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ABSTRACT 

 

 This research was carried out in order to know the 

influence of the use of a grid during an oral test among 

students. At the beginning of this research it was decided 

that apparently students perform in the same way no matter 

the use or not of a grid. Two oral tests were presented to 

the students of First level of English at the Language 

Center in the University of Nariño. Only during the second 

test some criteria were arranged with the students. 

Students� results were compared in order to know the 

influence of the grid in their performances. A questionnaire 

was also presented to them. Ninety percent of the students 

demonstrated through their answers a positive view towards 

the use of the grid. Eighty percent considered that the 

second test appeared to be less threatening to them and all 

students agreed that when the criteria selected to assess 

oral production is arranged in advance, their grades can be 

improved. Students improved their performance during the 

second exam but their grades were consistent with the first 

ones they obtained, proving that both tests were 

considerably well structured following the directions of 

important authors in language teaching such as Brown, 

Underhill, Weir, Heaton, Nunan, and so forth.  
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION OF THE STUDY 

Introduction to the Problem 

English Language Teaching (ELT) is a field of education that 

is constantly changing due to diverse factors involved with 

the conception of language. In order to accomplish the 

objectives of this paper, it appeared to be useful to 

consider how languages are taught � or at least how foreign 

language teaching is conceived � in an EFL setting like 

Pasto and which are the trends teachers follow. 

 In order to achieve the best performance of students in 

terms of communication, some teachers have selected 

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) as the framework for 

developing their professional practice. CLT is a popular 

approach that offers interesting insights about language. 

However, this paper is focused only on one important aspect 

of CLT, which is assessment. How can a teacher establish who 

is communicatively competent? How does s/he support those 

selections?  

 Teachers tend to use oral exams as means to corroborate 

their assumptions about students� communicative competence. 

When exams are carried out, many elements related to test 

design come into play. However, one important aspect in 

tests� design appears to be ignored by teachers: that is 

marking. Teachers may incline to assess in a subjective way 
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and this might provide wrong information about the 

communicative competence of a student. Harrison (1983 p. 110 

-117) considers that what makes a test subjective is the way 

in which they are marked, because of the range of possible 

correct answers. 

 In terms of test design, marking is an important factor 

that must be considered. However, as it can be deduced from 

Harrison (1983), a good way to avoid subjectivity in oral 

tests is a well structured and theoretical-based marking 

that can measure specific aspects of language. Basically, 

what this paper intended was to offer students and teachers 

the design of a theoretical and experimental grid that could 

be used to measure in an objective way the oral performance 

of students during a test.   

Problem Statement 

 Assessment is a very complex process that involves many 

different considerations. As it is stated by Heaton (1990 p. 

9-22) one important aspect in assessment is the reason why a 

test is carried out. He presents a list of reasons that can 

be increased if each one of us were asked. However, some of 

those motives are concerned with checking students� 

progress. Heaton (1990) calls this �progress tests� (Heaton 

1990 p. 9).  
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 Teachers use tests to measure the quantity or the 

quality of what has been taught. As Heaton states, this is 

only one part of tests and some times the most negative but 

essential one. (1990 p. 13)    

 He also offers a reasonable clarification about the 

difference between progress and achievement tests when he 

states that: � Unlike progress tests, achievement tests 

should attempt to cover as much of the syllabus as 

possible�. (Heaton 1990. p.14) 

 This means that teachers have a tendency to assess 

progress � short periods of learning � instead of 

achievement. Achievement tests are, according to Heaton, 

formal tests carried out at the end of a course or a scholar 

year, and these kinds of tests are liable to assess what it 

is expected to be taught but what has not necessarily been 

taught. (Heaton 1990 p. 14)     

 However, achievement tests attempt to cover longer 

periods of learning than progress tests, making them 

suitable for the purposes of this research. According to 

Brown (2004 p. 47-48) achievement tests do take into account 

students background, because they are based on the syllabus, 

or the curriculum in order to be applied. Moreover, 

achievement tests are focused on the objectives presented in 

those syllabuses or curriculums. 
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 Heaton (1990 p. 14) considers achievement tests as some 

practices in which students� background is not taken into 

account. He refers to the TOEFL test as a kind of 

achievement test, and differentiates proficiency tests in 

terms of purposes. According to Heaton (1990 p. 17) 

proficiency tests aim for measuring the quality of 

candidates to be selected for certain course or task. Though 

Heaton�s considerations are relevant, Brown�s view is more 

closely related to the main objective of this paper and that 

is why his ideas have been selected as the basis for this 

paper.  

 Selecting a certain type of test is only the first step 

in the construction of a good test. Once teachers have 

decided which type of test is going to be used, some other 

aspects come into view. Now it is time to decide what and 

why to assess learners. However, this decision engages some 

other aspects, like marking.  

 Once a teacher has decided what to assess, why and in 

which form, s/he must consider how s/he is going to score or 

mark students� answers and what aspects of language are 

going to be assessed. As it has been explained before, 

subjectivity may constitute a considerable problem when 

marking our learners� exams and when issuing our opinions 

about their communicative competence. Thus, this paper 
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intended to implement a grid for reducing subjectivity and 

for improving the quality of tests administered to students.  

Heaton (1990 p. 68) proposes a well structured marking or 

rating scale and though this author is inclined to assess 

oral production through a rating scale, Underhill (2000 p. 

94-103) proposes a system that involves both a rating scale 

and marks. This author introduces a significant element in 

oral production assessment, what is called a grid or chart 

for rating and marking students� performance. Underhill 

(2000 p. 95) combines a rating scale that is according to 

Heaton (1990 p. 69) �a short description for a grade in a 

scale�, with a marking system. Basically, the grid is going 

to be an instrument that incorporates categories or 

descriptions of language performance and a grade or mark 

that represents that performance.  

Research Question 

 Does the use of a grid contribute to improving the 

performance of students when they are orally assessed? 

Hypothesis 

For this research a null hypothesis was used: 

 The use of a grid has neither positive nor negative 

effects in the students� performance when they are assessed 

orally. 
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Justification 

 Teachers always carry out assessment, and it may be one 

of the central activities teachers perform in their 

professional practice. Assessment though, may be perceived 

as threatening or stressful by students and teachers 

sometimes lack the knowledge or the time to create grids 

that facilitate and enhance assessment. Creating a grid is 

important because they save teachers time and they might 

serve as tools for avoiding subjectivity in the marking and 

grading of oral exams.  

 Although they appear to be only useful for teachers, 

grids are useful for students too. Weir (1995 p. 25-26) 

explains that both teachers and students must know what 

aspects are going to be assessed and how those aspects are 

going to be evaluated. This might foster the students� 

motivation and make tests look less threatening for 

learners.   

  Grids also can be used in order to perform an oral 

assessment practice that can lead to a transparent, 

objective and enjoyable experience for the teachers and for 

his/her learners. 

 Another aspect that justifies undertaking this research 

is that creating and using a grid can save time and specify 

almost all language aspects while it is carried out.  
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 The validity of the test can also be positively 

affected if it is combined with a grid, since it can show 

that the test measures what it is intended to measure; the 

design of a marking-rating scale system � a grid � is an 

option that must be applied in our setting to observe its 

results and for informing other teachers about the potential 

advantages of this tool.   

Objectives 

General Objective 

 To determine the effects of applying a grid designed 

within our context on the students� performance during an 

oral exam. 

Specific Objectives 

 To compare the results obtained by the students when 

they know what aspects of language are assessed and when 

they are not given criteria before the assessment. 

 To design a grid based on current literature about 

evaluation, assessment and testing. 

 To create an instrument that is contextualized to the 

setting and the characteristics of the students with whom we 

interact. 
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II. CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Evaluation, assessment and testing 

 As it can become confusing to interpret the differences 

of these three terms, it is necessary to define each one of 

them in order to avoid using them as equivalent words. 

 Evaluation 

 Richards (1994 p. 17) argues that evaluation is 

concerned with determining the effectiveness of a program. 

It means that evaluation can be considered as tool through 

which teachers can decide whether or not a program is 

desirable for obtaining certain objectives. Richards (1994 

p.17) also considers that evaluation means to verify the way 

in which a program works, and he supports his idea by 

quoting Popham (1975) and Jervis and Adams (1979): 

 Evaluation is concerned with gathering date on the dynamics, 
 effectiveness, acceptability, and efficiency of a program to 
 facilitate decision making. (Popham 1975; Jervis and Adams 
 1979 quoted in Richards J.C. 1994. The Language Teaching 
 Matrix. New York: Cambridge University Press.) 
 
