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ABSTRACT 

Assessment is considered crucial and plays a   
very important role in the teaching process.  Since the 
teaching trend has changed dramatically in terms of 
communicative language purposes, the way language 
teachers have assessed student achievement also  
needs to be reformed.  The purpose of this article is to 
point out the need to take a careful look at language 
assessment which, in practice, should be based on 
student performance.  The discussion is divided into 
four parts.  The first one introduces the necessity of 
assessing oral communication skills.  The second part 
presents some problematic factors related to oral 
communication assessment.  And, in the next part it 
concerns the aspects of how a performance-based 
assessment is implemented effectively.  Lastly, the 
conclusion provides some ideas from the writer’s ex-
perience in the context of in-class oral communication 
assessment. 
 
บทคัดยอ 

การประเมินผลถือเปนเรื่องจําเปนอยางยิ่ง และมีบท 
บาทที่สําคัญมากในกระบวนการสอน ผลที่ไดจากการประ 
เมินผลเปนขอมูลที่มีประโยชนในการพัฒนาทั้งหลักสูตร 
การสอน ผูสอน และผูเรียน เนื่องจากแนวการสอนภาษาได
เปลี่ยนแปลงไปอยางมากในแงของจุดประสงคการใชภาษา
เพื่อการสื่อสาร ดังนั้น วิธีการประเมินผลสัมฤทธิ์ทางการ
เรียนภาษาของผูเรียนจึงจําเปนตองมีการปรับเปลี่ยนเชนกัน 
บทความเรื่องนี้มีวัตถุประสงคเพื่อช้ีใหเห็นความจําเปนใน
การพิจารณาอยางรอบคอบในการจัดการประเมินผลทาง
ภาษา ซึ่งควรใชการประเมินผลการปฏิบัติทางภาษาของ
ผูเรียน ทั้งนี้ผูเขียนไดแบงหัวขอในเนื้อหาออกเปน 4 สวน 
สวนที่หนึ่ง ซึ่งเปนบทนําเกี่ยวกับความจําเปนในการประ 
เมินผลทักษะทางภาษาเพื่อการสื่อสาร สวนที่สอง เปนปจจัย
ที่อาจเปนปญหาในการประเมินผลการพูดภาษาอังกฤษของ
ผูเรียน สวนที่สาม เกี่ยวกับประเด็นสําคัญในการนําวิธีการ
ประเมินผลที่เนนการปฏิบัติไปใช และในสวนสรุปผูเขียน
ไดนําเสนอแนวความคิดจากประสบการณในการประ    
เมินผลในหองเรียน 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

The language teaching task does not last only to 
the end of the class hour, but teachers also need to 
handle the whole teaching and learning process 
starting with planning, then implementing the plan, 
assessing or evaluating it, reflecting on all data 
received, and finally revising the plan.  The cycle 
requires teachers to extend their tasks to considerable 
work outside of the class.  Especially, when it comes     
to the assessment, most language teachers may find  
it to be the most difficult task.  Probably, because it 
involves a great deal working with numbers and 
calculations-to make a reliable and valid measurement. 

The term assessment usually refers to gathering 
and synthesizing the information about students and 
classroom.  Information can be gathered by teachers 
through both formal and informal means such as 
homework, tests, written reports, observation, or 
verbal exchange.  The assessment task is not only 
crucial for teachers, but also for students.  How well 
students perform on tests, the grade they receive, and 
the judgements their teachers make have important 
consequences for both the students and teachers. 
Without proper assessments tailored to the needs of 
the students and language learning objectives, 
teachers are unable to plan instruction effectively. 
 
