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Abstract  

Speaking skill is considered to be one of the most difficult skills to learn, test and evaluate. In the Afghan 

context, a majority of teachers encounter several challenges regarding how to teach and assess speaking. It can 

be claimed that they are ignorant of the most well-known speaking tests and what are the scales used for reliable 

assessment. Assessing speaking relies on teachers' subjectivity, i.e. their personal opinion that could be biased. 

This study aims at exploring teachers' conceptions and the current situation of assessing speaking of Afghan 

students. To achieve that, interviews with teachers of English in some selectedhigh schools and analysis of some 

English exams of classes 8, 9, 10 and11, in Kandahar,were used as instruments of the study. The results obtained 

proved that the claims made are true as the respondents are ignorant of the most well-known speaking tests and 

scales used for reliable assessment.  
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Introduction 

 In Afghanistan, teacher-based speaking assessment is usually the most dominant. In addition, students 

are assessed using the traditional techniques. It is observed that little attention has been paid to develop practical 

speaking tests and assessment strategiesthat economically test students and take into consideration factors like 

time, level and number of students, administering tests and so on. Teachers find it difficult to decide which 

elements of speech can be evaluated and which cannot and many believe that speaking is difficult to assess. The 

ability to design a speaking test or to adopt a suitable one is another challenge. Another critical issue in the 

assessment is the subjectivity and ignorance of different speaking tests andreliable criteria for evaluating 

speaking proficiency. In order to assess speaking in a reliable way, Afghan teachers need toknow three basic 

issues. 
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1. Techniques for testing speaking. 

2. The various speaking tests. 

3. The criteria used for assessment/evaluation. 

 

 As a result of lack of exposure to such important issues, a detailed explanation is to be presented in a 

subsequent section, i.e. review of the related literature. 

1. Objectives of the study 

1- To explore Afghan English teachers' conceptions regarding assessing speaking proficiency of their 

students. 

2- To explore the current situation of assessing speaking among Afghan high school students. 

3- To explore the awareness of Afghan English teachers of the recent trends in testing and assessing 

speaking proficiency. 

2. Questions of the Study 

1- What are the Afghan English teachers' conceptions regarding assessing speaking proficiency of their 

students? 

2- What is the current situation of assessing speaking among Afghan high school students? 

3- Are Afghan English teachers aware of the recent trends in testing and assessing speaking proficiency? 

3. Literature Review 

Overview of Assessing Speaking 

 

 Luoma (2004), assessment of proficiency in speaking Englishwas first introduced in the 1950s. At that 

time examinees were assessed individually,often in an interview format. The format was not really questioned 

in the following 30 years. Individual testing has its advantages and disadvantages. The central weakness of this 

type of test is that the interview has considerable power over the examinee asstated by Savingo (1985), Bachman 

(1988), VanLier (1989), Lazaraton (1992) cited in Luoma, 2004. Giventhe limitations of the individual 

interview as a test mode, one alternative was to interview pairs. Swain (2001) argued in favourof this mode of 

testing. Paired interviews are used in the five examinations of Cambridge, i.e. the Key English Test, the 

Preliminary English Test, the First Certificate in English, the Certificate in Advanced English, and the 

Certificate of Proficiency in English. Though it has many advantages, there are also challenges. The concern is 

that all test takers may not get an equal opportunity to show their speaking skills at their best (Weir, 1993, 
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Iwasita, 1999). Another feature of paired tasks is that testers often feel uncertain about theamount of 

responsibility that they give to examinees, who are not trained in interviewtechniques. The effect of the 

interlocutor on an examinee’s performance can be askedabout. It may be unfair to rate the examinees only when 

the test discourse is jointlycreated (Brown, 2003, McNamara, 1997). Like pair work, group interaction tasks 

arealso generally well received by learners (Shohamy et el, 1986, Fulcher 1996) but forcertain reasons they are 

not often used in formal tests of speaking (Reves, 1991).Among the first writers to recommend using the group 

discussion were Folland andRobertson (1976). It proved to be successful in Israel, Zambia (Hilsdon, 1991), 

Italy(Lombardo, 1984). It was supported by Berkoff, (1985), Morrison and Lee (1985).(cited in Luoma, 2004) 

Among the various studies conducted to provide evidence and support infavour or against certain 

speaking task type these two examples are given asillustration. Fulcher (1996) claimed that group task is more 

useful when compared tothe other two tasks used in his study. In conducting the study, 47 students were askedto 

attempt three tasks. Task 1 was designed to be similar to a First Certificate inEnglish oral interview. Task 2 was 

designed to be similar to an English languageTesting Service (ELTS) interview. In the third task, groups of 

students were allowed10 minutes to prepare a discussion on the topic of education in their country. After the10 

minutes of preparation they were invited to discuss the topic with each other forfurther 15 minutes. The findings 

of this study revealed that task 3 was viewed as themost preferable, enjoyable, valid, and easiest task. In 

addition, half of the studentsresponded that engaging in group discussion gave them more confidence to speak 

andsay what they wanted. 

