what is believed to be the level of 

language knowledge and ability of the examinees while also testing their 

ability to interact. 

 

3.2.2 Romania 

The teaching of foreign languages in Romania has gone through profound 

changes in the last 15 years. Until 1989, the teaching and learning of other 

languages besides Romanian was de-emphasised, but after the change in the 

political regime, studying foreign languages has become a priority in this 

country (Comisel, 2005: unpaginated). Since kindergarten, children have the 

chance of learning a foreign language which usually is French, but from grade 

2 on (8 years old) the study of FL1 becomes compulsory, and in grade 6 (12 

years old) FL2 is introduced. Compulsory education goes until grade 9 and if 

learners want to continue their studies, they have multiple choices, but 
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independently from these, they must always study two foreign languages. 

Romanian pre-academic education comprises a wide variety of schools (e.g. 

theoretical, pedagogical, art, sports, business, computer science, industrial, 

military, etc), and according to each type of school, there are different types 

of school-leaving exams (Comisel, 2005: unpaginated). Our focus will be set 

upon the baccalaureate (national programme), which includes �the first 

foreign language as a compulsory component for students in humanistic 

classes� (Comisel, 2005: unpaginated).  

The baccalaureate school-leaving exam for English (appendix 6) comprises 

several varieties as it must provide examinations not only for regular classes, 

but also for bilingual classes which target minorities whose mother tongue is 

not Romanian (e.g. Magyar, German, Serbian�), and classes which have 

bilingual programmes where the educational process takes place in a foreign 

language (e.g. French, German, English�). The degree of difficulty of the 

exams is set in accordance with the weekly number of hours each type of 

class has and with the level (EFL1/2/3). Regardless of the latter, the goal of 

the oral exams is common to all: �evaluate the candidate�s ability to 

communicate efficiently through the adequate use of the elements of the 

communicative construct and of specific functions of the English language, 

acquired during secondary education� (Ministerul Educatiei Si Cercetarii, 

2005: 2). During the exam, candidates are assessed on the �competences of 

interaction and transfer of skills, along with the capacity to build a 

persuasive, logical and coherent speech, supported by personal opinions, 

reasoning and examples, in association with known texts� (Ministerul 

Educatiei Si Cercetarii, 2005: 2). All the baccalaureate oral tests have the 

same format and duration. Each exam has the overall duration of 30 minutes 

and is formed by two parts: in part one - Reading Comprehension and Text-

Based Tasks - the candidate has 10 to 15 minutes to read a text and prepare 

her/his answer, and during part two � Speaking/Oral Discourse - s/he has 10 

to 15 minutes to present a monologue after a given topic.  

Part one � Reading Comprehension and Text-Based Tasks � requires the 

candidates to perform several tasks, amongst which �correctly, fluently, and 

expressively read an unknown text; identify the main ideas in the text; 

recognise reasons and identify conclusions; select information; make a 
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summary of a text by using a certain number of words � (Ministerul Educatiei 

Si Cercetarii, 2005: 2/3). In part two � Speaking/Oral Discourse � each 

candidate has to, amongst other things, �comment on 

information/opinion/quotation/proverb to construct an oral discourse on a 

given topic; present a movie/book by drawing on personal experience; narrate 

an event/fait-divers/ a story/ a personal experience; describe an 

object/person/character/know or imaginary places;�� (Ministerul Educatiei Si 

Cercetarii, 2005: 3). The content and the tasks of the exam are designed 

according to the syllabus, especially focusing on the Student�s Book content.  

This exam is performed live and is assessed by 2/3 examiners. These are 

required to �follow the exposition of each candidate and guide him/her 

through questions (only if deemed necessary); avoid misleading questions; 

make a positive assessment of the performance by counting the correct 

elements produced by each candidate; apply the marking scheme in 

accordance to the statements contained in Metodologia de organizare si 

desfasurare a examenului de bacalaureat 2005, Art.39; register the scores in 

the candidate�s individual sheet and the final grade in the candidate�s 

individual form.� (Ministerul Educatiei Si Cercetarii, 2004: 4). To assess the 

candidate�s performance, examiners use an analytical scale which contains 5 

categories: task achievement, language accuracy, organisation, register and 

vocabulary, and delivery. All these categories are assessed in both parts of 

the exam and they are divided in 3 levels (0 points, 3 points and 5 points) 

which correspond to no evidence, some evidence and total evidence of a 

certain structure or behaviour. 

This Romanian school-leaving exam has several positive aspects. It tests what 

it assumes to test � transfer skills and production of speech � what grants it 

validity. It does so by performing an integrated assessment of speaking 

(Luoma, 2004: 43), engaging other skills (e.g. reading) besides speaking in the 

accomplishment of the task, thus providing more authenticity to the test�s 

language use situation. It makes use of open-ended speaking tasks (Luoma, 

2004: 48) to test the candidate�s ability to do things with the language, but it 

also uses structured speaking tasks (e.g. read aloud) to test particular aspects 

of the spoken language, namely pronunciation, fluency, stress and intonation. 

All these aspects are in consonance with the exam�s aims, what contributes 
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for the validity of its content and of its tasks.  It also possesses some degree 

of reliability as its results are supported by a scoring system that focuses on 

spoken production and uses double-marking.  

Nevertheless having all these positive aspects, there are also some negative 

features in this exam. Although it claims to assess the candidate�s 

competences of interaction (Ministerul Educatiei Si Cercetarii, 2005: 2), this 

does not happen. Due to the one-ended production of speech motivated by 

the type of activities (e.g. read aloud, presentation), there is no use of 

interactional functions and no interaction management is required, leaving 

behind the assessment of the candidate�s ability to manage speech 

interactively. Moreover, the fact that what the candidate produces is planned 

speech (Luoma, 2004: 12) does not support the previously referred claim. In 

real-life situations, there is no time to plan what one is going to say and 

speech is produced on the spur of the moment (unplanned speech), what 

increases the level of difficulty and provides a closer insight of the 

candidate�s ability to use language in different contexts. Another negative 

aspect has to do with the scoring system and the vagueness of the descriptors 

which may lead to lack of agreement between scorers (Upshur and Turner, 

1995). The use of terms such as �somewhat�, �mostly appropriate�,�many� 

does not help scorers determine accurately what they are assessing. Due to its 

dependence on quantifiers and quality words, it does not provide scorers with 

concrete descriptions of what to evaluate (North, 1996, referred by Luoma, 

2004: 62). Undoubtedly, this undermines the reliability of the scoring system, 

as assessing becomes confusing and may result in very different results 

between raters.  

