


IR A Fractical Guide to Assessing English Language Learners

Ms.

Wright's Review of Mr. Knott's Test

Strengths:

It is an authentic guided listening task.

It is academic in nhature.

The content is indicative of a geography lecture.

Points are included in the rubric.

Answer content is fairly spread out in the text.
Questions are mostly in the order of how they are heard.
The instructions for the task are fairly explicit.

Weaknesses:
(Tape Script)

Authenticity is the biggest problem here. Obviously New Tuskland is an
imaginary place. There are enough places in the world that students don’t
know about, so it is not necessary to make up places.

It reads like a written text (only exception is “Today | am going to talk
about....").

The number of points allocated to the task is not enough for the number
of questions posed; the result will be in 184 pointe.

(Questions)

Extraneous clue on the first iten; New Tuskland is located on the test
paper not once but twice. .
The location question does not specify how much information should be
written down; both of the following propositions are keyable:

—"located in the northern part of the Gumayan continent”

—"It shares borders with Inlanda, Gammaland, and the Azure Ocean.”

Because no specific info is given on how much information is required,
some students will write only one of the above-mentioned keys; others will
write both, When it comes time to score, teachers will feel inclined to give
those students who wrote more higher marks, thereby disadvantaging
students who in fact adequately answered the question.

For the Geographical Features question, no indication is made as to how
many are wanted. The only indication that more than one answer is
wanted is the plural “s” on Features,

For the Weather question, the term climate is used in the text.

The Wild Animals question implies that two responses are wanted but
only one (whale) is in the text.

The key to the Most Valuable Resource is polystyrene, a low-frequency
word that is difficult even for the native speaker to spell. Uniess this word

is part of the unit vocabulary list, the teacher will have to accept virtually

any answer that begins with poly-.

Assessing
Speaking

How important is speaking in your school’s assessment of your learners?

(A) Intensive English

Program, Community
College, University
(-Bound) Program:
Prior to the new TOEFL®,
speaking was not
accorded much
importance in these
programs because the
TOEFL® did not assess
speaking. However, the
new iBT® TOEFL®
assesses several speaking
samples from ESL
learners. Programs are
now implementing
speaking assessments of
various types, often to
mimic the TOEFL®. This
shift means short tests of
impromptu speaking
{normally 60-90
seconds), speaking in
reaction to a listening
passage, and speaking in
reaction to a reading
passage.

(B) Conversation Classes,

Non-academic
Programs, Survival
Classes:

Because these programs
focus on conversation,
the curricula will
emphasize speaking and
listening, which means
that any kind of
assessment will also
emphasize these two
areas. In general,
however, mare overt
emphasis is given to
speaking than to
listening. Some programs
have an exit interview
that requires the student
to speak in response to
several questions or
prompts.

{C) K-12: Speaking is not

“taught” and is
therefore not assessed in
any formal way in K-12.
However, K-12 teachers
are at the forefront for
providing English
language input for their
ELLs. K-12 teachers are
constantly monitoring
their ELLs’ speaking
ability in English by
engaging in informal
assessment.
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Categories of Oral Skills

Weir (1993) categorizes oral skills as speaking skills that are part of a repertoire
of routines for exchanging information or interacting, and improvisational skills
such as negotiating meaning and managing the interaction. The routine skills
are largely associated with language functions and the spoken language
required in certain situations like ordering food in a restaurant or asking for
directions to a museum. By contrast, the improvisational skills are more general
and may be brought into play at any time for clarification, to keep a conversa-
tion flowing, to change topics, or to take turns. It is the teacher’s task to decide
which speaking skills are most germane to a particular program and then create
a variety of assessment tasks. It is also common to weight some skills more
heavily than others.