COMMUNICATIVE LANGUAGE TEACHING AND 
ORAL  COMMUNICATION  ASSESSMENT 

In terms of communicative language teaching, the 
language ability covers four main competencies as 
described by Canale (1983):  

(1) grammatical competence, (2) sociolinguistic 
competence,(3) discourse competence, and (4) strate-
gic competence.  Additionally, Bachman and Palmer 
(1996) described language ability consisting of lan-
guage knowledge and strategic competence.  From 
these two aspects, it can be concluded that learners 
need to have the ability to use their knowledge of how 
to construct spoken or written discourse with cohesive 
links and rhetorical organization, together with socio-
linguistic competence so that they can perform or 
interact appropriately to the situation.  And the     
other, learners need to use strategic competence to 
help them communicate successfully.  Bygate (cited  
in Luoma, 2004) recognized that learners need special 
strategies to compensate for gaps in their knowledge 
and skills, and he divides learner communication stra-
tegies into (1) achievement strategies such as gues-



sing, paraphrasing, or engaging the listener in 
collaborative meaning-making and (2) reduction stra-
tegies in which speakers change what they originally 
intended to say according to their language resources.  
Amonrat Luangsaengthong (2002) has suggested in 
her research study that teachers should include the 
use of communication strategies in speaking classes 
so that the students can use them to ease their 
difficulties in communication and to enhance their 
communicative ability. 

It is currently necessary that teachers teach 
integrated skills in the language classroom, according 
to the idea that communicative language teaching 
serves a major need to use language in real life.  And, 
speaking is one of the skills the students need to 
accomplish communicative tasks. Luoma (2004) sug-
gested that speaking is a social and situation-based 
activity and an integral part of people’s daily lives, 
while Bachman and Palmer (1996, cited in Luoma, 
2004) reject the notion of reading, writing, listening, 
and speaking as skills, and argue that they should be 
seen as language use activities.  Apart from this, and 
more importantly, Nunan (1988) proposed that the 
communicative language ability can be developed 
through activities which actually simulate target 
performance. In other words, class time should be   
spent not on language drills or controlled practice,       
but in activities which require learners to do in         
class what they have to do outside.  This obviously 
effects the teachers’ making a decision on the types            
of activities or tasks to be taught and assessed in     
class.  Consequently, rather than assessing speaking 
alone, the ability to perform such tasks is to be            
assessed in order to see if the students are able to      
communicate successfully or what level of the         
communicative language ability they can achieve.  
 

PROBLEMATIC FACTROS RELATED TO ORAL 
COMMUNICATION  ASSESSMENT 

a)  Teachers or Raters  
Typically, if asked about speaking or oral com-

munication assessment, many teachers are concerned 
with the fairness and unfairness of the scores the 
students, studying in the same level, get from dif-   
ferent teachers teaching diferrent groups. It seems      
that they are working on a subjective means of 
scoring or grading.  The difference between the two 
speaking testers is called assessor-related reliability 
or rater reliability (Genesee and Upsher, 1996).  Can 
speaking assessment be made objective? It is much 
diferrent from what we use for testing receptive skils, 
objective or discrete-point testing, for instance, true-
false, multi-ple-choice, or the matching test.  However, 
when it comes to productive language skills like 
speaking, obviously, more productive formats like 
performance test items (discussed later in Part III) must 
be used.  In relation to teachers having problems with 
assessment tasks, James Dean Brown (interviewed by 
Sunga, 2003) pointed out the problem teachers have 
with testing is that they, like many educated people, 

are not testing literate.  In fact, not all language teachers 
are testing specialists, for example, some probably did 
not gradu-ate or were not trained in fields of teaching 
and evaluation. Additionally, most language teachers        
are from linguistic fields of study, so they may not   
have experienced practicing evaluation or assessment  
tasks.  Despite their degree in teaching, language 
teachers are naturally mathophobic, as Brown claimed 
in his interview, perhaps this makes them tend to    
avoid testing tasks.  Accoding to Genesee and Upsher 
(1996, pp. 58-61), they proposed ways of enhancing 
rater reliability by using more than one rater or using 
trained or experienced raters. In addition, a general 
strategy they recommended about how to enhance 
reliability is to begin by considering sources of un-
reliability.  This means teachers should be trained or 
practice how to conduct oral language assessment        
to become experienced and reliable assessors. Never-
theless, James Dean Brown, as interviewed, reminded 
that a person who is testing literate should be able         
to read critically and think logically about any articles 
they encounter about testing.  He also emphasized       
the role of teachers is very important in developing, 
administering, scoring, and interpreting criterion–
referenced tests for diagnosis, progress, and achieve-
ment.  Therefore, the reliability of information about 
students should always be given attention. 
 