The latter may be explained by the methodological choices done by Romanian 

teachers who have adopted an eclectic method which combines elements 

from the Romanian tradition in teaching (grammar-translation approach) with 

new, current methods (communicative approach). They focus on grammar, 

language awareness, fluency and accuracy; moreover, the emphasis is set on 

developing writing skills (Comisel 2005: unpaginated). Therefore, it may be 

concluded that the model of this speaking exam is a manifestation of this 

attachment to a more formal, literate way of speaking (Luoma, 2004: 13). As 

for the scoring system, it reflects what many other scoring systems do: 
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unreliability due to the lack of clarity and to the broadness of the levels� 

description (Upshur and Turner, 1995); however, this situation might change if 

the Romanian educational system starts implementing the guidelines set by 

the CEF, as a result of recent joining the UE. 

 

The choice of two national school-leaving exams (Portugal and Romania) aims 

to present an overview of what is currently being done in terms of speaking 

assessment at national levels. Both exams come from EU countries, but 

display major differences between themselves. 

On one hand, Portugal�s speaking examination is a pilot-exam which was 

tested in 2005/2006 as a result of the Ministry of Education and teachers� 

perception that speaking and listening were being overlooked in the context 

of school-leaving examinations. It is focused on spoken interaction and it is 

formed by three activities (interview, long turn, collaborative task) which 

demand different types of interaction patterns. It is an inherently interactive 

examination and it tests the examinee�s ability to communicate in a range of 

contexts whilst providing a support framework, as it is underpinned by the 

syllabus with which they have worked. It displays a high level of validity as it 

tests what is stated as a goal in the national syllabus, in conjunction with 

what the examinees have learnt and done in class. The exam is scored by 3 

examiners who perform the roles of interlocutor and examiner in shifts. Its 

scoring scale is based in the CEF�s Common Reference Levels categories and 

descriptors, what provides a high level of reliability to its results, besides 

granting scorers a clear, coherent and consistent framework to work with. 

Nonetheless having these positive features, and bearing in mind its future 

implementation nationwide, it is mandatory to train interlocutors and 

examiners, in order to standardise procedures and avoid lack of consistency in 

results. Moreover, it is also necessary to introduce school exams that prepare 

not only the students, but also train teachers in the development of speaking 

assessments. 

On the other hand, Romania�s baccalaureate speaking exam has been applied 

for many years and it focuses mainly on spoken production. The favoured type 
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of activity is monologue, which is produced based on reading comprehension 

and text-based tasks (Part 1), and on a given topic (Part 2). Therefore, the 

patterns of interaction are reduced to one � ended production with occasional 

interruptions from the interlocutor, but only if deemed necessary; as a result, 

interaction is almost inexistent what impacts negatively on the validity of the 

exam, due to the setting of goals that claim to assess the examinee�s 

interaction competences. Nonetheless, the goal of assessing �transfer of 

skills, along with the capacity to build a persuasive, logical and coherent 

speech, supported by personal opinions, reasoning and examples, in 

association with known texts� (Ministerul Educatiei Si Cercetarii, 2005: 2) is in 

accordance with what is tested, what impacts positively on the validity level 

of this examination. This is an exam which assesses the examinee�s knowledge 

of the language and, as a result, its 2/3 examiners have to focus on criteria 

such as language accuracy, (discourse) organisation, register and vocabulary, 

and delivery. In order to assess the latter, they use an analytical scale which 

lacks in clarity and uses broad definitions of levels, leading to a possible lack 

of consistency in the results, thus endangering the examination�s reliability. 

From this analysis, what can be concluded is that this model of exam needs to 

be urgently reviewed if it is to reflect the interactive nature of speech, which 

is what will be required of examinees in their future life. If they proceed to 

university, they must continue to study one of the foreign language previously 

acquired (Comisel, 2005: unpaginated), or if they move on to work, they will 

also need to use foreign languages, even more since they have joined the EU. 
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CHAPTER 4 DESIGNING A SET OF SPECIFICATIONS FOR A SPEAKING TEST IN 

A PORTUGUESE SECONDARY SCHOOL (GRADE 9) 

In order to set a test, there are several steps which need to be taken to 

assure its validity and reliability. However, this is a demanding process and 

within the rhythm of school life, sometimes there is not enough time to fully 

ensure such qualities in the assessment tools implemented in our classes. In 

Portugal, the introduction of a speaking school-leaving exam (12th grade) in 

foreign languages has led teachers to reconsider their practice of 

listening/speaking in the classroom and, as a result, has increased the need 

for implementing periodic listening/speaking tests. Therefore, and in order to 

help organise the process of creating speaking tests which can be applied in 

earlier stages, namely in compulsory education (until 9th grade), the purpose 

of this chapter is to devise a set of specifications, which in the future will be 

implemented in our school (Escola Secundária Antero de Quental). 

 

4.1 Designing a set of specifications for a speaking test 

According to Bachman and Palmer (1996), in order to design a test, there are 

several points which need to be specified, namely: the purpose of the test; 

the testees; the academic setting/TLU domain and tasks; the construct; a 

plan for evaluating the qualities of usefulness; and the resources and its 

management. So as to exemplify how it may be done, a description of a 

sample test (appendix 7) is performed below. 

 

4.1.1 Purpose of the test 

This is a progress achievement test (Hughes, 2003) which aims to assess the 

students� progress in using spoken interaction to solve problems 

collaboratively and their ability to maintain sustained monologue. 

The overall purpose of this test will be to help the teacher: 

- understand if and how the students are progressing; 

- use results in the term�s final grade; 

- use information to reformulate lesson planning. 
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4.1.2 The testees 

The test-takers are 9th grade students who have been learning English for, at 

least, 5 years. They are gathered in mixed-ability classes and should be 

placed on level A2 of the Common Reference Levels (CEF, 2001: 26), moving 

on to level B1 at the end of 9th grade. They should have a fairly balanced 

knowledge of the topics that are introduced throughout the year (e.g. school 

and future careers, jobs/unemployment, health and food, ways of living, 

addictions, work and leisure, communications). 