Differences between Writing and Speaking

Before we focus specifically on assessing speaking, it is necessary to understand
some of the differences between the two productive language skills—writing
and speaking. We have already seen that subjectivity is a major issue in grading
writing and that is also the case for assessing speaking. As with writing, there is
the issue of whether to grade speaking holistically or analytically. However, as

Writing Speaking

Full, complex, and well-organized sentences | Incomplete, simply and loosely organized
sentences

Information densely packed Simpler discourse with less infarmation

Use of specific vocabulary Use of mare general vocabulary

Use of discourse markers to help the reader | Frequent use of fillers to facilitate speech

Text written for an unseen audience Face-to-face communication

A relatively solitary process Negotiation of meaning between two or
more people

T_‘ﬁmazo:m and crossings out kept ta a Alterations, corrections, and miscues are

minimum very common

Reference can easily be made to what has Memory limitations are important as speech
been written previously is transitory

Source: Jones, W. [2005). Assessing students’ oral proficiency. In D. Lloyd, P. Davidson, & C.
Coombe (Eds.), The fundamentals of language assessment: A practical guide for teachers in the Gulf
(pp. 75-86). Dubai: TESOL Arabia Publications, p. 77.

e o 6 Asseising Speaking [IEKENN

you can see in the chart on page 114, writing and speaking differ significantly.
According to Jones (2005, p. 77), these differences "are fundamental to our
understanding of the construct of speaking and any assessment of this skill
must take these features into consideration.”

In contrast to writing, speaking is more ephemeral unless measures are
taken to record student performance. Yet the presence of recording equipment
can negatively influence students' performance and often recording is not prac-

tical or feasible.

Special Issues in Speaking Assessment

Logistically, the administration of speaking exams to large numbers of students
can be overwhelming in terms of time and resources. With large classes, it is
unrealistic to test speaking individually. For example, to test a class of 30 stu-
dents individually, it would take more than four class periods to administer a
10- to 15-minute speaking exam. One solution is to develop assessments that
test more than one student at a time, yet allow each student some opportunities
to speak individually. Another solution is to test, formally only a few times dur-
ing a course but to use continuous assessment of students during normal class-
room activities.

Another phenomenon in speaking assessment is that sometimes a student
can score higher on exams because of having an outgoing personality. Take care

to evaluate a student on what was said in the exam, not on personality.

Designing Speaking Assessments

Prior Considerations

A number of factors need to be considered before designing speaking assess-
ments. One is whether to focus more on fluency or accuracy. On the one hand,
fluency is important for students, but if there are many errors, that might
impede comprehension. We recommend that you focus equally on fluency and
accuracy. Ask yourself whether the mistakes students make impede compre-
hension or cause a breakdown in communication. If they do not, ignore or play
down the problems. One way to ensure that you place an equal focus on both
fluency and accuracy is to build this into your assessment criteria. In other
words, 50 percent of a student’s grade would come from aspects of fluency
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Designing Speaking Assessments

As noted, we recommend that teachers assess speaking in class as well as
through individual speaking tests. To get a valid picture of speaking proficiency,
use a variety of methods and techniques. We will explore techniques ranging
from a traditional formal test to informal techniques you can integrate with
other classroom activities. Whatever technique you use, start the speaking
assessment with a simple task that puts students at ease so they perform better.

Formal Speaking Assessment Technigues

The speaking test or oral interview is perhaps the most common format for
assessing speaking on well-known language examinations. Many institutions
schedule formal speaking exams at least once during a course to ensure that all
students are tested under reliable and standard conditions. Oral exams/inter-
views need not be overly long. According to Hughes (2003), each student needs
15 minutes to ensure that the information a rater receives is reliable. For place-
ment purposes, an interview of between five to ten minutes should suffice.

In 1984, Canale proposed a framework for speaking tests that is still in use
today. He believed that students perform best when they are led through the

following stages:

e Warm up: The purpose of this phase is to relax students and
lower their anxiety. Students are asked for personal details
such as general information about themselves, their likes and
dislikes, etc. Assessors can even ask students to spell out
something or give numerical sequences [e.g., zip code, tele-
phone number, etc.). The warm-up phase has a dual purpose
of putting the students at ease and getting basic information
about them. It usually takes a minute or two and is not

assessed.

e Level check: At this stage, the assessor tries to determine
the student’s level of speaking proficiency through a series of
questions or situational activities. This part of the exam is

assessed.

e Probe: In this part of the speaking test, the examiner
attempts to push the student to the height of his or her
speaking ability. Another function can be as a confirmation
of the level check. This part of the exam is assessed if the

- B:Asiesting Speaking [NRNCH

student can go beyond his or her abilities, but it is unscored
if a communication breakdown occurs.

