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ETHICAL ISSUES IN THE ASSESSMENT OF SPEAKING SKILLS

Language assessment is a rather complex yet an inseparable part of the learning process. Not only should it represent learners’ achieve-

ments, but it also ought to facilitate and enhance learning. Assessing spoken proficiency can be regarded as particularly difficult, complex,

and time-consuming since many aspects of oral performance need to be carefully considered. The two types of assessment, the assessment for

learning (formative assessment) and the assessment of learning (summative assessment), have to be taken into account as they both occupy

a significant role in the overall development of speaking skills of a learner. However, mastering the formal and informal kinds of assessment

requires considerable expertise, hard effort, and invaluable experience. Therefore, EFL teachers often fail in their attempt to conduct a proper

and fair assessment of speaking skills. Moreover, the question of ethics, which represents an important element of the assessment process,

is frequently neglected too. This paper discusses ethical issues in the assessment of spoken proficiency of EFL learners. Furthermore, ethical

obligations EFL teachers ought to comply with in terms of the Communicative approach are also explored.
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1. Introduction

Speaking is one of the four language skills (listening, reading,
writing, speaking) which English language learners need to master
if they wish to become efficient users of the language. Listening
and reading are receptive skills, while speaking and writing can
be considered productive skills. T. Farell [1] maintains that it
is more difficult to speak a language than read or listen to it.
Similarly, assessing speaking can be deemed to be more difficult
and complicated in comparison to the evaluation of reading
or listening. Therefore, English teachers need to take plenty of
aspects into account if they wish to teach and test oral skills
effectively and appropriately.

The first part of the article discusses the process of teaching
speaking skills. Moreover, the microskills of speaking are
introduced, and providing learners with sufficient space to
speak is emphasized. The second part examines how the skill of
speaking ought to be assessed from the standpoint of formative
and summative types of assessment. Both parts of the paper take,
among other features, ethical aspects into consideration.

2. Teaching speaking

The skill of speaking can be regarded as a primary skill in
English as a foreign language (EFL) teaching [2], [3]. People

* Rastislav Metruk

who possess the knowledge of a language are often referred to
as speakers of that language. Furthermore, the primary aim of
the majority of learners is to be able to communicate in a foreign
language. Therefore, teaching speaking skills ought to be in the
foreground of the EFL teaching and learning process. On the
other hand, it is important to mention that speaking is possibly
the most difficult of the four skills [4]. While it is necessary that
EFL learners demonstrate the knowledge of grammar, vocabulary,
and language functions, it appears that such knowledge is not
enough [5]. Mastering the skill of speaking is a rather complex
and difficult issue, and apart from grammar, vocabulary, and
pronunciation, it involves a number of aspects - the so-called
speaking subskills (microskills), which actually form the overall
competence of spoken proficiency of an individual [6]. D. Brown

[7, p. 272] mentions these microskills of oral communication of

a learner:

e produce chunks of language of different lengths;

e orally produce differences among the English phonemes and
allophonic variants;

e produce English stress patterns, words in stressed and
unstressed positions, rhythmic structure, and intonational
contours;

e produce reduced forms and words and phrases;

e use an adequate number of lexical units (words) in order to
accomplish pragmatic purposes;

e produce fluent speech at different rates of delivery;
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e monitor your own oral production and use various strategic
devices - pause, fillers, self-corrections, backtracking - to
enhance the clarity of the message;

e use grammatical word classes (nouns, verbs, etc.), systems
(e.g. tense, agreement, pluralization), word order, patterns,
rules, and elliptical forms;

e produce speech in natural constituents - in appropriate
phrases, pause groups, breath groups, and sentences;

e express a particular meaning in different grammatical forms;

e use cohesive devices in spoken discourse;

e accomplish appropriately communicative functions
according to situations, participants, and goals;
e use appropriate registers, implicature, pragmatic

conventions, and other sociolinguistic features in face-to-

face conversations;

e convey links and connections between events and
communicate such relations as main idea, supporting idea,
new information, given information, generalization, and
exemplification;

o use facial features, kinesics, body language, and other
nonverbal cues along with verbal language to convey
meanings;

e develop and use a battery of speaking strategies, such as
emphasizing key words, rephrasing, providing a context
for interpreting the meaning of words, appealing for help,
and accurately assessing how well your interlocutor is
understanding you.