Moreover, Worthen and Sanders (1973 p. 19 quoted in Richards 

1994 p. 17) believe that: 

 Evaluation is the determination of the worth of a thing. It 
 includes obtaining information for use in judging the worth 
 of a program, product, procedure, or  objective, or the 
 potential utility of alternative approaches designed to 
 attain specific objectives. (Worthen and Sanders 1973 p. 19 
 quoted in Richards J.C. 1994. The Language Teaching 
 Matrix. New York: Cambridge University Press.) 
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Assessment 

 Brown (2004 p. 4) argues that this term is in some 

cases misunderstood and confused with testing. He refers to 

assessment as: 

 �� an ongoing process that encompasses a much wider domain. 
 Whenever a student responds to a question, offers a comment, 
 or tries out a new word or structure, the teacher 
 subconsciously makes an assessment of the students� 
 performance. (Brown H.D. 2004. Language Assessment. 
 Principles and Classroom Practices. White Palms: Pearson 
 Education)  
 
 Testing  

 Brown (2004 p. 4) also states that tests are only a 

part of assessment. He believes that: 

 Tests,�are a subset of assessment; they are certainly 
 not the only form of assessment a teacher can make.(Brown 
 H.D. 2004. Language Assessment. Principles and Classroom 
 Practices. White Palms: Pearson Education) 
 
 He also considers that tests are �useful devices� a 

teacher can use to assess students, but those devices are 

only a part of many different kinds of practices that can be 

carried out in order to assess students� performance. 

 At this point, it is necessary to take a look of some 

reasons that can be established when a test is placed. 

Reasons for Testing 

 Heaton (1990 p.9) presents some reasons for testing 

that should be considered when developing this research. He 

believes that a test is carried out according to a purpose. 

The differences that can be found among those purposes 
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create a reason for a test to be prepared. He categories 

seven different reasons in which tests can be classify.   

 Finding out about progress 

 According to the author this is the most common reason 

for a test to be carried out. In progress tests teachers 

measure short periods of learning and the way in which 

students have mastered the aspects of language that have 

been taught recently. (Heaton 1990 p. 9) 

 Encouraging students 

 Tests can serve as a means for increasing students� 

motivation towards their own learning process. Heaton (1990) 

claims for tests to be a tool that can be used for students 

to check their progress and the goals they have achieved.  

 Finding out about learning difficulties 

 Heaton (1990 p. 11) states that tests can guide 

teachers to identify students� weaknesses and necessities. 

To identify the problems students can have in the learning 

of English is the first step in correcting or giving 

appropriate information to the learners. To find 

difficulties and weaknesses among the students can serve to 

evaluate the teaching process as well as the syllabus and 

the materials used in the course (Heaton 1990. p. 13) 
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 Finding out about achievement 

 At this point it is essential to consider the ideas 

established by Brown (2004) and McNamara (2000) who consider 

achievement tests in a different view of that of Heaton. 

While Heaton (1990 p. 14) claims for achievement tests as 

those kinds of tests that measure the level in which 

students have mastered what have been taught or what should 

be taught during a course, Brown (2004 p. 48) and McNamara 

(2000 p. 7) understand achievement tests as those tests that 

are constructed taking into account the goals of the course 

as well as the process (McNamara 2000) and the particular 

time in which a teaching-learning process has been developed 

(Brown 2004). This means that according to Brown and 

McNamara achievement tests do take into account students� 

background as an important feature in this kind of exams. On 

the other hand, Heaton�s perception of achievement tests 

does not include students� background, therefore, according 

to him (Heaton 1990 p. 14) the Test of English as a Foreign 

Language (TOEFL®) is an achievement test. However, Brown 

(2004 p. 45) considers that this exam (TOEFL®) is a typical 

proficiency test. 

 Placing students 

 Tests are according to Heaton (1990 p.15) a useful tool 

to establish groups according to the students� �language 
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ability�. Brown (2004 p.45) considers that placement tests 

are used to place students in a certain level according to 

their performance taking into account the materials that are 

going to be covered in a course.  

 Selecting students 

 Tests can be used to decide which student or candidate 

is qualified to complete certain type of task.  

 Heaton (1990 p. 16) presents this purpose as one in 

which many candidates� performances are compared in order to 

select the best one.  

 Finding out about proficiency 

 Brown (2004 p. 45) considers proficiency tests those 

tests in which no attention is paid to the language a 

student has learned during a course, or the goals achieved 

through a syllabus, or even to the curriculum developed 

during the teaching process. Proficiency tests measure 

�overall ability� (Brown 2004 p. 45). For these reason, it 

can be said that proficiency tests do not take into account 

students� background.  

 Moreover these reasons, McNamara (2000 p. 68) presents 

tests as a means of �social and cultural exclusion� and as a 

tool to accomplish educational and social policies. Whatever 

reason is proposed, tests should be constructed in a 

reliable way.   
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Characteristics of a reliable test 

 According to Brown (2004 p. 19) there are five major 

characteristics that can identify a reliable tests. These 

characteristics are: practicality, reliability, validity, 

authenticity and washback. 

 Practicality 

 According to Brown (2004 p. 19) practicality in testing 

means that the test: 

 is not expensive. 
 stays within appropriate time constraints. 
 is relatively easy to administer, and 
 has a scoring/evaluation procedure that is specific and 
time-efficient. (Brown H.D. 2004. Language Assessment. 
Principles and Classroom Practices. White Palms: 
Pearson Education) 

 

 Reliability 

 Tests that are reliable are �consistent and dependable� 

(Brown 2004. p.20). This means that the results obtained by 

the students when developing the same exam in different 

periods of time should give similar scores. However, there 

are some factors that can affect the reliability of a test. 

Brown (2004) presents some of them. 

Student-Related Reliability 

 It refers to the conditions of a student while carrying 

out a test. Those conditions are related to a �physical or 

psychological factors� such us �temporary illness, fatigue 
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and anxiety� that can decrease the performance of a student 

during a test. (Brown H.D. 2004. p. 21) 

Rater Reliability 

 Brown (2004 p.21) suggests �human error, subjectivity 

and bias� as factors influencing scoring process. He 

presents two different rater-reliability categories: the 

inter-rater reliability referring to the inconsistency of 

two or more scores in the same test; the intra-rater 

reliability referring the way in which the teacher award 

scores to the students. The last one can be affected by bias 

and unclear scoring procedure. The use of �an analytical 

scoring instrument� is according to J.D. Brown (1991 quoted 

in Brown D.H. 2004 p. 21) a way to increase rater 

reliability. 

Test Administration Reliability 

  Related to the conditions in which a test is 

administered. It means the locations, adequate use of 

sources and correct function of materials (Brown 2004) 

Test reliability 

 Brown (2004) refers to this factor taking into account 

the time a test takes to be performed. He argues that tests 

should avoid becoming a race against time, because this can 

affect the performance of students. (Brown 2004. p. 22)  
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 Validity 

 Brown (2004) considers validity as one of the most 

important aspects when assessing (p. 22) He argues that 

validity is measured in the level in which the test reflects 

the purpose for which it has been designed. He explains that 

a reading ability test must measure reading ability; no 

other things (Brown 2004 p. 22). Brown presents five aspects 

concerning validity. 

Content Validity 

 The test must be designed to focus on the ability that 

is intended to be measured. Brown (2004) presents a clear 

example that defines content validity: 

 If you are trying to assess a person�s ability to speak a 
 second language in a conversational setting, asking the 
 learner to answer paper-and-pencil multiple-choice 
 questions requiring grammatical judgments does not 
 achieve content validity. A test that requires the 
 learner actually to speak within some sort of authentic 
 context does. (Brown H.D. 2004. Language Assessment. 
 Principles and Classroom Practices. White Palms: 
 Pearson Education) 
 
Criterion-related validity  

 This terms are used to define the �extend to which the 

criterion of the test has actually been reached� (Brown 2004 

p. 24). Criterion-related validity is demonstrated � in the 

case of teacher-made classroom assessments- in a better way 

by comparing the results obtained �of an assessment with 

results of some other measure of the same criterion� (Brown 
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2004. p. 24). Brown (2004) also defines two different 

categories in which criterion-related validity can fall. The 

concurrent validity that means that the results are 

accompanied by other �concurrent performance beyond the 

assessment itself� (Brown 2004. p 24) and the predictive 

validity which is necessary in some sort of tests like 

placement, admissions, and so forth whose purpose is to 

predict how well someone is going to perform some activities 

in the future. (Brown 2004. p 24)  

Construct-related validity 

 As Brown (2004 p. 25) explains, construct validity is 

an important feature sometimes neglected in classroom tests. 

The idea of the construct validity refers to the need of 

implementing some theoretical basis that serve as means for  

�explaining phenomena in our universe of perceptions� (2004 

p. 25).  