 

4.1.3 TLU domain and tasks 

The TLU domain and the tasks for the test derive directly from what has been 

done in the classroom and in teaching/learning tasks. Therefore, what is 

required of the testees is to perform tasks which resemble the ones they have 

already practiced, namely solving problems collaboratively through the means 

of spoken interaction and producing a sustained monologue. The tasks in the 

syllabus are organised in modules, such as the one being tested in the sample 

test: �Ways of living�, including units like �technology and lifestyle�. 

 

4.1.4 Construct definition 

For this test, the construct is defined as spoken interaction and spoken 

production. The goal is to assess the students� ability to communicate 

interactively, by participating in conversations and solving problems 

collaboratively (1st task), and their capacity to produce a sustained monologue 

(2nd task). 

 

4.1.5 Assessing the test�s qualities of usefulness  

4.1.5.1 Validity 

To certify its validity, there is the content�s relevance and its connection to 

the learning objectives stated in the syllabus. In addition, the TLU domain 

tasks are mirrored in the test-tasks, increasing the validity of the latter. 
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4.1.5.2 Reliability 

The reliability of this speaking test is grounded in the mapping of its scoring 

scale and criteria to CEF. Nonetheless, there are problems: the low level of 

scorer reliability, as it is going to be assessed solely by the class teacher. This 

problem can be solved by using the same test and scoring scale in different 

classes, with different teachers, in order to establish standard procedures and 

guarantee inter-rater reliability. 

 

4.1.6 Resources 

As this is a classroom-based test which is performed live, there will not be the 

need to involve many resources in its implementation. Moreover, if the chosen 

task follows the structure of the sample test-task, there will be the need for a 

sheet of paper and a pen per pair. Due to the paired format of the speaking 

test, and the duration (+/- 20 minutes), two lessons of 90 minutes will be 

required to test around 22 students. The development, implementation and 

scoring of the tests will be performed by the 9th grade teachers, as they are 

more familiarised with the syllabus and TLU domain tasks for that specific 

year. 

 
Besides these components, there are others which we believe also ought to be 

considered when designing a test. Therefore, items such as communicative 

activities and functions, types of interaction, mode, scoring scale, criteria 

and levels of assessment have been added to the specifications of this 

speaking test, as the goal is to build a document which proves to be practical 

and useful in everyday school-life. 

 

4.1.7 Communicative activities 

Following the illustrative scales of communicative activities (CEF, 2001: 222), 

and in accordance with the test-tasks in this sample test, there are reception 

(e.g. listening to instructions), interaction (e.g. goal-oriented cooperation), 

and production activities (e.g. sustained monologue). 
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4.1.8 Communicative functions  

In order to operationalise this construct, the communicative functions chosen 

for this grade are: giving and asking for reasons, making suggestions, agreeing 

and disagreeing, expressing opinions/preferences, persuading, negotiating 

meaning, deciding, and reciprocating. 

 

4.1.9 Types of interaction 

In this category, it is defined the types of interaction that will happen during 

the test. In part one, the interaction happens between the students in pairs 

(examinee-examinee) while in part two, the interaction pattern is one-to-one 

(examinee-interlocutor). 

 

4.1.10 Mode 

Depending on whether the test is performed face-to-face or recorded for later 

assessment, the mode is either live or taped. In this case, the favoured mode 

is live performance. 

 

4.1.11 Scoring scale, criteria and levels 

One of the fundamental aspects of a test is how it is scored and if the results 

are valid and reliable. Therefore, it is only natural that great care is put into 

the development of a scoring scale, in the choice of its criteria and of the 

levels it aims to define. In the case of the sample test, the scoring scale is 

based on the criteria and levels of the CEF (2001), what grants it a 

considerable amount of reliability. Nonetheless, the training of teachers in 

using it and the standardisation of procedures are aspects that need to be 

addressed urgently, in order to consistently assure the results obtained by the 

students. 

 

 The table in appendix 8 has been created to organise the set of specifications 

for the speaking test. The elements used to fill it in are in accordance with 

the sample test tasks. 
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CHAPTER 5 IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

This study, however small and incomplete, has put into perspective some 

implications that will undoubtedly change the way speaking and listening have 

been taught in my school. The most striking one is that it implies changing 

teaching habits and, consequently, learning. Teachers had already felt the 

need to increase the practice of speaking/listening in the 3rd cycle, but with 

the emergence of a national school-leaving exam, this need has changed into 

something mandatory, as students will be assessed in their speaking/listening 

skills and this assessment will have direct impact in their final school-leaving 

grade, which is used to access university. Moreover, the change in practice 

will also happen in other schools nationwide, as this will affect all the schools 

in the country. This can be considered to be positive washback effect, as it is 

connected to �the direct impact of testing on individuals� (Bachman and 

Palmer, 1996:30). 

Another implication, which can also be considered under the scope of positive 

washback, has to do with raising teachers awareness for the need to create, 

adapt, and/or use valid and reliable assessment tools. Going beyond speaking 

and listening, this requirement has to reach all areas of testing. Therefore, 

the acknowledgement of the usefulness of tools, such as the CEF, which can 

help our daily practice, has proved to be invaluable. Moreover, it has also 

implied a change in the way we consider these large, official documents. 

Probably having a socio-cultural justification, the fact is that being 

confronted with the existence of this type of document, but not actually 

working with it, usually leads us to simply ignore its existence and worth, thus 

perpetuating our typical approach to testing and assessment. Realizing that 

the CEF is not merely a book, but an instrument which can help teachers 

improve their assessment practice in a valid and reliable way, in all the skills, 

has been one of the positive implications of this study. 

The latter also implies changes in methodologies. While preparing this study, 

an immediate realisation was that implementing speaking/listening practice is 

not as difficult as previously thought. There are simple and effective ways of 
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taking advantage of what happens in our classroom to increase the diversity of 

the interaction patterns, not only between teacher and students, but 

especially between students (e.g. unplanned speech production � a 

conversation about a football match or a film they are eager to watch). This 

directly leads to another change of perspective about teaching/learning 

speaking and listening: the fact that there is no need for strain. Probably 

because teachers are anxious about teaching these skills, this reflects directly 

on their practice by eventually avoiding those types of activities. By 

understanding that speaking and listening are as normal to implement as 

reading and writing, the constraints that prevented us from focusing on them 

may be easier to overcome. 