b)  Authentic Assessment and Performance As-
sessment 

Apart from the problems arising on teacher 
aspects, inevitably the assessment terms: authentic 
assessment and performance assessment, become 
somewhat ploblematic.  Since authentic assessment 
will not be made possible without the act of some 
forms of performance.  However, not all forms of 
performance assessment are categorized in authen- 
tic assessment.  To define more clearly, Malley and 
Pierce (1996) differentiated  the two terms distinc-
tively by stating that authentic assessment, which is 
used to describe the various forms of assessment that 
reflect student learning, achievement, motivation, 
and attitudes on instructionally–relevant classroom 
activities.  To illustrate, authentic assessment forms 
include performance assessment, portfolios, student 
self–assessment, etc.  This seems to be obvious that 
performance assessment is one of the assessment 
forms of authentic assessment. 

Performance assessment consists of any forms  
of assessment in which the student constructs a 
response orally or in writing  (Feuer and Fulton1993; 
Herman, Aschbacher, and Winters 1992, cited in O’ 
Malley and  Pierce ,1996).  Some examples of per-
formance assessment which can be elicited in formal 
or informal assessment contexts or may be observed 
during classroom instructional or non–instructional 
settings are oral reports, writing samples, individual 
and group projects, exhibitions and demonstrations.  

Performance assessment often requires accurate 
and reliable teacher judgments.  Regardless of the 
means of assessment, reliability and validity, the 



terms showing quality of the assessment, are critical   
for judging student language ability.  As a result, 
performance assessment provides important infor-
mation about the students.  In general, information 
about a student’s knowledge of grammar is not the  
same as information about a student’s communica-    
tive language ability.  Oral communication assessment, 
therefore, provides qualitative information that can      
be made reliable and valid by the teacher’s attention     
to a scoring scale, referred to as a rubric.  Consequen-
tially, teachers will interpret the student’s perfor- 
mances more precisely when the descriptions of each 
level in the rubric is meticulously constructed. 

 
c)  Student’s Practice and Proficiency 
According to the fact that the responses called 

for in performance assessment sometimes involve 
complex thinking skills, for example,  the task types 
like an oral report or discussion are highly language-
dependent, either oral or written, the students may 
find  such tasks more or less difficult and dis-
couraging, depending on their level of proficiency   
in English.  Many of the EFL students have not had 
the opportunity to learn how to express complex 
thinking skills in English, so they may be at a dis-
advantage in responding to these types of tasks in 
oral communication assessment.    
 

PERFORMANCE–BASED ASSESSMENT 
Performance–based assessment refers to as-

sessing language proficiency in a way that resembles 
the actual situations and tasks for which language 
learning is taking place (Genesee and Upsher,1996). 
Oral communication assessment can be in various 
forms based on the performance of a task.  Par-
ticularly, it tends to start with identifying instruct-
tional activities that can be used for assessment, and 
it should focus on a student’s ability to interpret and 
convey meaning in interactive contexts.  To express 
meaning, students need to use certain language 
functions which can be identified in two categories, 
depending on the purposes of language use.  They  
are social or communicative language functions and 
academic language functions (O’Malley and Pierce, 
1996).  The former ones lie among the language uses 
in certain routine social contexts such as greetings 
and leave–takings, describing, expressing feelings, 
requesting and giving information, or requesting   
and giving assistance.  The latter may be more 
demanding in terms of language knowledge and 
thinking skills, for example, the language functions 
may include seeking and giving information, com-
paring, analyzing, justifying, solving problems, or 
synthesizing, etc.  Within this context, the criteria for 
assessment may involve in areas of grammar and 
pronunciation, but most importantly, not assessed in 
discrete points of grammar. In summary, teachers 
need to make a decision on what language functions 
will be used for the assessment and in what activities 
or tasks will be used for oral communication assess-

ment and make sure they correspond to the course 
objectives.  
 

