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Introduction 
 

Speaking assessments are a critical component of English language exams, evaluating a 

candidate's ability to communicate effectively in real-life situations. This handout provides an in-

depth exploration of the theoretical underpinnings of speaking tests and offers practical 

applications to help teachers and learners navigate these assessments successfully. 

 

Part 1: Theoretical Framework 
 
1. The Nature of Spoken Communication 
 
Speaking is dynamic and involves multiple layers: pronunciation, fluency, coherence, lexical 
resource, and grammatical range and accuracy. 
 
Unlike writing, spoken communication requires real-time processing and immediate response. 
 
Interactional vs. transactional speaking: exams may assess both forms. 
 
2. Key Constructs in Speaking Assessment 
 
Fluency and Coherence: Smooth speech with logical progression. 
 
Lexical Resource: Use of a broad and appropriate vocabulary. 
 
Grammatical Range and Accuracy: Ability to use various grammatical structures correctly. 
 
Pronunciation: Clarity and intelligibility, including stress and intonation. 
 
Interaction (where relevant): Ability to maintain dialogue and respond to cues. 
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3. Common Speaking Exam Formats 
 
Structured interviews: Examiners ask predetermined questions. 
 
Picture-based tasks: Candidates describe and compare images. 
 
Role-play: Simulated real-life interactions. 
 
Discussion and debate: Candidates express opinions and defend arguments. 
 
4. Challenges Candidates Face 
 
Anxiety and nervousness affecting fluency. 
 
Limited exposure to authentic English conversations. 
 
Difficulty structuring responses. 
 
Inconsistent pronunciation or intonation. 
 

 
Part 2: Practical Applications 
 
1. Preparing Learners for Speaking Tests 
 
Encourage Active Listening: Exposure to native and non-native speakers improves 
comprehension and response formulation. 
 
Teach Functional Language: Introduce common phrases for agreeing, disagreeing, expressing 
opinions, and handling interruptions. 
 
Practice Time Management: Simulate exam conditions with timed responses. 
 
 
2. Classroom Activities for Speaking Practice 
 
A. Fluency Drills 
 
Speed Discussions: Rotate partners and discuss topics under time constraints. 
 
10-Second Rule: Encourage students to speak without pausing for a set time. 
 
B. Pronunciation & Intonation Exercises 
 
Minimal Pairs: Differentiate between similar sounds (e.g., ship vs. sheep). 
 
Shadowing Technique: Repeat after recordings to match rhythm and stress. 
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C. Structured Speaking Tasks 
 
Picture Comparisons: Describe similarities and differences. 
 
Role-Plays: Simulate real-world interactions (e.g., booking a hotel room, making complaints). 
 
Debates: Assign topics and have students defend different viewpoints. 
 
 
3. Strategies for Managing Exam Anxiety 
 
Teach relaxation techniques, such as deep breathing. 
 
Build confidence through incremental difficulty exercises. 
 
Encourage self-assessment using recorded speech. 
 
 
4. Giving Constructive Feedback 
 

Use the Sandwich Approach: Positive comment → Constructive feedback → Encouragement. 

 
Focus on actionable improvement areas rather than listing errors. 
 
Encourage self-reflection through guided checklists. 
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More information and ELT materials can be found at: katherinereilly.blog 

 

A free digital copy of the book, ‘The Show Must Go On’ can be downloaded here: The Show 

Must Go On 
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