Consequential Validity 

 Expressing all the consequences that can derive from 

applying a test. McNamara (2004 p.53-54) considers the 

consequential validity as the effects of tests, and he 

argues that teachers should try to foresee that 

consequences, so that they can �anticipate them and 

investigate their effect on the validity of test score� 

(McNamara 2000 p.54) 
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Face Validity 

 Brown (2004 p. 26) offers an important view of what he 

calls face validity. These terms are used to name the 

impression caused by the test. He establishes that face 

validity refers to �the degree to which a test looks right, 

and appears to measure the knowledge or abilities it claims 

to measure� according to the subjective view of those 

involved in the test. (Brown 2004 p. 26) This means that in 

the case of students, they should feel that the test is 

testing what it was supposed it had to assess. (Brown 2004 

p. 26) According to Brown (2004), in order to increase the 

face validity of a test, it is useful that learners find in 

it: 

 a well constructed, expected format with familiar 
tasks. 

 a tests that is clearly doable within the allotted 
time limit, 

 items that are clear and uncomplicated, 
 directions that are crystal clear, 
 tasks that relate to their course work (content 
validity) and, 

 a difficulty level that presents a reasonable 
challenge. (Brown H.D. 2004. Language Assessment. 
 Principles and Classroom Practices. White Palms: 
 Pearson Education) 

  

 Authenticity 

 Bachman and Palmer (1996 quoted in Brown 2004 p. 23) 

define authenticity as  

��the degree of correspondence of the characteristics of 
a given language test task to the features of a target 
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language task� (Bachman and Palmer 1996. quoted in Brown 
2004. Language Assessment.  Principles and Classroom 
Practices. White Palms: Pearson Education) 

           
 Brown (2004 p. 28) also presents the necessity of 

authenticity as a task associated to what he denote as �real 

world�. Moreover, he presents some characteristics that can 

in which authenticity may be present in a test: 

 The language in the test is as natural as possible. 
 Items are contextualized rather than isolated. 
 Topics are meaningful (relevant, interesting) for the 
learner. 

 Some thematic organization to items is provided, such 
as through a story line or episode. 

 Tasks represent, or closely approximate, real world 
tasks. (Brown H.D. 2004. Language Assessment. 
 Principles and Classroom Practices. White Palms: 
 Pearson Education) 

   
 Washback 

 Brown (2004 p. 29) considers washback as a feature used 

to know the consequences that a test have on �instruction in 

terms of how students prepare for a test�. But he also, 

comments the possibilities of proportionate appropriate 

feedback to the students based on their own mistakes. It 

means the effects of a test in the learning process. 

 Now all these elements have been considered, it should 

be useful to revise the way in which a test is designed. 

Test design 

 Harrison (1983 p. 16) presents a seven steps procedure 

that can lead to the construction of a test. However, more 
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items can be included as those presented by Brown (2004), 

Heaton (1990) and Weir (1993). 

 Harrison considers that a good test construction starts 

with the specification of some items. He also states that �a 

good specification � is the result of careful judgments� 

instead of the �precise definitions�. (Harrison 1983 p. 16) 

 Moreover the aspects considered above about the 

characteristics of a reliable test, an outline that searches 

for specific aspects is desirable. 

 The outlining for specification has been designed 

according to the author in seven steps. 

 Objectives 

  The objectives vary according to the type of test and 

to the necessity expressed by the teacher to check some 

aspects of language (Harrison 1990 p. 18).  

 Skills 

 Harrison states that �since skills do not operate in 

isolation from each other� it is necessary to establish what 

skill teachers want to assess and identify the type of test 

that can be applied in order to test certain skill (Harrison 

1990 p. 18) 

 Content  

 The content of a test is according to Harrison (1990 p. 

18) defined by the objectives placed at the beginning  
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of the specification.  

 Format 

 Referring to the �mechanics of the test� (Harrison 1990 

p.20) and their implications.  

 Rubric 

 It is necessary to place a set of clear instructions on 

the test. This is a very important feature in order to 

maintain the validity of the test (Harrison 1990 p. 20)  

 Materials 

 Harrison (1990 p. 21) considers materials as a problem 

of administration but an aspect that must be taken into 

account. It is important to consider the facilities when 

using some materials, the time and the length it take to use 

them (Harrison 1990 p. 21). 

 Marking 

 At this point, Harrison�s view about marking is reduced 

to the discrimination of what he calls objective and 

subjective tests (Harrison p.22). However, as this paper is 

intended to measure the performance of students in oral 

skills when they know what aspects of language are assessed, 

it is necessary to consider other concepts. 

 First of all, as it was stated by Heaton (1990 p. 67) 

testing speaking becomes difficult because the method used  
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to award marks. Oral tests tend to be qualified in a 

subjective way. Harrison (1983 p. 110-117) argues that 

subjectivity in tests is related to the way in which tests 

are marked and not to the type of test.  

 Secondly, considering the numerous problems with 

subjectivity in oral tests, Heaton (1990 p. 68) proposes an 

option to avoid this aspect in tests by offering a well 

structured marking or rating scale.  

 Even though Heaton (1990 p. 68) is inclined to assess 

oral production through a rating scale, Underhill (1987 p. 

94-103) proposes a system that involves both a rating scale 

and marks. This author introduces a significant element in 

oral production assessment, what is called a grid or chart 

for rating and marking students� performance. Underhill 

(1987 p. 95) combines a rating scale that is according to 

Heaton (1990 p. 69) �a short description for a grade in a 

scale�, with a marking system. Basically, the grid is going 

to be an instrument that incorporates categories or 

descriptions of language performance and a grade or mark 

that represents that performance.  

 This grid is going to be the tool through which 

teachers can justify their decisions and students can 

correct their mistakes. The importance of developing such a 

tool is according to Underhill (1987 p. 95) to establish 
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what he calls a �protocol� which is going to be useful to 

�save time and uncertainty�. Moreover, as the author states, 

the marking system specifies in advance how to assess or how 

to categorized students according to their performance by 

given specific directions towards what it is going to be 

assessed. 

 As Weir (1993 p. 25-26) states, not only the teachers 

but also the students need to know what is going to be 

assessed and in which form those aspects are going to be 

rated or marked. The problem among teachers is concerned 

with the criteria selected when assessing oral production. 

 Weir (1993 p. 26) proposes that examiners have to 

standardize the way in which they mark a student�s 

performance. In this way, teachers can create a consensus in 

terms of rating, marking and prioritizing aspects of 

learning when a test is carried out. 

 And in third place, it is important to consider the 

recent conceptions about assessment and the way in which 

tests are designed. Weir (1993 p. 30) proposes a three-step 

procedure to design an oral test. According to the author, 

it is necessary to decide whether or not an activity is 

useful for a test, the conditions in which a test is carried 

out and the output in terms of quality according to the 

criteria selected for assessing spoken interaction. These 
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features create a framework to analyze the possibilities of 

a test to be performed.  

 As Richards states (1994 p. 16) the criterion selected 

for a test, creates a criterion-referenced test that is 

according to the author: 

 a test which measures a student�s performance according 
 to a particular standard or criterion which has been  agreed 
 upon. The student must reach this level of performance 
 to pass the test, and a student�s score is therefore 
 interpreted with reference to the criterion score, rather to 
 the scores of other students (Richards, Platt, and Weber 
 quoted in Richards J.C. 1994. The Language Teaching Matrix. 
 New York: Cambridge  University Press)  
 
 Now all these aspects have been presented and 

clarified, it is compulsory to define the aspect of language 

that is intended to assess and the setting � referring to 

the approach � in which this research is going to be 

performed. 

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) 

 Richards and Rodgers (1986 p. 64) present a review of 

CLT that must be considered in this document. However, this 

review of the literature is going to be focused on the 

theory surrounding CLT approach and the definition of 

communicative competence. 

 As it is stated by Richards and Rodgers (1986 p. 69) 

CLT tends to develop what Hymes called communicative 

competence. Hymes� view is closer to be a reaction against 

Chomsky�s view of competence by including the term 
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communication (Richards and Rodgers 1986 p. 69). Chomsky�s 

view of competence was related to the �abstract abilities 

speakers possess that enable them to produce grammatically 

correct sentences� (Richards and Rodgers 1986 p. 70). 

 However, Hymes stated that such a view of competence 

needed to incorporate two major aspects as communication and 

culture (Richards and Rodgers 1986 p. 70). Richards and 

Rodgers (1986 p. 71) state that CLT proponents had a similar 

point of view of learning a second language which is 

�acquiring the linguistic means to perform different kinds 

of functions�. The theory proposed by Hallyday was beneficed 

by CLT. Hallyday�s view of language is that: 

 Linguistics� is concerned� with the description of speech 
 acts or texts, since only through the study of language in 
 use are all the functions of language, and therefore all 
 components of meaning, brought into focus. (Hallyday 1970 p. 
 145 quoted in Richards and Rodgers 1986. Approaches and  
 Methods in Language Teaching. New York: Cambridge University 
 Press) 
 
 Widdowson (1978) presents a relationship between the 

�linguistic systems and their communicative values in text 

and discourse�. He underlines the importance that speakers� 

ability for using the language has in order to accomplish 

different purposes (Widdowson 1978, quoted in Richards and 

Rodgers 1986 p. 71)  

 CLT comports, according to Richards and Rodgers (1986 

p. 71), three basic principles that have been discerned 
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among the practices carried out in this approach. The first 

principle is concerned with communication: any activity 

involving �real communication promotes learning� (Richards 

and Rodgers 1986 p. 72). A second principle is related to 

the tasks: According to Johnson (1982 quoted in Richards and 

Rodgers 1986 p. 72) those activities that aim for using 

language to complete meaningful tasks encourages learning. 

