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

Breakthrough Stage. 

 

You have received these materials because you are either: 

• a teacher carrying out 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, 

or: 

• a teacher using teacher assessment. 
 

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

speaking tests which are to be used for both purposes. 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.  

 

Only those teachers who are applying for accreditation in order to be able to present the 

OCR Grade Awards need to complete the assessment in Activity 4 on page 21. 

 

 

Introduction 
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1. Breakthrough 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. Breakthrough Stage comprises Grades 1-3 and is the first 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 Breakthrough speaking 

GRADE CAN DO STATEMENT 

Grade 1 I can say/repeat a few words and short simple phrases. 

Grade 2 I can answer simple questions and give basic information. 

Grade 3 I can ask and answer simple questions and talk about my 
interests. 

 

On completing this stage, you should be able to use a basic range of everyday expressions 

relating to personal details and needs. Your pronunciation will not always be completely 

accurate but your meaning will be clear. You should be able to understand and use a few 

simple grammatical structures and sentence patterns. You should be familiar with the sound 

system of the language. You should be aware of how to address people both formally and 

informally as appropriate. 

 

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

descriptions expand on typical performances at each grade. 

 

Grade 1 
At Grade 1 learners are expected to be able to repeat short phrases or say short learned 

words or phrases from memory. They will use common concrete nouns couched in very 

simple sentence structures and common formulaic expressions. There will be some attempt 

at target language pronunciation. A learner who relies heavily on repeating language 
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supplied by the examiner or only produces a small number of words from memory is working 

at Grade 1 level. This is the most basic level of speaking. 

 

Grade 2 
By Grade 2 learners should be able to answer simple high-frequency questions (e.g. What’s 

your name? Where is ....? What is ....?). Responses are expected to be short and some 

grammatical errors may be present. Learners should be able to give basic information using 

high-frequency vocabulary (e.g. common concrete nouns, adjectives and verbs) using simple 

sentence structures and common formulaic expressions. There should be some attempt at 

target language pronunciation and there may be hesitation but they should be able to 

communicate the main points of the task. A learner who attempts to use a basic range of 

learned vocabulary and simple sentence structures is working at Grade 2 level.  

 

Grade 3 
At Grade 3 learners should be able to ask simple questions (e.g. How old is ...? Where is ...? 

What colour is ...?) and answer them. They should be able to talk about a range of general 

topics using a range of basic vocabulary (e.g. concrete nouns, simple adjectives, high-

frequency verbs, simple prepositions of place) expressed in a basic range of simple sentence 

structures and formulaic expressions. Their utterances will be short but sometimes extended, 

e.g. by using common connectives, and learners should be confident enough to give a short 

talk on a topic of their choice. They should be able to communicate the main points clearly 

with fewer hesitations and a good attempt at target language pronunciation. 

 

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 Breakthrough 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 3. However, Grades 1 and 2 can be 

obtained by candidates who are unable to demonstrate Grade 3.  

 

Using teacher assessment speaking tasks will provide a good indication of when learners are 

ready. 
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2. Breakthrough 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. Breakthrough candidates are expected to be able to use a basic range of 

everyday expressions relating to personal details and needs. It is their success in using this 

range with sufficient accuracy that is being assessed. Absolute accuracy is not expected. 

 

Communication 

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

communicate their message. The length and frequency of responses are assessed. 

Hesitations while the candidate searches for language are expected but there should be 

sufficient fluency so as not to make communication difficult. Pronunciation should be 

accurate enough for the meaning to be clear and should not require much effort from the 

listener for understanding. A candidate who occasionally uses their first language (such as 

English) should not be penalised so long as it does not affect communication. 

 

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.  

 

Normally you will assign a candidate to band 1, 2 or 3. However, in an exceptional 

case, a candidate might provide you with a language sample that is insufficient for 

you to apply the usual criteria. In such a case, assign the candidate to band 0. 
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Internal standardisation can be carried out in a variety of ways. For example: 

• Before tests are conducted and marking begins, the samples on the DVD can be 

used with all teachers conducting the test to see that the assessment criteria are 

being interpreted and applied in the same way and any differences of interpretation or 

emphasis can be aired and resolved.  

• Once the tests have been conducted teachers select candidates from the top, middle 

and bottom bands of performance from their groups. These are then listened to by 

another or all teachers conducting the test in the centre to see that they agree with 

the marking and the rank order. 