* Wind down: At this stage of the exam, the examiner once
again attempts to relax the student with some easy ques-
tions, perhaps about future plans. Typical content during this
stage is information about when and where to obtain exam
results. This part of the oral exam/interview is not scored.

Variations on the Framework

Students can be tested individually, in pairs, or in groups of three. If more than
one student is assessed, it is important to provide time for each individual to
speak as well as opportunities for interaction. This set-up makes it possible to
test common routine functions as well as a range of improvisational skills. In
paired-student oral exams, the examiner has the advantage of hearing students
interacting with their peers. However, examiners should take care not to let one
student monopolize the conversation.

Regardless of the particular tasks employed, the general flow of the exam
will follow the four steps identified by Canale. Here are some common tasks
that can be used for the level-check stage.

¢ Picture Cue: Visuals can be very useful in assessing speak-
ing skills. They are especially good for descriptions. In this
technique, students are given a picture or photo and must
describe what they see. Pictures can be as simple or as elab-
orate as you want or can illustrate a story. Make sure you
give students enough time to look at the picture before
you require them to start speaking. Good sources for visuals
are newspaper and magazine photographs or advertisements,
printed digital photographs, or pictures downloaded from
the Internet. The National Geographic website (http:/lava.
nationalgeographic.com/cgi-bin/pod/archive.cgi] is a particularly
good source for high-quality photographs for teaching and
testing.

Alternatively, students may have to answer questions
about the picture or photograph. This variation is a useful
way of focusing on certain structures, functions, or vocabu-
lary. Consider the following example.
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A Practical Guide to Assessing English Language Learners

IR - 6! Assessing Speaking [NEFERN

Sample Activity

You buy something from the store and when you get home,
you discover it is broken. You take it back to the store and
talk with the manager.

® Information Gap Activity: One student has information
the other lacks and vice versa. Students have to exchange
information to see how it fits together. Students work
together on a task on which they may have different opin-
ions. They have to reach a conclusion in a limited period of

time.
Sample Activity

Students must select a graduation gift for a mutual friend.
They are given five pictures of possible gifts to buy. They
must discuss which gift to buy and come to an agreement.

Classroom Speaking Assessment Techniques

Oral Presentations

The Icebreaker speech is an ideal first start to the art of oral presentations. It is
designed to get students talking about a familiar topic: themselves. Itisa 4 to 6
minute speech where the student introduces himself or herself to the rest of the
class. The advantage of this speech as a first effort is that it serves as a warm-
up and gets the student in front of an audience.

Giving oral presentations is a real-life skill for students in academic and
business programs, so presentations are often used for classroom speaking
assessment. Oral presentations are not just concerned with language accuracy
and fluency. They also include aspects of delivery such as body language, facial
expression, eye contact, and gestures. The visual aids and handouts that the stu-
dent creates and uses are integral parts of the presentation. PowerPoint or other
presentation software is often used to highlight the spoken delivery. Here is an
example of an analytical grading sheet based on ten components that are con-
sidered important in one English program. For each component, a score of ten
would be the highest grade and zero the lowest.

Grading Chart for Individual Class Presentation

Student's name: Date:
Topic:
Well done Done poorly
1. | Content (Relevant, Shows Research) |10 |9 |8 |7 |6 |5 |4 |3 {2 [1 |0
2. | Task Fulfilment 1019|876 (54 (3|2 ]|1}0
3. | Deliver, 109876 |54 |32 11]0
4. | Pronunciation 101918 |7 (6|54 (3211 |0
5. | Communicative Performance 10(9 (8|7 |6 |54 |3]|2]1]0
6. | Use of Visual Ads 10(9 |8 7|6 |54 (|32 |1 ]0
7. | Organization 109 |8 |7 (6 |5(413 |2 (1]0
8. | Fielding Questions 109 (8|7 16|54 [3 2|1 |0
9. | Language {Grammar and Vocabulary) {10 |9 |8 |7 |6 |5 {4 |3 |2 |1 |0
10. | Time Management 101218 |7 |6 |5|4|3]2]|1]0
Total score = /100

Comments for feedback:

Teacher’s Signature:

Debate on a Controversial Topic

A debate is a formal public speaking activity where two students or groups of
students argue for or against a topic. The topic they debate is called the motion.
The student(s) who argues for the motion usually starts the debate with a three-
minute speech. The student(s) on the opposing team then has a chance to argue
against or rebut the arguments made by the first student(s]. Group or team
debates in which two teams of four students argue for and against a certain
motion are preferred. Three students on each team deliver oral arguments. The
remaining student serves as a silent observer who helps formulate the argu-

ments or rebuttal statements.
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E?mn:nm_ Guide to Assessing English _qu@.mmr_mmm Learners 3

Reading Aloud

Reading aloud is good for pronunciation practice and assessment, and it can be
done with unrelated sentences or connected prose. Give students a chance to look
at the passage first. A useful tool for assessing pronunciation is the Accent Inven-
tory, developed by Prator and Robinett (1972). This 155-word paragraph is a diag-
nostic tool that students can record pre- and post- course. It comes with a checklist
of problems on stress and rhythm, intonation, vowel and consonant sounds.

Retelling Stories

Students are asked to report on the contents of a graded reader or a magazine/
newspaper article they have read.

Verbal Essays

Verbal essays require the students to speak for approximately three to five min-
utes on a specified prepared topic,

Extemporaneous Speaking

Students are given a topic and are asked to speak on it extemporaneously for
one to two minutes. Students have no time in which to prepare.

Sample Topics:

® A person you really admire
® A world problem you'd like to solve
® A place you'd really like to visit

Now more than ever, speaking plays an important role on the TOEFL® iBT
The test takes an integrated skills approach that requires students to employ
more than one skill at a time. For speaking, the student listens to six questions
on audio. Two of the questions are on familiar topics, and the remaining four
require the student to listen to or read something and then respond orally.
According to the producers of the test, the integrated approach is a more
authentic form of speaking assessment.

General Rubric for Assessing Speaking

Thus far, we have presented rubrics for oral presentations (page 123) and
debates (pages 124-125). Many teachers, however, prefer to use a more general
rubric for these and other speaking tasks, such as role plays, retelling stories,
and extemporaneous speaking. For these tasks, we recommend the speaking
assessment rubric on page 127.

— 6 Assessing Speaking [ERIN

Speaking Assessment Name:
Date:
Your
Category Score Guide
Grammar 24-25 Excellent. Few errors; communication of ideas is clear.
25 points

22-23 Voru good. One or two errors, but communication is mostly clear,

20-21 Good. Several errors in syntax, but main ideas are mostly clear.

18-19 Fuir. Noticeable errors that occasionally confuse meaning.

12-17 Weak. Language is marked by errors. Listeners’ attention is diverted to
the errors rather than the message. Meaning is often unclear or broken.

0-11  Unacceptabl: Communication is impeded. Teo many errors in this task
for a student at this level.

Vocabulary 20 Excellent. Correct selection of words and idioms. Variety of vocabulary.
20 points

18-19  Very good. Correct selection of words and idioms. Some variety of
vocabulary.

16-17  Good. Mostly correct choice of vocabular: Meaning is clear.

14-15 Fair. Noticeable vocabulary errors that occasionally confuse meaning.
Reliance on simple vocabulary to communicate.

12-13 Weak. Many vocabulary errors. Listeners’ attention is div arted to the
errors rather than the message. Meaning is often unclear or broken.

0-11  Unacceptable. Too many errors in this task for a student at this level.
Communication is impeded.
Fluency 22-30 Excellent. No hesitations at a]l.
30 points

27-28  Very good. Hesitations in one or two places but immediately continued.

24-26 Good. Occasional hesitations but recovered well.

21-23 Fair. Noticeable gaps that catch listeners” attention usually followed b
recovery.

12-20 Weak. Sevcral short periods of silence. Sev2ral gaps that distupt the
flow of information. Listeners’ attention is diverted to the gaps rather
than the message.

0-11  Unacceptable. Periods of silence. Gaps without good recovery.

Pronunciation 24-25 Excellent. Few errors; native-like pronunciation.
25 points

22-23 Very good. One or tw o errors, but communication is mostly clear.

20~-21 Good. Several pronunciation errors, but main ideas are understood
without problem.

18-19  Fair. Noticeable pronunciation errors that occasionally confuse
meaning.

12-17 Weak. Language is marked by pronunciation errors. Listeners’ attention
i+ diverted to the errors rather than the message. Meaning is often
unclear.