And the last one is called the �meaningfulness principle�: 

It is basically that �language that is meaningful to the 

learners supports the learning process� (Richards and 

Rodgers 1986 p. 72)  

 In CLT, the communicative view of language implies 

that: 

1. Language is a system for the expression of meaning. 
2. The primary function of language is for interaction and 

communication 
3. The structure of language reflects its functional and 

communicative uses. 
4. The primary units of language are not merely its 

grammatical and structural features, but categories of 
functional and communicative meaning as exemplified in 
discourse. (Richards, J. & Rodgers, T. 1986. Approaches 
and Methods in Second Language Acquisition. New York: 
Cambridge University Press. p. 71) 

 
Communicative Competence 

 According to Richards and Rodgers (1986 p. 70) Hymes 

uses the term communicative competence to designate �what a 

speaker needs to know to be communicatively competent in a 

speech community� and in his view  
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 �a person who acquires communicative competence acquires 
 both knowledge and ability for language use respect to: 

1. whether (and to what degree) something is formally 
possible; 

2. whether (and to what degree) something is feasible in 
virtue of the means of implementation available; 

3. whether (and to what degree) something is appropriate 
(adequate, happy, successful) in relation to a context in 
which it is used and evaluated; 

4. whether (and to what degree) something is in fact done, 
actually performed, and what its doing entails. 
(Richards, J. & Rodgers, T. 1986. Approaches and Methods 
in Second Language Acquisition. New York: Cambridge 
University Press. p. 70) 

 
 Canale and Swain (1980. Quoted in Richards and Rodgers 

1986 p. 70) identify four dimensions of communicative 

competence. 

 They consider that grammatical competence, 

sociolinguistic competence, discourse competence and 

strategic competence are aspects that are circled in a 

bigger term that is communicative competence. 

 The grammatical competence refers to the �grammatical 

and lexical capacity� a speaker has. It is connected to the 

idea of Chomsky about competence. (Canale and Swain 1980. 

Quoted in Richards and Rodgers 1986 p. 70) 

 Sociolinguistic competence is a term used for  

 � an understanding of the social context in which 
 communication takes place, including role relationships, 
 the share information of the participants, and the 
 communicative purpose for their  interaction� (Richards, J. 
 & Rodgers, T. 1986. Approaches and Methods in Second 
 Language Acquisition. New York: Cambridge University  Press. 
 p. 70)  
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 The discourse competence is concerned with the 

connection of messages and the meaning of them in a whole 

context.  

  And the strategic competence refers to  

  ��the coping strategies that communicators employ to  
  initiate, terminate, maintain, repair, and redirect  
  communication� (Richards, J. & Rodgers, T. 1986.  
  Approaches and Methods in Second Language Acquisition. 
  New York: Cambridge University Press. p. 70) 
 
 Seville-Troike (1996. The ethnography of communication. 

In Hornberger H. & McKay S. Ed. Sociolinguistics and 

Language Teaching. New York. NY: Cambridge University Press) 

considers some important aspects about communicative 

competence.  

 According to Seville-Troike, communicative competence 

involves to know �not only the language code�, it also 

includes to know �what to say, to whom, and how to say it 

appropriately in any given situation� (1996. The ethnography 

of communication). She argues that communicative competence 

is extended to: 

  ��both knowledge and expectation of who may or may not 
 speak in certain settings, when to speak and when to  remain 
 silent, whom one may speak to, how one may talk  to persons 
 of different statues and roles, what non-verbal behaviors 
 are appropriate in various routines,  �� (Seville-Troike 
 (1996)The ethnography of communication. In Hornberger H. & 
 McKay S. Ed. Sociolinguistics and Language Teaching. New 
 York. NY:  Cambridge University Press)  
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 In other words, to be communicatively competent means 

to be able to put the four dimensions -mentioned earlier- 

together. However, because the necessity to interact in a 

�speech community�, it is important to distinguish some 

factors that can affect the decision of sequencing and 

selecting the language of a curriculum. (Seville-Troike 

1996. The ethnography of communication).  

 ��the content of what a speaker needs to know depends 
 on the social context in which he or she is or will be using 
 the language and the purposes he or she will have for doing 
 so. (Seville-Troike (1996) The ethnography of communication. 
 In Hornberger H. & McKay S. Ed. Sociolinguistics and 
 Language Teaching. New York. NY: Cambridge University Press) 
 
 Seville-Troike considers that in order to select and 

sequence the language in a better way, it is important to 

consider the following aspects that are only going to be 

mentioned in this paper: Linguistic Knowledge, Interaction 

Skills and Cultural Knowledge. (Seville-Troike 1996. The 

ethnography of communication). 

Types of tests in CLT 

 In order to understand the development of communicative 

tests, it is important to consider some aspects.  

 According to McNamara (2000 p. 16) lately communicative 

language tests tend to have two important features. He 

comments that: 

 They were performance tests, requiring assessment to be 
 carried out when the learner or candidate was engaged 
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 in an extended act of communication, either receptive 
 or productive, or both. 
 They paid attention to the social roles candidates were 
 likely to assume in real world settings, and offered a 
 means of specifying the demands of such roles in 
 detail. (McNamara T. 2000. Language Testing. Hong Kong: 
 Oxford University Press) 
 
 Such a view of language as the one proposed by Hymes, 

produced that language was associated to a sociological 

perspective in which it focused �on the external, social 

functions� (McNamara 2000 p. 17) 

 Whatever aspects of language are intended to be 

assessed in a communicative setting, Weir (1993 p. 28), 

Brown (2004 p. 10), and McNamara (2000 p. 20) converge in 

the necessity of including real-world tasks or real-world 

situations as the framework in which a communicative test 

should be developed. 

 Moreover, Weir (1993 p. 28) considers that it is 

necessary in order to increase the validity of the 

instrument that communicative tests have clear 

specifications about: 

 � the operations students will have to perform in a target 
 situation, the conditions under which those tasks will 
 be performed and the quality of output that will be 
 necessary. (Weir C. 1993. Understanding and developing 
 Language Tests. Prentice Hall International)  
 
  As he considers that a major focus must be placed on 

the skill that is going to be assessed, it is relevant to 

consider some techniques in oral assessment. 
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Oral Assessment 

 According to McNamara (2000 p. 13) in order to assess 

communicative competence, two major types of tests were 

developed: the discrete point tests and the integrative and 

pragmatic tests. 

 The first type of tests was devoted to assess 

�candidates� knowledge of the grammatical system, of 

vocabulary, and of aspects of pronunciation� (2000 p. 14). 

This kind of test assessed �aspects of language in 

isolation� (2000 p. 14). 

 The integrative tests, on the other hand, integrate 

various aspects of language �such us grammar, vocabulary and 

pronunciation- �with an understanding of context� (2000 p. 

15).  

 Once a teacher has selected what type of assessment is 

more convenient, it is important to consider what type of 

speaking is going to be measured. 

 Brown (2004 p. 141) considers that exist five 

�different performance assessment tasks� in speaking. The 

imitative task which corresponds to simply imitate the 

sounds but without conveying any meaning; the intensive task 

in which students are asked to perform some patterns but 

there is not a high level of communication; the responsive 

which corresponds to very limited conversations 
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characterized by �small talk, simple requests and comments� 

(Brown 2004 p. 141); the interactive task that involves a 

more complex interaction while including more people and 

becoming �pragmatically complex� (Brown 2004 p. 142); and 

the extensive task or monologue. 

 Brown also considers the existence of micro-skills and 

macro-skills in speaking which can be adopted as the 

criteria for an oral assessment (Brown 2004 p. 142). Micro-

skills refer to �producing the smaller chunks of language� 

while the macro-skills �imply the speaker to focus on larger 

elements: fluency, discourse,� and so forth.      

 In order to obtain a higher level of response in 

students, Underhill (1987 p. 47) considers some elicitation 

techniques for oral assessment. He argues that it exist at 

least 60 different techniques and the choice of one of these 

techniques corresponds to the needs of each teacher or 

course (Underhill 1987 p. 47) Some of those techniques are: 

discussion/conversation, oral report, learner-learner joint 

discussion/decision making, role-play, interview, Learner-

learner description and re-creation, Form-filling, Making 

appropriate responses, Question and answer, Reading blank 

dialogue, Using a picture or picture story� (Underhill N. 

