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INTRODUCTION

The students’ attitude toward the different oral evaluation techniques plays an important role when they are involved in the development of the tasks discussed in the classroom. Since oral performance has  been  considered  one of  the most difficult and 

important skill for students in the process of learning English, and also for teachers in the process of teaching the foreign language, it is necessary to observe how effective  the students’ speaking is in the target language, so that they are able to move on to new topics or to  have the opportunity for feedback, improvement and also identify their own strengths and weak areas in oral performance. 

That is why in the present work it is made a general description of the most common oral evaluation techniques known by teachers who teach in the Language Department of the University of El Salvador the subject Intensive Intermediate English II. The purpose of this material is to inform teachers of English the positive and negative aspects of the oral evaluation techniques described in order to improve students oral performance.

A special emphasis has been given to those oral evaluation techniques that are the most suitable with the Language Department education and population reality.

Besides that, the important opinion of the teachers of the Language Department has been included, as well as their own valuable experience when using some of the oral evaluation techniques that are described in here.

INDEX

CONTENT








PAGE

Thesis Statement







1

Framework








2

Argumentative Essay






4

Conclusions








23

Annexes









25

I. THESIS STATEMENT

According to bibliographical sources, there are plenty of worthy oral evaluation techniques that can be successfully used by teachers of English causing the expected outcome in students’ oral performance.  However, the oral evaluation techniques used by teachers of the Language Department of the University of El Salvador in charge of the Intensive Intermediate English II are restricted to a very short list of oral evaluation techniques because of the cons found when using too many of them in the classroom. 

II. FRAMEWORK
Speaking is a powerful tool used for personal, academic, professional, and social purposes. The changing world demands that speakers participate effectively in diverse communities and situations. To become effective speakers, students not only need strategies for spoken communication but also to gain confidence through risk-taking and practice. Students need opportunities to grow as speakers by seeking and participating in a variety of experiences through formal and informal oral communication. Through these experiences, effective patterns are established making  possible to communicate complex thoughts in speech.

Spoken English should be the principal objective of language learning, since that is the most emphasised and evaluated skill through the development of different English courses. Another important skill in the learning process is listening, because  it is normal to regard the skills, speaking and listening,  as a pair, since it is hard to imagine that one would say things that one could not understand. Despite the link between speaking and listening it could be that a student is more interested in the latter. For example, participants at international conferences are permitted to speak in their native language, but are expected to comprehend English. 

It can be said that a student's ultimate repertoire of skills in the language will reflect the proportions of time spent on different language activities and the use of evaluation techniques applied by the teacher in the classroom since evaluation is an important part of every teaching and learning experience.

In evaluation, there are three concepts which look similar but are different among them. One of them is Assessment which is the process of collecting, synthesising and interpreting information to hold decision making. Testing is a formal systematic usually pencil-and-paper procedure for gathering information. Evaluation is the process of measuring and judging the quality of performance to determine if the standards have been met. It also analyzes performance to provide timely feedback to improve future performance and how the improvement can be done. Besides, evaluation provides  opportunities for revision, identifies strengths; it is frequent, and congruent with the learning goals.

APPLICATION OF ORAL EVALUATION TECHNIQUES

FOCUSED ON THE ORAL PERFORMANCE OF STUDENTS 

IN INTENSIVE INTERMEDIATE ENGLISH II

OF THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE DEPARTMENT

OF THE UNIVERSITY OF EL SALVADOR

The oral evaluation techniques that are usually applied in the Intensive Intermediate English II of the Foreign Language Department of the University of El Salvador are  speech, reading aloud, discussions, asking questions, role plays, interviews, oral presentations, information gap activities, conversations. Despite that fact, teachers’ favorite oral evaluation techniques are asking questions and discussions because students can express themselves in order to show   their oral performance. Also, conversations, role plays, interviews and interchange activities are commonly used in the classroom as tools to better students’ oral performance because they have the opportunity to use the language in similar situations to the ones they could face in a foreign country where the target language is spoken without being dependent on an English textbook.