Most of the English language teachers would probably agree
that there also exist other subskills. These microskills prove that
the speaking skill is indeed a complex and difficult to master, and
the question of how EFL learners ought to acquire and practice
the subskills needs to be addressed.

Traditional methods of teaching such as the grammar-
translation method paid only little or no attention to speaking
(and listening) activities [8]. Furthermore, almost no attention
was devoted to pronunciation [9], which is a vital component
of spoken proficiency. In connection with this, L. Mocova [10]
explains that successful communication (also) depends heavily
on stress, rhythm, intonation, and appropriate pronunciation of
sounds.

When the Communicative approach (Communicative
language teaching) came into being, a shift in English language
teaching occurred. Language learning moves from explicit,
declarative knowledge (e.g. grammar rules, forms, or vocabulary)
to its proceduralization (acquiring implicit knowledge), which
means that the learners ought to be able to use language
automatically as well as creatively when needed [11]. “In other
words, learners do not need to be able to talk about grammar but
they need to be able to use it for communicative purposes” [12,
p. 31]. Taking the four skills into consideration, “Communicative
language teaching emphasizes speaking and listening rather than
reading and writing” [13, p. 150].

If EFL learners are to become efficient speakers of English,
teachers should adhere to the principles of the Communicative
approach. One of the principles underlines the importance of
providing learners with sufficient space for developing the skill
of speaking. It is obvious that improving one’s speaking ability
is not easy when a learner does not have ample opportunity for
practicing speaking in the target language (numerous theorists
believe that using L1 in the English language lessons blocks and
slows down the acquisition of L2 [14]).

Traditional teacher-centered approaches focused on the
teacher instead of on the learner, and it was the teacher who
did the most of the talking while students merely listened [15].
“Although it may sound like a cliche, learner-centred instruction/
education has been proved as indisputably more effective
compared to teacher-centred education” [16, p. 46]. However,
the learner-centred approach may not always be applied in Slovak
schools. “When observing classes in mainstream schools (state
schools), analysing educational results (e.g. PISA) and various
classroom research findings, it is obvious that traditional teaching
approaches are still dominant” [17, p. 31].

Modern teachers of English need to make sure that they
have abandoned the traditional teacher-centered approaches.
Moreover, they have to give their learners a chance to master
a variety of subskills. Providing the learners with little or no space
to develop their speaking microskills might be even regarded as
unethical since it is the learner who needs to speak at English
lessons. Although English language teachers represent a source
of input, increasing the student talking time seems to be of
paramount importance. Working in pairs and small groups will
possibly result in such an increase. “Pair and group work are
the most effective way of increasing students’ talking time” [18,
p. 55]. Teachers have to bear in mind that it is their learners who
need to develop and improve their speaking skills. Therefore, the
active learners who have plenty of opportunities to speak, ought
to be in the foreground of the teaching process.

3. Assessing speaking

Speaking is regarded as the most difficult skill to assess
[19]. A. Lazaraton [20, p. 106] states that “[i]t is certainly not
a coincidence that speaking is also perhaps the most perplexing
of the traditional four skills to assess.” Assessors need to decide
on which subskill(s) they will concentrate on at the moment of
assessment, relying on their memory or the notes they have taken.

D. Gondova [21] explains that there exist two types of
assessment, depending on how it is carried out and what its goals
are, namely assessment for learning (formative assessment) and
assessment of learning (summative assessment).

The formative assessment is typically conducted throughout
a course or project, and it is used to facilitate and enhance
learning. This type of assessment can be performed by a teacher or
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Table 1 An Example of Assessment Criteria for Speaking
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Accuracy Fluency

Pronunciation

5 Grammatical and lexical accuracy extremely
high.

4 Quite accurate; some errors, but meaning is
always clear.

for words.

for words.