• Alternatively candidates, who are on the borderline between two bands for language 

or communication, can be selected and listened to by another or all teachers and a 

consensus reached about the mark awarded. 

 

As a result of this process it may be necessary for some teachers to adjust their marks in 

order to ensure consistency for the whole centre. 

 

This will ensure that the rank ordering of the candidates in the centre is consistent, which is 

essential. 

 

Once the tests are received by OCR they are sent for moderation. Where the rank order is 

inconsistent, tests may be returned to centres for review and resubmission for moderation.  
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4. Understanding the standard using the DVD 
 

Whether you are a teacher carrying out external assessment of speaking tests or a 
teacher using teacher assessment, this section is relevant to you. The DVD provided with 

this booklet contains four examples of the external assessment speaking test. However, the 

principles and standards exemplified on the DVD can also be used equally well with teacher 

assessment speaking tasks. 

 

The visual material and the interlocutor frame used in the speaking tests on the DVD can be 

found on pages 14-15. (The Examiner’s Booklet gives a detailed account of how to conduct 

the test.)  

 

Practical activities based on the DVD: Understanding the standard 
Activity 1: Based on test 1 

Purpose:  To help you understand how to conduct a Breakthrough speaking test. 

1. Watch test 1. You should particularly focus on the behaviour of the examiner. 

2. How does this work as a test? What are the strengths and weaknesses of the 

examiner? 

Some things to consider are: 

• Did the examiner follow the correct format of the test? 

• What was the examiner’s questioning technique like?  

• Was the candidate given the best opportunity to show what they were 

capable of? How? Could it have been improved? 

• Was the timekeeping acceptable? 

• How was appropriate support provided? 

3. Reflect on your role as examiner. What do you need to do to provide effective tests 

for your learners? 

 

Points to note in the tests shown on the DVD 

• An external microphone is clearly visible on the table facing the candidate. It is extremely 

important to use an external microphone when recording the test on OCR cassettes to 

ensure that a good-quality sound recording is made. The quality of recording should 

be checked before the first candidate to avoid indistinct recording which could 
affect moderation and marking. 

• Timing is also very important. Note that there is a clock or watch in view which is used 

regularly to check the timing of each part of the test. It is good practice to use a clock or 

watch in this way to ensure that all candidates have an equal test and that timing does 

not overrun. 
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The teachers have prepared for the test. They have thought about the questions they will ask 

the candidates. Only one set of pictures was used in this filming. There is, however, a choice 

in the test materials and these should be looked at in advance of the test in order to prepare. 

It is important to vary the pictures used with different candidates, and to choose pictures that 

will elicit different vocabulary to that which is used in the Personal Information and 

Presentation parts of the test and so avoid repetition. 

 

Activity 2: Based on test 1 

Purpose:  To help you understand how to award marks for the test. 

1. Watch Test 1 again. This time focus on the performance of the candidate. 

2. Look at the assessment criteria on page 7 and read the accompanying commentary 

on pages 16-17. Look at the marks that have been awarded and the reasoning that 

has been given for the choice of mark. 

3. Think about your learners. Choose one and apply the criteria to an example of his/her 

spoken language.  
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Resources for activities 1 to 5: Interlocutor frame  
This is the interlocutor frame and pictures used in the speaking test shown on the DVD. Please 
note that the pictures appear in colour in the speaking test pack. 
 
In practice, speaking test packs will include a number of different topics for the personal 
information questions and a number of different visual tasks. The teacher selects the most 
appropriate ones for each candidate. 
 

Part 1: task 1 30 seconds–1 minute 

Introduction Hello. Come in and sit down. We’re going to do your Chinese Speaking test. We’ll 
do most of it in Chinese, but I’ll tell you some things in English, so you know what 
to do. Right. Let’s start. 
现在，我们开始说中文。 

我叫xxx。 
你叫什么名字？ 

好，我们开始吧。 

Note: A choice of topics will be provided. 