It is also our belief that increasing listening and speaking may also directly 

affect the performance of students who are less proficient in reading and 

writing. It they feel at ease with speaking and listening, they might have more 

chances of improving their overall performance as learners of a foreign 

language, whilst improving their self-esteem 

Another implication, which is not very positive, will be dealing with the 

predictable resistance from students, and eventually parents, to more tests. 

Nevertheless recognising the worth of broadening the spectrum of the 

assessments, parents stress the fact that students already have so many 

assessments, so why one more? Besides, they still consider speaking and 

listening as 2nd level skills. Therefore, by implementing speaking/listening 

tests in foreign languages, schools will increase the awareness that knowing a 

language goes beyond knowing how to read and write it. 
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Appendix 1 

 
 

English as a Foreign Language in Portuguese Secondary Schools 
 
 
 
 
 

3rd Cycle (7th/8th /9th grades) 
 

Foreign Language 1 (FL1)  
English 

 Foreign Language 2 (FL2) 

 
 
 
 
 

Secondary Cycle (10th/11th /12th grades) 
 
 

General Education 
 
 

 
 
10th -  FL1/2/3  
                             No exam 
11th �  FL1/2/3 
 

 
10th � FL1/2/3 
                           School exam 
11th � FL1/2/3 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

English 

 
 
 
 
 

Specific Education 
(options) 

 

 
12th � FL1/2/3      Compulsory 

national exam for the Languages 

and Literatures courses (do not 

have the school exam on 11th 

grade). 
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Appendix 2 
 

ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines � Speaking (ACTFL, 2004) 
 
 

SUPERIOR 

Speakers at the Superior level are able to communicate in the language with accuracy and 
fluency in order to participate fully and effectively in conversations on a variety of topics in 
formal and informal settings from both concrete and abstract perspectives. They discuss their 
interests and special fields of competence, explain complex matters in detail, and provide 
lengthy and coherent narrations, all with ease, fluency, and accuracy. They explain their 
opinions on a number of topics of importance to them, such as social and political issues, and 
provide structured argument to support their opinions. They are able to construct and 
develop hypotheses to explore alternative possibilities. When appropriate, they use extended 
discourse without unnaturally lengthy hesitation to make their point, even when engaged in 
abstract elaborations. Such discourse, while coherent, may still be influenced by the Superior 
speakers; own language patterns, rather than those of the target language. Superior speakers 
command a variety of interactive and discourse strategies, such as turn-taking and separating 
main ideas from supporting information through the use of syntactic and lexical devices, as 
well as intonational features such as pitch, stress and tone. They demonstrate virtually no 
pattern of error in the use of basic structures. However, they may make sporadic errors, 
particularly in low-frequency structures and in some complex high-frequency structures more 
common to formal speech and writing. Such errors, if they do occur, do not distract the 
native interlocutor or interfere with communication. 

ADVANCED HIGH  

Speakers at the Advanced-High level perform all Advanced-level tasks with linguistic ease, 
confidence and competence. They are able to consistently explain in detail and narrate fully 
and accurately in all time frames. In addition, Advanced- High speakers handle the tasks 
pertaining to the Superior level but cannot sustain performance at that level across a variety 
of topics. They can provide a structured argument to support their opinions, and they may 
construct hypotheses, but patterns of error appear. They can discuss some topics abstractly, 
especially those relating to their particular interests and special fields of expertise, but in 
general, they are more comfortable discussing a variety of topics concretely. Advanced-High 
speakers may demonstrate a well-developed ability to compensate for an imperfect grasp of 
some forms or for limitations in, vocabulary by the confident use of communicative 
strategies, such as paraphrasing, circumlocution, and illustration. They use precise vocabulary 
and intonation to express meaning and often show great fluency and ease of speech. However 
when they are called on to perform the complex tasks associated with the Superior level over 
a variety of topics, their language, at times, breaks down or proves inadequate, or they may 
avoid the task altogether, for example, by resorting to simplification through the use of 
description or narration in place of argument or hypothesis. 

ADVANCED MID  

Speakers at the Advanced-Mid level are able to handle with ease and confidence a large 
number of communicative tasks. They participate actively in most informal and some formal 
exchanges on a variety of concrete topics relating to work, school, home, and leisure 
activities, as well as to events of current, public, and personal interest or individual 
relevance. Advanced-Mid speakers demonstrate the ability to narrate and describe in all 
major time frames (past, present, and future) by providing a full account, with good control 
of aspect, as they adapt flexibly to the demands of the conversation. Narration and 
description tend to be combined and interwoven to relate relevant and supporting facts in 
connected, paragraph-length discourse. Advanced-Mid speakers can handle successfully and 
with relative ease the linguistic challenges presented by a complication or unexpected turn of 
events that occurs within the context of a routine situation or communicative task with which 
they are otherwise familiar. Communicative strategies such as circumlocution or rephrasing 
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are often employed for this purpose. The speech of Advanced-Mid speakers performing 
Advanced-level tasks is marked by substantial flow. Their vocabulary is fairly extensive 
although primarily generic in nature, except in the case of a particular area of specialization 
or interest. Dominant language discourse structures tend to recede, although discourse may 
still reflect the oral paragraph structure of their own language rather than that of the target 
language. Advanced-Mid speakers contribute to conversations on a variety of familiar topics, 
dealt with concretely, with much accuracy, clarity and precision, and they convey their 
intended message without misrepresentation or confusion. They are readily understood by 
native speakers unaccustomed to dealing with non-natives. When called on to perform 
functions or handle topics associated with the Superior level, the quality and/or quantity of 
their speech will generally decline. Advanced-Mid speakers are, often able to state an opinion 
or cite conditions; however, they lack the ability to consistently provide a structured 
argument in extended discourse. Advanced-Mid speakers may use a number of delaying 
strategies, resort to narration, description, explanation or anecdote, or simply attempt to 
avoid the linguistic demands of Superior- level tasks.  

