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Reald ASSESSING SPEAKING AT BASIC LEVEL

Devender Singh™

The development of oral proficiency varies from
person to person, place to place and of course from
time-to-time. Basic skills always develop much
before advanced skills, but setting a scale for basic
level has always been an avoidable problem. When a
teacher is asked to evaluate learners' progress, which
1s not as easy as testing grammar or vocabulary with
pen and paper test, he/she feels quite uncertain as
about how it can be done with the learners having
diverse background and uneven progress. Before
designing a test and its methods, the teachers have to
face at least the following questions-

i. Whatisbasiclevel?

ii. Does this basic level remain same for the native
and the second language learners?

iii. Which method of testing is the most appropriate
one?

iv.What are the requirements for making a test
valid, reliable, and authentic?

v. What sort of preparation does a teacher need?

The most frequent problems for teachers start
occurring when the learners have different levels of
linguistic proficiency. Before evaluation, the teacher
needs an authentic definition of the proficiency level
to be tested. According to one authentic reliable
source, basic level in English language is “A
simplified form of English limited to 850 selected
words, included for international communication.”
Since August 2008, I have been the part of English
Language Proficiency Course teaching team. This
Course was designed at the Institute of Lifelong
Learning, University of Delhi for achieving basic
and intermediate levels in some specified learners.
From my experience of teaching English Language
Proficiency Course, after discussion on this issue
with many experts in this field, and through the
reference of relevant literature, I have realized that
the definition of the Basic-level English given in
some standardized English language dictionaries is
accepted equally and widely. According to
Macmillan English Dictionary, for Advanced
Learners (International StudentyEdition, 2006.), the
Basic English is “A simple form of English
consisting of 850 words, as well as some
international and scientific words...for use as an
international language.” This definition covers three
aspects of the level it defines i.e. word limit, range of
the words, and their use. But, in fact, the problem
with this definition is that it is the generalization of
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what the European linguists and
language teachers have experienced.
The conditions for basic-level
proficiency in English language may
be different in India and other such
countries where English is either
second or foreign language.

Since I have been a teacher of English
language for atleast for four years, I have noticed
that a person having knowledge of just 500 word
of a language can achieve the basic level of that
language. After meeting with my students in
language teaching classes, |, like other language
teachers, have also felt the need of assessment.
But the problem is that there is no such thing or
formula that can be used for definite test of
general oral ability. Grammar, vocabulary, and
pronunciation all fall under the category of
general proficiency. However, the results of
studies and practical experience have been very
helpful in setting the scales for those whose home
language is other than English. The particular
scale that [ have found suitable for my students
includes fluency, grammar, accuracy, intelligibility,
appropriateness, adequacy of vocabulary for
purpose, relevance and adequacy of content. This
scale for oral assessment ranges from little
knowledge and evidence of meaningful utterances
(graded as Basic-1) to quite fluent, structured,
intelligible pronunciation accent, and occasional
grammatical errors (graded as Basic-2), and in the
colleges of the University of Delhi, this scale can be
very useful because more than 60 per cent of our
students belong to either rural or sub-urban area.
Most of them have studied English language till 10"
or 12" class. Therefore, most of them do have the
competence of basic-level English, but the medium
of study upto school level becomes a great barrier in
oral performance in English even at basic level.
Being the part of the ELPC team is an exciting
experience and more exciting is my meetings with
the learners at three different centres in three
different roles i.e. as a coordinator, teacher, and
assessor. Through two mid-terms and one final
assessment, it has become very clear to me that
assessing speaking, not only at basic level but at any
level, needs certain criteria rather than marks for
performance. For example, some speaking tasks




should be designed for the learners on the basis of the
work done in language proficiency classes. Role-
play, pair work, information gap exchange, narrating
2 picture story, discussion, basic-level social
etiquettes, etc. can be very useful in assessing oral
proficiency. I as an assessor generally design a test
mncluding questions on general introduction, role-
play, pair work, and describing a picture. This
method has proved to be the most suitable and
convenient one. The most positive part of this exam
is that it gives time to the learners to gather their
courage and to get themselves out of exam-phobia.
After general introduction, the learners have a
chance to shift their attention from the fear of
speaking before the assessors to their immediate
roles. Replying to the questions or asking questions
normalizes and enables them to convert their
competence into desired performance. The task of
saying a few sentences about the picture given to
them proves to be extremely helpful in compelling
them for using their unstructured competence into
simple structured sentences. This sort of activity
awakens the learners' creativity, and simultaneously
enhances the level of confidence specially when the
assessor appreciates the learners for transforming
their imagination into structured and appropriate
utterances.