Your family 
 

现在，我们来谈一谈你的家庭。 

你家有几口人？ 

你有哥哥、姐姐、弟弟、妹妹吗？他们叫什么名字？他们多大了？ 

你有宠物吗？ 

Part 1: task 2 2 minutes Note: A choice of pictures will be provided. 
Introduction Now I will speak in English again. Here are two pictures, one for me and one for 

you. [give picture to candidate] 
The two pictures are similar, but some things are different. 
First I’ll say two things about my picture and you will tell me what is different in 
your picture. 
Then I’ll ask you two questions about your picture. 
Finally you will ask me two new questions about my picture. 
[wait 15 seconds] 

Talk about any 
two differences 
 

好，现在开始说中文。 

地板上有两/三只杯子。 

那个男孩儿的头发很短/很长。 

那个包在椅子上面/下面。 

看沙发上的那个女孩儿，她戴着/没戴眼镜。 

Ask two 
questions 
 

天气怎么样？ 

几点了？ 

那条鱼是什么颜色的？ 

勺子在哪儿？ 

Candidate asks 
two questions 

好，现在轮到你了。  

请你问我两个问题。 

 [Candidate asks two questions.] 
谢谢！ 

Part 2 up to 1 minute 
Presentation (Right, let’s speak in English again.) Now I’d like to hear your presentation, please. 

好，我们现在开始说中文。 

可以开始吗？ 

谢谢。 
Let’s finish in English. That’s the end of your speaking test. 



 

 � PAGE  � 15�

Part 1 Interaction task pictures 
�  

�  
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Worked commentary for activity 2 

 

Candidate: Henry 

PART 1 

Personal information 
The candidate answers the examiner’s questions about his family confidently and fluently even though 

the examiner speaks quite fast. He answers the questions ‘你家有几个人? ’ ‘你爸爸叫什么？’ 

‘你妈妈叫什么？’ and ‘你有狗吗？’ without any hesitation. 

Interaction task 

To the examiner’s comment ‘地板上有两只杯子。’ the candidate responds correctly with 

‘地板上有三只杯子。’. In response to the examiner’s comment 

‘看沙发上那个女孩，她有眼镜。’, the candidate answers ‘沙发上那个眼镜没有眼镜。’. He 

seems to understand the prompt but answers wrongly，  perhaps because he is nervous. For 

the two questions ‘现在几点了？’ and ‘天气怎么样？’, he answers correctly and without any 

hesitation.  He produces two questions ‘电视在哪儿？’ and ‘猫在哪儿？’. However, his 

pronunciation of ‘视 ’ is not clear. 

ASSESSMENT 

Language  

The candidate uses a basic range of simple structures successfully. He makes very few 

grammatical errors.  He uses a range of basic vocabulary successfully. 
 

Mark: 3.2 

Communication 

The candidate attempts to use the target language pronunciation and understanding requires 

very little effort from the listener. He communicates the main points of the task effectively. 
 

Mark: 3.2 

PART 2 

Presentation 

The candidate has chosen to talk about what he eats everyday and speaks confidently. He 

begins with ‘星期三我买牛奶、面包…’ and gives opinions such as ‘汽水很贵，我不买汽水。’ 

and ‘我不喜欢喝咖啡。’. Although his pronunciation is slightly unclear in places, the candidate 

is able to use a good range of expressions in his presentation. 
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ASSESSMENT 

Language 

The candidate uses a basic range of simple structures successfully without any grammatical 

errors. He uses a range of basic vocabulary successfully. 

 

Mark: 3.3 

Communication 

The candidate makes a good attempt to use the target language pronunciation and it is 

accurate enough for the meaning to be clear. Although he sometimes uses incorrect tones, 

understanding requires little effort from the listener. He communicates the main points 

effectively throughout. 
Mark: 3.3 
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5. Confirming the standard using the DVD 
 

Activity 3: Based on test 2 

Purpose:  To give you practice in independently assessing a Breakthrough speaking 

test.   

This activity is designed for self-assessment or can be used for group discussion to help with 

standardisation.  

1. Watch test 2. 

2. A comment sheet is provided opposite. Look at the assessment criteria on page 7 

and complete the comment sheet by writing brief notes on the conduct of the test and 

both the candidate’s and examiner’s performance. Give a mark for each criterion for 

Part 1 and Part 2 using the assessment criteria on page 7, explaining why you have 

chosen each mark you have given.  

3. Now read the commentary provided in the appendix on pages 26-27 and compare the 

comments and marks with your own.  

4. How does this candidate compare to the one in test 1? Consider your own learners 

and identify one whose spoken language is more in line with this second candidate 

and apply the criteria to an example of his/her spoken language. 

