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This paper discusses language assessment by means of video
recordings, particularly its use for benchmarking purposes regarding
language proficiency in a Cuban academic context. It is based on
videotaped oral presentation assignments of Cuban PhD students for
peer and teacher assessment. In order to avoid bias and provide
validity to the results, the PhD students’ videotaped oral presentation
assignments have been rated by language testing experts from three
different Flemish universities, which are included in the
Interuniversity Testing Consortium (IUTC). A selection of these
assignments will be transferred to the university Moodle platform,
and this compilation may be used to enable the start of a Cuban
corpus of internationally rated presentations of academic English.
Therefore, the results obtained will provide language teachers with a
growing database of video recordings to facilitate benchmarking
activities and promote standardized assessment in the Cuban
academic context.
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Introduction

Cuba has only recently become involved in teaching English as an academic language
at a country-wide level. The Cuban Ministry of Higher Education (Ministerio de
Educacion Superior, henceforth MES) officially declared, regarding its Language
eaching Policy, that all Cuban university students should reach and prove a B1+ level
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of language proficiency by the time they obtain either a B.A. or BSc. degree? (Rivera,
Torres & Estrada, 2017; MES, 2013). This policy, however, does not state “how” the
Cuban educational staff should test this level in a valid and reliable way; it states the
official strategy for teaching, but the only reference to testing is the language level
expected from university graduate students according to the Common European
Framework of Reference; henceforth, CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001). Moreover, the
level of English for Academic Purposes (EAP) and Specific Purposes (ESP) tends to be
generally low at Cuban universities (English Proficiency Index, 2017), and few if any
standard setting and benchmarking practices are developed (Van Maele, Rodriguez,
Diaz, van Splunder, &Baten; 2015). Consequently, the experience and expertise
concerning English language learning, teaching and assessment in an academic
context need to be developed. Even though the MES in Cuba allows for standardized
testing (Maseda, 2015), and has made the CEEFR the official standard to follow, there
is a lack of overt and shared policy guidelines concerning English language
assessment and testing.

Besides, language assessment and testing have not yet entered the university curricula
as a subject in teacher training programmes for language instruction, and neither have
they become a relevant research and work domain in their own right (Van Maele et
al.,, 2015). Cuban language trainers design, administer and grade their own tests and
tasks based on their experience as teachers rather than testers, and although previous
efforts have been made in Cuba to align with the CEFR (i.e. international workshops,
lectures and projects, especially in international cooperation), its implementation is
new. Thus, while the new Language Policy in Cuba calls for testing in a standardized
setting, standardization and benchmarking are not adequately developed; testing
practices and test results can barely be considered valid, reliable and transparent due
to the language teachers” inadequate training in this field and the lack of practice as to
nation-wide language testing.

Context within the VLIR UOS Project at Universidad de Oriente in Santiago de
Cuba

Internationalization has become a crucial part of academic research and mobility in
the Cuban context as a number of universities have had the opportunity to cooperate
with universities in Europe, such as the cooperation of six Cuban universities with
five Flemish universities in Belgium within the Flemish Interuniversity Council VLIR
UOS (http://www.vlir-uos.be). On the one hand, there is the established dual degree
for PhD students, which entails exchange of students and lecturers from both
countries for research purposes. It is this international mobility that has also called for

2Infrastructure and staff professional development have not been achieved yet. That is why the MES
have decided to gradually embrace this policy; currently, university graduate students should reach
an A2 level. Retrieved from http://www.mes.gob.cu/es/politicas-aprobadas
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assessment aligned with international standards. The first Cuban university opted for
the CEFR already in 2004, and the need has strongly grown over the last thirteen years
to assess Cuban PhD students’, project leaders’ and administrative personnel’s
language proficiency level. On the other hand, the MES decided to use the CEFR as its
reference to start developing an appropriate framework for testing in 2015
nationwide. The basic requirement set for Cuban university students is that they
should reach and prove a B1+ level of language proficiency by the time they graduate
(Rivera, Torres & Rodriguez, 2017). Hence, bottom up and top down, the policies of
the involved stakeholders meet, but the crucial question that arises is: who delivers
the guidelines and the training regarding language testing standardization? It goes
beyond saying that lecturers and teacher trainees should at least be trained into a good
understanding and use of CEFR descriptors in an EAP context, if they are required to
grant a certification.

