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100 years of speaking tests!

This year 2013 is a special year - we celebrate the centenary of a standardised 
English speaking test. It is 100 years since the introduction of the Cambridge 
Certificate of Proficiency in English (CPE) in 1913. The test lasted 12 hours and 
included a speaking component: candidates faced half an hour of reading aloud and 
conversation with the oral examiner plus half an hour of dictation; the result was a 
speaking test which lasted one hour. 

Today, the speaking test is conducted with two candidates, and two examiners, one 
who speaks to the candidates (interlocutor) and one who assesses them (assessor). 
It now takes about 15 minutes. 

English Admissions tests used by universities
  
The CPE is used by many universities in UK and elsewhere as an entrance or 
admission test for English language. Other universities use other highly 
standardised international tests such as IELTS, TOEIC, or TOEFL.

Some universities have their own admission tests. Sometimes these are specific to 
one faculty, for example, medicine or engineering. Or they may be general English 
tests. 

Other universities use their national school leaving examination as an admissions 
test. The problem here is that usually the national school leaving exam has no 
speaking component, or only a small speaking test. This can have a negative 
washback (impact), because teachers will not give priority to speaking if it is not 
part of the test. 

Recent developments in testing spoken language

1. Use of common scales, for example the European Framework. This is based 
on ‘Can Do’ statements, for example: 
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C2
Proficient 
user

I can take part effortlessly in any conversation or 
discussion

C1 I can express myself fluently and spontaneously
B2

Independent 
user

I can take an active part in discussion in familiar 
contexts, accounting for and sustaining my views

B1 I can deal with most situations that arise while 
travelling. I can enter in conversation on familiar 
topics 

A2
Basic user

I can communicate in simple and routine tasks 
requiring exchange of information

A1 I can ask and answer simple questions on very 
familiar topics

(from Common European Framework of Reference for Languages, CUP, 2001)

This is similar to a rating scale but all the statements begin with ‘I can…’ so 
learners have been able to make a real contribution to the development of 
this scale. All the major standardised international tests have their own 
rating scales, but increasingly the CEFR is emerging as a common standard 
to which test scales are linked for the purposes of reporting and interpreting 
results.

2. Impact of technology: there are many ways in which developments in 
technology have an impact on the testing of speaking; here are three 
examples. 

a. Computer-mediated: the candidate speaks in response to a prompt or 
question delivered by a computer. A digital recording of the response 
is sent to be marked by a human examiner, who could be anywhere in 
the world. The TOEFL iBT, TIEIC and BULATS online speaking tests are 
examples of computer-mediated tests. 

b. Computer-marked: the candidate speaks in response to a prompt or 
question delivered by a computer. The computer also analyses and 
marks the response automatically.  PhonePass is an example of a 
computer-marked speaking test.

c. A common problem for speaking tests is how to collect a sufficient 
sample of spoken English from each candidate to be able to give an 
accurate score. The use of mobile phones and other digital devices 
make it easier to collect adequate samples of the spoken language. 
The candidate can contribute to a recorded portfolio on several 
occasions.
Our students multi-task and in doing so many things unconscious 
acquisition is as important as conscious learning, particularly when 
students are accessing and transmitting information in both their first 
language and in the English language. In an era of ever-increasing 
digital devices locating our work exclusively within “computer” 
assisted learning is somewhat problematic. These recent studies 
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suggest a shift from Computer Assisted (language) Learning to Mobile 
Assisted (language) Use. (Huw Jarvis)

3. There are different reasons why many schools around the world are giving 
greater emphasis to speaking English: 

a. Global citizenship and international communication: mobile phones, 
skype, video conferencing, access to internet resources 

b. Access to English-medium in global higher education: universities in 
many countries such as Singapore, Malaysia, India, UAE, Holland, 
Scandinavia, all provide higher education in English as well as USA, 
Australia, UK. 

c. bilingual education is being introduced from as young as Kindergarten 
and an international curriculum which includes global studies 

4. Many schools and ministries of education now want to teach what they call 
‘thinking skills’ or ‘critical thinking’ or ‘21st century skills’ but there is no 
common understanding of exactly what this means. For example, it can 
mean decision-making; creativity; innovation; collaboration; or global 
awareness. 

One problem is that the world is changing so fast we do not know what our 
students will need to know in 10 or 20 years’ time. The educational 
researcher Dylan William said ‘There is only one 21st century skill – problem 
solving. We need to produce people who know how to act when they are 
faced with situations for which they were not specifically prepared’ 
How can we teach this? How can we prepare students to respond in 
unfamiliar situations? This is a big challenge for schools and teachers. 

Challenges in testing speaking

What are the main challenges of speaking tests today? Really the challenges are the 
same as they have always been: speaking test design is a compromise between 
Validity, Reliability, Impact and Practicality. 
• Validity: how to elicit from the candidate the language that we want to measure?
• Reliability: how to get the same results for different candidates and different 

examiners?
• Impact: how to make sure that the test has a positive impact, both before the 

test to improve the teaching and after the test to help the candidate to 
communicate successfully? Impact can be negative as well as positive, for 
example if a test contains no speaking component, then teachers will not 
encourage their students to learn to speak

• Practicality: how to find the resources needed to administer and mark many 
tests quickly? 

3



What are some solutions to these challenges? 

• Validity: to make sure that we are testing real communication, we can set up 
activities that require genuine interaction between candidates in pairs or groups; 
a test can include several short tasks with a different focus. 

• Reliability: develop rating scales like the CEFR; standardise the test procedure so 
every candidate has the same experience; give training for examiners

• Impact: carry out research into impact with candidates, teachers, parents. 
Cambridge has published impact studies on recent education reform projects in 
Italy and Hong Kong

• Practicality: control the administration and marking tightly; make digital test 
recordings and check the marking; use classroom assessment if possible

Here are some examples of different possible activities for speaking:
o Making a presentation: give students 5 minutes to prepare and 2 

minutes to speak
o Describing a picture or telling a picture story
o Explaining your personal opinion: choose a topic and ask them why 

they like or dislike it
o Working with a partner to solve a problem together
o Asking questions and giving answers
o Giving instructions on how to do something, e.g. how to make tea

To see how some of these ideas are put into practice, have a look at these links to 
videos of PET speaking tests on Youtube http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=k3McXr_VgmI and http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V28m3nU7E44 
In these examples of communicative speaking tests with two candidates and two 
examiners, you can see two candidates working together.  The examiner gives them 
a task to do, and they collaborate to complete a task which was not prepared. It is 
now common for a speaking test to have problem-solving activities like this with 
two or more than two candidates working together.
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