3 Frequent errors; meaning is not always

clear. and structures.

2 Very frequent errors; difficulty in making

meaning clear. language available.

1 Almost unable to communicate.

Speaks fluently without hesitation or searching

Some hesitation and sometimes has to search

Quite hesitant; limited range of vocabulary

Extremely hesitant; very limited range of

Very clear; stress and intonation help to
make meaning clear.

Generally clear; reasonable control of stress
and intonation.

Frequent errors; not always clear enough to
understand.

Very frequent errors; often very difficult to
understand.

a peer providing feedback on a student’s work, and is not normally
graded [22]. Feedback is considered to be a principal component
of the assessment for learning. It is important to remember that
the formative assessment represents a developmental way of
evaluating the progress towards a specified objective [23].

“The main function of assessment for learning is to reflect
the learning process and give learners some information on their
progress throughout a course, which helps them become more
efficient” [21, p. 13]. According to S. Brookhart [24], the research
into the formative type of assessment confirms that when the
appropriate formative assessment is conducted and learners take
part in it, both achievement and motivation enhance.

The summative assessment, on the other hand, represents
a more formal way of testing students’ knowledge, and is typically
used at the end of a unit or a semester [25]. A. Benjamin
[26, p. 3] takes the view that “[w]hen we think of summative
assessments, we think of unit tests, final exams, standardized
tests, entrance exams, and the like”. The summative assessment
ends with a grade.

Plenty of criteria may be used for speaking assessment,
depending on which subskills teachers want to test. These are the
most common ones [21, p. 162]:

e appropriateness;

e organization of ideas;

o fluency;

e grammatical accuracy and the range of grammatical
structures;

e the range of vocabulary and its accuracy;

e content;

e pronunciation and intonation;

e interaction.

M. Spratt, A. Pulverness and M. Williams [27, p. 108] provide
the following example of assessment criteria for speaking. This
is the so-called analytical way of scoring as far as the summative
assessment is concerned. The criteria are arranged as a set of
bands, and they describe different levels of ability. Learners can
be awarded the maximum of five points for each criterion. The
example is illustrated in Table 1.

The difference between the formative and summative
assessments can be exhibited by the following analogy by Robert
stake, an evaluation researcher: “[w]hen the cook tastes the soup,
that’s formative; when the guests taste the soup, that’s summative”
[cf 28, p. 117]. It is, however, vital to mention that both types of
assessment have their place in the EFL teaching, and ought to be
used within the assessment of speaking skills.

4. Ethical aspects when conducting formative
assessment

The question of ethical aspects within the assessment of
speaking skills should to be discussed too. If the formative
assessment is conducted inappropriately, the question of
correctness and fairness arises.

For example, EFL learners are asked to practice speaking
- first, they are required to read an article about the immediate
impact of drinking beverages of various temperature on a human
body and, subsequently, they are asked to give their opinions on
whether or not they agree with the statements in the text and
why. The text, among others, contains adjectives that describe
temperature (cold, cool, hot, boiling, warm, etc.), so it is highly
likely that some of the adjectives will be used in the discussions.
While working in pairs, the teacher, having assumed the role of
an observer, notices that some of the learners pronounce the word
hot as [ha:t]. Pronouncing hot as [ha:t] refers to the American
way of pronouncing this word, while [hpt] is predominantly used
by British speakers [29], [30]. Afterwards, while giving feedback
and performing the formative type of assessment, the teacher
points out that the word hot ought to be pronounced as [hot],
not as [ha:t] since both the learners and teachers “should” use
British pronunciation instead of the General American (GA)
pronunciation (standard American pronunciation). It should be
noted that the British standard of English pronunciation (also
called the BBC accent) is a pronunciation variety which is offered
by the majority of EFL textbooks in Slovakia, and many teachers
try to speak with this accent. Moreover, most of the learners
pronounce the word warm as [wo:rm] and toasty as [ 'towsti]
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during their speaking practice (pronouncing the two words with
the GA accent). However, this time the teacher “fails to correct”
the learner’s GA pronunciation as they do not explain to the
learners that in the BBC accent, the word warm is pronounced as
[wo:m] and the word toasty as ['towsti]. Therefore, one burning
question, which remains unanswered, needs to be tackled. Why
did the teacher point out the GA pronunciation of the word hot,
but did not call attention to the GA pronunciation of the words
warm or toasty (the three words have been used on numerous
occasions during the activity by the students)? All three instances
represent characteristic examples of the key differences between
the segmental systems of the BBC and GA accents.

