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Frequently Asked Questions 

The following is a list of frequently asked questions related to the various aspects of assessing 
and teaching speaking in the classroom. 

How will assessment of speaking affect my teaching?

We often ask how instruction will affect our assessment and by this we usually mean that 
appropriate instruction should precede any assessment of what is studied. However, here we 
pose a slightly different question by asking how teaching will be affected by the assessment 
of speaking. It is a common belief that assessment affects instruction inasmuch as what we 
assess is what we teach (in the research literature, this is variously called the washback effect, 
the backwash effect, curricular alignment, teaching to the test, etc.). Thus, having the tools 
to assess speaking may lead to our devoting more time and energy to teaching and practicing 
speaking. 

How should I organize the individual assessment in my regular teaching? 

Lessons in which students work independently – either alone or in groups – provide the perfect 
opportunity for individual and/or group assessment. You could call up the student(s) to be 
assessed while the rest of the class is working on individual or group activities or assignments. 
When assessing student's oral presentations, the rest of the class can be the audience. In 
this case, you may want to have the students themselves give feedback on the presentation 
they saw and heard. Although student feedback may differ from the feedback provided by the 
teacher, students can learn from one another. Furthermore, having students also give feedback 
strengthens their own understanding of what is involved in the task. 

What is the role of the teacher/assessor?

Within the context of the performance tasks included in this kit, the assessor may assume 
different roles. In one context, the teacher/assessor assumes a dual role, both taking part in the 
interaction and assessing student performance. The main advantage of the teacher participating 
in the interaction is that privacy for the student is ensured, and his or her performance is not 
affected by the level of other students. An additional advantage is that the teacher is often able 
to understand student speech, while peers may not. A disadvantage may be that the teacher/
assessor is simultaneously both interlocutor and assessor. Furthermore, power relations between 
the student and teacher/assessor are unequal and there is an unequal distribution of rights and 
responsibilities. In another context, the teacher's role is limited to being the assessor only, since 
the student speaks to another student or group of students. The advantages here are that the 
teacher can focus on student performance. Furthermore, when only the students themselves are 
involved in the interaction, the language level is similar and the interaction may possibly be more 
realistic and lifelike. However, individual personality and language level differences may actually 
inhibit some students. 
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Why are there so many tasks to choose from? 

It is believed that students work better and are more motivated when allowed choice. Furthermore, 
different tasks suit different students. Finally, by providing a range of types of spoken texts, it is 
possible to collect a broad array of evidence and information regarding students' speaking ability. 

Can the tasks in the kit be changed or can additional tasks be added? 

You should feel free to make any changes or adaptations you feel would ensure that the task 
better suits your intended purpose, instructional context, and target population. For example, 
the kit provides suggestions for questions that you could ask to encourage speech. For example, 
should you find yourself in a situation where the conversation goes in a direction you did not 
anticipate or where speech has not been elicited by the questions suggested in the unit, you 
should be prepared to add your own questions. 

What are the limitations of performance tasks? 

Although mostly advantageous in classroom assessment, these tasks have a drawback in that 
they are relatively time-consuming. This is a disadvantage mainly when first using them. It 
should be noted that once the use of performance tasks becomes incorporated into routine 
teaching and assessment, they are less time-consuming. 

How can I help my students prepare for the oral assessment session?

Since the assessment tasks are designed to blend with instruction, there should be no need 
for specific preparation. However, it is recommended that you work with your students on the 
types of tasks they will be performing in the assessment. Discuss the topics that are included 
in the assessment tasks, and focus instruction on the grammatical and lexical requirements of 
the various tasks. To this end, you may wish to use the instructional activities that have been 
included in the kit. These instructional activities can be used in the classroom since they are or 
may be adapted to the target student population. When assigning the assessment tasks to your 
students, you may wish to give them time to prepare for the assessment session; the amount 
of time given would depend on your assessment purpose, your students' needs, and the type of 
information that is to be collected. 

How long should the assessment session be? 

