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L’évaluation des compétences
orales comprend deux aspects: a)
ia récolte d’éléments divers pour
une performance et b) le jugement
de la qualité de la performance.
.’ évaluation suppose une 1dche
qui permette de produire
différents rvpes de discours.
Quelques variables-clé:
production/interaction, théme
recu/théme choisi, présentation
préparée/discussion spontanée,
interaction avec ['enseignant/avec
un autre éléve.

Des exemples d'une approche
particuliére dans {'esprit de “bias
for best” et tendant a ['autonomie
sont illustrés dans un DVD pour
['anglais et un pour le frangais
produits par le CERL. En effet. un
des problémes majeurs de
["évaluation de 'orale est lié a la
difficulté d’établir une
interprétation commune des
criteres. Il s'agit donc de vérifier
que les examinateurs utilisent
réellement ces critéres et ne se
basent pas sur une vision
subjective des niveaux.

L article présente des stratégies
pour surmonter ce type de
difficultés ainsi que des moyens
pour comparer différents
marériels d'évaluation régionaux,

Tema

Assessing Spoken Performance in
relation to the Common European
Framework of Reference

Perhaps the major problem in oral
assessment is assuring that there is a
common interpretation of the assess-
ment criteria concerned. With regard
to assessment in relation to the Com-
mon European Framework of Refer-
ence (CEFR) (Council of Europe
2001), this means a common interpre-
tation of the CEFR levels.

1. CEFR Standardisation Videos

To assist in achieving a common in-
terpretation of the levels and criterion
descriptors when assessing spoken
performance in relationto the CEFR a
DVD for French has been released
this summer by the CIEP and Euro-
centres (Lepage et North 2005a). This
DVD is the product of the first inter-
national benchmarking conference in
relation to the CEFR held in Sévres in
December 2005 for the Council of
Europe by the CIEP and Eurocentres
and for which the report (Lepage and
North 2005b, 2005¢) is available with
documentation tothe DVD onthe Coun-
cil of Europe website www.coe.int/
lang. One third of the 38 participants
at this seminar were from the CIEP
and Eurocentres France, whilst the
others were from the Alliance Fran-
caise and other language schools in
France, plus French specialists and
CEFR specialists from around Eu-
rope. The DVD provides 23 calibrated
spoken performances by young adults
of 14 nationalities at all levels from
below Al to C2. A video for English
of samples calibrated to the CEFR
was also preduced by Eurocentres
and the Migros club schools in late
2003 (North and Hughes 2003) based
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on recordings of Swiss adult learners
made during the research project that
produced the CEFR levels and de-
scriptors (North and Schneider 1998;
North 2000; Schneider and North
2000). Information on the French and
English videos can be obtained from
bjnorth@eurocentres.com or
Johanna.Panthier@coe.int. DVDs for
German and Italian will appear early
next year as a follow-up to seminars
being organised by the Goethe Insti-
tute and the University of Perugia on
the Sevres model taking place in late
2003. Plans for a Spanish DVD also
exist. Information on progress with
the German, Italian and Spanish DV Ds
can be obtained from

Waldemar. Martyniuk @coe.int.

2. Assessment in Relation to the
CEFR

The assessment of spoken language
proficiency consists of two aspects:
(a) the elicitation of a sample of per-
formance and (b) the judgement of the
quality of that performance. In order
for any comparisons to be made be-
tween the results obtained in the as-
sessment and in order for any gener-
alisations to be made between those
assessment results and the results ob-
tained by other candidates on other
assessments, some form of standardi-
sation as regards both the tasks per-
formed and the interpretation of the
criteria is necessary. Clearly there are
limits in the extent to which such
standardisation is achievable or desir-
ableinaEuropean context. The CEFR
is not an exercise m European harmo-
nisation; it is a tool intended to help




language professicnals to reflect on
their current practice and to adopt a
similar metalanguage in order to com-
municate with each other about the
decisions they take. Those decisions
should be defined by the context; the
CEFR is not in any way intended to
prescribe what the results of those
decisions should be.
However. if one wants to talk about
“assessment in relation to the CEFR,”
then it would be sensible to take ac-
count of certain principles to be found
in the CFFR in the design of hoth the
assessment task and the assessment
criteria. These include issues like the
following.

» Transparency: Informing learners
about the learning objectives and
assessment criteria to an extent ap-
propriate to their age and experi-
ence. This might extend 1o self-
assessment, but should at least in-
clude sensitisation to the nature of
the task and to the different qualita-

. tive aspects of a good performance.

"+ Anaction-oriented approach: As-
sessing performance in activities
that reflect what the learners will
need do in the language. So, for
example, no role plays: “persuade
your parents to allow you to .....""

» Communicative language activi-
ties; Ensuring the inclusion of
phases of both spoken production
(sustained monologue) and spoken
interaction (spontaneous dialogue).

Bambini che ascoltano una storia.