5. If you are unclear about the assessment, re-read all the information provided and 

watch Tests 1 and 2 again. Test 4 on the DVD is an extra test that can be used for 

further discussion purposes. However, a commentary is not provided to accompany 

this test. 
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Self-assessment comment sheet for activity 3 
 

Candidate:  

PART 1 

Personal information 
 
 

 

Interaction task 
 

 

 

 

 

ASSESSMENT 

Language  
 

 

Mark:  

Communication 
 

 

Mark:  

PART 2 

Presentation 
 

 

 

 

 

ASSESSMENT 

Language 
 
 
Mark: 

Communication 
 
 
Mark: 
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6: Making the link with teacher assessment speaking tasks 
 

Teacher assessment and external assessment 
The teacher assessment speaking tasks are separately targeted at grades 1, 2 and 3 in 

contrast to the external assessment speaking tests which test across the three grades of the 

stage. When the required number of teacher assessment tasks has been completed, a 

Grade Award can be signed and presented by an Accredited Teacher. This is not a nationally 

recognised qualification but can have a very good motivational effect as it rewards the small 

steps of progress made at grade level. The two different types of assessment complement 

each other but are completely separate. You can choose to do just external assessment, just 

teacher assessment or both. 

 

How are teacher assessment tasks marked? 
The tasks in teacher assessment consist of a Teacher’s Notes page and a Learner’s Page. If 

you are not familiar with the teacher assessment tasks, an example of a Teacher’s Notes 

page and a Learner’s Page taken from speaking tasks at Grade 2 in the Teacher 

Assessment Pack at Breakthrough Stage is given in the appendix on pages 24-25. These 

pages are in English. In the actual Teacher Assessment Pack the parts that are shaded are 

all in the target language or are culturally relevant (e.g. visual resources). 

 

Each Teacher’s Notes page gives clear indications of what the learner has to do to achieve 

the task. For Grades 2 and 3 marking notes and assessment criteria are given. As for 

external assessment two criteria are used: communication and language. Communication 

refers to the learner’s ability to complete the tasks and how successful he/she is at conveying 

the required information. Language refers to the range of vocabulary and sentence structures 

and the grammatical accuracy that the learner demonstrates. Absolute accuracy is not 

expected.  

 

However, the assessment criteria in the teacher assessment tasks are different to those 

used for external assessment as they are only assessing at one grade, not across the whole 

stage. They are adapted for each task to make it easier to apply them to the task in question. 

Up to 3 marks can be awarded for each criterion, giving a total of up to 6 marks for each 

task.  

 

If you are using the teacher assessment speaking tasks you may find the ‘Tips for conducting 

a speaking test’ on page 9 useful and relevant. Although not a requirement for teacher 

assessment, it can also be very beneficial to carry out internal standardisation in your centre. 

The process is explained on pages 10-11. 
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7. Applying for Accredited Teacher status 
 

Becoming accredited 
When students have successfully completed two speaking tasks at a particular grade from 

the Teacher Assessment Pack they have demonstrated that they have achieved the grade. 

Accredited Teachers may then sign and present a Grade Award to them. If you wish to 

become accredited you will need to complete the following assessment to show that you 

understand the standard expected in speaking at Breakthrough Stage. This is achieved by 

assessing an external assessment speaking test which tests across the whole stage 

using the speaking assessment criteria on page 7.  

 

Activity 4: Based on test 3 

Purpose:  This test is provided to assess those teachers who wish to become Accredited 

Teachers.  

 

This test is labelled on the DVD as for accreditation purposes. It is not necessary to 
complete this assessment exercise to carry out External Assessment Speaking Tests. 
Only those teachers applying for accreditation for teacher assessment will need to 
complete this exercise. 
 

1. Watch test 3.  

2. Assess the candidate, using the assessment criteria on page 7.  

3. On the accreditation sheet, write brief notes about the conduct of the test (e.g. 

candidate performance, timing, examiner performance) for each part.  

4. Finally, explain each of the marks you have awarded using examples from the 

candidate’s performance.  

5. Return the accreditation sheet to OCR. 
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8. Further example 
 

Activity 5: Based on test 4 

Purpose:  To give you further practice in independently assessing a Breakthrough 

speaking test.   

This test is an extra activity that you can use for training purposes in your centre to generate 

discussion about assessing performance in each of the criteria, examining technique, timing 

etc. You may like to discuss how the performance would relate to learners in your language. 
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APPENDIX 
1. Breakthrough teacher assessment Grade 2 task A 

2. Self-assessment commentary for activity 3 

 



 
 

Breakthrough Chinese (Mandarin)
Speaking Grade 2

Task A (adaptable) 

Teacher’s Notes  
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 “I can answer simple questions and give basic information.” 
 