A test of speaking ability is usually an
achievement test, and in cases of a foreign or a
second language its validity has always been a
problem. Validity implies whether the test measures
what it is intended to measure (Weir, 1990).
Conversational fluency in a foreign language
generally comes after one to three years. Now the
question that crops up is how we can make the learner
fluent at basic level just after teaching them a 100
hours course. I can try to answer this question on the
basis of my experience with the learners at my centre.
Having made some experiments and used some
fluency building exercises, I have come to the
conclusion that the learners can achieve the targeted
fluency level if the teacher teaches them the method
of using their finite knowledge in generating infinite
number of structures. Chomksian Generative
Framework should be used to enable them in
generating optimum pumber of meaningful
structures from limited random input (Noam
Chomsky, 1957, 1964). For example, my students at
Dyal Singh College knew the meaning of the words
like wake-up, wash, drink, water, bathe, worship,
breakfast, go, college, come back, lunch, evening
tea, play, study, watch TV, dinner, study, go, bed,
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sleep, etc. but none of them could use them fluently
in small structures for telling their routine. Then 1
gave them some basic structures, and made them use
these words in sentences. To my utter surprise, in just
the second round of speaking, they attained the
fluency level I wanted. Some of them went a step
forward and added some minute details of their
routine in a very coherent way. Therefore, the
validity of the test depends completely on the
attitude of the teacher in the classroom. Validity can
also be described as “the single most critical element
in constructing a foreign language test.” (Nakamura,
1995: 126). If the face validity of the test is good, it
certainly promotes the motivation in the learners for
speaking (Hughes, 1989). Furthermore, a test cannot
be reliable if classroom teaching is not valid and
authentic. Reliability and validity are mutually
exclusive, but even a valid and reliable test can be
useless ifitis not practical (Bachman, 1990).

The basic level testing in speaking does not
require highly trained examiners or raters, but
teaching a foreign language certainly needs
skilled and qualified teachers. Although the
setting of the test does not resemble the real life
situations, it does not mean that the test is not
valid and authentic. The rater or assessor
maintains the validity of the test by testing the
defined proficiency level, and the situations
created in the classroom or the exam hall are
always applied by the learners in real life
situations. The purpose of the test should be to
raise or improve the level of learners'
understanding of oral communicative ability, to
familiarize them with the concept of various
language functions, to realize them, and so on and
so forth.

Assessment should have correspondence with
good teaching, and it should have a corrective
influence on bad teaching. The students who have
been taught communicatively should be assessed in
the same way, because good teaching always makes
them learn to communicate effectively in variety of
situations. At one particular center where I was one
of the assessors, I gave the students at least two
chances of elicitation by calling them in pairs and
giving them two individual tasks of speaking. By the
time the first one spoke, the other observed and
simultaneously collected relevant information
against some possible questions to be asked by the
assessor. This resulted in getting what I was aimed at.
In fact, “the key to effective oral proficiency testing



lies in matching elicitation techniques with the
purpose constraints of the testing situations.
”(Madeson, 1980). Oral proficiency is a difficult and
perplexing problem for many language teachers
because of the lack of effective and efficient
assessment instruments; moreover the accurate
measure of the oral proficiency takes considerable
time and efforts to get valid and reliable results.
Although the assessors were given a scale, it was not
possible for the assessors to go by the scale with all
the learners. Besides applying a specific scoring
procedure, I also tried communicative assessment
scale to check their communicative competence
rather than rating them on the basis of their oral
performance alone.

Therefore, at basic level, testing of oral
proficiency needs to test speech disorder,
expressive language deficit, autism, articulation
disorder ( it can be avoided to certain extent at
basic level), pragmatic disorder, shuttering,
grammatical competence, intelligibility to the
listener, appropriateness, elicitation, etc. but
before testing, the assessor should ensure that
the learners have undergone appropriate
training, and received sufficient input to
transmute the speech message from their brain to
mouth. The assessor should also be very clear
about the definition of the level to be assessed.
Basiclevel, for example, includes simple sentence
structures (with just Subject-Verb-Object,
Subject-Verb-Complement, and Subject-Verb-
Adverb patterns), an understanding and use of
familiar expressions, basic phrases aiming at
satisfying concrete needs, direct exchange of
simple information (like on routine matters),
ability to use background knowledge for
immediate need of description, understanding
emergency scenarios, and ability to fulfil the basic
communicative needs during a tour or dealing
with an international affair.
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