 

ADVANCED LOW 

Speakers at the Advanced-Low level are able to handle a variety of communicative tasks, 
although somewhat haltingly at times. They participate actively in most informal and a 
limited number of formal conversations on activities related to school, home, and leisure 
activities and, to a lesser degree, those related to events of work, current, public, and 
personal interest or individual relevance. Advanced-Low speakers demonstrate the ability to 
narrate and describe in all major time frames (past, present and future) in paragraph length 
discourse, but control of aspect may be lacking at times. They can handle appropriately the 
linguistic challenges presented by a complication or unexpected turn of events that occurs 
within the context of a routine situation or communicative task with which they are otherwise 
familiar, though at times their discourse may be minimal for the level and strained. 
Communicative strategies such as rephrasing and circumlocution may be employed in such 
instances. In their narrations and descriptions, they combine and link sentences into 
connected discourse of paragraph length. When pressed for a fuller account, they tend to 
grope and rely on minimal discourse. Their utterances are typically not longer than a single 
paragraph. Structure of the dominant language is still evident in the use of false cognates, 
literal translations, or the oral paragraph structure of the speaker's own language rather than 
that of the target language. While the language of Advanced-Low speakers may be marked by 
substantial, albeit irregular flow, it is typically somewhat strained and tentative, with 
noticeable self-correction and a certain grammatical roughness. The vocabulary of Advanced-
Low speakers is primarily generic in nature. Advanced-Low speakers contribute to the 
conversation with sufficient accuracy, clarity, and precision to convey their intended message 
without misrepresentation or confusion, and it can be understood by native speakers 
unaccustomed to dealing with non-natives, even though this may be achieved through 
repetition and restatement. When attempting to perform functions or handle topics 
associated with the Superior level, the linguistic quality and quantity of their speech will 
deteriorate significantly.  

 

INTERMEDIATE HIGH 

 Intermediate-High speakers are able to converse with ease and confidence when dealing with 
most routine tasks and social situations of the Intermediate level. They are able to handle 
successfully many uncomplicated tasks and social situations requiring an exchange of basic 
information related to work, school, recreation, particular interests and areas of 
competence, though hesitation and errors may be evident. Intermediate-High speakers handle 
the tasks pertaining to the Advanced level, but they are unable to sustain performance at 
that level over a variety of topics. With some consistency, speakers at the Intermediate High 
level narrate and describe in major time frames using connected discourse of paragraph 
length. However, their performance of these Advanced-level tasks will exhibit one or more 
features of breakdown, such as the failure to maintain the narration or description 
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semantically or syntactically in the appropriate major time frame, the disintegration of 
connected discourse, the misuse of cohesive devises, a reduction in breadth and 
appropriateness of vocabulary, the failure to successfully circumlocute, or a significant 
amount of hesitation. Intermediate-High speakers can generally be understood by native 
speakers unaccustomed to dealing with non-natives, although the dominant language is still 
evident (e.g. use of code-switching, false cognates, literal translations, etc.), and gaps in 
communication may occur.  

 

INTERMEDIATE MID 

Speakers at the Intermediate-Mid level are able to handle successfully a variety of 
uncomplicated communicative tasks in straightforward social situations. Conversation is 
generally limited to those predictable and concrete exchanges necessary for survival in the 
target culture; these include personal information covering self, family, home, daily 
activities, interests and personal preferences, as well as physical and social needs, such as 
food, shopping, travel and lodging. Intermediate-Mid speakers tend to function reactively, for 
example, by responding to direct questions or requests for information. However, they are 
capable of asking a variety of questions when necessary to obtain simple information to 
satisfy basic needs, such as directions, prices and services. When called on to perform 
functions or handle topics at the Advanced level, they provide some information but have 
difficulty linking ideas, manipulating time and aspect, and using communicative strategies, 
such as circumlocution. Intermediate-Mid speakers are able to express personal meaning by 
creating with the language, in part by combining and recombining known elements and 
conversational input to make utterances of sentence length and some strings of sentences. 
Their speech may contain pauses, reformulations and self-corrections as they search for 
adequate vocabulary and appropriate language forms to express themselves. Because of 
inaccuracies in their vocabulary and/or pronunciation and/or grammar and/or syntax, 
misunderstandings can occur, but Intermediate-Mid speakers are generally understood by 
sympathetic interlocutors accustomed to dealing with non-natives. 

 

INTERMEDIATE LOW  

Speakers at the Intermediate-Low level are able to handle successfully a limited number of 
uncomplicated communicative tasks by creating with the language in straightforward social 
situations. Conversation is restricted to some of the concrete exchanges and predictable 
topics necessary for survival in the target language culture. These topics relate to basic 
personal information covering, for example, self and family, some daily activities and 
personal preferences, as well as to some immediate needs, such as ordering food and making 
simple purchases. At the Intermediate-Low level, speakers are primarily reactive and struggle 
to answer direct questions or requests for information, but they are also able to ask a few 
appropriate questions. Intermediate-Low speakers express personal meaning by combining 
and recombining into short statements what they know and what they hear from their 
interlocutors. Their utterances are often filled with hesitancy and inaccuracies as they search 
for appropriate linguistic forms and vocabulary while attempting to give form to the message. 
Their speech is characterized by frequent pauses, ineffective reformulations and self-
corrections. Their pronunciation, vocabulary and syntax are strongly influenced by their first 
language but, in spite of frequent misunderstandings that require repetition or rephrasing, 
Intermediate-Low speakers can generally be understood by sympathetic interlocutors, 
particularly by those accustomed to dealing with non-natives.  

