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Introduction 

 

These materials have been created to exemplify the standard expected in speaking at 

Preliminary Stage for the World of Work. 

 

You have received these materials because you are a teacher carrying out World of Work 

external assessment speaking tests who would like support in what constitutes good practice 

in the conduct of speaking tests, information about how to apply the speaking assessment 

criteria accurately and guidance in the process of internal standardisation. 

 

The materials consist of the Applying Speaking Criteria booklet and a DVD with four 

speaking tests. Please read through all the materials and complete the activities.  

 

You may use them by yourself or with other teachers in your centre for standardisation 

training. You can also use them as refresher training at any time within your centre.  
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1. Preliminary Stage 
 

The Languages Ladder 
The Languages Ladder is a ‘ladder of recognition’ from beginner level to proficiency level 

fluency. It is designed to define competence in language learning and it describes a scale of 

achievement through six stages made up of small graded steps which provide short-term 

motivational goals. Preliminary Stage comprises Grades 4-6 and is the second of the six 

stages of the Languages Ladder.  

 

Each of the grades is assessed in relation to simple ‘can do’ statements, which together 

constitute the Languages Ladder. These statements describe what candidates are expected 

to be able to do with language in terms of outcomes.  

 

Languages Ladder ‘can do’ statements for Preliminary speaking 

GRADE CAN DO STATEMENT 

Grade 4 I can take part in a simple conversation and I can express my opinions. 

Grade 5 I can give a short prepared talk, on a topic of my choice, including 
expressing my opinions. 

Grade 6 I can give a short prepared talk, expressing opinions and answering 
simple questions about it, using a variety of structures. 

 

On completing this stage, you should be able to use and adapt learnt language relating to a 

range of predictable everyday matters. Your pronunciation should be clearly understandable 

and you should be able to maintain a simple conversation using strategies such as asking for 

clarification or repetition. You should be able to recognise the difference between past, 

present and future events and be familiar with simple forms of verb tenses. 

 

The standard at Preliminary 
The ‘can do’ statements are useful, but simple, descriptions of performance. The following 

descriptions expand on typical performances at each grade. 

 

Grade 4 
It can be seen from the ‘can do’ statements that at Grade 4 learners are expected to be able 

to take part in a simple conversation and express simple opinions. They are expected to 

communicate in simple and routine matters using a range of everyday, commonly used 

vocabulary and a range of simple sentence structures which includes common regular and 

irregular verb forms. They will be able to communicate the main points, but with some 
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hesitation and grammatical errors will be present. Exchanges will be short and responses will 

occasionally be extended and there may be some longer hesitations. 

 

Grade 5 
By Grade 5 learners should be able to give a short prepared talk which includes simple 

expression of opinions. They are expected to be extending some of their sentences and 

using a good range of common, everyday vocabulary. In conversation they should be 

beginning to ask for clarification or repetition. They will be able to communicate the main 

points, but with some hesitation and grammatical errors will be present. Exchanges will be 

short. 

 

Grade 6 
At Grade 6 learners should be able to maintain a conversation using methods to repair the 

communication or ask for clarification with only a few hesitations. There should be some 

recognition and may be occasional use of regular and common irregular past tenses or the 

simple future, but this is not a pre-requisite of this stage. They should be able to use a range 

of everyday vocabulary and express their opinions clearly. There will be some attempts at 

extending responses using a range of simple connectives, and pronunciation should be 

accurate enough for it not to interfere with understanding. Exchanges will be more extended. 

 

When to enter candidates for external assessment speaking tests 
The external assessment speaking tests are designed to assess across the whole range of 

the stage. Ideally, candidates should be entered for the Preliminary external assessment of 

speaking when they can demonstrate the language competence for the end of the stage, so 

that they have a high probability of achieving a Grade 6. However, Grades 4 and 5 can be 

obtained by candidates who are unable to demonstrate Grade 6. A candidate who is not yet 

working at Preliminary Stage proficiency but is still at Breakthrough Stage will not, however, 

receive a grade at Breakthrough but will be awarded a U (unclassified). 
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2. Preliminary speaking assessment criteria 
 

Assessment criteria 
Whilst the ‘can do’ statements from the Languages Ladder are useful descriptors of outcome, 

they do not define performance with sufficient clarity to ensure a uniform approach to 

assessment. To do this we use Assessment Criteria linked to scales. 

 

For the external assessment of speaking, candidates are assessed on two criteria: language 

and communication. The assessment scales describing the performance required in each 

area can be found on page 7.  

 

The two strands of the assessment criteria 

Language 

This refers to the candidate’s knowledge of, and ability to use, vocabulary and structure to 

convey meaning. Preliminary candidates are expected to have a range of language 

resources relating to predictable everyday matters, including the occasional use of simple 

forms of tenses (e.g. the ‘near’ future) and the ability to express opinions. It is their success 

in using these resources that is being assessed – this includes range, accuracy and 

appropriacy.  

 

Communication 

This refers to the candidate’s ability to take part in the tasks appropriately and with a 

reasonable degree of fluency. Hesitations, while the candidate searches for language, are 

expected but should not interfere seriously with the communication tasks. The candidate is 

also expected to use strategies to maintain or repair communication, e.g. asking for things to 

be repeated, indicating that things have not been understood and self-correcting. There 

should be a good attempt to use the target language pronunciation so that a minimum of 

effort is needed by the listener for understanding. 

 

Applying the assessment criteria 
During a speaking test, you assess candidates by applying the criteria shown in the table on 

page 7. You award each candidate one language mark and one communication mark for 

Part 1 and for Part 2, giving four marks in total. 
 

To award a language or communication mark: 

1. Choose which ‘band’ (0, 1, 2 or 3) best describes a candidate’s performance.  
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