1987.Testing Spoken Language. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.) 
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Elements involved in oral assessment 

 According to Brown (2004 p. 140) there are some aspects 

to be considered when an oral test is carried out. Oral 

assessment practices involved an aural interaction that can 

compromise the validity and reliability of the test since 

speaking is �a productive skill that can be directly and 

empirically observed�. (Brown 2004 p. 140). Brown also 

argues that oral tests should be designed in order to elicit 

the aspects of language a teacher wants to assess (Brown 

2004 p. 140). Since communicative tests intend to develop 

real-world tasks it becomes difficult to focus on only 

certain aspects of language or special patterns. As Heaton 

(1990 p. 67), Brown (2004 p. 140) also considers that 

awarding grades or scores becomes difficult because of the 

nature of the exam.  

Fluency 

 According to Hedge (2000) this term is closed related 

to speech. The author considers that fluency  

 � is the ability to link units of speech together with 
 facility and without strain or inappropriate slowness, 
 or undue hesitation. (Hedge, T. 2000. Teaching and 
 Learning in the Language Classroom. Oxford: Oxford 
 University Press.) 
 
Accuracy 

 Accuracy is used to refer �to the ability to produce 

grammatically correct sentences that are comprehended� (ESL 
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Glossary: Definitions of common ESL/EFL terms from 

http//bogglesworld.com/glossary/accuracy.htm)  

Formats used to assess oral production  

 Some approaches that are connected with the idea of 

developing communicative competence are according to 

Richards and Rodgers (1986) The Natural Approach, 

Cooperative Language Learning, Content-Based Instruction and 

Task-Based Language Teaching. It is important to consider 

how teachers work in terms of oral assessment within these 

approaches and discover if some criterion is explicit 

through a grid to assess oral abilities. 

 Some grids that can be found during this research are 

placed on the Appendix section. Some of them have been 

devoted to assess students� performance in an oral practice 

which is not exactly an exam. However their content is 

useful for the purposes of this research. 

 One important grid found during this research was the 

grid proposed by the European Council, in which many 

categories are described according to the expected level of 

the student.    
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III. CHAPTER 3: METHOD 

Design of the study 

 The present research was undertaken based on the 

ideas set forward by Brown (2004), who states the main steps 

in designing tests, implementing marking and scores and who 

provides in an adequate way the features of effective tests. 

This author�s ideas are relevant since he considers all the 

elements involved in foreign language assessment and also 

the characteristics of oral assessment, two main elements in 

this paper.   

  This research was intended to compare the performance 

of the students when a grid is used for assessing oral 

production. 

 This was a descriptive study since it did not involve 

the manipulation of treatments (Schafer, 2001). Moreover the 

design of the study can be placed as a causal comparative 

study because this kind of study: 

 �compares the likeness and difference among phenomena to 
 determine if certain factors or circumstances tend to 
 accompany certain events, conditions, or processes. (Key 
 James P. 1997.) 
 

Procedure 

This research was carried out in the Language Center of 

the Linguistics and Languages Department at the University 

of Nariño. This Language Center was created in 1961 and its 

goal is to offer foreign language learning programs to 
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people in Pasto. This center is found in the campus located 

in Panamericana Avenue. Since this academic unit fosters the 

search of pedagogical advancements through research and 

methodological experimentation, it is the best place to 

apply an innovative grid and to verify its results. 

 Students had to perform two oral tests that had been 

designed according to the parameters established in this 

paper and to the contents studied during this period of 

time. 

 Both tests contained 40 different questions. Both were 

recorded and graded in a different way. The first one was 

graded without using any kind of grid and no previous 

criteria were arranged with students. The second one 

consisted of the same number of questions but it was graded 

according to the grid designed in this paper. The criteria 

for this test were specified in advance with the students. 

 Students had the opportunity to prepare the questions a 

week before the test took place and the test was 

administered individually by the teacher. 

 Once students took the tests, a survey was used in 

order to know their opinions and perceptions about the use 

of the grid. Students� scores are included in this paper in 

order to compare their performances.   
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Subjects 

 The students who were part of this research were 20 

students of first level of English at the Language Center in 

the University of Nariño. They are teenagers and their ages 

ranged from 14 to 17 years old. There were 15 women and 5 

men in this group. They attended classes from Monday to 

Thursday from 4:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m. during a period of 

sixteen weeks.  

Materials 

 Some of the materials used in order to accomplish the 

objectives of this study were: a tape recorder, a computer, 

bibliography and formats used in communicative approaches 

for assessing oral production, internet resources, 

cassettes, the grid designed by the teacher, eighty 

different questions whose purpose is to involved students 

into an informal conversation and the review of some topics 

studied in the classroom, copies of the exams and of the 

grid for each student,. 

Instruments 

 The instruments were the two tests planned for an oral 

assessment practice and the grid developed during this 

research. 

Variables 

 The two variables in the study are: 
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 Independent variable: The grid 

 Dependent Variable: The performance of students in oral 

assessment. 

Data Gathering and Analysis 

 For the purposes of this research data were collected 

through the use of two oral exams. This kind of practice is 

recognized as an interview. According to Key (1997) an 

interview represents a face to face interaction, whose 

purpose is to obtain verbal responses from some 

�respondents�.  

 The type of interview expected in this research is an 

unstructured one, since the idea is to make students express 

freely based on a series of questions that should be 

considered as a plan of some topics to be prepared. Some of 

the benefits proposed by Key (1997) when using this kind of 

data gathering tool are 

 They have few restrictions. 
 If preplanned questions are asked, they are altered to 
suit the situation and subjects. 

 Subjects are encouraged to express their thoughts 
 freely. 

 Only a few questions are asked to direct their 
answers. 

 In some instances, the information is obtained in such 
 a casual manner that the respondents are not aware 
they are being interviewed. (Key, P.J. 1997. Other Data 
Gathering Tools for a Research Investigation. Research 
Design in Occupational Education. Oklahoma State 
University. Retrieved October 25th, 2005 from 
http://www.okstate.edu/ag/agedcm4h/academic/aged5980a/
5980/newpage17.htm ) 

 

http://www.okstate.edu/ag/agedcm4h/academic/aged5980a/
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  Two exams were used; both oral tests were recorded in 

order to have reliable grades that can be certified at any 

moment by any person who can be interested in the results. 

Once both tests were applied, students were asked to answer 

a questionnaire. This questionnaire was used since Key 

(1997) considers that questionnaires are useful tools to 

know about deep �feelings, beliefs, experiences, 

perceptions, or attitudes� of people about a given 

situation.  

 Questionnaires can be structured or unstructured. For 

the purposes of this research, a structured questionnaire 

was used. According to Key (1997) these kinds of 

questionnaires are:  

 � a very concise, preplanned set of questions designed to 
 yield specific information to meet a particular need for 
 research information about a pertinent topic. (Key, P.J. 
 1997. Other Data Gathering Tools for a Research 
 Investigation. Research Design in Occupational Education. 
 Oklahoma State University. Retrieved October 25th, 2005 from 
 http://www.okstate.edu/ag/agedcm4h/academic/aged5980a/5980/n
 ewpage17.htm)  
 
 The questionnaire comprehended eight questions with 

Yes/No answers. The questionnaire was written in English, 

but if students needed some extra explanations about the 

content of the questionnaire, the information was 

administered in Spanish. 

 Once the results of both tests were prepared, the 

analysis was done as follows. As this was a casual 

http://www.okstate.edu/ag/agedcm4h/academic/aged5980a/5980/n
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comparative study, because its objective was to determine 

the influence of a variable or factor � in this case the 

grid � in other variables, the results of both tests were 

compared. Tests were graded in a range from Zero to Five. 

Both tests were analyzed individually, and then the 

comparison was carried out. What was compared was the 

performance of the whole group and not the performance of 

each student when using or not the grid. Moreover, when 

using the grid, the results provided the teacher with 

reliable information about the level of performance of his 

students. An analysis was carried out for each major 

category in the oral exam (fluency and accuracy) and each 

intermediate description of the performance in these 

categories.  

 Once this comparison was done, the results obtained 

from the questionnaire were described and analyzed. All this 

process was done using descriptive statistics analysis.  The 

analysis proposed in the Results Section was based on the 

ideas suggested by Brown. (Brown J.D. 1983. Understanding 

Research in Second Language Learning: A teacher�s guide to 

statistics and research design. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press)  
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IV. CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

Results 

 During the research some major aspects, which were 

intended to be measured at the beginning of this paper, were 

found. Since the aims of this paper focused on comparing 

students� performance in two oral tests whose marking system 

differed in the use of certain criteria to award marks, it 

is convenient to describe the facts found out in both tests. 

 Before considering the results it must be kept in mind 

the following aspects: 

 Both tests consisted of 40 different questions whose 

purpose was to offer different topics to talk about. 

However, those questions were based on major aspects of 

language that were studied during the course. 

 Both tests were handed in to the students a week before 

the exam was placed. 

 Both tests were recorded, and in this way, they became 

reliable proves of the existence of the tests and the 

performance of students. 

 Students� performance was graded once the exams 

finished. 

