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A Note to Instructors Regarding 
This Book and Test Preparation

This book is intended to encourage learners to practice speaking English

and analyze their own speaking with a critical ear. While learners may use

this book as a self-study tool, it is not intended to replace ESL classes; this

book is designed as a tool for both learners and ESL instructors. While the

material is directed toward the TSE® Test and SPEAK® Test, the communica-

tion strategies shared here should be useful for learners preparing for other

types of oral exams, interviews, and performance tests as well. Practice over

time will help learners develop skills to be able to respond appropriately to a

variety of situations. Learners should practice responding to a variety of

tasks, not just those in this book. If learners spend more time speaking Eng-

lish because of this book and think about what and how they communicate

more than they have in the past, then this book’s purpose will be achieved.

Test preparation has often been misunderstood. Can students benefit

from test preparation? Does test preparation falsely inflate skill levels?

Should ESL instructors dissuade learners from any type of test preparation?

Four common misconceptions in preparing for oral tests that I discussed in

TESOL Matters (Oct/Nov 2000, vol. 10, no. 4) are summarized here.

• Misconception 1: Test preparation focuses on tricks, not skills,
and therefore inflates scores.

Some test preparation may indeed lack substance, but solid com-

munication strategies can be taught and are useful for responding

to tests, and more important, for real-life communication. Com-

munication strategies can include organized responses, organiza-

tional markers, audience awareness, and the importance of stress

and tone. Inflated scores occur when examinees score better than

would be reflected in their actual skills. If test questions and the

scoring rubric of a test accurately focus on important aspects of

communication, there is no reason to think that an examinee will

sound organized, cohesive, and fluent on a test, but not in other

real-life settings. Improving communication skills so that learners

improve their scores is an appropriate goal for test preparation.

v

PapajohnPages  1/19/05  1:48 PM  Page v



• Misconception 2: Test preparation destroys spontaneous speech.

Spontaneity refers to responding based on a natural feeling from

within. Native speakers have access to conscious and subcon-

scious templates for a variety of communication, from letters and

memos to introductions and speeches. Knowledge of these tem-

plates should not be assumed to exist for a person communicat-

ing in a second language and culture. However, there is no reason

to keep these templates hidden from nonnative speakers. Com-

municative strategies and spontaneity are not mutually exclusive.

When communication strategies are learned well, they can be ap-

plied spontaneously, in a way similar to native speakers. While

memorized answers interfere with testing, knowledge of cultural

and linguistic conventions aids communication and should be a

part of learning and testing.

• Misconception 3: Teaching specific organizational markers
limits the range of responses.

Exposing students to specific organizational markers and how

they are used in context does not limit them to those words and

phrases studied. The goal is to broaden learners’ understanding of

the importance of organizational markers in such a way that they

will recognize them more frequently and will apply them appro-

priately. Memorizing words and inserting them without proper

understanding will not make communication sound more fluent,

whether on a test or in another communication context.

• Misconception 4: Structured language samples are not as effective
as impromptu language samples for learning oral communication.

Structured language is more common in written form, so some

may argue against its use in teaching oral skills. However, im-

promptu speech is filled with incomplete sentences, hesitations,

and informal structure. Therefore, impromptu speech can some-

times prove frustrating and confusing to learners. If the ultimate

goal is clear communication rather than imitation of native

speakers, structured language can be an effective teaching tool. In

this book, model responses, authentic responses, and modified

authentic responses have been used.

vi A Note to Instructors Regarding This Book and Test Preparation
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These and other misconceptions about test preparation continue to circu-

late for a couple of reasons. The first reason is the existence of test prepa-

ration that is poorly conceived and that aims to improve scores without

improving skills. This is usually associated with cramming. Cramming

does not involve long-term learning, nor does it encourage extrapolating

learning to new contexts. The second reason is based on the instruments

used in oral assessment. Common complaints about oral testing are: the

lack of interactivity (especially in semi-direct recorded exams); the fact

that scoring rubrics may not account for certain qualities (such as spon-

taneity or nuanced responses); the generalizability of certain language

functions (such as complaining and apologizing); and the level of skill

needed to score well (based on score levels and cut-off scores). While the

ESL profession works toward improving testing instruments, we can har-

ness the motivation that test preparation offers to help students learn

sound communication strategies.