Oral evaluation techniques are quite important, and one of  the main tools for teachers in their teaching process in order to get their students speak in the target language. Oral evaluation  is an important part of every teaching and learning experience. However, the concept or point of view that teachers and students have about some kinds of oral evaluations techniques are quite different. As follows, the pros and cons of some oral evaluation techniques are presented. Some pros and cons are established either by teachers or students. 
The first oral evaluation technique to be discussed is the Scored Interview. The great weakness of oral ratings is their tendency to have rather low reliability. This is said because students might answer one way before a rater and in a different way before another one. This fact may lead the raters think that the student’s  answers do not match. 

Another pitfall of this kind of technique is that it is needed to have enough experienced teacher staff who can be in charge of this kind of evaluations only. This fact will allow the teacher to be in frequent contact with the students’ oral performance and students will feel more confident about this kind of tasks.

Furthermore, the groups size that take Intensive Intermediate English II are very large, and that fact does not allow teachers to control students oral performance by taking advantage of the scored interview. 

According to the theory, in the scored interview technique the simplest and most frequently resource employed for measuring oral proficiency is to have one or more trained raters interview each candidate separately and record their evaluations of his competence in the spoken language. Also, positive steps can be taken to achieve a tolerable degree of reliability for the scored interview. Chief among these are providing clear, precise, and mutually exclusive behavioral statements for each scale point; training the raters for their tasks; and pooling the judgments of at least two raters per interview (Harris, 1988).

Another very important oral evaluation technique is the Highly Structured Speech Sample. It is a very useful tool to evaluate students orally, but it is not very practical in some cases like in the University of El Salvador, since the groups are large and the technique demands a great deal of time and care in preparation and usually requires mechanical devices for proper administration, or the  raters must have the right preparation through a training for it,  something that is not available for every university professor. 

Another aspect that should be taken into account is the pronunciation that some teachers have, because students tend to be confused  with the different ways teachers pronounce  and how they structure some questions or sentences, specially  new teachers who begin the experience of teaching and the students who  are in their teaching practice as well, who usually take the control of the class, allowed by the teacher in charge of the subject. 

On the other hand, as found in books, the Highly Structured Speech Sample is designed to elicit a somewhat different kind of speech sample. The stimuli may be oral provided by live voice or on reliability, it can be achieved only if the raters are carefully selected and are put through rigorous training sessions. These kind of evaluations provide no shortcuts to effective oral testing (Harris, 1988).

A different oral evaluation technique has to do with pronunciation and according to students experience and preferences such a course has to be taught by a professional native speaker who has the ideal characteristics to teach that subject. Besides, it seems that just one term at the university is not enough to obtain the results expected. That is why the course should be taught in more than one term in order to improve students’ pronunciation.  

Teachers who are in charge of the Intensive Intermediate English II at the University of El Salvador,  have tried different types of sources for checking pronunciation, but they do not have established a particular chart in order to gather the information needed. Most teachers do the pronunciation test at random, they do not even use a tape recorder for recording students oral production, because checking this could take a lot of time that teachers do not usually have for this matter. 

Also, an important fact is that a student cannot be failed in the whole career just because he does not have native-like pronunciation.

In spite of the cons of Paper-and-pencil Tests of Pronunciation it is been said that these  are tests that assume that what the foreign learner says silently is, in fact, what he can say aloud, and that a sufficiently broad range of pronunciation problems can be tested by this indirect method to allow teachers to generalize about a subject’s overall control of the English sound system. (Harris, 1988).

Despite of being one of the most common oral evaluation techniques, the Oral Proficiency Interview  is also one of the techniques students feel more afraid of. One of the reasons why they feel that way is because of nervousness and pressure. These feelings usually interrupt students’ performance, making them give less than what they are able to. Even so,  students recognize that it is an appropriate way of evaluating. According to students’ raters who evaluate them orally must be different than the teacher they have every day in the classroom, so that they can show what they really know without being related with the teacher at any manner. 

Also if the rater is a person who the student does not know could make the evaluation more reliable, since feelings between teacher and students  could not interfere. In that case the interviewer will take into account only the topics students should manage at the moment of the oral evaluation. 

Consistent  with  experts, the oral proficiency interview  is a  global  assessment  procedure  in  which  the language  production is measured holistically by determining patterns of strengths and weaknesses, establishing a speaker’s level of consistent functional ability  as well as the clear upper limitations of that ability. It assesses language performance in terms of the ability  to  use  the  language  effectively  and appropriately in real-life situations.