Nakamura & Valens (2001) conducted a study on Japanese graduate studentsat Keio University using 

three different types of speaking tests: presentation, interview, and discussion and debating. In the first type, 

students were asked toperform some tasks such as talking about anything they chose. This is considered achance 

to enable them to make a small presentation. The second type is an open-endedtest where the students are 

required to use conversation skills that they havelearned throughout the course. In the third type, students were 

asked to generatediscussions and then put into groups where as a group they decide on a topic they feltwould 

be of interest to the rest of the classroom. The findings of this study revealedthat task 2 was viewed as the easiest 

task when compared to the other two tasks usedin the study.The task-based approach to assessment is used 

especially in professionalcontext and in language classrooms (Norris et al., 2002; Robinson, 2001) and 

mayunderlie specific purpose tests. On the other hand, with construct-based tests, thedevelopers need to define 
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the construct with reference to theoretical models, coursesyllabuses and careful needs analysis.Clark (1979), 

cited in O’Loughlin, 2001, provided the basis for distinguishingthree distinct types of speaking tests: indirect, 

semi-direct and direct tests. Direct testsfirst came into use in the 1950s. This model has been widely adopted 

around theworld since 1970s. An important example of this kind of test is speaking componentof the IELTS 

which has been developed by the University of Cambridge LocalExamination Syndicate and presently taken in 

105 different countries around theworld each year. There are three parts in the test: 

Part 1: Familiar Topics (3-4 minutes): Home, Work, College, Hobbies, Holidays,Sports, Free Time. 

Part 2: Long Turn (1-2 minutes plus 1 minute preparation): Describe a Person, Place,Thing, Picture, Movie, 

Book, Historical Figure, Friend, etc. 

Part 3: Discussion (3-4 minutes): Advanced discussion, analysis, prediction,description, evaluation, opinion, 

cause and effect, possibilities.Semi-direct tests first appeared during the 1970s and have grown rapidly overthe 

last 25 years especially in the US. Examples of semi-direct procedures used in theUS include the Test of Spoken 

English (Blark and Swinton, 1979), the Recorded OralProficiency Examination (Lowe and Clifford 1980) and 

the Simulated Proficiency Interview (Stansfield et al. 1990) (cited in Luoma, 2004). The Test of Spoken English 

(TSE) measures the ability of non-native speakers of English to communicate orallyin English. It takes 

approximately 20 minutes. The test requires examinees todemonstrate their ability to communicate in English 

by responding orally on tapeunder timed conditions to a variety of printed and recorded information. Examples 

ofthis type used in the UK include the Test in English for Educational Purposes and theOxford ARELS 

Examinations. 

Underhill (1987) enriched the field not only with a model of testing spokenlanguage but with extensive 

details of what teachers and testers need in testing andmarking oral language. He stated that as a tester, the 

following themes should be takeninto account: 

1. You need full knowledge 

2. You need to design a test as a whole 

3. You need a human approach 

4. You need to find a suitable balance 
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5. You need to adapt and improve. 

In addition, he provided enormous variety of test types (like the directinterview type, recording oral 

tests, mechanical/ entirely predictable tests), elicitationtechniques (such as conversation/discussion, role play, 

questions and answers, using apicture or picture story), marking systems (marking recorded oral tests, rating 

scales),and test evaluation (validitytypes, reliability). In tackling each of the mentionedissues, Underhill figures 

out both the advantages and disadvantages of the discussedtest types, techniques, and marking systems. 