Performance Standards 
With authentic assessment, teachers often es-

tablish standards of performance that reflect what 
students should know or be able to do at different 
levels of performance.  Although ready-to-use   
speaking scales are provided widely, it is recom-
mended that teachers should construct or at least 
modify the existing scales for assessing performance 
of their own students.  Basically, one of the charac-
teristics of performance assessment is that the    
criteria are made public and known in advance so    
that the students can perform accordingly or par-
ticipate in setting and using the criteria in self–
assessment of their own performance such as in 
preparation.  The students need to know how their 
performance will be evaluated and by what standards 
they will be judged. 

Once the teachers make a decision on the 
assessment tasks, how to use it effectively is to be 
considered.  Firstly, you make your plan more 
concrete, especially when it is the first time you are 
conducting an oral communication assessment in 
each course.  The plan that works probably includes 
determining whether it will be conducted with 
groups, student pairs, or individuals, and what kind 
of rubric or rating scale will be used.  

Secondly, to set criteria and to develop rubrics, it 
is very important, particularly, for the course taught 
by multi-teachers.  In the same course, it is obligatory 
for those teachers to use the same criteria to retain 
the standards of the performance to be assessed.  
Without criteria or standard of performance, the tasks 
mean simply parts of class activities.  To establish 
criterion levels of oral language proficiency assess-
ment should be based on the goals and objectives of 
classroom instruction.  Teachers may need to modify 
the constructed criteria by trial and error according  
to the student’s actual performance. 

In designing a rubric, rating scale, or checklist, 
the teacher may begin by using a model rubric.  Then 
revise it to reflect instructional objectives, and ask 
other teachers teaching the same course for feedback. 
Check the aspects of oral language that you want     
to assess, typically including communicative effect  
or comprehensibility, grammar, and pronunciation. 
Then, the aspects of oral language are essentially 
different in importance, depending on the level of 
proficiency of the course.  For instance, beginners 
can be rated for overall communicative effect, with 
vocabulary and grammar being slightly less im-
portant and pronunciation and fluency being least 
important (O’Malley and Pierce, 1996).   

For the scale typically used in performance 
assessment, teachers choose the holistic scale.      
(See Appendix 1 for an example of Holistic Oral 
Language Scoring Rubric adapted by O’Malley and 
Pierce, 1996) Regarding writing good scales, Luoma 
(2004, pp. 82-86) suggested that the basic rules are to 



make the rubrics brief, clear, definite, and compre-
hensible.  Brevity contributes to convenience for 
assessors who use the scale as a reference during    
the the assessment process.  Clarity can be made by 
using simple words and sentence structures so that 
readers or assessors can understand the descriptors 
easily and in a short time.  And, definiteness can be 
elicited from being concrete such as naming the 
definite task to be judged or avoiding the use           
of ambiguous or abstract words like “appropriate”, 
which is needed to be interpreted again so that it can 
be comprehended precisely.  Undoubtedly, the inter-
pretation is always made differently among various 
assessors.   

To develop speaking scale seems rather time-
consuming and needs complex procedures; how-   
ever, the method requiring a short period of time     
and simple steps is based on principled interpreta-   
tion of experience.  According to Luoma (2004), the 
developers together with an individual teacher mostly 
gain considerable experience in teaching and/or 
materials development.  So, they may consult existing 
scales, curriculum documents, teaching materials and 
other relevant sources, and eventually create draft 
descriptors at an agreed number of levels.  Con-
sequentially, the developed scale contexts might be 
revised once or twice.  In fact, in order to achieve 
formulation of the practical scale, a small group of 
committee might meet several times or with other 
experts and/or trial users of the scale at least to gain 
the consensus that the application of the scale brings 
up the least or no arguable issue after repeated 
discussions and revisions.  This method might work 
well with the classroom-based assessment as it   
simply needs the qualified developers or teachers, 
including reliable development procedures through 
consultations, trials, and revisions. 

To summarize, in accordance with some of the 
suggestions given by O’Malley and Pierce (1996), 
teachers should keep in mind the following points: 

1.  Activities to be assessed should come from   
the activities taught in class. 

2.  Assessment, like instruction, requires planning, 
time, and experience. 

3.  Assessment activities should be appropriate   
to the students’ level of oral language proficiency. 

4.  Assessment of oral communication should 
focus on both communicative and academic language 
functions. 

5.  Assessment of oral language should be con-
ducted regularly and be ongoing. 

6.  Students should be informed of the results of 
oral language assessment so that they have the 
information to help them make changes needed in 
their performance. 
 
