
Ever since my first semester of teaching oral English,
when I had classes with 300 students, the question I
have had is how to fairly and professionally evaluate
such large classes for a final grade. Conducting 300 oral
interviews did not seem very realistic to me. Time,
student numbers, a variety of schedules, and my inexpe-
rience made oral interviews seem like an impossible
task. But how else can one do oral English evaluation
and assessment?  

Oral evaluation becomes even more troublesome to
me when I consider the diversity of English abilities
among the students in each class. I have students who
have lived in English-speaking countries for months and
have a much higher level of English then many of the
other students. Some students have only minimal
English skills and have trouble with a simple greeting.
Do I grade based on improvement, skill level achieved,
or some sort of curve?  The purpose of this article is to
give teachers three strategies to fairly and professionally
evaluate large numbers of oral English students.

Strategy 1: A Strong Foundation

Keeping It Fair

Start with a strong foundation. The best way to fair-
ly and professionally evaluate students is to have a
strong foundation. The foundation will be strong if the
teacher has a clear understanding of how to base the
evaluation, assessment, and grade on the teaching goals
and objectives. For example, my overall goal was to
develop the oral English production of the students. The
main lesson goal was to provide them with opportuni-
ties to speak English and to improve individual ability to
communicate in English. Oral English production is the
main goal, but listening skills are also necessary to
improve the ability to produce correct oral English

responses in a conversation. Once teaching goals are
established, then planning how to evaluate and assess
students can begin.

What is the difference between evaluation and
assessment?  “Evaluation is the collection and interpre-
tation of information about aspects of the curriculum
(including learners, teachers, materials, learning
arrangements, etc.) for decision making
purposes...Assessment refers to the tools, techniques,
and procedures for collecting and interpreting informa-
tion about what the learners can and cannot do”
(Nunan, p. 85). Snow says that “evaluation consists of
any way in which you measure and judge students’
knowledge or skills” (p. 60). Evaluation is based on stu-
dent assessment; assessment measures what students
can or cannot do.

The purpose of evaluation falls into the two major
categories of diagnostic and motivational. “Evaluation
is valuable not only for determining students’ skill lev-
els, but also as a way of holding them accountable and
encouraging them to keep working” (Snow, p.59).
Student evaluation will cause a positive or negative
reaction, depending on if students feel your evaluations
are fair or not. Fairness is a somewhat subjective con-
cept. What seems fair to one student may seem unfair
to another. The more clearly a method of evaluation is
explained to students, the less possibility there is for
negative backwash.

A required music class I took in college exemplifies
the importance of fairness. I freely admit I am musical-
ly challenged, but I did everything the teacher said I
needed to do to get a B in the class. All my tests,quizzes,
projects,and papers were Bs or higher. Nonetheless,my
final grade was a C+. The teacher told me that C+ was
the grade he felt I deserved. I became upset because
the teacher had told me how to get a B, and I did it, but
got a C+. The C+ grade also meant I lost a scholarship.
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How a teacher evaluates a student may have more of
an impact then just a grade for one class. Grades are
important to students for many reasons—how a teacher
evaluates a student may have consequences on a stu-
dent’s present and future. “It may be good from time to
time to remind ourselves that the power grades often
have over students is not an illusion of students’ imagi-
nations. In many nations, opportunity for academic
advancement is limited, and examination scores and
grades frequently determine who goes on and who does
not. Scores and grades may also determine job place-
ment, scholarship allotments, and less tangible rewards
such as respect and pride. Students cannot be expected
to ignore these realities, and can thus hardly be faulted
for gearing their study to result in the best grade possi-
ble” (Snow, p. 60).

Making It Meaningful

How does an oral English teacher keep the evalua-
tion process positive?  Oral English class demands an
oral evaluation, which means oral assessment. Oral
assessment should be on the skills being taught in the
class. Quizzes, tests, and presentations need to be based
on the oral production of the student, not on what they
can write. “Use direct testing measures as much as pos-
sible,” advised Snow (p. 62). Assessment should be as
close to a real conversation as possible. This is no prob-
lem for teachers with 30 students, but a very big prob-
lem for a teacher with 300 students!  Even so, oral
English assessment needs to be oral, even if that is not
easy for the teacher.