In the oral evaluation technique called Peer assessment, there is the possibility that students meet to study together but they do not use the target language to correct each other mistakes. This can be the result of the lack of a policy in the Language Department that would establish that students must speak English not only inside but also outside the classroom and when addressing the teacher at any time. In addition, it is possible that students “correct” mistakes wrongly and get the partner  making the same mistakes if it is not noticed by the teacher in the classroom. It was observed that  this technique does not give the teacher the opportunity to monitor students’ work as he would like, because of lack of time in the classroom.

Even though there are pitfalls when using peer assessment, it is a technique also known as a viable option to measure students’ growth because life outside the classroom usually requires working with others. Providing students with an evaluation rubric often helps guide the peer evaluation process. This process also emphasizes the cooperative nature of the environment (Ancker, 2001).

In the Self assessment it is important to consider students English level. The reason is that a student in basic levels is not able to identify his own mistakes, and if he is forced to do so it may be harmful for his own learning process creating confusion in the knowledge he has already acquired. That is why, the presence and help of a guide, either written like books or oral like a teacher, is always needed. Even though this may cause a strong linking from the student to the teacher. 

Self assessment is an important element of problem based learning to help students identify gaps in their knowledge base in order for more meaningful learning to result. Self assessment allows students to think more carefully about what they know, what they do not know, and what they need to know to accomplish certain tasks. Although self assessment may seem inappropriate at first, it can yield accurate judgments of students’ linguistic abilities, weaknesses and strengths, and improvement. Self assessment could be done using one of the following two techniques: K-W-L charts: with this type of chart, individual students provide examples of what they know, what they wonder, what they have learned. K-W-L charts are especially effective when used at the beginning and at the end of a period of study. At the end of a course, the charts can help the teacher learn about students’ background knowledge and interests. At the end of a course, the charts can help the students reflect on what they have learned as well as gain awareness of their improvements (Ancker, 2001).

Oral Presentations is another important oral evaluation technique in which  students sometimes do not analyze what they are supposed to say in the presentation and they limit themselves to search about a topic and learn it by heart. In those cases teachers can ask the students  questions about the topic in discussion to check how much they know of it and to what extent they dominate it. Through the observation in an Intensive Intermediate English II, it was established that another pitfall in this oral technique is that students usually feel uncomfortable and nervous before their classmates and the teacher and  being in the spot of others’ attention. Even against all these negative sides, oral presentations allow students to compare, explain, describe, analyze, and learn new vocabulary.

According to the theory, in  oral presentations students prepare a short speech on a given topic. So much of work life revolves around presenting ideas and results to peers, oral presentation in problem-based learning provides students an opportunity to practice their communication skills. Presenting findings to their group, the class, or even a real-life audience can help strengthen these skills.                  Performance-based assessments include interviews, oral reports, role plays, describing, explaining, summarizing, retelling, paraphrasing stories or text material, and so on. Oral assessments should be conducted on an ongoing basis to monitor comprehension and thinking skills.  When conducting interviews in English with students in the early stages of language development to determine English proficiency and content knowledge, teachers are advised to use visual cues as much as possible and allow for a minimal amount of English in the responses. Pierce and O'Malley (1992) suggest having students choose one or two pictures they would like to talk about and leading the students by asking questions, especially ones that elicit the use of academic language (comparing, explaining, describing, analyzing, hypothesizing, etc.) and vocabulary pertinent to the topic.

There are different outcomes in the open-ended role play, for example, it can result in lots of talk from highly imaginative students with outgoing personalities, or it can be unproductive with shy or unimaginative persons.

Also, students over use  the mother tongue in order to create a role play in groups or in pairs, which does not contribute to achieve the objective the teacher might have. Besides that, the teacher can not monitor all the students at the same time, because the group size does not permit to do it.

Besides, this kind of activity might create a disorganized environment because not all students finish at the same time and the ones who finish first begin doing or talking about different stuff which interrupt the others concentration on the task. 

What has been observed in most of English classes while developing role plays, is that when a group or a pair of students is before the class the rest are finishing or practicing their own role plays and do not focus in the presentation their partners are doing, and the objective pursued is not reached because of that fact. It was seen that when the teacher corrects mistakes at any stage of the role play, the corrections  are heard only by the group in the spot and the others do not listen to the corrections made by the teacher, provoking students make the same mistakes.