» Communicative language compe-
tence: Assessing pragmatic factors
(e.g. fluency, precision, coherence)
as well as lingaisae factors. valu-
ing knowledge (range) as well as
control (accuracy) when assessing
linguistic competence.

3. Eliciting an Adequate Spoken
Sample

An assessment of spoken proficiency
requires a iask that has phases that
elicit different types of discourse.
Some key variables are: production or
interaction; given themes or chosen
themes; prepared talk or spontaneous
talk; colleague as interlocutor or
teacher as interlocutor.

In the spoken assessment tasks used
in the project that produced the CEFR
levels (ibid.) and in the production of
the calibrated samples produced for
the Council of Europe tor English and
French, the following task was used.
A prepared production phase by each
candidate on a chosen theme (with 10
minutes to reflect beforehand on what
to say) was followed by the other
candidate asking questions at the end.
After the second speaker's produc-
tion phase, the pair drew cards with
discussion topics. They were allowed
to discard themes they didn’t like and
10 go on to anew theme when they had
nothing more to say, so again had
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choice of theme. The interaction phase
was 100% spontaneous. The entire
activity ook 12-15 minutes.

That is one particular styie of elicita-
tion that leaves the learners a great
deal of autonomy to show their best. It
was adopted because it is very simple
to set up in classroom contexts, be-
cause it avoids the complications of
the examiner being a part of the per-
formance they are evaluating, and
because itcombined the spirit of “'bias
for best” and autonomy inherent in
the Porifolio. During the recoriing:
for the French DVD, the candidates
were also recorded doing the DELF/
DALF tasks for the new version of the
exams to be released early next year.
These activities are also very natural
and almost invariably concern the
candidate explaining the information
froma “texte déclencheur” to anative
speaker examiner, who then probes
with follow-up questicns. In one case
a(Serbian, male)candidate performed
noticeably better on a DALF task of
this type than in the more relaxed
aunosphere with a colleague as inter-
locuter. On the DALF sample he was
(after statistical analysis) placed at
the top of the C1 range and on the
production/interaction sample he was
placed at the bottom of the same C1
range. In another case a (Chinese,
female) candidate performed far bet-
ter on the informal task in which she
managed the interaction in a very so-
phisticated manrner, showed some C1
features and was calibrated at B2+,
whereas she was only B2 on the for-
mal DELF task in which she feltat a
disadvantage to the interviewer. (The
interviewer was Sylvie Lepage, to
whom she then chatted happily over
lunch and there was no doubt that her
better performance on the produc-
tion/interaction task was more repre-
sentative). With other candidates, the
differences in performances on the
formal task (with interviewer) and
informal production/interaction task
{with colleague) were less marked.
Nevertheless, as a result of this expe-
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rience, for the filming of tasks for the
German DVD by the Goethe Insti-
tute, a short phase with a native-
speaker interlocutor has beeninserted
at the end of each production phase.
Thus the examiner will ask questions
at the end of this phase as well as or
instead of the colleague.

There are, or course, many other ap-
proaches to elicitation. Cambridge
ESOL, for example, focus on defin-
ing tasks for phases that elicit differ-
ent types of discourse, that can be
explained easily to candidates, that
can be mass produced and yet guaran-
teed to be comparable. and that can be
reliably carried out in a standardised
fashion. The resultis slightly reminis-
cent of a TV quiz show: very clear
rules, an authenticity created by the
very acceptance of the unnaturalness
of the situation and a lot of talk from
the “moderator.” Cambridge samples
for the main ESOL examination suite
identified with levels A2-C2 are avail-
able on another standardisation video
made for the Council of Europe (in-
formation from Johanna.Panthier@
coe.int or direct from Cambridge
ESOL).

4, Assessment Criteria

There are two fundamental choices to
be made in the adoption of assessment
criteria. Firstly, do the criteria relate
to the specific task being performed,
orarethey “generic” inthat they evalu-
ate more abstract qualitative factors
reflecting underlying communicative
language competence? Fulcher (1996)
argues very cogently that for any re-
sult to be generalisable, the latter ap-
proach must be taken. In the context
of assessment in relation to the CEFR
the obvious generic criteria to adopt
are formulations taken from oradapted
from those in the descriptor scales in
CEFR Chapter 5. These define differ-
ent qualitative aspects of language
proficiency. They are summarised in
CEFR Table 3 (English pages 28-29,

French page 28, German pages 37-
38). This table uses descriptors from
Chapuer 5 iv define Range (Etendue),
Accuracy (Correction), Fluency
(Aisance), Interaction (Interaction)
and Coherence (Cohérence) for each
CEFR level. Pronunciation was ex-
cluded from CEFR Table 3 because it
was designed for use in contexts in
which assessors with different mother
tongues might assess candidates of
different mother tongues. In such con-
texts, asseesment of pronunciationcan
be inconsistent, particularly since for-
eign-sounding pronunciation is usu-
ally thought of and defined in nega-
tive terms — more is bad (North 2000:
239-242). A descriptor scale for pho-
nological control is in fact provided in
the CEFR (English page 117, French
page 92, German page 117) but, in
common with the scale for ortho-
graphic control. it does not have the
same high degree of validity as the
other CEFR descriptor scales.