When students know their grade is based on how
they converse, they will change the way they study to
conform to what is being assessed. How students study
will change only if they know in advance how they will
be evaluated and assessed. They should not be surprised
by the way assessment is administered. When they
know in advance how they will be assessed and that 
in-class practice and homework reflect the method of
assessment, this will affect how seriously they take class-
room activities. Therefore, oral English evaluation and
assessment need to be based on teaching goals 
and objectives.

Strategy 2: The Right Tools

Second, use the right tools. Just as building a house
requires specific tools to do the job correctly, so do oral

evaluation and assessment. What are the right tools to
evaluate and assess oral English students?  Oral inter-
views?  Tests?  Quizzes?  Individual presentations?
Group presentations?  In-class work?  Student self-evalu-
ation?  Attendance?  Portfolios?  However you choose to
evaluate your students, an evaluation should use a com-
bination of assessment methods and reflect your teach-
ing goals. I recommend using a combination of oral
interviews, in-class work, student self-evaluation, atten-
dance, and individual and group presentations.

In-class work is a key assessment opportunity. In-
class work covers all the practice and presentations
done by students. Presentations need to relate directly
to what is being taught and be made as real-to-life as pos-
sible. Rating scales or rubrics can be used to quickly
evaluate them. Attendance is also very important. When
students are absent, it is almost impossible for them to
make up the work. Therefore, I make attendance part of
my evaluation process. If students miss a certain num-
ber of classes, I deduct a percentage of their grade.
Students need to be in class to learn and practice their
oral skills.

“Communicative language tests are intended to be a
measure of how the testees are able to use language in
real life situations. In testing productive skills, emphasis
is placed on appropriateness rather than on ability to
form grammatically correct sentences" (Kathleen). I do
not see how an oral English teacher can escape the
importance of direct measurement testing—this means
some sort of oral interview with each student. I attempt
to make oral interviews as much like a real conversation
as possible. They do not have to be long and should
relate directly to what has been practiced in class. Oral
interviews are a good way to assess and evaluate oral
skills, but they need to be used wisely.

Oral interviews should be short and to the point. I
was teaching students how to make appointments, and
reviewing greetings, introductions, and conversation
closings. I told the students they were all at a business
conference where they had to greet, meet, make
appointments, and close a conversation with other con-
ference attendees. I let them know that I would be inter-
viewing each student on these same skills. I informed
them that the conversation demonstrating these skills
should be done in less then two minutes. When it came
time to do the interviews, I was able to spend about two
minutes with each student and get through a class of 40
in less then two hours. My assessment was then made
based on their ability to greet, introduce, make an
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appointment,and close a conversation. Assessment with
a large number of students must be brief and must relate
directly to the skills taught.

Oral assessment tools need to be quick and efficient,
especially when dealing with large numbers of students
and a short amount of time. It is very helpful for a
teacher to use some sort of rating scale or rubric during
an exam. The advantage of rating scales is the fact that
you can insert whatever specific skill you want to assess.
Rating scales are also versatile for use in oral interviews

or class presentations. Examples from Messerklinger and
Madsen (p. 168) are shown in Figure 1.

A final assessment tool is student self-assessment.
Allow students to evaluate themselves and give yourself
as the teacher an opportunity to get immediate feedback
about each student and the lesson. This would demand
some management skills, but the form and frequency
could be adapted to your teaching style, situation, and
assessment goals. A sample form from Snow (p. 67) is
shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 1.  Examples of rating scales.