Perhaps the teacher’s lack of knowledge of English phonetics
is responsible for not mentioning all three examples. If this is
the case, several questions with regard to the correctness and
fairness arise. Is it appropriate to “correct” the pronunciation of
learners when teachers themselves are not familiar enough with
the subject matter they have brought up? Is it fair to demand that
the learners of English use only one variety of pronunciation,
although the vast majority of both EFL learners (and teachers)
are not able to use only one accent consistently, and normally
use the mixture of the two varieties? Is it proper to focus on
the differences between the BBC and GA accents when the
primary goal in EFL pronunciation is to achieve clear, intelligible
pronunciation with reduced L1 (mother tongue) accent? The
answers to the questions are not clear and straightforward, and
convincingly demonstrate the complexity of teaching oral skills
as well as the intricacies of providing learners with constructive,
useful, and favorable feedback on speaking when conducting the
formative assessment. Therefore, EFL teachers should strongly
consider a substantial number of questions before performing the
assessment for learning.

It should be also emphasized that the example above involved
only one (the subskill of pronunciation) of the many speaking
microskills EFL learners need to master if they wish to become
efficient speakers of English.

5. Ethical aspects when conducting a summative
assessment

There are normally two examiners who perform the formal
assessment of speaking skills. One of them is interlocutor and
the other one assessor. The interlocutor is an examiner who
asks questions, interacts with a candidate, measures time, and
the like [31]. The assessor, on the other hand, does not talk to
the candidate, and thus has time to take notes and perform the
analytical scoring of speaking performance of a candidate on the
basis of selected criteria. There are, however, numerous instances
when one or both examiners fail to carry out a fair and proper
assessment. The following selection of examples illustrates the
possible pitfalls of assessing the speaking skills.

5.1 Testing knowledge instead of speaking skills

When teachers assess speaking skills, they need to remember
that they should actually test how well their learners have
mastered particular speaking subskills, not the knowledge about
various topics. Although a wide range of topics is frequently used
when testing the speaking, it must be emphasized that the tasks
and questions have to be opinion-based, and that they are within
the scope of a general student’s knowledge. Knowledge-based
topics primarily measure the information and understanding
learners have about a particular topic. If candidates do not
possess such knowledge, they do not speak, and it is not possible
to measure their speaking skills.

5.2 Testing memorizing and reciting

Memorizing and reciting a text can be deemed a recurring
problem concerning the evaluation of spoken proficiency. For
example, after a student is told which topic they are going to talk
about, they immediately, without being asked a single question or
given a task, start reciting what they have learned by heart about
the topic. The teacher often lets the student talk for minutes, and
then possibly asks the candidate one or two additional questions.
Once the recital is finished, teacher awards the student with a high
grade. This is an example of serious professional misconduct as
far as assessing speaking skills is concerned. Memorizing a text
and reciting it tests rather a memory of a candidate or how well
they have learned something by heart. It has nothing to do with
testing the spoken proficiency of an English language learner.
Candidates can be, however, given some time for preparation, but
they should not be given any direct questions beforehand.