A Note to Learners

In addition to communication strategies, this book contains many sample

responses to all the question types on the TSE® Test. These are not intended

to be followed as a script, but to highlight what makes communication ef-

fective in various situations. You are encouraged to record your own re-

sponses and listen to and analyze yourself. You may find it helpful to work

with a friend or colleague who is also interested in improving his or her

English communication skills. Ideally, you will have an experienced ESL in-

structor who can give you feedback as well. When you record yourself,

don’t try to sound like someone else. Develop your own communication

style. Practice the strategies you learn from this book, and draw on your

own personality and strengths to become an effective communicator. Lan-

guage is a tool for you to use, and it is my desire that this book will help you

gain confidence and mastery of that tool in all of your communications.

A Note to Instructors Regarding This Book and Test Preparation vii
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––1––

Preparing for the TSE® Test and
Other Speaking Tests

What Makes Communication Effective?

As we begin, consider a situation where you had trouble communicating

with someone else in English. Describe your experience, including where

you were, who you were speaking with, what you were talking about, and

why you think you had trouble communicating.

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

3

In this chapter you will:

• Consider what makes communication effective.

• Learn how this book is organized.

• Learn the four competencies that define communicative

competence for the TSE® test.

• Learn general TSE® test-preparation strategies.
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Now review your incident alone or with a partner and identify communi-

cation skills you could have employed to better get your meaning across.

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Even native speakers of English run into miscommunications, so having

strategies to overcome these inevitable communication problems is impor-

tant. An effective communicator has a storehouse of strategies to commu-

nicate different things in different ways, as the situation calls for.

Throughout this book you will learn how to effectively communicate in

many situations you will face in real life and on the TSE® Test or SPEAK®

Test. Language learning strategies and communication strategies will be

marked throughout the book with this symbol r.

How This Book Is Organized

The new TSE® test consists of three warm-up questions and nine rated

questions. This book will take you through a practice test question by ques-

tion. The sample questions used in this book are similar to those published

by ETS (ETS 2003) in their 2003–04 TSE Bulletin and on the ETS website.

ETS released these questions to show examinees samples of typical TSE®

questions so examinees could “become familiar with the TSE” before actu-

ally taking the test. Information on how to register for the TSE® is provided

in Chapter 15.

In Chapter 2 the TSE® score levels and scoring criteria are explained,

and sample responses at different score levels are presented and discussed.

Chapter 3 provides an overview of pronunciation. Clear pronunciation is

essential for responding to all TSE® questions and for effective communica-

tion in general. A sample test is presented in Chapter 4 to introduce the test

4 Toward Speaking Excellence
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format and typical questions. Each type of TSE® Test question is discussed

in detail in Chapters 5–14. You will see sample test questions shown in bold

lettering surrounded by a single-lined box. The time allotted for the re-

sponse is given in seconds inside the parentheses following the question.

Sample questions look like this:

Sample question. (60 seconds)

A sample answer in bold, italic lettering in a double-lined box follows each

question. Sample answers look like this:

Sample answer.

In this second edition of Toward Speaking Excellence, actual student re-

sponses have been used or modified to highlight specific characteristics of

effective communication. Actual responses may include disfluencies like ex-

cessive pausing or filler sounds, yet it is hoped that the realistic speech sam-

ples will lead to solid communication advice. We have tried to make the

text match, as closely as possible, the spoken response. Language is complex

so not all errors or all strengths of each response will be discussed. Rather,

particular communication features will be emphasized to help cover a vari-

ety of skills and concepts for effective communication. Practice exercises

are intended to help you focus on specific communication skills and strate-

gies and are marked throughout the book with this symbol N. In addition

to the practice exercises, practice questions at the end of Chapters 5–14

provide you with the opportunity to apply the oral language skills dis-

cussed throughout this book. Chapter 15 provides practical test-taking tips

for before, during, and after the TSE®. Chapter 16 contains two complete

sample TSE-like tests for further practice. (These questions are not actual

TSE® questions.)