A common belief is that the session should take as long as it takes for the assessor to form a 
confident judgment of student ability. A quote from one teacher best exemplifies the issue: "My 
test was over when the students had nothing more to contribute, they felt happy with what had 
been said and I had a big enough sample for me to be able to assess them. In case it happened 
that one of the pair spoke much less than the other I always asked him/her some questions 
to make sure I elicited enough language from both the participants" (Betakova, 2009, p. 5). 
Suggestions for the length of sessions accompany some of the tasks; however, feel free to adapt 
the time frame to your needs and instructional context. 
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Oral assessment is sometimes perceived as being threatening. How can the 
perceived threat be reduced? 

Research has shown that some students find the requirement of speaking in L2 very threatening 
and are thus often apprehensive about it. Horwitz (2001, p. 113) has defined communication 
apprehension as a "…type of shyness characterized by fear or anxiety about communicating with 
people." Osboe, Fujimura and Hirschel (2007) suggest that "…teacher behavior plays a large 
role in how confidently students use the L2 in class" (p. 35). They suggest that small group 
discussions and topics that are familiar to students can enhance the level of comfort in speaking 
English. Providing students with opportunities to practice speaking reduces their anxiety and 
stress. 

In particular, part of the success of the assessment session rests on the teacher's ability to 
create the right atmosphere, and "...it is a question of human personality...It is a challenge to 
the interviewer to create the right atmosphere in a very short time, just as it is a challenge to 
the student to respond to it" (Underhill, 1987, p. 45). In order to ensure  a non-threatening 
environment, it is important to smile, be relaxed, and be patient.  Show an interest in what 
the student says, rephrase instructions using simple English or L1, and always give positive 
encouragement. 

When should the grade be given? 

The decision as to whether to give the grade immediately at the end of the assessment session 
will depend on your context. If you feel that you have a representative sample of a student's 
ability and are able to assess performance on the spot, give the grade as soon as the assessment 
session ends. Many teachers may prefer to record student performance for future assessment. 
You should be aware of the advantages and disadvantages of each of the two approaches and 
make the decision after weighing each in the specific context. 

How often should speaking be assessed? 

This question should be addressed within your own particular educational setting and be based 
on your purpose and your student population. In general, since speaking is an important skill 
to work on with the students, and since assessment information influences your teaching, it is 
recommended that you assess students at least once every semester. It should be noted that the 
frequency of assessment is dependent on the purpose. For example, if the purpose is summative 
assessment, it may be sufficient to assess students at the end of a given unit or period of time. If 
the purpose is formative, it may be necessary to assess students during a period of instruction. If 
the purpose is to monitor progress, it would be necessary to carry out a number of assessments 
and analyze performance in terms of trends across time. 

What accommodations should be provided to students with special needs? 

Students with special needs have often been allowed accommodations such as extended time on 
tests, having tests read aloud to them, and in extreme cases, oral testing.   

Since both a lack of time constraints and oral testing are inherent in the kit, it is, by its very 
nature, appropriate for use in the assessment of speaking among students with special needs 
who may need extra time or who have all their tests read out to them. Nonetheless, following is 
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a list of suggestions you may wish to implement when assessing the speaking of students with 
special needs: 

•	 Allow time for the students to become comfortable with the assessment setting by reducing 
the level of distraction in the room, reducing anxiety, and ensuring that they are at ease. 

•	 Allow time in advance for students to think about the tasks they will be given and provide 
pre-discussion, pre-writing, and/or pre-reading time if necessary.

•	 Space out the sessions for those students with attention difficulties, or allow for two sessions 
on a given task. 

•	 Provide a supportive atmosphere in which students feel free to ask for repetition, and repeat 
instructions, words, sentences, etc. whenever the student makes such a request.  

•	 Break the task down into component parts and provide instructions for one part at a time.

•	 Combine both auditory and visual stimuli (e.g., in addition to saying what you wish to say, 
write it on the board whenever possible). 

•	 Recognize, praise, and reinforce students' performance throughout the session.  

 



Assessing Speaking Kit - ASK

page 23

Junior High School

References and Further Reading  

Alderson, J. C. & Wall, D. (2001). Language Test Construction and Evaluation.  
 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Bachman, L. (1990). Fundamental Considerations in Language Testing.  
 Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Betakova, L. (2009). Testing Advanced Interaction. Paper presented at the conference,   
 "Recent Approaches to Teaching and Assessing Speaking". Cyprus, October.

Brown, G. & Yule, G. (1983). Discourse Analysis. Cambridge University Press. 