What books say about candidates for  role plays is that they can be asked to assume a role in a particular situation. Besides, this informal evaluation technique combines oral performance and physical activity. Students, when assessed through this technique, feel comfortable and motivated, especially when the activity lends itself to cooperative learning and is seen as a fun way of learning. Role play can be an enjoyable way of informal assessment that could be used effectively within a content-based curriculum. Role play allows the ready elicitation of other language functions. Therefore, we recommend guided role play. The teacher or volunteer helper take a fix role, and the student responds as prompted. Usually  the situation is briefly explained before the role play begins. It is best to have several role plays prepared so that there can be some elements of surprise during the discussion. The teacher or person taking the fixed role should be very familiar with what he is to say. His lines should be spoken at normal speed, and if possible with only and occasional glance at the notes. Also, the person taking the fixed role needs to adapt to what the student says. Also, this kind of technique can be used across the curriculum with all grade levels and with any number of people. For example, a teacher can take on the role of a character who knows less than the students about a particular subject area. Students are motivated to convey facts or information prompted by questions from the character. This is a fun-filled way for a teacher to conduct informal assessments of students' knowledge in any subject (Kelner, 1993).  Teachers can also ask students to use role play to express mathematical concepts. For example, a group of students can become a numerator, a denominator, a fraction line, a proper fraction, an improper fraction, and an equivalent fraction. Speaking in the first person, students can introduce themselves and their functions in relationship to one another (Kelner, 1993). Role plays can also be used in science to demonstrate concepts such as the life cycle.  In addition, role plays can serve as an alternative to traditional book reports. Students can transform themselves into a character or object from the book (Kelner, 1993). For example, a student might become Christopher Columbus, one of his sailors, or a mouse on the ship, and tell the story from that character's point of view. The other students can write interview questions to pose to the various characters (Ancker, 2001), (Madses, 1988).

Teachers’ experience shows that one of the weaknesses of the teacher assessment technique is that when the teacher is the only one who  assesses students inside and outside the classroom, the student becomes too much dependent of the teacher, causing the student’s learning process slower because the student  does not take the challenge of searching by himself.

On the contrary, authors say that the feedback provided by tutors through the teacher assessment technique  should encourage the students to explore different ideas. It is important that facilitators do not dominate the group, and facilitate learning and exploration instead. Tutor assessment may consist of how successful individuals interacted with their group and their cognitive growth (Ancker, 2001).

A very creative evaluation technique is the concept of Student Portfolio. Even though this evaluation technique allows the teacher evaluate the student holistically, teachers in charge of Intermediate Intensive English II have proved through practice, that it presents a very strong pitfall such as the time, because this technique demands a lot of time, dedication and exhaustive observation from the teacher. Although that is the work of the teacher, it would work better if he managed small groups, something that is not a reality in our environment where only one teacher is usually in charge of  large groups of about 50 or more students. Considering that reason, a teacher could not keep a student portfolio, but prefers to use a different evaluation technique.
The concept of student portfolio was borrowed from the field of fine arts where portfolios are used to display the best samples of an artist’s work. The purpose of a portfolio in the context of language teaching is to demonstrate the extent of a student’s communicative competence in the target language through samples of oral and written work. Student portfolios may be defined as “the use of records of a student’s work over time and in a variety of modes to show the depth, breadth, and development of the student’s abilities” (Ancker, 2001).

One of the most common oral evaluation techniques is the direct response. Teachers believe that sometimes cues are quite artificial and very close to imitation. This technique makes the students limit their oral performance to the extent that the teacher has to use follow up questions in order to get more details from students’ answers.

Direct response is a more lifelike situation that can be  created if teachers are able to use another person while giving the speaking test. This could be an advanced student, a community volunteer, or another teacher. The volunteer or teacher could also help with the scoring. Now, as in real life, you can have the student give a message to the other person (Harmer, 1991).