 Exams were carried out using an interview. 

 The criteria for the exam were explained a week before 

the test was carried out. 
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 Both tests were designed taking into account the 

parameters registered in this paper about the design 

and the marking of oral tests.  

 The results that were found in the first oral exam 

demonstrated that students� performance was not at the 

expected level they should be.  

 As a matter of fact, any student failed the exam; 

however their results and their performance appeared to be 

at an unexpected level. Only the 38% of the students awarded 

a score above four, but the best grade obtained by a student 

was four point three (4.3). Three students awarded this 

grade. The worst grade was three point zero (3.0). Only one 

student passed the exam with this mark.  

 In order to analyze the results obtained by students, 

some major categories were established as the framework to 

analyze the results. Any student obtained a grade above zero 

(0.0) and less than one point zero (1.0). The same occurred 

with the next category: students� grades were not in a range 

of more than one point one (1.1) and less than two (2.0). 

Eight percent of the students� population that took the exam 

were in the next category presented as the range between 

grades higher than two point one (2.1) and three (3.0).  

 Surprisingly, the highest percentages of students� 

grades were in the next range. Those students whose 
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performance awarded a mark above three point one (3.1) and 

four (4.0) represented the 54% of the whole population. As 

it was said before, only the 38% of the students ranged 

above four point one (4.1) and five (5.0) which is the best 

grade a student could obtain.   

 The combined average of the students was three point 

seventy-three (3.73) which is apparently adequate to their 

level. 

 The second oral exam presented the following results. 

Only one student failed the exam. Sixty percent of the 

students obtained a grade ranging from three point one (3.1) 

and four (4.0). This is expected since these tests were 

designed in order to conserve the characteristics mentioned 

before in this paper and proposed by Brown about the 

reliability of a test. Thirty percent of the students 

obtained a grade above four point one (4.1). Remarkably, one 

student obtained a grade of four point nine (4.9) 

represented the highest grade among students in both the 

first and the second test.   

 The average of students in the second examination was 

three point sixty-two (3.62) which is closer to that 

obtained in the first exam.  

 In terms of the descriptions used in the grid, number 

three was mostly used for both fluency and accuracy aspects. 
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 Sixty percent of the students were ranged in these 

categories. Ten percent of students were in a lower category 

� category number two � in both aspects; twenty percent of 

students ranged in the fourth category.  

 The hypothesis established at the beginning of this 

research was proved. The use of a grid in an oral exam had 

neither positive nor negative effects in the performance of 

students during such a test. However, it is important to 

take into account some aspects that are going to be 

considered broadly in the discussion section of this paper. 

 The questionnaire presented the following results. 

 For question number one that interrogated about the 

usefulness of knowing the criteria of an oral exam before 

the exam is placed, all students answered that it is useful 

to know these criteria.  

 In question number two, whose purpose was to ask 

students if they considered that when they know the criteria 

of an oral exam they would improve their grades, all of them 

answered positively. 

 The third question offered the following results: 63.6% 

of the students considered that the criteria given to them 

helped them to obtain better grades. On the other hand, 

36.4% of the students considered that the criteria did not 

help them to obtain better scores.  
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 In question number four, 90.9% of the students agreed 

that the criteria served them to focus on specific aspects 

of language, while only nine point one percent argued that 

the criteria used did not make them focus on certain aspects 

of language. 

 Question number five, as well as question number six, 

was answered positively by all students. The fifth question 

asked students about the possibility of correcting their 

mistakes in an effectively way when using the criteria. In 

the sixth question, students� perception about the 

�appearance� of the test in terms of organization and 

planning was demanded.  

 Question number seven was answered positively by 90.9% 

of the students. Only nine point one of them considered that 

they preferred not to know their grades immediately the test 

is finished.  

 Question number eight produced the following results: 

18.2% of the students considered that no matter the use of 

the criteria, oral tests were still considered threatening; 

while the 81.8% of them observed oral tests as less 

threatening and more acceptable tests when using the 

criteria.   

 The combined average of students concerning their 

assumptions about the use of the grid resulted in this: 
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90.9% of the students had a positive view of the use of the 

grid during the oral test; nine point one per cent of 

students had a negative view of the use of a grid during an 

oral test.  
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V. CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Discussion 

 The hypothesis proposed at the beginning of the study 

was proved. Students did not improve or decrease their 

performance in an oral test no matter the use of a grid. 

 This discovery can lead us to interpret the results 

focusing on the process carried out during this research. It 

is meaningfully important for teachers to adopt certain kind 

of criteria when they have to provide their students with an 

oral assessment practice. As it was established by the 

students in the questionnaire, the use of a grid is a good 

way to increase the validity of a test since it tells them 

what the test will deal with and they can realize that the 

questions matched the suggested criteria. Moreover, the use 

of a grid before, during and after an oral assessment 

practice is, according to the students� answers, a powerful 

tool to improve their performance in a test and in this way, 

obtain better grades.  

 If both exams are considered, students obtained similar 

grades. This means that the tests used to assess students 

communicative competence � in the case that this competence 

can be considered as a basic one � possessed a high level of 

reliability. Brown (2004 p. 21-22) considers this as an 

important factor to be taken into account in language 



Oral Assessment Criteria 56 

teaching: the way a test is built should not affect students 

negatively or positively. As it was shown in this paper, 

having clear criteria in mind considering the content of the 

course and the level of proficiency of students contributes 

to creating reliable tests. Meanwhile some factors as the 

validity, the authenticity, the practicality as well as the 

washback can be considered in a different stage or measured 

in a different way; the reliability of a test is measured by 

the performance of the students in two different moments of 

their learning process (Brown 2004 p. 21-22). Both tests 

presented in this research had a high level of reliability; 

they were authentic and practical. Moreover, both measured 

what they intended to determine (validity). 

 Both tests were designed and applied following the 

directions of major authors whose works are remarkably 

important in the English learning and teaching field. The 

significance of using such important works, made this 

research a consistent one that can offer different options 

for further research and that can also serve as an overview 

for those interested in evaluation, assessment and testing. 

 Some relevant aspects of the use of the grid are 

closely related to what Underhill called a �protocol� (1987 

p. 95). Basically, the grid serves to students and teachers 

to carry out an assessment practice based on some aspects of 
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language; this increases the validity of tests since the 

criteria selected � in this case � tends to make students 

focus on oral aspects of the language.  

 During this research, the review of some current 

literature made the researcher find that a variety of 

important institutions around the world had created their 

own grids to determine the level of their students. The 

European Council for instance, has a well-structured 

recognized grid whose purpose is to determine a common 

framework for language examinations. On the other hand, some 

teachers like Sarah Rapnouil-Dunn have created their own 

grids, following major directions in the teaching and 

learning of foreign languages, but arranging them to the 

students� context. It is compulsory for the University Of 

Nariño, and for their languages teachers to implement 

specific criteria in every assessment practice and to make 

criteria available, known and applied by all teachers in 

order to improve the teaching process. Moreover, it is 

important for the university to create some kind of grid 

that can help to assess students� performance during their 

career, and in this way improve the teaching of a foreign 

language. This means that teachers can focus on main aspects 

of language they consider a student of the university at the 

Linguistics and Languages Department has to perform at the 
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end of his/her learning process at the university. These 

criteria permit teachers to work in order to develop - 

throughout a common methodology, maybe a communicative one � 

and assess specific aspects of language in different periods 

of time.   

 Another important feature during this research was the 

quality of utterances produced by students during the second 

exam. They intended to do what the teacher said would be 

assessed. Students improved their performance in terms of 

the length of interventions and free speaking, which is 

considerably important in the learning of a foreign language 

as it is expressed in grids such as that of the Common 

European Framework. Taking into account their level, 

students now know how to face oral exams, to produce 

language which is appropriate in quality and in quantity, 

and in which way they can improve their grades.  

 An important element when using the grid is the 

possibility for teachers to give feedback to students 

immediately after the exam is finished. This possibility 

appeared when the teacher marked students� performances and 

gave them the reasons why they obtained certain grades based 

on the grid. As Heaton (1990 p.67) proposed, marks were not 

done during the exam but at the end. This produced that 

students focus on the exam as well as the teacher and 
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prevented students from getting nervous. Sometimes instead 

of paying attention to the students, teachers spend the 

whole exam writing notes about the performance of each 

student which may be confusing. A grid which is marked 

easily is a useful tool to avoid this situation.  

 A grid is also a good element for diagnosing the 

students� needs and to make a plan to help learners overcome 

their difficulties. This was also made evident by the use of 

the grid created for this research. Since the final results 

indicated that sixty percent of the students ranged in the 

third category proposed in the grid, it becomes a teacher�s 

work to move students from this category to the next one. It 

means that in terms of accuracy, students need to improve 

their grammar so they can create more accurate utterances. 

Concerning fluency, although it was said before that the 

length of free speaking among students was increased 

comparing the first exam, students need to produce longer 

utterances and maintain the precision of the message they 

intended to convey.  