0-11  Unacceptable. Too many errors in this task for a student at this level.
Communication is impeded.

Your score:

Comments:

Copynghl © Unwersity of Lichigan 2607. This page is reproducible

Source: Folse, K. S. (2006). The art of teaching speaking: Research and pedagogy for the ESL/EFL class-
room. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, p. 222.
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A Practical Guide to Assecsing Engli-h Language Learners

Mr. Knott just gave his speaking tests. Here is a transcript of his speaking test with
David, a student in his third period class. Try to identify the four stages of a speak-
ing test: warm up, level check, probe, and wind down,

Transcript of Mr. Knott Administering Speaking Test

Mr. Knott: Hello, David. Can you tell me your name, please?

David: My name is David Jones.
Mr. Knott: Do you live in Chicago?
David: Yes.

Mr. Knott: Do you have any pets?
David: No.

Mr. Knott:  Okay, David, remember this is a speaking test. You've
got to say more so | can give you a grade. Tell me
about your family, your classes, and your hobbies.

David: Which one would you like me to start with?

Mr. Knott:  Any one you like.

David: What were my options again?

Mr. Knott:  Please talk about your hobbies.

David: One of the things I really like to do is travel during the

summer vacation with my family. Last summer we
went to Hawai. . . .

Mr. Knott:  Hawaii . . . fabulous. I've been there three times, and
each visit was better than the rest. My favorite place
was Maui. The beaches were fantastic, and | even
learned to scuba dive when | was there. Probably the
greatest thing about Hawaii was the shopping, lovely
weather, and great variety of things to do. You can
visit Pearl Harbor and see the USS Arizona. What a
sad sight that was. It's a great place even if you don‘t
like the beach. We spent one day hiking up to the top
of Diamond Head. Oh. . . . enough of that. Let’s move
on to the next part of your speaking test. Here is a
picture of a classroom scene. Could you please
describe it for me?

David: Ah ... well. ... The picture is really not very clear, |
know it is a picture of a classroom, but that’s all | can
tell you about it.

Mr. Knott:  Excellent, David. Now let’s move on to the role play. |
forgot to bring the cards, so I'm just going to explain
the situation to you. I'm a patient who has just

David:

How would you rate Mr. Knott's first speaking exam? What feedback would you give
him? Mr. Knott let Ms. Wright listen to his taped speaking test with David. Here is

suffered a heart attack. You are my surgeon. Our con-
versation will take place just after my triple bypass.
We are going to discuss my post-operative treatment
and rehabilitation. Are you ready???

Ah. ... lguess. ...

the feedback Ms. Wright gave him.

Transcript of Ms. Wright's Feedback to Mr. Knott

Ms. Wright:

Mr. Knott:

Ms. Wright:

Mr. Knott:

Ms. Wright:

Mr. Knott:
Ms. Wright:

first of all, Mr. Knott, congratulations for surviving
your first batch of speaking tests. How did you find
the experience?

Thanks. To tell you the truth, | found it just as stressful
as the students.

Well, that’s only natural. Let me tell you the things |
liked about this particular speaking test. The first
thing was that you taped it. Recorded speaking tests
are always useful because we can engage in activities
like this one. Another thing I liked is that you started
with a warm-up to try to relax David. The highlight of
the interview was that you used a range of speaking
tasks starting with a Q & A warm-up, moving on to a
description of a picture, and then on to a role play.
Why thanks. . . . But if | did all the right things, why
did David not respond well? He's one of my best
students.

Well, Mr. Knott . . . to be honest. David did not really
get a chance to speak, as you did most of the talking.
If we listen to the part where U,BQ asked him about
his hobbies, the minute he mentioned Hawaii, you
went off on a two- to three-minute description of
your trips there. Then when you saw that time was
slipping away, you went immediately on to the pic-
ture description.

Oh, haha! I guess you're right.

In the warm-up, it was a good thing that you person-
alized the exam by calling your student by his first
name, David, but then you followed up by asking him
his name. Probably a different question like "How are
you doing today?” would have been more effective.
Then the rest of your questions were of the yes/no
variety. These types of questions don’t generate much

‘ 6 Assessing Speaking [NNKEXIN
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