It can be said that the paraphrasing technique is a very useful tool in oral evaluations. Teachers assure, through their own experience, that it allows them to recognize what the student understands from an article read. However, time is needed to accomplish this task, but the teacher is not able to develop it in the classroom because he is almost always pushed to accomplish the established objectives already set at the beginning of the term. Also, it can be said that it  is a really worthy technique, since students realize how much they can express or report of an event occurred  in their own experiences, not only from a written passage.

One of the positive sides of the paraphrasing technique is that it is possible to combine speaking with either listening or reading. Listening plus speaking can be used at almost any level, since students do not need to be literate in English. To save time, teachers with literate students could have pupils read a story silently. In a separate room they would paraphrase individually to the teacher. Some teachers like to reduce the memory burden by using simple drawings to help students recall the details of the story (Ancker, 2001).

Based on students’ opinions and teachers’ experience, the technique called oral questions in class  is quite important and needed in the learning process.  However, there  is a negative side of it. Pupils say that they  feel afraid of answering  oral questions in class because they  think they are  in the spot in the classroom when  all the  attention is centered on them. Another reason why they  feel afraid of participating in this field is to be criticized about different things like pronunciation, fluency, and use of the right vocabulary.

According to experts asking oral questions is one of the major methods teachers use to collect assessment data. Questioning students is very useful and important during instruction. It can be used to review a previously taught topic, brainstorm a new topic, find out how well the lesson is being understood by pupils, and get the attention of a student who is not paying attention. The teacher can gather the information he or she wants in the course of instruction, without the intrusiveness of administering a paper-and-pencil assessment. Oral questioning is a common feature of all classrooms, and, after lecture, it is the most used instructional activity. Formal oral examinations are used in subject areas such as foreign language, speech, and singing.

Selection, supply, observation, and questioning techniques complement each other in the classroom. Imagine classroom decision making without being able to observe pupils’, appearances, reactions, performance, answers to questions, and interactions. Now imagine what it would be like if no paper-and-pencil information could be obtained in classrooms. Finally, imagine what it would be like if teachers could not ask oral questions of their students. Each type of information is needed to carry out the rich and meaningful assessments that occur in classrooms. As a result, teacher, mastery of all of these evidence-gathering approaches is important. (Airasian, 2001).

Being  in an advanced level is required to perform the explanation and description oral evaluation technique. However, sometimes students do not have the habit to do it because they have not been used to it from the beginning levels. That is why, the teacher could lead the students according to their level to create, interpret, describe and explain, so that when they are progressing in their learning can do it better through the time.

According to the theory found the technique called   Explanation and Description can be used with students beyond the beginning level. One rather advanced technique is to have students read something silently and then interpret or explain the facts to the teacher orally. This can also apply to a technical graph, recipe, or match problem that is clearly understood by examinees. 

But teachers usually have students explain something less technical. For example, they can be given two to three minutes to explain how Americans celebrate Thanksgiving, how the British celebrate Boxing Day, or how Moslems observe Ramadan. Obviously the student must be quite familiar with what he is explaining. This is not a culture test. Explanations can also be given of a particular sport such as American baseball or European football, of how to get from one location to another of how to do something such as use a pay telephone or a vending machine. 

Related to the explanation task is the task of describing something from memory, usually a familiar physical object or location. The object might be a ballpoint pen or a saw, a bicycle or a typewriter. The familiar location might be a bedroom or  school playground (Madses, 1988).

III. CONCLUSIONS 


In conclusion, it is impossible to learn a new language if it is not practiced, specially when it is not developed or taught it using the correct oral evaluation techniques because they are quite important  in the learning process of students oral performance; but if teachers do not take the risk of applying  most of the techniques available it will be difficult to obtain the best outcome from students’ oral performance. Even though these techniques do not work in the same way in all the groups of students it is indispensable to use them,  taking  into account the pros and cons of these techniques in order to improve them according to the students’ necessities. Also, teachers should be trained in their oral pronunciation because students tend to imitate them and if students do not have an appropriate pronunciation when they have to use their knowledge in the target language it will be a serious problem for them. 

However, facts like time, size of groups, and resources, are just some reasons why some oral evaluation techniques are not used in the classroom, not allowing the right development of students learning process, especially in their oral ability. 


If teachers continue using just the same oral evaluation techniques, they will never be satisfied of what students are able to give in terms of oral performance. That is why taking the risk and investing some time and effort in this task is quite worthy.
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