 No major limitations were found during this research. 

However, students experience in taking oral exams can be 

considered as a problem since they did not know how to 

behave during an interview, or what was expected from them 

for instance, during the first exam. Another problem is the 
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absence of few students during both tests who did not take 

the tests because they did not feel confident. Nevertheless, 

their absence was not a problem for obtaining a good idea of 

the group attitude and performance. 

 Further research would be desirable in order for the 

university to create their own system for awarding grades to 

students, select candidates and evaluate programs and the 

curricula at the languages and linguistics department. It is 

hoped that this first step will serve as the basis for 

teachers and students to go deeper in the study of foreign 

language assessment.  

Conclusions 

 Some important conclusions have already been presented 

in the discussion section. However, there are some key 

aspects that need to be kept in mind in the long run. Here 

are some of them:   

 The use of a grid does not mean that it will 

automatically and almost �magically� improve students� 

grades during an oral exam. However, a grid does contribute 

to improve the attitude students have towards oral exams and 

to reduce anxiety and negative feelings, which is very 

relevant if we consider that anxiety may have a huge 

influence in the performance of a student. 
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 Grids are useful tools that serve teachers and students 

to focus on specific aspects to be measured during an oral 

exam and it helps learners study or concentrate on certain 

key elements of language that otherwise might have been 

overlooked by them when studying for a test or when 

practicing in class. 

 Teachers and students need to be aware of some kind of 

criteria to assess oral and any other skills, in order to 

have a less subjective assessment activity. As Brown (2004) 

explains the rater of a test, in this case the teacher, may 

be affected by different factors that lead to grading in a 

subjective way. A grid can reduce this risk by giving 

teacher some focal elements that may contribute to being 

fair to all students and to make students feel that they are 

not being assessed as persons, rather it is their competence 

to do something what is being assessed. 

 A successful assessment activity requires the design of 

appropriate instruments that conserve the characteristics 

proposed by major authors as Brown, Heaton, Weir, Underhill 

and so on. These characteristics are important in that they 

help teachers create tests which are close to real life, 

which are not time consuming in the grading part, which make 

students feel like they can actually pass a test no matter 

the topic and mostly, which truly show that assessment and 
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tests play a crucial part in improving the learning process; 

they should not just be seen as a way to punish students.  

 Students have a good opinion about the use of a grid 

during an oral test not because they can memorize exactly 

what to say to please the teacher, but because they realize 

that their teacher knows more than a few sentences in 

English. A grid shows learners that the actions teachers 

take in the classroom have a theoretical foundation and that 

the decisions we make have the aim of helping them learn 

English, which is the ultimate goal.   

 The tests used during this research were appropriate 

and consistent. This is remarkably important since students� 

performances were not manipulated in order to prove the 

hypothesis presented in this research. 

 Students at the Language Center require to be assessed 

orally more frequently. This is a factor that influences 

students� performance in L2, and ultimately, the development 

of their communicative competence. Despite the fact that 

creating and administering oral tests is time consuming, the 

washback they provide is very valuable for teachers, since 

this is the basis for reinforcing those aspects students 

have trouble with. However, oral assessment is not done with 

a recipe and teachers need to implement some specific 

criteria according to the requirements of each level and the 
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requirements and goals proposed by the Language Center and 

by the Department. 

   The grid is a tool that must be considered as an 

instrument whose purpose is to organize any kind of tests 

and as a potential source to provide students with 

appropriate feedback.  

 The University of Nariño requires the implementation of 

some �protocol� that serves as a tool to select, assess and 

decide whether or not a candidate or a student has the 

required level of English to be part of the university or to 

pass to a different semester. Through the use of some 

criteria, the English level at the university would be 

increased to become one of the highest in our country. 

 Moreover, it is noticeably important that teachers 

share the way in which students� performances are measured 

at the university, through the use of a common criteria by 

all of them. This can reduce subjectivity in tests and offer 

students as well as teachers a more consistent method for 

obtaining and awarding marks.  
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Figure 1. Students� Performance First Oral Exam 
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Figure 2. Students� Performance Second Oral Exam 
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Figure 3. Students� Performances� Comparison 
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Figure 4. Students� Average First Oral Exam 
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Students� Average Second Oral Exam 
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Students� Averages� Comparison 
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Students� Performances: Second Oral Exam (Categories) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Students' Performance: Second Oral Exam 

(Fluency and Accuracy)

a

0%

b

10%

c

60%

d

20%

e

10%

Categories used on the oral assessment grid. Each letter 
corresponds to a category � letter a. represents the lowest 
category and letter e. the highest. Notice that most of the 
students (60%) were ranged in the third category in terms 
of Accuracy and Fluency during the exam. 



Oral Assessment Criteria 75 

Students� Answers� Percentages in the Questionnaire 
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Students� Total Percentages in the Questionnaire 
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APPENDIX A. First Oral Exam Format 

 

University of Nariño            Language Center               Teacher: Diego Fernando de la Portilla 

Oral exam 1. Level: 1   Group: 6 

 

You are going to be asked to answer ten of these questions during your oral exam. Be ready. 

  
1. What�s your full name? 

2. How old are you? 

3. Where do you live? 

4. What�s your phone number? 

5. How many brothers and sisters do you have? 

6. What do you do on weekends? 

7. Do you have a pet? 

8. Are you married?  

9. Do you play any instrument? 

10. Describe yourself/ your best friend/ your favorite actor, actress. 

11. What�s your mother�s name? 

12. What does your father do? 

13. What time do you get up? Have breakfast? Have lunch? Go to the bed? Come to the university? 

14. What do you do on your free time? 

15. How does your mother/father/boyfriend/girlfriend/ looks like? 

16. When is your birthday? 

17. Who do you live with? 

18. What�s your favorite sport/movie/singer/actor/actress? 

19. What do you want to study? 

20. How many days a week do you study? 

21. What do you usually do before an exam? 

22. Do you always do the same things? 

23. Describe your personality 

24. How many hours a week do you work?  

25. What job would you most like to do? 

26. Why do you like living in the city?  

27. What are some of the advantages of living in a city?  

28. What are some of the disadvantages of living in a city?  

29. Do you know the neighbors who live near you?  

30. What's your favorite city? Why?  

31. Do you live with your parents?  

32. How many aunts and uncles do you have?  

33. How many brothers and sisters do you have?  

34. How often do you see your cousins?  

35. How often do you see your grandparents?  

36. What are your parents like?  

37. Do you think your parents understand you? Why or why not?  

38. What�s your favorite color? Why?  
39. How often do you go to movies?  

40. How often do you rent videos?  
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APPENDIX B. Second Oral Exam Format 

 

 

University of Nariño            Language Center               Teacher: Diego Fernando de la Portilla 

Oral exam 2.                      Level: 1                               Group: 6 

 

You are going to be asked to answer ten of these questions during your oral exam. Be ready. Take care of the 

assessment sheet that accompanies this exam. 

 

1. What kind of clothes do you buy most of the time? 

2. Where do you like to spend your vacation? 

3. How is the weather in this place? 

4. What are the most dangerous natural disasters in your opinion? Why? 

5. What is your opinion about the possibility of a natural disaster in our city? 

6. What was, according to you, the most important event in the last years?  

7. What was, according to you, the most important event in the history of our country? 

8. What was, according to you, the most important event in the history of our planet? 

9. What was the name of your first boyfriend/girlfriend/pet/friend? 

10. Where did you grow up? 

11. What did you do on your last birthday? 

12. What things of your childhood do you miss? 

13. Base on the map, give some directions to go from one place to another 

14. What is a good idea for a first date?  

15. Which places in the city do you visit most frequently? Why? 

16. What do you like doing on your free time? 

17. What are you doing on Friday, on weekend, on Saturday, next week, etc? 

18. How did you like the English course at the Language Center? 

19. Where is the Nariño Square (the Carnival square, Valle de Atriz shopping center) located? 

20. What are your best memories of your childhood, your life in high school? 

21. Who was the most important person when you were in the school? 

22. What was the most important moment in your childhood? 

23. What was your impression about your classmates at the beginning of the course? 

24. Where did you go for your last vacation? 

25. If you stayed in Pasto, what did you do? 

26. When were you born? 

27. Where were you born? 

28. Where was your father/mother/sister/brother born? 

29. What was the most important thing your parents taught you? 

30. When did you start studying English? 

31. How is the weather in Pasto? (Other cities) 

32. How do you like the weather in Pasto? 

33. Which city has the most terrific weather in Colombia? Why? 

34. When you were a child, what did you want to be when you grew up?  

35. When you were a child, what job did you want to have when you grew up?  

36. Describe one of your best dreams 

37. Why did you choose to study English at the University of Nariño? 

38. What was the last movie you saw? 

39. Why did you like it or why not? 

40. What did you expect to learn during the English course?  
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APPENDIX C. Questionnaire Format 

 

Oral Assessment Criteria questionnaire  

 

Please answer these questions according to your personal opinion. Mark with an x Yes or No 

according to your point of view. 