Since some institutions may still be using the Retired TSE® or SPEAK®

1: Preparing for the TSE® Test and Other Speaking Tests 5
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6 Toward Speaking Excellence

Test, Chapters 17–20 provide background for the types of questions that

are found on that test.

Four Rating Criteria

Raters of the TSE® Test focus on four areas of communicative competence.

These areas are language function, appropriateness, coherence/cohesion,

and accuracy.

• Language functions include narrating, comparing, giving and de-

fending an opinion, responding to a hypothetical situation, describ-

ing and analyzing a graph, extending a greeting, responding to a

phone message, giving a progress report, etc.

Each question focuses on one or more language functions. While

you may include other language functions in your response, the

focus of your response should address the language functions

stated in the question.

• Appropriateness refers to responding with language appropriate for

the intended audience or situation.

In some questions you are asked to respond to the narrator with-

out any specifics given. In this situation, respond with a polite,

friendly tone, as if you were talking with a respected colleague.

Other questions may ask you to imagine you are talking to a

friend, supervisor, business associate, customer, classmate, profes-

sor, medical professional, or patient. Sometimes the test specifies

that you are talking with someone who works at the same com-

pany or institution as you. At other times you are asked to pretend

to talk to someone without background on the topic you are ad-

dressing. Use language appropriate for whatever situation and au-

dience that are specified.

• Coherence/Cohesion reflects the ways language is organized 

(coherence) and how ideas relate to each other (cohesion).

It is important that your responses are not ambiguous. Opinions

and recommendations should be stated clearly. Supporting rea-
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sons should clearly connect to the main idea. Steps in a process or

events in a story should be ordered logically, described clearly, and

connect smoothly. Be specific enough in your responses so that

listeners do not have to interpret or supplement what you are say-

ing in order to understand your meaning.

• Accuracy includes pronunciation, grammar, fluency, and vocabulary.

Although there are a number of dialects of English, the standard

for the TSE® and SPEAK® is the English of a university-educated

person in the United States.

Sometimes when a speaker focuses on vocabulary or grammar or pronun-

ciation, fluency suffers. Focused practice on oral English over a long period

of time will help develop fluency with accurate vocabulary, grammar, and

pronunciation. Tips on how to excel in each of these four areas are pro-

vided throughout this book. It is helpful to obtain feedback on your com-

munication ability from knowledgeable ESL instructors. It is also

important to develop skills to analyze your own speaking ability.

General Test-Preparation Strategies

In order to maximize your performance on the TSE® Test, you can prepare

in the following ways.

1. Become familiar with the standard directions for the test.

2. Become familiar with typical sample questions for the test.

3. Become familiar with the rating criteria of language functions,

appropriateness, coherence/cohesion, and accuracy and how they

relate to good answers for test questions.

4. Practice answering sample questions on your own and in the

specific time allotted.

When you take the TSE®, the questions are not only given orally, but the

full questions are generally shown printed in the test book. As the question

is being given orally, you should follow along in the test book. Listen care-

fully to the question because you may get clues on how to pronounce cer-

tain words or phrases that will be useful to you in your answer. Make sure

1: Preparing for the TSE® Test and Other Speaking Tests 7
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you understand exactly what the question is asking. If your answer does not

match the question asked, you may not succeed in the language function or

appropriateness of response. The last two questions have oral components

to the questions that are not written in the test booklet. You may find it

helpful to jot down key words or phrases related to the listening portion so

you can easily recall the main points. Pencil and paper are available in the

new TSE® Test. However, pencil and paper are generally not allowed in the

SPEAK® Test.