Brown, J. D., Hudson, T., Norris, J. M., & Bonk, W. (2002). An Investigation of Second   
 Language Task-Based Performance Assessments (Technical Report #24). Honolulu, HI:   
 University of Hawaii, Second Language Teaching & Curriculum Center.

Burnkart, G. S. (1998). Spoken Language: What it is and How to Teach it. Washington,   
 DC: Center for Applied Linguistics. 

Burns, Anne (1998). Teaching Speaking. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics 18:102-123.

Butler, F.A., Eignor, D., Jones, S., McNamara, T., & Suomi, B.K. (2000). TOEFL 2000    
 Speaking Framework: A Working Paper. TOEFL Monograph Series.  Princeton, NJ: ETS. 

Bygate, M. (1998). Theoretical Perspectives on Speaking. Annual Review of Applied    
 Linguistics, 18, 20-42. 

Bygate, M. (1999). Second Language Pedagogy: Speaking. In B. Spolsky (Ed.), Concise   
 Encyclopedia of Educational Linguistics. Oxford: Pergamon Press. 

Bygate, M. (2001). Speaking. In R. Carter & D. Nunan (Eds.), The Cambridge Guide to   
 Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages. Cambridge: Cambridge University   
 Press.

Calkins, L.M. (2000). The Art of Teaching Reading. Boston: Allyn and Bacon.

Cameron, D. (1998). Theoretical Perspectives on Speaking. Annual Review of Applied   
 Linguistics, 18, 20-42.

Canale, M. & Swain, M. (1980). Theoretical Basis of Communicative Approaches to Second   
 Language Teaching and Testing. Applied Linguistics, 1, 1-47. 

Celce-Murcia, M., Brinton, D., Goodwin, J., & Griner, B. (2010). Teaching Pronunciation: A   
 Reference for Teachers of English. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Collins, P. & Hollo, C. (2000). English Grammar: An Introduction. Basingstoke: Palgrave. 

Crystal, D. (1992). Introducing Linguistics. Harlow: Penguin. 

Davies, S. (2009). Tackling the Issues in Testing Spoken English. Paper presented at the   
 conference, "Recent Approaches to Teaching and Assessing Speaking". Cyprus, October. 



page 24

Assessing Speaking Kit - ASKJunior High School

Deville, C. & Chalhoub-Deville, M. (2006). Old and New Thoughts on Test Score Variability:   
 Implications for Reliability and Validity. In M. Chalhoub-Deville, C. A. Chapelle, & P.   
 Duffs (Eds.), Inference and Generalizability in Applied Linguistics: Multiple Perspectives   
 (pp. 9-25). Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

Douglas, D. (1997). Testing Speaking Ability in Academic Contexts: Theoretical    
 Considerations. TOEFL Monograph Series. ETS.

ESL/ESOL Standards by Level. Accessed from: http://www.dllr.state.md.us/gedmd/cs/  
 eslcslevel.pdf

Foster, P. & Skehan, P. (1996). The Influence of Planning and Task Type on Second    
 Language Performance. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 18, 299-323. 

Fulcher, G. (2000). The 'communicative' legacy in language testing. 
 System, 28, 483-497

Hamp-Lyons, L. (2009). Spoken English proficiency: Bringing Together Teaching and   
 Assessment. Paper presented at the conference, "Recent Approaches to Teaching and   
 Assessing Speaking". Cyprus, October. 

Hinkel, E. (2006). Current Perspectives on Teaching the Four Skills. TESOL Quarterly,   
 40(1), 109-131.  

Horwitz, E. K. (2001). Language Anxiety and Achievement. Annual Review of Applied   
 Linguistics, 21, 112-126. 

IELTS Speaking Band Descriptors (public version). Accessed from:  
 http://www.britishcouncil.org/srilanka-exams-ielts-descriptor-speaking.pdf

Kenworthy, J. (1987). Teaching English Pronunciation. London: Longman. 

Lightbown, P. & Spada, N. (1993). How Languages are Learned. Oxford: Oxford University   
 Press. 

Long, M. H. & Norris, J. M. (2001). Task-Based Language Teaching and Assessment. In M.   
 Byram (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Language Teaching. London: Routledge.

Luoma, S. (2004). Assessing Speaking. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

McCarthy, M. & Carter, R. (1995). Spoken Grammar: What is it and How can We Teach it?   
 ELT Journal, 49(3), 207-217. 