 

NOVICE HIGH  

Speakers at the Novice-High level are able to handle a variety of tasks pertaining to the 
Intermediate level, but are unable to sustain performance at that level. They are able to 
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manage successfully a number of uncomplicated communicative tasks in straightforward 
social situations. Conversation is restricted to a few of the predictable topics necessary for 
survival in the target language culture, such as basic personal information, basic objects and 
a limited number of activities, preferences and immediate needs. Novice-High speakers 
respond to simple, direct questions or requests for information; they are able to ask only a 
very few formulaic questions when asked to do so. Novice-High speakers are able to express 
personal meaning by relying heavily on learned phrases or recombinations of these and what 
they hear from their interlocutor. Their utterances, which consist mostly of short and 
sometimes incomplete sentences in the present, may be hesitant or inaccurate. On the other 
hand, since these utterances are frequently only expansions of learned material and stock 
phrases, they may sometimes appear surprisingly fluent and accurate. These speakers� first 
language may strongly influence their pronunciation, as well as their vocabulary and syntax 
when they attempt to personalize their utterances. Frequent misunderstandings may arise 
but, with repetition or rephrasing, Novice-High speakers can generally be understood by 
sympathetic interlocutors used to non-natives. When called on to handle simply a variety of 
topics and perform functions pertaining to the Intermediate level, a Novice- High speaker can 
sometimes respond in intelligible sentences, but will not be able to sustain sentence level 
discourse.  

 

NOVICE MID 

 Speakers at the Novice-Mid level communicate minimally and with difficulty by using a 
number of isolated words and memorized phrases limited by the particular context in which 
the language has been learned. When responding to direct questions, they may utter only two 
or three words at a time or an occasional stock answer. They pause frequently as they search 
for simple vocabulary or attempt to recycle their own and their interlocutor�s words. Because 
of hesitations, lack of vocabulary, inaccuracy, or failure to respond appropriately, Novice-Mid 
speakers may be understood with great difficulty even by sympathetic interlocutors 
accustomed to dealing with non-natives. When called on to handle topics by performing 
functions associated with the Intermediate level, they frequently resort to repetition, words 
from their native language, or silence.  

 

NOVICE LOW 

 Speakers at the Novice-Low level have no real functional ability and, because of their 
pronunciation, they may be unintelligible. Given adequate time and familiar cues, they may 
be able to exchange greetings, give their identity, and name a number of familiar objects 
from their immediate environment. They are unable to perform functions or handle topics 
pertaining to the Intermediate level, and cannot therefore participate in a true 
conversational exchange.  
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Appendix 3 
 

Cambridge ESOL Common Scale for Speaking 
 

LEVEL C2 

MASTERY   

CERTIFICATE OF PROFICIENCY IN ENGLISH: 

Fully operational command of the spoken language 

� Able to handle communication in most situations, including unfamiliar or unexpected ones. 

� Able to use accurate and appropriate linguistic resources to express complex ideas and 

concepts and produce extended discourse that is coherent and always easy to follow. 

� Rarely produces inaccuracies and inappropriacies. 

� Pronunciation is easily understood and prosodic features are used effectively; many 

features, including pausing and hesitation, are �native-like�. 

 

LEVEL C1 

EFFECTIVE OPERATIONAL PROFICIENCY  

CERTIFICATE IN ADVANCED ENGLISH: 

Good operational command of the spoken language 

� Able to handle communication in most situations. 

� Able to use accurate and appropriate linguistic resources to express ideas and produce 

discourse that is generally coherent. 

� Occasionally produces inaccuracies and inappropriacies. 

�Maintains a flow of language with only natural hesitation resulting from considerations of 

appropriacy or expression. 

� L1 accent may be evident but does not affect the clarity of the message. 

 

LEVEL B2 

VANTAGE  

FIRST CERTIFICATE IN ENGLISH: 

Generally effective command of the spoken language 

�Able to handle communication in familiar situations. 

�Able to organise extended discourse but occasionally produces utterances that lack 

coherence and some inaccuracies and inappropriate usage occur. 

�Maintains a flow of language, although hesitation may occur whilst searching for language 

resources. 

�Although pronunciation is easily understood, L1 features may be intrusive. 

� Does not require major assistance or prompting by an interlocutor. 
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LEVEL B1  

THRESHOLD  

PRELIMINARY ENGLISH TEST: 

Limited but effective command of the spoken language 

� Able to handle communication in most familiar situations. 

� Able to construct longer utterances but is not able to use complex language except in well-

rehearsed utterances. 

� Has problems searching for language resources to express ideas and concepts resulting in 

pauses and hesitation. 

� Pronunciation is generally intelligible, but L1 features may put a strain on the listener. 

� Has some ability to compensate for communication difficulties using repair strategies but 

may require prompting and assistance by an interlocutor. 

 

LEVEL A2 

WAYSTAGE  

KEY ENGLISH TEST: 

Basic command of the spoken language 

� Able to convey basic meaning in very familiar or highly predictable situations. 

� Produces utterances which tend to be very short � words or phrases � with frequent 

hesitations and pauses. 

� Dependent on rehearsed or formulaic phrases with limited generative capacity. 

� Only able to produce limited extended discourse. 

� Pronunciation is heavily influenced by L1 features and may at times be difficult to 

understand. 

� Requires prompting and assistance by an interlocutor to prevent communication from 

breaking down. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 63

Appendix 4 

TSE Sample Test � rubrics (TSE website) 

Please look at the six pictures below. I'd like you to tell me the story that the pictures show, 
starting with picture number 1 and going through picture number 6. Please take one minute 
to look at the pictures and think about the story. Do not begin the story until I tell you to do 
so. 

 

1. Tell me the story that the pictures show. (60 seconds)  

2. The man in the pictures is reading a newspaper. Both newspapers and television news 
programs can be good sources of information about current events. What do you think 
are the advantages and disadvantages of each of these sources? (60 seconds)  

Now I'd like to hear your ideas about some topics. Be sure to respond to the questions as 
clearly and completely as you can. 

3. Many people enjoy visiting zoos and seeing the animals. Other people believe that 
animals should not be taken from their natural surroundings and put into zoos. I'd like 
to know what you think about this issue. (60 seconds)  

4. If you could visit any place in the world for a month, where would you go and what 
would you do there? (60 seconds)  

The graph below shows the number of workers in five different occupations in the United 
States in 1990 and the projected number for the year 2005. Take 15 seconds to look at the 
graph. 
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5. Tell me about the information given in the graph. (60 seconds)  

6. What do you think might be some of the reasons for the changes represented in the 
graph above? (60 seconds)  

In the following questions, you will be asked to imagine yourself in a work situation. The 
questions are designed to allow you to show how well you can communicate in the workplace. 
It will be helpful for you to make notes. Remember to make your response appropriate to the 
situation and to the people you are addressing. 