It is best to concentrate on one question at a time. Try not to focus on

the clock. If you complete the practice exercises in this book you should

have a good idea in your mind of how long you have to respond to each

type of question. It is more important to focus on speaking than to focus

on time remaining. When the response time is completed for a particular

question, you will hear the test narrator say the number of the next test

question, or begin directions for a new section of the test. If by chance you

do poorly on one question, do not let it hinder the remainder of your per-

formance. Instead, put that question behind you and concentrate on the

question at hand. If you do not finish your response but are clearly on task

and accomplishing the language function appropriately, coherently, and ac-

curately, then your score will not be penalized for not finishing the task.

However, responses that are incomplete due to disfluencies, such as lack of

organization or lack of vocabulary, will not be given maximum scores.

Some speakers believe they will sound more fluent if they memorize

some standard phrases, such as historically speaking or such and such is a

controversial issue. In most cases these memorized phrases sound forced

and unnatural and should be avoided. For example, if you are asked to give

your opinion, it may sound too formal to start out by referring to history

or saying the issue is controversial. Studying sample responses can help you

see what makes effective and ineffective communication, but samples

should not be memorized and forced into other contexts. Practice creating

your own language when answering questions. Listen to your answers,

think about ways to improve your response, and answer again. With prac-

tice you should be able to respond in your own words to any question.

As much as you can, put the testing environment out of your mind. If

your test is given in a language laboratory with a lot of other people, be

prepared to hear a buzz of noise when everyone is responding. Always take

8 Toward Speaking Excellence
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a few seconds to think about your answer before responding, even if other

people jump right into responding. Likewise, if you finish a few seconds be-

fore the allotted time is up, don’t worry if other people are still speaking. To

help you put the testing environment out of your mind, try to answer the

questions as if you were talking to someone in person and really desired to

communicate that specific information. If you are thinking in the back of

your mind how dreadful it is to be taking this test, it is liable to show up

negatively in the way you respond. On the other hand, if you put enthusi-

asm into your voice, your intonation will reflect it and you will be seeking

ways to effectively communicate your thoughts. Remember, the actual TSE®

Test time is only about 20 minutes, so it is important to maximize your

speaking performance during that time. The sample questions and answers

that follow will help you to do your best when you take the TSE® Test.

1: Preparing for the TSE® Test and Other Speaking Tests 9

PapajohnPages  1/19/05  1:48 PM  Page 9



––2––

Test Scoring

Scoring Scale

The TSE® scores range from 20 to 60 in five-point increments. So possible

scores include 20, 25, 30, 35, 40, 45, 50, 55, and 60. You should not worry

that you have to speak like a native speaker of English to receive a score of

60. Since the TSE® was designed for nonnative speakers of English, a native

speaker of English would be expected to score well beyond a 60 if higher

scores could be given (ETS 1996). Therefore, a high score on the TSE® is

not out of reach of a nonnative speaker of English.

There is no universal passing score for the TSE®. Different institutions,

whether they are universities or licensing boards, are responsible for setting

their own cut-off scores (ETS 1996), so you should check with your institu-

tion to find out the minimum score you need. If you take the TSE®, ETS

will rate your responses and report your scores to you and to the institu-

tions you indicated on the mailing instruction form. If you take the

SPEAK® Test, the institution that gave you the test will rate your responses

and report your score. Institutions administering the SPEAK® use ETS’s

guidelines (ETS 1996) for scoring; this local training of raters and local rat-

ing of tests may produce some slight variability in rating between institu-

10

In this chapter you will:

• Learn about the scoring scale used for the TSE® Test.

• Learn how the scoring scale relates to the four communica-

tive competencies.

• See example responses at various score levels and learn why

they were scored at that particular level.
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tions and ETS (Sarwark 1995). For that reason, institutions do not gener-

ally report SPEAK® scores to other institutions, whereas ETS will report

TSE® scores to all institutions.

Communicative Competencies and Scoring

Each of the even-numbered score levels have general descriptions that re-

late to communication ability and performance of task. Furthermore,

these score levels have descriptors that relate to each of the four communi-

cation competencies. A summary of the rating scale is shown.