McCarthy, M. & O'Keeffe, A. (2004). Research in the Teaching of Speaking. Annual Review   
 of Applied Linguistics, 24, 26-43. 

McCarthy, M. (1998). Spoken Language and Applied Linguistics. Cambridge: Cambridge   
 University Press. 

Merriam-Webster Online. http://www.merriam-webster.com/

Oregon Educational Functioning Level Descriptors for ESL Speaking/Listening. Accessed   
 from http://cms.oregon.gov/ccwd/ABE/PDF/SpeakingListening2011.pdf



Assessing Speaking Kit - ASK

page 25

Junior High School

Osboe, S., Fujimura, T., & Hirschel, R. (2007). Student Confidence and Anxiety in L2    
 Speaking Activities. Proceedings of the Independent Learning Association 2007 Japan   
 Conference, "Exploring Theory, Enhancing Practice: Autonomy Across the Disciplines.   
 Kanda University of International Studies". Chiba, Japan, October. 

Oxford Dictionaries Online. Accessed from http://oxforddictionaries.com

Richards, J. C. (2006). Language Teaching Today. Cambridge University Press.    
 Accessed from http://www.cambridge.org/other_files/downloads/esl/booklets/Richards-  
 Communicative-Language.pdf 

Richards, J. C. (2008). Teaching Listening and Speaking: From Theory to Practice. NY:   
 Cambridge University Press.

Samimy, K. K. (1994). Teaching Japanese: Considerations of Students' Affective Variables.   
 Theory into Practice, 33, 29-33. 

Schmitt, N. (Ed.), (2002). An Introduction to Applied Linguistics. London: Arnold. 

Underhill, N. (1987). Testing Spoken Language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Underhill, N. (2003). Testing Spoken Language: A Handbook of Oral Testing Techniques.   
 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Ur, P. (1998). A Course in Language Teaching. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Uygan, D. D. & Bizim, N. M. (2009). Optimizing Speaking in EFL Classrooms. Paper    
 presented at the conference: "Recent Approaches to Teaching and Assessing Speaking".   
  Cyprus, October. 

Willis, J. (1996). A Framework for Task-Based Learning. Harlow: Longman. 



page 26

Assessing Speaking Kit - ASKJunior High School

Glossary 

This glossary provides working definitions of terms as they appear in this kit. The purpose is to 
create a common set of terms that are understood by all those using the kit and based on the 
meanings as they were intended by the designers of this kit. 

Alignment – The alignment of instructional activities and assessment tasks implies that they 
both address the intended learning goals. This alignment between instructional activities and 
assessment tasks provides clearly defined goals, well-designed activities that are relevant 
and in line with the assessments task, and assessment criteria for giving feedback on student 
performance and planning future instruction. 

Assessor – Someone who listens to the student speaking and makes an evaluative judgment on 
what he or she hears. An assessor is aided by predefined guidelines such as rating scales, which 
serve as a basis for making these judgments. 

Colloquial – Characteristic of or appropriate to ordinary, familiar, or informal speech (particularly 
words and phrases) that is characteristic of conversation. 

Interactive – Involving each of two or more persons, acting upon or in close relations with each 
other (e.g., within a conversation). 

Interlocutor – Someone who takes part in a dialogue or a conversation. 

Interviewer – A person who talks to a student in an oral test and controls to a greater or lesser 
extent the direction and topic of the conversation. While exercising this control, he or she may 
nonetheless yield the initiative to the student to redirect the discussion to another area. 

Planned vs. Unplanned Discourse – Planned discourse has been thought out and organized 
prior to its expression while unplanned discourse lacks forethought and organization. There 
are various levels of planning and therefore planned discourse and unplanned discourse are 
considered as two poles on a continuum. 

Prosody – The melody and rhythm of spoken language. 

Register – Suiting language to a particular purpose or to a particular social setting. 

Vocabulary – The total bank of words and phrases of a particular language.

Pronunciation – the production of sounds that are used to make meaning and include attention 
to stress. Stress is important on the word level – multisyllabic words have one or more syllables 
that are stressed; and on the sentence level – the most important words are stressed (usually 
these are content words such as nouns, principal verbs, adjectives and/or adverbs). 