4. Essentials of Assessing Speaking 

As mentioned previously, there were arguments on both test types and thedifferent criteria used to assess 

those various test types. It is observed that littleattention has been paid to develop practical speaking tests and 

assessment strategiesthat economically test students and take into consideration factors like time, numberof 

students, administering tests and so on. What is important for teachers and testers isto know which elements of 

speech can be evaluated and which cannot. The ability todesign a speaking test or to adopt a suitable one is one 

of the essential requirements.Another critical issue in the assessment is the selection of criteria for 

evaluatingperformance. As a result, many attempts have been made to deal with thosechallenges.  

5. Techniques for Testing Speaking 

In testing an aspect of spoken language, the challenge is to find a form of testing that allows examiners 

to measure the speaker’s ability to communicate in general. There are various types that can be used for the 

purpose. It is very important for teachers and testers to know this wide range of techniques. The following 

techniques for testing speaking have been extracted from articles by Robinson (1992), Pino (1988), and Luoma’s 

book Assessing Speaking (2004). The aim of mentioning them is to show their advantages and disadvantages 

on the one hand and to help teachers select the suitable ones to test their students. These techniques can be listed 

as follows: 

• Interviews: Interviews are the most commonly used type as it doesn’t cost much and the examiner can 

concentrate more and ask a series of questions that may be related or changeable depending on what the 

examinee says. However, there is a possibility of bias in assessment and the process of assessment takes a long 

time. 
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• Using visual prompts: The examinee is required to describe a visual prompt like a photograph or diagram, to 

order or link a sequence of pictures or to compare them. This kind of test is suitable for all levels and it enables 

the examiner to focus on a variety of language. 

• Discussions: The examinee has a conversation with the examiner or with another examinee with the examiner 

observing. This helps the examinee to produce a relaxed and realistic speech but it requires skillful handling by 

the examiner. 

• Debates: A discussion activity can be given more focus by asking the examinees to complete a task that 

requires them to sit together and have a debate. This serves in evaluating functions such as agreeing and 

disagreeing and making suggestions.  

• Presentations and descriptions: The examinee has to give a short presentation on a topic or describe something 

and the examiner just listens. Topics can include different issues and examinees are given some amount of time 

to prepare on the topic. Here there is a possibility of memorization. 

• Role Plays: The examinee is given a role or a situation and asked to perform that role or situation. Some 

examinees feel comfortable in a role and so perform better whereas others do not. 

• Re-telling a story: The candidate is required to re-tell a story which he/she has read or listened to before the 

test or to comment on an extract from a set of texts that he/she has read before the test. This tests spoken 

language and the ability to retain, organize, and recall information. 

• Reading aloud: The examinee is giving a text to prepare and then read aloud to the examiner. This can be 

controlled very easily by the examiner and he/she can focus on specific items of language and it is highly 

consistent but it is not a realistic task to evaluate communicative competence. 

• The taped oral proficiency test: In this approach, the learners’ performances are recorded on tapes and then 

assessed later by the examiner. This method has some advantages and some disadvantages. According to Cartier 

(1980), one disadvantage of the taped test is that it is less personal; the examinee is talking to a machine and 

not to a person. Another disadvantage is that it has a low validity. 
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Moreover, the taped test is inflexible; if something goes wrong during the recording, it is virtually 

impossible to adjust for it. On the other hand, there are some advantages of this type of test. It can be given to 

a group of learners in a language laboratory, it is more standardized and more objective since each student 

receives identical stimuli, and scoring can be performed at the most convenient or economical time and location. 

6. The Assessment Criteria 

Teachers and testers need to know the criteria used in assessing speaking. Inthis respect, they should be 

familiar with what is called ‘rating scales’ for assessingspeaking though there is some apprehension regarding 

their effectiveness (North,1996 and Brindely, 1998 cited in Luoma, 2004). Though it is difficult to discuss 

themin detail, some basic information should be mentioned as they are essential for thosewho do not have any 

idea about them like Yemeni student-teachers and even teachers. 

The following speaking scales are reviewed: 

7. The ACTFL Speaking Scale (1999) 

The American Council for the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL)speaking scale is a holistic scale used 

by raters and score users. It is a long scaleconsisting of four levels: Superior, Advanced, Intermediate, and 

Novice. The threelower levels are further divided into three sub-levels each, i.e. high, mid, and low. It isa holistic 

scale with six levels graded from 6 to 1. In addition, it does not practicallystate strength and weakness in 

individual learners’ performances. Finally, it isclassified as a behavioural scale and it has been criticized by 

Lantolf and Frawley,1985; Bachman and Savignon, 1986; Kramsch, 1986; Bachman, 1990 (cited inLuoma, 

2004). 