60 Almost always adequate communication and performance 
of task

Language functions addressed

Language appropriate for the audience

Language coherent and cohesive 

Language linguistically accurate

50 Generally adequate communication and performance of task

Language functions generally addressed

Language generally appropriate for the audience

Language generally coherent and cohesive

Language generally linguistically accurate

40 Somewhat adequate communication and performance of task

Language functions somewhat addressed

Language somewhat appropriate for the audience

Language somewhat coherent and cohesive 

Language somewhat linguistically accurate

30 Generally not adequate communication and performance 
of task

Language functions generally not addressed

Language generally not appropriate for the audience

Language generally incoherent and noncohesive

Language with generally poor linguistic accuracy

2: Test Scoring 11
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20 Not adequate communication and performance of task

Language functions not addressed

Language not appropriate for the audience

Language not coherent and not cohesive

Language with poor linguistic accuracy

Here is another way to describe what these scores mean. Sixty means you

are always understood by the rater and that the rater does not have to apply

extra effort in understanding you. Fifty means that you are generally un-

derstandable, even though there are errors. Both 50 and 60 are positive

scores in that communication has been successful. Forty is the middle-of-

the-road score, sometimes positive, sometimes negative. At times a 40 is

understandable, but at other times the rater has difficulty understanding

what was said. That is, the rater must apply effort to understand a 40.

Thirty means that although the examinee has responded, not much of what

was said addresses the task or makes sense. Twenty means the rater doesn’t

really understand what the examinee is trying to communicate. Both 20

and 30 are negative scores where ideas are not communicated clearly.

It is interesting to note that the speaker’s ability to communicate is

rated in part on the listener’s ability to understand. Someone who knows

you well, like a family member, professor, or supervisor, may have an easier

time understanding you than someone who has never met you. Therefore,

the rating criteria is based on the average person’ ability to understand the

speaker. While raters can only assign each single test question an even score

of 20, 30, 40, 50, or 60, mid scores of 25, 35, 45, and 55 occur for the final

score based on the rounded average of the nine test questions (12 questions

for SPEAK®).

Sample Responses

Now let’s take a look at a typical question and some sample responses that

represent different score levels.

12 Toward Speaking Excellence
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2: Test Scoring 13

Imagine that I am a college classmate of yours and would
like to visit your home town. Suggest some place I should
plan to see while I am visiting your town and explain why
you think I would like to see it. (30 seconds)

Response scored at 60

Well, I know you have an interest in architecture. There-

fore, I recommend that you visit our town’s historical soci-

ety. They have a special exhibit about the architecture in

our city. In the exhibit you will see photographs and mod-

els of various buildings of architectural significance in our

city. I know you especially like seeing old blueprints, and

they have plenty of those on display. You can easily spend

a couple of hours viewing those exhibits.

The language function is clearly carried out, that is, the Historical Society is

recommended because of the special architecture exhibit. The language ap-

propriately takes into account the audience. The friend’s interest in archi-

tecture in general, and in blueprints specifically, is addressed. Expressions

like well, plenty of, and a couple of are informal and appropriate when

speaking with a friend. The response is nicely organized because it begins

with acknowledging the friend’s interest in architecture, goes on to relate

that to the Historical Society’s architecture exhibit, and concludes with an

estimate of how long it will take to view the exhibit. This response demon-

strates good vocabulary such as architectural significance and blueprints. If

this response were spoken fluently, with natural English rhythm, stress, and

intonation, then it should receive a score of 60.
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14 Toward Speaking Excellence

Response scored at 50

Our city is famous for its museums. The best one . . . One

of my favorite ones are the Historical Society. I like the 

architecture exhibit. I think you would like it. The admission

price . . . It only costs about $3.00 for admission. They gave

you a free map of an architectural walking tour. So after

learning about the buildings you can take a tour. I mean

follow the map and see these great buildings for yourself.