7. Now you will be asked to respond to a co-worker. Imagine that you happen to meet a 
colleague who has recently received a promotion. Greet your colleague and be sure 
to  

o mention the recent promotion,  

o express your positive reaction to the promotion, and  

o extend appropriate wishes to the colleague.  

You will have 30 seconds to prepare your response. Do not begin speaking until I tell 
you to do so. (60 seconds) 

8. Listen to this test question (MP3 format). 
 
Now you will be asked to respond to a telephone message containing a complaint. 
Imagine that you are the manager of a catalog company that sells office furniture. 
After you hear the message, you will have 30 seconds to prepare your response. In 
your response be sure to  

o show that you recognize the caller's problem, and  

o propose a way of dealing with the problem.  

Now listen to the voice message. 

Hello. My name is Margaret Willis. I'm calling because last week I ordered a wooden 
desk chair from your store. The salesperson said it would be delivered in five days. 

They also said it would be easy to put together. Well, I'm happy to say that the chair 
arrived ahead of schedule, you know, in just three days. But when I started . . . when 

I tried to assemble it, I discovered that one of the legs was missing. Please call me 
back today and let me know what you are going to do about this. Oh, the model 

number of the chair is . . . let's see, . . .B50, and it's the front right leg that's missing-
-the front right leg for model B50, OK? This is the third message I've left, and I am 

rather upset. 
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You will have 30 seconds to prepare your response. Do not begin speaking until I tell 
you to do so. (60 seconds) 

Note: The box above contains the written text of what you hear during the test. This 
text does not appear in the test book. 

9. Listen to this test question (MP3 format). 

Now you will be asked to make a progress report in a voice-mail message. Imagine 
that you work for the personnel department of a company or hospital that is revising 
its training manual for new employees. The flowchart below represents the steps 
taken in reviewing training manuals. Please take 15 seconds to look at the flowchart. 

Now you will hear a conversation between two of your colleagues about the revision 
of the training manual for new employees. After the conversation, you will have 45 
seconds to prepare a voice-mail report for Mr. Jacobson, your supervisor at work who 
has asked for a progress report on the project. Please listen to the conversation. 

Ann: Hi, Bill! Still working on that new employee training manual that the 
management team decided to revise? 

Bill: Oh yeah! It's been quite a job. I wish I hadn't been part of the revisions 
committee. 

Ann: There was a revisions committee? I thought it was just a couple of you working 
on it. 

Bill: No, the management team chose six people for the committee and we met a 
number of times. We eventually came up with a series of draft revisions. 

Ann: Did you agree on all the changes? 

Bill: Oh no! That's too much to ask! Well, we agreed about a lot of the revisions, but 
we ended up sending some to the management team for them to decide. 

Ann: And they're still arguing over it, right? 

Bill: Nope! They chose what they wanted, approved it, and sent it right back to us to 
prepare the final form for printing. And this is it! This document is the final form of 
the revised manual! I'm just taking it to be printed. 
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Ann: Really! That's great! And when will the new manuals be back from the printers? 
We're waiting to give them to the new employees to read through. 

Bill: I expect you'll be able to distribute them on Tuesday next week. 

Ann: Wow! That means we could do the training workshop on Friday. I'll set it up. 

Note: The box above contains the written text of what you hear during the test. This 
text does not appear in the test book. 

You will have 45 seconds to prepare your voice-mail report for Mr. Jacobson. In your 
report you should talk about: 

o what the situation is,  

o what has been accomplished, and  

o what remains to be done. 

Do not begin speaking until I tell you to do so. (60 seconds) 
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Appendix 5 

Portugal�s pilot exam for Speaking  

Exam�s Script/ Descriptors and Levels/ Assessment Grid 

TLU Domain: Citizenship and Multiculturalism 

1st Moment 

 

Examiner 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Examiner and 

examinees 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Good afternoon, X and Y! 

For the next three minutes, I would like you both to answer some 

questions so that I can learn a little bit more about you. 

Answer the questions, please, but do not interrupt your partner. 

(1. The examiner will use the list below by choosing the 

adequate prompts, according to time allocation. 

(2. Questions may be done following a vertical order � one 

examinee at a time - or in Z shape � from one examinee 

to the other.) 

 

 

                X                                        Y 
-Where do you live?                               - And what about you?  

- What do you like about living in?         - Do you have a favourite 

                                                            place in �? Tell me about it. 

 

- Are you a Portuguese citizen?             - What nationality are you? 

(Yes) How do you feel about                 - What would you say are your 

being an European citizen too?                 duties as a � citizen? 

 

(No) What is like to be a citizen     

from another country living in 

Portugal? 

 

- In democracy, which civil right           - How important is freedom of 

do you consider most fundamental?       expression to you? 

- Why do you choose that?                    - How do you exercise it at  

                                                             school? 

 

- How would you feel about going          - Have your rights ever been  

to live abroad permanently?                   Disrespected? 

                                                            (Yes) In what way? 

 

                                                             (No) What do you think we  

                                                             should do when we witness a 
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Total: +/- 3 

minutes 

                                                            situation of discrimination? 

 

2nd Moment 

 

Examiner 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 minute 

 

Examinee X (+/- 2 

minutes) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Examiner 

 

Right, now each of you will have to talk on your own for about two 

minutes, but you will have about one minute to prepare. 

You must not interrupt your partner while s/he is speaking. 

Here is some paper and a pen, in case you want to make some brief 

notes. Please, do not write a text. 

(The examiner hands paper and pen to the examinees.) 

 

Could you speak first, X? 

(the examiner hands PICTURES 1) 

 

Look at these pictures and then talk about them. 

As well as the pictures, there are some ideas for you to use if you like. 

I�ll ask you to start talking in one minute. 

(The examinee prepares his/her ideas.) 

 

Please, begin now, X. 

 

(Examinee starts talking. If s/he shows lack of content or displays 

problems in starting to speak, the examiner should help her/him with 

some questions, such as) 

What are the children doing? 

What rights are being denied to them? 

Compare their living conditions/situation to yours. 

(The examiner may also help the examinee expand its speech by using 

the following expressions) 

Can you expand on that? 

What do you mean by�? 

 

Thank you, X. 

 

 

Examiner 

 

 

 

Now, it�s your turn, Y. 