 
 
 
 

CONCLUSION 
Although reliability is a basic requirement for all 

assessments, it is a much less formal consideration 
with class room–based tests than with formal tests.  
However, the consistency of rating is still a concern.  
In my idea, scoring reliability is maintained by using 
consistent rating procedures, which can be supported 
by rating forms.  Well-designed forms ensure that 
the intended features of the task are assessed, and 
they finally provide the rating information in a 
practical way of reporting. 

In relation to a rater’s internal consistency, a 
simple self-check by re-visiting the rated per-
formance recorded in an audiotape or videotape will 
be very helpful.  This shows whether the rater’s 
internal standards have changed in the course of     
the rating work as a result of being used to the tasks 
and performances.  Although the visual aids seem 
complicated in practice, teachers may ask the 
technicians for technical services, normally available 
at almost every institution.  Recording oral language 
also provides a chance for students to look back       
at their progress over time and to self–assess their 
performance.  Besides, the recorded performance can 
contribute to the developing rubric procedures as 
exemplars of the high or low proficiency level, thus 
the descriptors can be made authentic and under-
standable. 

Regarding the validity of the speaking scores, it 
is grounded in the purpose that the scores are 
intended to serve.  That is, for a performance-based 
assessment the purpose is to judge how well the 
students can use the skills and strategies that a 
particular task requires, while the focus of the 
language forms can be judged in terms of vocabulary, 
grammar, pronunciation and fluency for the linguistic 
purpose of the assessment.  Apart from this, the 
performance standards set for each assessment tasks 
can ensure the enhancement of content validity. 

To my experience, reliability in scoring or rating 
has a great impact on oral communication assess-
ment.  Actually, I only expect to see, by and large, 
teachers or raters showing consistency in rating all of 
their students, using the agreed rating forms.  The 
form can be only one for the whole group or many 
duplicating forms for individual students.  Another 
concern is that teachers should make the most use    
of an oral communication assessment by thinking 
more about the student’s progress.  In my view, the 
teacher’s comments or any suggestions given after 
the assessment to a specific student or groups are   
the most valuable in the oral communication learning 
process.  
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APPENDIX  I 
Holistic Oral Language Scoring Rubric 

Rating Description 
    
 

6 
 

• Communicates competently in social and classroom setting 
• Speaks fluently 
• Masters a variety of grammatical structures 
• Uses extensive vocabulary but may lag behind native-speaking peers 
• Understands classroom discussion without difficulty 

 
 
 

5 

• Speaks in social and classroom settings with sustained and connected discourse; any errors 
do not interfere with meaning 

• Speaks with near-native fluency; any hesitations do not interfere with communication 
• Uses a variety structures with occasional grammatical errors 
• Uses varied vocabulary 
• Understands simple sentences in sustained conversation; requires repetation 

 
 
 

4 

• Initiates and sustains a conversation with descriptors and details; exhibits self-confidence 
in social situations; begins to communicate in classroom settings 

• Speaks with occasional hesitation 
• Uses some complex sentences; applies rules of grammar but lacks control of irregular 

forms (e.g., runned, mans, not never, more higher) 
• Uses adequate vocabulary; some word  usage irregularities 
• Understands classroom discussions with repitition, rephrasing, and clarification 

 
 
 

3 

• Begins to initate conversation; retells a story or experience; asks and responds to simple 
questions 

• Speaks hesitantly because of rephrasing and searching for words 
• Uses predominantly present tense verbs; demonstrates errors of omission (leaves words 

out, word ending off) 
• Uses limited vocabulary 
• Understands simple sentences in sustained conversation; requires repetition 

 
 

2 

• Begins to communicate personal and survival needs 
• Speaks in single-word utterances and short patterns 
• Uses functional vocabulary 
• Understands words and phrases; requires repetition 

 
1 

• Begins to name concrete objects 
• Repeat words and phrases 
• Understands little or no English  

Note:  Adapted by J. Michael O’Malley and Lorraine Valdez Pierce (1996) 
 
 
 
 