8. The Test of Spoken English Scale (EST, 2001b).  

This is a combination of holistic and analytic rating scales. It has five levelswhich are labeled 20 to 60 

and there are three versions of it. Each level has sixstatements of which the first is for the administrator. The 

'tasks' and 'functions' in thescale descriptors refer to the test tasks. The Test of Spoken English scale 

(ETS,2001b) is a tape-mediated test of oral communication in English with twelve taskswhich ask the examinee 

to perform certain functions. The most detailed version of thescale connects the model with actual descriptions 

of examinee language. This helpsraters make consistent rating decisions. 
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9. The Common European Framework Scale 

The Common European Framework of Reference (CEF) (Council of Europe,2001) provides some 

descriptors that can be used as a basis for creating test-specificcriteria. The scale has six levels: two at Basic 

(A1and A2), two at Independent (B1and B2) and two at proficient (C1 and C2). The scale is an analytic one 

consisting offive criteria, i.e. range, accuracy, fluency, interaction and coherence. As a result, itdescribes what 

the learners actually do. The descriptors have been written for generalrather than specific purposes. 

10. The National Certificate Scale 

The National Certificate Scale (National Board of Education, 2002) is aholistic scale with six levels. It 

expresses an overall impression of an examinee'sability in one score. It spans the whole ability range from early 

beginner to veryadvanced. It is practical for decision-making because it gives only one score. Inaddition, it 

makes rating quick as there is less to read and remember than in a complexgrid with many criteria. Moreover, 

it is flexible in that it allows many differentcombinations of strength and weaknesses within a level. 

11. Australian Second Language Proficiency Ratings (ASLPR) 

The Australian Second Language Proficiency Ratings (ASLPR) is a scale thatdescribes how second 

language proficiency develops on a scale from zero to native-likeproficiency, providing performance 

descriptions in terms of practical tasks. Twoscales of language teacher proficiency have been created. A variety 

of self-assessmentversions for both testing learner and teacher proficiency are under development, andone 

project is adapting the scale to sign language. The ASLPR has become thestandard means for stating language 

proficiency in Australia, with rater training programmes designed to ensure test reliability. Research is under 

way to documentthe language learning process and the time needed for attainment of differentproficiency levels. 

12. Some Well-known Speaking Tests 

The aim of presenting the selected samples is to make a general review thatreflects the similarities and 

differences among them based on the task types used ineach test. In addition, teachers and testers may get 

benefit from these samples eitherby adopting one of them or attempting to design similar tests based on the 

purpose ofthe test and students' level. The selected samples can be presented as follows: 
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13.1 Speaking Test in IELTS 

The test consists of 3 parts: 

Part1. Familiar topic (4-5 minutes) – home, work, college, hobbies, sport 

Part2. Long turn (1-2 minutes) describe a person, place, thing, picture, friend 

Part3. Discussion (3-4 minutes): Advanced discussion, description, analysis,evaluation, prediction. 

In part1, the examinees have to talk about 3 topics fluently and easily (for a total of 4-5 minutes). 

In part2, they are asked to speak for 1-2 minutes by themselves, without stopping, on 

a topic the examiner gives them. They have one minute to get ready and make somenotes. 

In part3, the examinees and the examiner discuss some topics related to the topicsthey spoke about in part2. 

The time limit is about ( 3-4 minutes ). The examiner helpsthem and moves the conversation along. 

13.2 Speaking Test in TOEFL 

The Paper-Based TOEFL (PBT) consists of four parts (listening, structure(grammar), reading and 

writing) and there is no speaking section. The duration of thetest is three hours. The Internet-Based TOEFL 

(IBT) consists of four parts as well, i.e.listening, speaking, reading and writing. The duration of the test is four 

hours. Thereis no grammar section on the test, although grammar is evaluated in speaking andwriting responses. 

In speaking part, examinees wear headphones and speak theirresponses into a microphone. There are two 

independent tasks in which the examineesexpress an opinion on a familiar topic and four integrated tasks in 

which they speakbased on what is read and heard. The examinees have up to 30 seconds to prepare theresponse 

and up to 1 minute to respond. 
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13.3 Speaking Test in Cambridge FCE (First Certificate of English) 

The examinee usually takes the speaking test together with one other examinee. Thetest has four parts. 