Example A

Partial answer CONTENT Complete answer

Long and many PAUSES Short and few

Slow RATE Fast

Many REPETITIONS Few

Example B

Criteria (equally weighted):

(1) Comprehension or time
(2) Pronunciation
(3) Grammar and word order
(4) Vocabulary
(5) General speed of speech and sentence length

As an example, the criteria for (3) are:

5 points Uses English with few (if any) noticeable errors of grammar or word order.
4 points In general uses “good English,” but with occasional grammatical or word order 

errors which do not, however, obscure meaning.
3 points Meaning occasionally obscured by grammatical and/or word order errors which 

do not, however obscure meaning.
2 points Grammatical usage and word order definitely unsatisfactory; frequently needs 

to rephrase constructions and/or restricts himself to basic structural patterns 
(e.g., uses the simple present tense where he should use past or future).

1 point Errors of grammar and word order make comprehension quite difficult.
0 points Speech so full of grammatical and word order errors as to be virtually 

unintelligible to “the man on the street.”

In real life, try subtracting 0.2 for every error and 0.5 for every 30 seconds off the required time.



Strategy 3: The Right Questions

Thirdly, ask the right questions. Foreign teachers
need to remember that they are in a different culture
and the rules for grading are different. We need to ask
the right questions to the school and students before
evaluation begins. Here are some questions that may
help in thinking through how to evaluate students:
• What are the teaching goals and purpose of the class? 
• What are the school’s expectations for the class? 
• Are the teacher’s and school’s expectations for the
class compatible? 
• What do grades communicate and mean in the culture?
• How can the teacher best communicate how grades
will be earned?
• What curriculum is to be used in the class?

If you are a teacher in Asia, you may have very large
classes of oral English students to evaluate. You may not
know this until the day you are expected to teach.
Knowing what to ask will help you start building a
strong foundation for the semester.
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In conclusion, this article’s purpose was to give oral
English teachers three strategies or principles for fairly
and professionally evaluating and assessing large num-
bers of oral English students. Strategy 1 is to start with
a strong foundation of basing evaluation and assessment
on teaching goals and objectives. Strategy 2 is to be
committed to use appropriate evaluation and assess-
ment tools. Student self-evaluations, oral interviews, in-
class work, and individual and group presentations can
be used. Strategy 3 is to gather needed information by
asking the right questions of the school and of yourself.
Professionalism and fairness can be achieved in the eval-
uation of oral English students with some creativity,
planning, time, and hard work!  n
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Goal:  Student-directed learning and teaching of
phrasal verbs and idioms.

This activity is flexibly designed for low-intermediate
to advanced students, and was originally used with
university-aged students.

In every class, I distribute two phrasal verbs or
idioms to two students (one phrasal verb or idiom per
student). These students are then partners for the
assignment.

For homework, the pair should find out the mean-
ings and uses of the phrasal verbs or idioms by asking
native speakers. When they get the information, they
should be sure that they understand not just the dic-
tionary meaning but also how it is used in real life. Ask
the students to give you a sample situation.

The students next work together to write a dia-
logue which uses or demonstrates the phrasal verbs
or idioms. They should practice the dialogue a couple
of times so that they feel comfortable sharing it with
the class. They might want to use props to make it
more interesting and realistic!

At the beginning of the next class, the two stu-
dents write the phrasal verbs or idioms on the board,
then perform the dialogue for the class twice. The
other students should try to guess the meanings. After
they perform it twice, ask the other students what
they think the phrasal verbs or idioms mean, then 
discuss their actual meanings and uses with the class.

The dialogue is then turned in, typed up, and 
distributed to the class during the next lesson.

Below is an example dialogue done by two of my
intermediate-level students. The two phrasal verbs or
idioms assigned were:
• To be (or feel) under the weather: to be a bit sick.
• To have someone over: to have someone at your
place as your guest.

A: What’s up, buddy?
B: Not much.
A: Guess what?
B: What?
A: I am going to have a party tomorrow. I’d like to
have you over for the party.
B: I can’t because I’m feeling a little under the
weather.
A: Oh my…I hope you feel better.
B: Thank you, and enjoy the party!
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