 
1.  Do you think it is useful to know the criteria used in an oral exam in advance? 

 
     Yes __________   No __________  
  
2. Do you think that when you know the criteria of an oral exam, your scores can be improved? 
 
    Yes __________   No __________ 
 
3. Dou you think the criteria help you get better grades? 

 
    Yes __________   No __________ 
 
4. Do you think that to use the criteria in advance permits you to focus on certain specific aspects of 

language that you should study? 
 
   Yes __________   No __________ 
 
5. Do you think your mistakes can be corrected more effectively when some criteria is given to you? 

 
   Yes __________   No __________ 
 
6. Do you think the criteria make an oral test a better planned/organized one? 

 
   Yes __________   No __________ 
 
7. In an oral test, do you prefer to know your grades immediately after the exam is finished? 

 
   Yes __________   No __________ 
 
8. Do you think oral tests are more acceptable and less threatening if they include some kind of criteria? 

 

   Yes __________   No __________ 
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APPENDIX D. Grid Format 
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APPENDIX E. Grids used in oral assessment practices 
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APPENDIX E1. Oral Presentation Checklist 

Oral Presentation Checklist  

 

Content                                                Resources                Organization                 Presentation Aids                     Delivery  

 

I used a strong 

attention-getting device.  

I used words that the 

audience could 

understand.  

My vocabulary was 

strong and 

unambiguous.  

I used facts and logical 

appeals where 

appropriate.  

I used opinions or 

emotional appeals 

where appropriate.  

I used supportive 

details.  

The information I gave 

was valuable.  

The information and 

arguments were easy to 

follow.  

I stayed focused; I did 

not stray off my topic.  

I was well informed on 

my topic.  

I presented information 

that others didn't know.  

I was able to answer 

questions from the 

audience.  

 

 

I used credible library 

resources.  

I used credible Internet 

resources.  

I used interviews with 

others as a resource.  

I cited my resources 

using the appropriate 

format.  

I gave credit to the 

resources in my speech.  

A bibliography was 

available.  

I put things into my own 

words.  

I was able to answer 

questions from the 

audience.  

 

 

I organized ideas in a 

meaningful way.  

I stated my topic clearly 

in the introduction.  

I included necessary 

background information.  

A clear introduction was 

present.  

The introduction 

included a statement of 

the main points.  

The audience could 

predict the 

presentation's basic 

structure from the 

introduction alone.  

The body of the 

presentation contained 

support for the main 

points.  

I used helpful transitions 

between main points 

(e.g.: "First of all ..." or 

"Similarly ..." etc).  

Ideas flowed logically 

from one point to the 

next.  

A strong conclusion was 

present.  

The conclusion had a 

clear call to action or 

belief.  

The conclusion was a 

creative summary of my 

topic.  

The audience could 

distinguish the 

introduction, body, and 

conclusion.  

 

 

Presentation aids were 

used during the speech.  

Presentation aids were 

relevant.  

Presentation aids 

enhanced the speech or 

reinforced main points.  

Presentation aids did 

not distract the 

audience.  

Presentation aids were 

creative.  

Visual aids were easy to 

read or see.  

Audio aids were easy to 

hear.  

Presentation aids 

contained no spelling or 

grammar errors.  

 

 

I maintained eye-

contact most of the 

time.  

I spoke to the entire 

audience, not just one 

or two people.  

My pronunciation was 

clear and easy to 

understand.  

My rate of speech was 

not too fast or too slow.  

My volume was not too 

loud or too soft.  

My body language was 

not too relaxed or too 

tense.  

My voice varied in pitch; 

it was not monotone.  

I used meaningful 

gestures.  

I used notes sparingly; I 

did not read from them.  

I used standard 

grammar.  

I didn't hesitate or lose 

my place.  

I didn't use filler words 

(uhm, uh, ah, mm, like).  

I didn't call attention to 

errors by apologizing.  

I didn't fidget, rock back 

and forth, or pace.  

I maintained good 

posture.  
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APPENDIX E2. Oral Presentation Assessment Matrix 

                                                                                 ORAL PRESENTATION ASSESSMENT MATRIX 

 

Name _________________________________________ Grade _________________ 

Teacher�s name ________________________________ Course ________________ 

Assignment ____________________________________ Level __________________ 

Assessment criteria are listed under each category. Though sufficiently broad and flexible, the criteria 

may not pertain to every presentation. Please use the following scale when using this assessment tool. 

5=Excellent       4=Very Good       3=Good       2=Fair       1=Needs Improvement 

Categories, Explanations and Criteria Rating   Score 5-1 

1. Organization: the way the parts of a presentation fit together. 

 clear introduction  

 clearly stated central idea  

 main points supporting central 

idea  

 obvious structure 

 smooth transitions  

 effective conclusion  

 appropriate length 

 

2. Content: the topics included in the presentation; key concepts are important. 

 content fulfills project 

requirement  

 clear information  

 significant information  

 up-to-date information 

 original thinking evident  

 sources varied  

 sources cited properly 

 

3. Adaptation: the visual aids and level of interest created by the presenter. 

To content 

 visuals appropriate  

 technology enhances 

presentation 

To audience 

 speech adapted for audience  

 awareness of audience interest 

evident  

 audience interest and enthusiasm 

maintained 

 

4. Language: the presenter�s use of oral language throughout the report. 

 clear and precise  

 suited to subject  

 rich vocabulary 

 avoids clichés, archaic forms, 

redundancies  

 standard language forms and 

patterns used 

 

5. Delivery: the connection between speaker and audience. 

Voice 

 understandable, audible, 

articulate  

 appropriate, varied pitch  

 stress and volume appropriate  

 appropriate rate  

 pauses used for emphasis 

Eye Contact 

 maintained through most of 

presentation  

 spread throughout audience 

Body Movement/Gestures 

 appears relaxed, confident, 

poised  

 hands and body used 

appropriately  

 

Comments: ____________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX E3. Oral communication Assessment Grid 

Oral Communications Assessment Grid 

 
Subject:  Date:  

    
Team/Student:  Reviewer:  

 

Topic  

(Weight) 

Unacceptable  

(0) 

Marginal  

(1) 

Acceptable  

(2) 

Exceptional  

(3) 
Points 

Organization 

& 

Structure 

 

(1) 

 Not possible to 

understand 

presentation due to 

absence of structure. 

 Difficult to follow 

presentation due to 

erratic topical shifts 

and jumps. 

 Most information is 

presented in logical 

order which is easy to 

follow. 

 All information is 

presented in a logical, 

interesting and novel 

sequence, which is 

easily followed. 

 

Content 

& 

Knowledge 

 

(3) 

 No grasp of 

information. Unable to 

answer questions 

about subject. 

 Uncomfortable with 

information. Capable 

only of answering 

rudimentary 

questions. 

 At ease with content 

and able to elaborate 

and explain to some 

degree. 

 Demonstration of 

full knowledge of the 

subject with 

explanations and 

elaboration. 

 

Visual Aids 

& 

Neatness 

 

(2) 

 No visual aids.  Occasional use of 

visual aids, however 

they barely support 

text or presentation. 

 

Several misspellings 

and/or grammatical 

errors on slides. 

 Visual aids are 

related to text and 

presentation. 

 

Minor misspellings 

and/or grammatical 

errors. 

 Text and 

presentation are 

reinforced by the use 

of visual aids.  

 

Negligible 

misspellings and/or 

grammatical errors. 

 

Delivery 

& 

Speaking Skills 

 

(2) 

 Significant 

mumbling and 

incorrect 

pronunciation of 

terms. Voice level too 

low or too high. 

 

Monotonous, no eye 

contact, rate of 

speech too fast or too 

slow 

 Occasional 

mispronunciation of 

terms. 

 

Little eye contact, 

uneven rate, only little 

expression 

 Voice is clear and at 

a proper level. Most 

words pronounced 

correctly. 

 

Some eye contact, 

steady rate, 

excessively rehearsed 

 Clear voice and 

correct, precise 

pronunciation of 

terms. 

 

Good eye contact, 

steady rate, 

enthusiasm, 

confidence 

 

Presentation 

Length 

 

(1) 

 Too long or too 

short. 

 

+/� 10 minutes 

 +/� 6 minutes  +/� 4 minutes  +/� 2 minutes 

 

OVERALL 

PERFORMANCE 

 Unacceptable  Marginal  Acceptable  Exceptional 
TOTAL 

POINTS REQUIRED 0�6 7�13 14�20 21�27  
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APPENDIX E4. Evaluating Student Presentations 
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APPENDIX E5. European Council: Common European Framework for 

Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment 
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APPENDIX E6. European Council: Global Scale. Calibration of 

Certificates and qualifications to the Common European 

Framework Levels 
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