If all the candidates are at a particular
range of level (e.g. around B1) then it
would make sense to use an adapted
version of CEFR Table 3 focussed on
those and adjacent levels, perhaps in-
cluding descriptors for the “plus lev-
els” defined in the project that pro-
duced the descriptors (North and Sch-
neider 1998, North 2000).

The second decision is: does one al-
ways use the same criteria (e.g. the 3
criteria of CEFR Table 3) or should
one assess with the (say) three most
relevant criteria for the task at hand?
CEFR Table 3 was designed to be
used with a single assessment task
including both production and inter-
action phases. But if, for example.
interaction and production tasks were
going to take place at different times,
and if the production task were tobe a
short talk, then it might make sense to
rate the short talk with: Range, Accu-
racy, Precision and Coherence, whilst
the interaction tasks might be rated
with Range, Accuracy. Fluency, and
Interaction.
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5. Assessment Procedure

One of the biggest problems with oral
assessment is raters not using the cri-
teria, but assessing in relation to a
personal view of the levels that they
have developed independently. It
therefore helps to have a phase of the
assessment procedure in which the
assessor consciously reads the crite-
riatocheckif the view of the perform-
ance that they are in the process of
forming is in fact justified by the crite-
fia, A procedure used for over 2 Jecade
in Eurocentres (North 1993) and rec-
ommended in the Manual for relating
examinations to the CEFR (Council
of Europe 2003, Figueras et al 20035)
can be summarised as three steps:

" 1. Impression: Write down the over-
all impression of the global level of
the candidate that you have after
about 3 or 4 minutes.

. Analysis: Consciously read the de-
scriptors for that level across the
assessment grid. I[f you confirm that
the candidate does meet the crite-
rion description for a category at
that level, look at the level above in
that same category to see if they are
even better than that. Write aresult
for each assessment category
(Range, Accuracy. Fluency, Inter-
action, Coherence if using CEFR
Table 3).

3. Judgement: Compare your analy-
sisresultto youroriginal impression
and make a considered judgement.
Consultthe CEFR scales for “Over-
all Spoken Interaction” and “Over-
all Spoken Production™ if you find it
difficult to make a final decision.

[ £

6. Alternatives

Clearly what has been described above
is only one of many possible ways of
eliciting and judging a spoken per-
formance in relation to the CEFR lev-
els. Many teachers will prefer to de-
velop their own criteria and to use
these to assess activities that are more
related to their dwn curriculum.




6.1. Benchmarking Local Samples

In cases such of these in which no
CEFR instrument is used in the opera-
tional assessment process, then in or-
der to assure linking to the CEFR
levels, one could follow the proce-
dure outlined in the Manual for relat-
ing exams to the CEFR that was re-
ferred to earlier. This Manual pro-
poses three phases of linking, of which
the second phase “Standardisation” is
relevant to the current discussion. In
order to benchmark a local oral as-
sessment approach to the CEFR, the

Manual recommends videoing per-

formance samples from the local as-

sessment activities thathave also been
graded with the local criteria. Then

these can be related to the CEFR in a

one- or two-day “benchmarking semi-

nar” that follows the following stages:

1. Familiarisation activities designed
to ensure that the participants have
an in-depth understanding of the
CEF levels.

2. Training of judgements using the
documented, calibrated perform-
ances provided by the Council of
Europe Languages Policy Division
in order to ensure an interpretation
of the CEFR levels comparable to
the interpretation elsewhere.

3. Benchmarking the local samples
by immediately applying the con-
sensus gained to the assessment of
the local samples with the same
criteria (CEFR Table 3).

6.2. Assessing and Benchmarking
Discrete Tasks:

The technique discussed in this article
is more suitable for levels at which
learners are able to sustain an interac-
tionorproduction. For the earlier years
of lower secondary, assessment of the
performance of tasks described by
individual Portfolio descriptors may
be more appropriate. One could imag-
ine a simple assessment grid contain-
ing just 3 or 4 descriptors from the
Portfolio checklist for the level con-
cerned: the one(s) describing the

task(s) being performed, plus those
fordifferent “Qualities” provided from
Level A2 upwards. In relation to this
approach the Dutch examination au-
thority Cito are making available for
benchmarking sessions a collection
of mpeg video recordings for English
of learners performing tasks from the
Dutch secondary school Portfolio. For
the second, Training phase of a
benchmarking seminar such as that
outlined above, these calibrated 2-3
minute extracts could be assessed onto
CEFR levels in abenchmarking semi-
nar using the holistic scale provided
in the Manual as Table 5.8. Then the
local Portfolio samples could be
benchmarked with the same scale.
More information about the Dutch
benchmarking samples can be ob-
tained from José Noijons at

Jose Noijons@citogroep.nl.

Footnote
! Unfortunately this is not an invented example.
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