1. Interview 

Each examinee is asked basic questions about his/her home town, family, work orstudy, interests, leisure and 

future plans. 

2. Individual tasks 

Each examinee is asked to speak for 1 minute, without any interruption explaininghis/her personal feelings or 

giving his/her opinion about the other students’ speech. 

3. Joint task 

Examinees in this task are shown some pictures and asked to discuss them and makedecisions. Sometimes they 

are asked to agree on the conclusion, and sometimes betold that they may make different decisions. 

4. Three-way discussion 

Examinees here are asked to discuss some ideas that are connected with the joint task. 

13.4 Speaking Test in ACTFL 

The ACTFL Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) is either a face-to-face ortelephonic interview between a certified 

ACTFL tester and an examinee thatdetermines how well a person speaks a language by comparing his/her 

performance of specific communication tasks with the criteria for each of ten proficiency levels described in 

the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines-Speaking. The interview is interactive and continuously adapts to the 

speaking abilities of the individual being tested. The examinees are assessed through a series of personalized 

questions which reflect their ability to handle the language. 

13. Methodology of the Study 

 This is an exploratory study in which data were collected to investigate the current situation of assessing 

speaking and the conceptions of Afghan English teachers regarding this issue. 
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Population  

The population of the study consisted of all English teachers at high schools in Kandahar, Afghanistan. 

Sample 

 The sample of study consisted of 70 English teachers selected randomly from the whole population. The 

selection was governed by considerations such as time limits and economic conditions that made it impossible 

to approach further schools. 

Instruments 

 An interview with the teachers and an analysis of some English exams of classes 8, 9, 10 and11 were 

used as instruments for data collection. In the interviews, the teachers were asked 11 questions to grasp their 

conceptions regarding assessing speaking proficiency of their students, explore the current situation of assessing 

speaking and explore the awareness of Afghan English teachers of the recent trends in testing and assessing 

speaking proficiency.. The period of data collection took place during the second semester of the scholastic year 

2019/2020. 

14. Data analysis 

 In analyzing the interviews with teacher, their responses to each question were categorized in terms of 

frequency of occurrence and then converted to percentage. The responses were put in order while presenting 

and discussing the findings. In analyzing the selected exams, the researcher looked at the weight given for 

assessing speaking compared to the other areas of language and types of the questions. 

15. Findings 

The findings obtained from the analysis of interviewsare as follows: 

1. 90 % of the respondents stated that they assess their students' speaking skill. 

2. The respondents varied in the frequency of assessing speaking proficiency of their students. 55% stated 

that assess it by the end of the course, 35% assess it in monthly tests and 10% stated that they do not 

assess it due to different reasons. 
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3. All the respondents reflected on several difficulties that face them in assessing speaking but with 

different rates. The difficulties are listed in order from the most to the least important as follows: 

- no enough time 

- large number of students 

- weak level of students 

- assessing speaking is difficult 

- no standard tools. 

4. Majority of the respondents 85% mentioned that they know the most important speaking tests. However, 

when they were asked to mention the most well-known speaking tests , their answers were as follows: 

-  Interview 

- TOEFL 

- IETLS 

- Compare test 

- TSF 

As seen above, the answers reflect the ignorance of the respondents in this area. Even though TOEFL 

and IELTS have a section to assess speaking, they are not classified as speaking tests but as proficiency 

tests.  

5. Teachers either have their own tests (60%)or adapt speaking tests (40%). 

6. The tasks used in assessing speaking are as follows: 

- Interview  

- Read aloud  

- Question and answer  

- Presentations 

- Open discussion  

7. While assessing speaking the teachers focus on  

- Pronunciation 

- Accuracy 

- Accent 
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- Confidence 

- Eye contact 

8. It is revealed that 80% of the respondents assess the performance of their students in speaking tests 

based on personal judgment (subjective assessment) whereas 20% use rubrics. 

9. None of the respondents have an idea about speaking scales and some of them misunderstood them to 

be skills.  

The findings obtained from analyzing some selected tests of classes8, 9,10 and 11 showed that speaking is 

either completely ignored or restricted to completing a dialogue/conversation.  

16. Recommendations  

1- Assessing speaking should be included as a core subject in the course of qualifying the Afghan students 

to be teachers of English. 

2- The teachers in the field should be provided with adequate training regarding assessing speaking skill. 

3- Speaking skill should be incorporated in the tests meant for high school students and should be tested 

orally not through the modality of writing.   
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