Instructions Learners work in pairs. Each learner has a form to complete about 
their partner. Learners ask each other questions in Chinese to fill 
in their form. The teacher then asks each learner four questions in 
Chinese about the information on the form. When answering, 
learners must not use their notes. 

  
Possible questions 他/她叫什么？ 

他/她多大了？ 

他/她喜欢什么颜色？ 

他/她喜欢吃什么？ 
  
Marking notes Each learner is assessed individually. The task is assessed on the 

basis of both communication (up to 3 marks) and language (up to 
3 marks). Please do not use half marks. 

  

 
Pass 4 out of 6 (communication + language) 
  

Adapting the task The teacher can adapt the task by changing the topic, e.g. a 
house, a town, or a pet, and adapt the questions accordingly. 

Checklist • There is a form with a title and four prompts in English. 
• Learners answer in the third person. 

 

COMMUNICATION LANGUAGE 
• there are 4 answers  
• the language produced is easily understood 

• language produced is generally accurate, 
although there may be some inaccuracies, e.g.  
incorrect tones, incorrect pronunciation, wrong 
word order 

• if the above is fully achieved: 3 marks 
• if the above is partially achieved: 2 marks 
• if the above is minimally achieved: 1 mark 

• if the above is fully achieved: 3 marks 
• if the above is partially achieved: 2 marks 
• if the above is minimally achieved: 1 mark 



 
 

Breakthrough Chinese (Mandarin)
Speaking Grade 2

Task A 

Learner’s Page  
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Ask the person sitting next to you questions in Chinese to fill in the form. Your 
teacher will then ask you four questions in Chinese about the information on your 
form. You will answer in Chinese without your notes. 

 

 

The person sitting next to me 

 

 

Name: ………………………………………………………………….……………………. 

 

 

Age: ………………………………..………………………………………………………… 

 

 

Favourite colour: ……………………………………………………………………………. 

 

 

Favourite food: ……………………………………………………………………………… 
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Self-assessment commentary for activity 3 

 

Candidate: Yoston 

PART 1 

Personal information 

The candidate does not seem to understand the first question ‘你家有几口人? ’, but he is able 

to answer the subsequent questions. To the question ‘你姐姐叫什么名字? ’, he manages to 

answer ‘她名字Loren。 ’ after some hesitation. The examiner speaks a little fast at this stage. 

 

Interaction task 

The candidate clearly understands the examiner’s first comment ‘地板上有两只杯子。’ and 

responds ‘地板上有三只杯子。’.  However, he does not understand the next comment 

‘看，沙发上那个女孩，她有眼镜。’ and the additional comment that the examiner gives when 

he fails to understand the previous one ‘那个包在椅子上面。’.  He also does not understand 

the question ‘那个鱼是什么颜色的? ’. Perhaps the examiner could give the candidate a little 

more time to have a look at the picture before starting, or try repeating the comments, or 

pointing to the picture before moving on to a backup question to encourage the learner to 

respond. The candidate produces the two questions at the end successfully.     

The candidate makes a good attempt but struggles in places perhaps through lack of 

familiarity with the task type and the target vocabulary. Examiners should ensure that they 

chose question types and vocabulary which their students have covered in class.  The 

examiner’s script allows the flexibility to do this.  
 

ASSESSMENT 

Language  

The candidate attempts to use a basic range of simple structures, but he does not respond to 

three out of the four prompts in the interaction task.  He does not produce enough language 

to score higher than a 2.1. 
 

Mark: 2.1 

Communication 

The candidate only communicates some of the main points of the task. His pronunciation is 

accurate enough for the meaning to be clear with some effort from the listener. 
 

Mark:2.1  
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PART 2 

Presentation 

The candidate chooses to talk about his home, beginning with ‘我家不大，我家有六个房间。’ 

and giving some relevant information using a variety of structures and vocabulary. He gives 

opinions such as ‘我的饭厅真整齐。’, ‘厨房很干净。’ and ‘我家的花园很漂亮。’. However, 

he struggles with his pronunciation of ‘我家不大’ ‘饭厅’ ‘电视’, etc. He is sometimes 

hesitant. 
 

ASSESSMENT 

Language 

He uses a basic range of simple structures and vocabulary successfully. 

 

Mark: 3.2 

Communication 

The candidate makes some attempt to use the target language pronunciation and it is 

accurate enough for the meaning to be clear with some effort from the listener. He 

communicates the main points of the task. 

 

Mark: 3.2 
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