Again the language function is clearly carried out, that is, the Historical

Society is recommended because of the architecture exhibit. In fact, a sec-

ond recommendation is made, and that is to take the walking tour. Mak-

ing two recommendations does not in itself earn the speaker a higher

score, but it does indicate that the speaker can communicate his ideas in a

reasonable amount of time. Although the friend’s interests are not taken

into account as directly as in the level 60 response, the speaker does sug-

gest that the friend will enjoy it because he himself enjoys it. The response

is simply organized. It begins with museums in general, narrows to the

Historical Society, and focuses on the architecture exhibit. Concrete ex-

amples like the $3.00 admission price and the walking tour map help to

communicate the speaker’s ideas. This response contains simple, but ap-

propriate sentence structure and vocabulary such as I like . . . instead of I

have always been fascinated by . . . . Notice that the speaker begins sen-

tences and then starts over with an alternative phrasing. While this re-

duces fluency, it is not a major error that interferes with the

communication. Also, the speaker mentions a tour, and then to clear up

confusion, clarifies that it is a self-directed tour. There are a couple of

grammar errors in verb tense as well, such as one of my favorite ones are

instead of is, and They gave you instead of give. Imagine that the speaker

pronounced some of his vowels incorrectly on words like famous, cost,

tour, and follow, yet was generally understandable. If this response were

otherwise spoken fluently, with natural English rhythm, stress, and intona-

tion, then it should receive a score of 50.
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Response scored at 40

Yes, there are a building . . . a museum building. uh. This

building is, uh, the Historic Societ. At this building, uh,

there are the architecture exhibit. You will be interesting

to see. There are pictures, uh, photos, uh, drawing, uh

you know, of all the interesting buildings in my, uh city.

OK?  It is open until 5 p.m. You will be interesting to see.

This type of response represents the middle-of-the-road answer, sometimes

communicative, sometimes unclear. The language function of recommend-

ing with reasons is accomplished, but only after some effort. The speaker

tries to consider his audience by suggesting that the friend will find the ex-

hibit interesting, but the audience appropriacy is weakened by the awkward

grammar and wording. There is little cohesion between sentences; along

with the pausing and uh sounds, this makes for a choppy response. Simple

grammar errors exist like there is/are a building . . . and interested/ing. Pro-

nunciation is difficult to understand with the chopping off of word endings

such as Historical, Society, and drawings. This response should be rated 40.

Response scored at 30

OK, you would, uh, like, uh, to visit, uh, my home town.

OK, OK, uh, my hometown is, uh, a big city. There is, uh,

uh, a lot to do . . . in my , my city. Like museums.

In this response the language function is only minimally carried out. While

the speaker says her hometown is a big city and that there is a lot to do, she

does not recommend visiting a specific place for specific reasons. Only at

the end is the vague expression Like museums hastily mentioned. Because

the speaker does not say much, the raters are not able to clearly assess

whether the speaker is able to address the specific audience of a college

classmate appropriately. The response is short, which also makes it difficult

2: Test Scoring 15
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16 Toward Speaking Excellence

to rate coherence and cohesion. Content and details are lacking in this re-

sponse. Sentences are short and of simple construction; the last phrase is

not even a complete sentence. The unnecessary repetition of OK and the

sound uh interfere with fluency and rhythm. Even if this response were

spoken with good stress and intonation, it would be scored at 30.

Response scored at 20

Suggest some place I should plan to see . . .

This response is only the repetition of part of the question. The speaker

does not create any language to be rated and therefore should be scored 20.

Response scored at 20

When you visit . . . I think you would like to see . . . In my

hometown . . . Many places you visit.

This response does not address the language function of recommending with

reasons; it does not address audience appropriateness; the incomplete sen-

tences make it highly incoherent; and the fluency, rhythm, and vocabulary

are weak. Therefore, a score of 20 would be assigned to this response as well.

It is important always to give some kind of response to each question. If

you do not say anything at all or say something like, “Sorry, I don’t know,”

then the raters will have no choice but to assign a score of 20 to that re-

sponse. No matter what, it is important to respond to all of the questions.

On the other hand, don’t get upset if you don’t give your best response to

every question. There are nine questions that will be averaged into your

final score. So concentrate on each question as it comes. The following

chapters will provide you with advice and practice on how to maximize

your communication abilities throughout the test.
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