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Assessing 
speaking 
performance
How the new CEFR can help 
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Speaking competence

Linguistic
(vocabulary, 
grammar)

Phonological
(sounds, 

intonation)

Sociolinguistic
(appropriate, 
pluricultural)

Pragmatic 
(flexibility, fluency, 

coherence)
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Reasoning behind

• Language cannot be separated from communication 
and culture

• Purpose, usage and functionality of language

• New fields of interaction for speaking and writing

• Strategies on mediation (between languages)

• Pronunciation? Phonology!

• Pluricultural competence

Effective communication 

L2 = BE

L1B

ELF

L1A

Communication between 

speakers of different L1s 

requires more than grammar 

and vocabulary
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Conventional exam approach

• Speaking not often tested

• Native speaker model still 
prevailing

• British English – received 
pronunciation

• US English – white English

• And who does the testing?

• Needs to be done by a 
person

• Computerised testing of 
limited value

Speaking assessment: 
what matters?

• natural flow of speech and ideas

• can they get their message across

• avoid misunderstandings

• clarity, ease of expression

• pronunciation and being understood

• intelligibility, appropriateness,
idiomaticity (B2 and up), 
correctness (B2 and up)

• levels of empathy and fluency
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What matters

 grammar

 vocabulary

 fluency

 pronunciation (intonation)

 clarity (word order)

 ability to describe things

 no communication breakdown

 interaction: dialogue

 active listening

 checking for understanding

 appropriacy (politeness, 
formality)

 turntaking

The communication mix

communication

culture

inter-
action

language
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What does 
the CEFR 
describe?

P
ro

d
u

c
ti
o

n

Describing experience

Giving information

Putting a case

Public announcements

Addressing audiences

Production: sample

Introducing a speaker and his topic

Before you listen: which features could you assess in this excerpt?

Now listen and check: what would make sense?

What would be your assessment?
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Factors of 
impact

• Signposting/addressing the audience 
(explaining what she is going to talk about)

• Presenting an argument (rhetoric question, 
repeating, challenges, enumeration, examples, 
impact, future vision)

• Mediation/making an announcement: explaining 
what the speaker will talk about, turn-taking 
(handing over to speaker)

• Phonology: intonation, using the voice, 
emphasising important points, easy to follow, 
pausing

• Use of vocabulary and grammar: accuracy, 
fluency, coherence

Putting a case

Production: descriptors
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Public announcement

Production: descriptors

Addressing audiences

Production: descriptors
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Mediation

Strategies

managing 
interaction

encouraging 
conceptual talk

constructing 
meaning 
together

Activities

explaining

translating

relaying

Mediation

Communication

pluricultural 
space

acting as 
intermediary

handling 
delicate 

situations

Strategies

linking to 
previous 

knowledge

adapting 
language

breaking 
down 

complexity

15

16



02/10/2022

9

Mediation

 Already practised in schools

 L1 no longer a taboo, but:
 How to use L1 sensibly?

 Activities of mediation
(text, concept, communication)

 Strategies of mediation
(explaining concepts and simplifying texts)

Mediation 
strategies

• Strategies to explain a new concept 

• Linking to previous knowledge 

• Adapting language 

• Breaking down complicated information 

• Strategies to simplify a text 

• Amplifying a dense text 

• Streamlining a text 

• Which of these did the
speaker apply?
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Mediation: 
new 
concepts

• Linking back to previous knowledge

• posing questions to encourage people to 
activate prior knowledge 

• providing examples and definitions

• Breaking down complicated information

• breaking a process into a series of steps 

• presenting separately the main points in a 
chain of argument 

• These are two strategies the speaker applies 
when explaining the impact of digitalisation on 
the finance world

Linking to previous knowledge Breaking down complicated information

What are the descriptors?
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What does 
the CEFR 
describe?

In
te

ra
c
ti
o

n
 I

Understanding 
interlocutors

Conversation

Informal discussion

Formal discussion

Goal-oriented co-
operation

What does 
the CEFR 
describe?

In
te

ra
c
ti
o

n
 I
I

Obtaining goods and 
services

Information exchange

Interviews (a/p)

Using
telecommunications

Online conversation
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Interaction

Strategies

turntaking

compensating

asking for
clarification

How has focus

shifted?

Interaction: sample

Agreeing and disagreeing

Before you listen: which features could you assess in this excerpt?

Now listen and check: what would make sense?

What would be your assessment?
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Factors of 
impact

• phonology: intonation, using the voice, 
emphasising important points, easy to follow, 
pausing

• use of vocabulary and grammar: accuracy

• fluency, coherence

• avoiding communication breakdown: using 
German words, explaining the word

• understanding an interlocutor: relating back to 
what the previous speaker said, helping out the 
other speaker

• formal discussion: understanding points in 
detail, contributing own points/opinions in own 
field of expertise 

Breaking down complicated information

Interaction: descriptors

Linking to previous knowledge
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Interaction: descriptors

Formal discussion

Interaction: descriptors

Informal discussion
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More 
factors of 
impact

• mediation: relaying a text: paraphrasing 
(regulations)

• production: presenting an argument, 
using signalling language 

• creating a supportive discussion culture: 
showing sensitivity to other people’s 
opinion

Where does culture come in?

C2
(AABC)

Cu3

Pluriculture

Cu1
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Effective communication 

L2 = BE

L1B

ELF

L1A

Communication between speakers 

of different L1s is impacted by the 

speaker’s culture and 

communication style

Pluricultural competence

• Acting as a mediator (key 
function) in difficult situations

• Moderating/mediating 
communication between people 
from different cultures 
successfully

• Anticipating possible problems 
and misunderstandings and 
developing solution strategies

• Does not only apply to different 
cultures, but also to different 
languages

ELF

L1B/C3

Pluriculture

C1/L1A
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CEFR: new 
descriptors

In the end

• Spoken communication must be 
purposeful and effective. 
And so must be assessment.

• Mediation and interaction, i.e. the 
success of communication, must be 
assessed by you – the teacher, the 
language expert.

• Bank on it. Machines cannot do 
that.
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Intelligibility is the key

info@tailored-trainings.de
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