5.3 Halo effect and order effect

Assessing the spoken proficiency may be negatively influenced
by the so-called halo effect. This term represents the influence of
knowledge and information a teacher has about a candidate for
the evaluation of the candidate’s speaking skills. In connection
with this, R. Wright [32, p. 213] maintains that “[t]here is a real
tendency for our expectations of students to color our evaluations
of their work. Those students who did well in the past are
expected to continue, while those who have had low test scores
in the past are anticipated to continue that way in the future”.
For example, if a teacher considers a candidate to be a brilliant,
straight-A student, it is likely that the teacher’s expectations can
be too high. Therefore, if such a student does not perform on
a high level (as they normally do), the teacher may award them
with a lower grade - for instance, the grade C, despite the fact that
the candidate has met the criteria according to which they should
be perhaps given a B.
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Order effect can negatively affect the evaluation of speaking
performance too. When an examiner experiences an outstanding
speaking performance of a candidate, they are likely to evaluate
the performance of the following candidate more strictly.
Alternatively, if a candidate’s performance is rather poor or
unsatisfactory, there is increased likelihood that the assessor will
be less strict with the next candidate. It must be remembered that
when assessing speaking skills, students should not be compared
with each other, but their performances ought to be assessed
against the set of criteria [21].

5.4 Principles of assessment - making the criteria clear
to the students

There has been a general tendency to evaluate candidates’
performance without making the assessment criteria clear to
them. The research conducted in the last 20 years demonstrates
that there are various principles which ought to be applied in the
assessment settings so that the assessment can become clearer,
fairer, more equitable, and more transparent to the learners [32].
These are the factors teachers should take into consideration as
far as assessing speaking skills is concerned [33, p. 259]:

o students should be informed when they are being assessed;

e students should be informed how they will be assessed;

e teachers should make the criteria for assessment explicit to
the students;

o the ratings, scores, marks, or grades attached to the criteria
should be explained to students.

Teachers have to bear in mind that if their learners do not
know when, how, according to which criteria and way of
scoring they are going to be assessed, the assessment process is
negatively influenced and, its importance and reliability decrease.
Furthermore, it does not seem correct and fair to the students not
to inform them in advance about the above-mentioned factors.

5.5 Assessing only the subskills of grammar
and vocabulary
It is not always the case that examiners also concentrate on

other subskills than grammar and vocabulary. Although these
two language systems constitute a significant part of overall
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speaking proficiency, the evaluation of other microskills seems
inevitable. It should be noted that candidates can achieve the
goal of spoken communication even if they make grammatical
and lexical errors to a certain degree. Thus, they may succeed in
communication, and failing them due to such mistakes would not
seem appropriate.

It seems reasonable to assume that errors in grammar and
vocabulary which cause communication breakdowns should
be evaluated more strictly in comparison to minor errors. On
the other hand, if a learner fails to answer the questions of an
examiner, is not fluent enough, their pronunciation is difficult to
understand, or does not react to the questions appropriately, the
candidate ought to be assessed in a negative way, although they
have only made a negligible amount of grammatical and lexical
errors.

The above-mentioned instances are only few examples of
inappropriate evaluation of speaking skills which should be taken
into account by EFL teachers in order to test the speaking skills
as correctly and appropriately as possible.

6. Conclusion

Teaching and testing speaking represent a complicated and
complex matter. It must be emphasized that EFL teachers do not
follow grammar-translation approaches anymore, but adhere to
the principles of Communicative language teaching. Moreover,
it is imperative that both teachers and learners are well aware of
various subskills that need to be developed, and that the learners
are provided with a lot of opportunities for practicing these
microskills of speaking, participating primarily in pair work and
group work activities.

As far as testing the speaking skill is concerned, both the
assessment for learning and the assessment of learning are of
profound importance, and have to be incorporated into the
teaching/learning process. EFL learners need to receive helpful
and positive feedback as often as possible when it comes to
formative assessment. EFL teachers have to avoid a variety of
obstacles they are likely to experience when assessing speaking
summatively. Therefore, they ought to understand the complexity
and seriousness of summative assessment so that they are able
to conduct this type of evaluation in a reasonable, correct, and
proper manner.
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