(The examiner hands in PICTURES 2) 

 



 69

 

 

 

 

 

1 minute 

 

Examinee Y (+/- 2 

minutes) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Examiner 

 

Total: +/- 6 

minutes 

Look at these pictures and then talk about them. 

As well as the pictures, there are some ideas for you to use if you like. 

I�ll ask you to start talking in one minute. 

(The examinee prepares her/his ideas) 

 

Please, begin now, Y. 

 

(Examinee starts talking. If s/he shows lack of content or displays 

problems in starting to speak, the examiner should help her/him with 

some questions, such as) 

What situations do the pictures portray? 

What human rights are being disrespected? 

Tell me what you know about the past political/social situation in South 

Africa and Nelson Mandela. 

(The examiner may also help the examinee expand its speech by using 

the following expressions) 

Can you expand on that? 

What do you mean by�? 

 

Thank you, Y. 

 

3rd Moment 

 

Examiner 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now I�d like you to have a conversation for about three/four minutes, 

while I listen. 

You have to speak clearly and loud enough so that I can listen to you 

both. 

I will ask you some questions in the last two/three minutes. 

 

X, here is a sheet of paper with a table on it. And Y, here is a different 

one. 

(The examiner delivers the hand-outs. Table X (examinee X) and Table 

Y (examinee Y)) 

 

Your tables contain different information. Look at them briefly. 

X, I want you to ask Y about reasons for immigration. 

Y, I want you to ask X about European Union policy on immigration. 

After that please ask each other questions concerning the final column 
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+/- 0,5 minutes 

+ 

Examinees (+/- 4 

minutes) 

 

 

Examiner 

 

Examiner and 

examinees (+/- 2 

minutes) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Examiner 

 

Total: +/- 6 

minutes 

you each have. 

 

(Examinees perform. They may use some time to red their tables. If 

none starts the conversation, or more than half a minute has gone by, 

the examiner may ask �Why don�t you start, X?�. If needed be, the 

examiner should repeat the instructions) 

 

 

Thank you! 

 

X, in your view, on what basis should immigration be limited? 

� 

Y, what�s your reaction to what X just said? 

� 

Y, in your view, what can immigrants contribute to the country they go 

to live in? 

� 

X, what�s your reaction to what Y just said? 

� 

 

Thank you both. That is the end of the test. 

 

 

 

 

Total duration: 

+/- 16 minutes 

 

Maximum: 20 

minutes 

 

 

 

END OF THE EXAM 
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Appendix 6 
 
 
 
 

Example of Romania�s baccalaureate school � leaving exam for 
English/Marking Scheme 
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Appendix 7 

 
Sample speaking test for a 9th grade class 

 
1st Moment 
 
Examiner  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Examinees (+/- 6 
minutes) 
 
 
 
Examiner  
 
Examinees (+/- 4 
minutes) 
 
Examiner 

 
Good morning, X and Y! 
I am going to explain what your first task is. Please, pay attention! 
 
Imagine you are in a boat accident and you end up stranded in a 
desert island, just like in Lost.  
All you have is your swimsuit and your flip-flops. There is food and 
water on the island but nothing else. 
I�m going to hand you a list of things that you my find useful. Choose 
the eight items you think are most useful. 
 
(examinees engage in conversation in order to choose the eight items) 
 
 
 
 
Tell me which items you chose. 
 
(examinees list their choices) 
 
 
Thank you. 
 

 
2nd Moment 
 
Examiner 
 
 
 
 
+/- 1 minute 
 
 
Examiner 
 
 
 
Examinee X (+/- 4 
minutes) 
 
 
Examiner  
 
 
Examiner Y (+/- 4 
minutes) 
 
 
Examiner  

 
Now, let�s move on to our second task. 
I�m going ask each one of you to explain/justify the choice of those 
items. Each one of you is going to explain the choice of 4items each. 
I�ll give you one minute to decide who is going to explain what. 
 
(examinees choose) 
 
 
X, tell me which items are you going to talk about. 
Are you ready to explain why you chose those your 4 items?  
You have 4 minutes. 
 
(X explains choices) 
 
 
 
Y, now it�s your turn to explain your choices. 
You also have 4 minutes. 
 
(Y explains choices) 
 
 
 
Thank you. That�s the end of the test. 

 
Total duration: +/- 
20 minutes. 

 
END OF THE TEST 

(exercise adapted from Klippel, 1984) 
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                                                                   Appendix 8  
Specifications for speaking test � 9th grade 

                                                                                  
 

Purpose 

Assess students� progress in using spoken interaction to solve problems 

collaboratively, and their ability in producing sustained monologue. 

 

Examinees 

 

9th grade students who are placed in level A2 of the CEF. 

 

Intended decisions 

Provide data to teachers on the progress of their students; 

Use results in the students� term grade; 

Use data to redesign lesson planning. 

 

Response format 

Task one: discussion 

Task two: presentation  

 

Number of examiners 

 

1 (the class teacher) 

 

Number of examinees 

Task one: 2 

Task two: 1 

 

Number of tasks 

 

2 

 

TLU domain 

Classroom setting and teaching/learning tasks; �ways of living� � technology and 

lifestyle. 

 

Task types 

Task one: collaborative task (examinee-examinee) 

Task two: sustained monologue (examinee-interlocutor) 

 

Communicative activities 

(reception, interaction, 

production - CEF) 

 

Listening to instructions; 

Comprehension in interaction; 

Informal discussion; 

Goal-oriented cooperation; 

Sustained monologue. 

 

Communicative functions 

(informational, 

Interactional, 

Interaction management � 

Weir, 1993) 

 

 

Informational � expressing/justifying opinions; suggesting; expressing preferences; 

Interactional � agreeing/disagreeing; persuading; negotiating meaning; 

Interaction management � initiating; changing; deciding; reciprocating. 

 

Interaction type 

 

Task one: pair 

Task two: one-on-one 

Mode Live 

Duration 20 minutes 

Resources 1 list of items 

1 sheet of paper per pair 

Scoring scale 

 

Analytical (based on the CEF ) 

Criteria (CEF) Range/interaction/Coherence/Accuracy/Fluency 

Number of levels (CEF) 3 levels (A1 to B1) 
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