This question became particularly adamant in 2013 when certification was required
for oral proficiency of PhD students at Universidad de Oriente, Cuba. This university
was chosen for the Inter-University Collaboration programme VLIR UOS, which is
devoted to contribute to capacity building in higher education in Eastern Cuba
(www.vlir.uo.edu.cu/en). This programme includes international mobility, research
and recycling scholarships for graduate studies, such as MA and PhD courses at
Flemish universities, and training and research programmes at the Cuban campus as
well. Most of the applicants are teachers and researchers who are involved in any of
the eight projects and who belong to different fields of science, i.e. Biology, Physics,
Biophysics, Humanities, and Mechanical, Biomedical and Chemical Engineering.

In order to be accepted by the Flemish universities, these Cuban PhD students have
to reach and prove a Bl level in oral proficiency and, in some institutions of higher
education, even a B2 level is required to be allowed to defend a joint PhD. As a result,
the B1 level for oral proficiency is the gateway to entering inter-university
collaboration. Hence, certification of oral proficiency is essential.

In this context, the transversal project Strengthening Foreign Language Skills for
Intercultural and International Academic Purposes, one of the projects within the VLIR
UOS in Santiago de Cuba, sustains MA and PhD students who apply for scholarships
abroad. The project management agreed with the decision in 2013 to implement the
CEFR, to train the trainers accordingly and to sustain the development of local testing
for EAP purposes. In order to raise professionalism in language learning, teaching and
testing, recycling scholarships in Belgium were organised and gradually learner
autonomy (Baten, Rodriguez Pozas& Van Maele, 2011) implemented while designing
and piloting tailor made courses and tests for this target audience. As stated above, a
core concern was oral proficiency, and along with it, the preparation of both the
graduate students and their trainers for international oral proficiency in an academic
context of English for Science and Technology, a domain entirely new to the local
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language instructors of English, primarily trained as translators.

In the development of assessment skills, while learner autonomy and professional
practices develop, mentoring plays an essential role (Baten, Beaven, Osborne, & Van
Maele, 2013). Such detachment and collaboration indeed provide trainees with the
opportunity to actively engage in further learning and reflect on how to improve
professionally. In that sense, the foreign language skills project in Santiago de Cuba
found inspiration in the outcomes of the WebCEF project; i.e. an online tool for
assessment of oral proficiency in a foreign language. It used video recordings for peer
and expert assessment, creating transparency as to the levels and descriptors used in
CEFR for oral assessment for English for Specific Purposes. WebCEF
(http://www.webcef.eu) succeeded in providing a platform for language teachers and
learners to familiarize themselves with the CEFR and how to set up communities of
practice (Wenger, 2006) involving peers to exchange their perception of each other’s
oral language proficiency.

Within the VLIR UOS cooperation, Flemish lecturers attempted to use WebCEF to give
their impressions and comments on presentations of PhD proposals. Unfortunately,
accessing the online tool was not an option in the Cuban context due to internet
connectivity issues, but trainers adopted the concept and applied the approach to fit
assessment training needs and learning challenges in the Cuban Eastern context. Thus,
the need arose to collect PhD students’ videotaped oral presentation assignments that
would help trainers and teacher trainees overcome three main shortcomings. First,
assessment is not part of the curriculum in teacher training programmes in Cuba;
second, there is a lack of benchmarked Cuban videos contextualized for the purposes
of these courses and, thirdly, Cuban trainers and students are not familiar with the
autonomous learning approach.

Aims

This article focuses on the use of self-videotaped oral presentations of PhD students,
which were rated by testing professionals, as a tool to foster autonomous learning
among graduate students and to assist language trainers and teaching trainees in the
standardized assessment of oral performance in the Cuban context. The video-
recorded assignments would consequently become a necessary tool for both the
Cuban language trainers and PhD students in order to upgrade professional levels of
assessment and acquaintance with autonomous language learning formats with
graduate students (peer and self assessment).

Literature Review

Teaching and learning have moved to learning facilitation, collaboration and
autonomy (Holec, 1981; Beckman, 1990; Dooley, 2008), creating an environment where
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teachers and students play different roles; i.e. the teacher becomes a “guide” for the
work to be done and students actively participate in the building up of their
knowledge. Language teachers also apply such principles and use classroom
collaborative interaction, adult-oriented strategies and problem-solving techniques to
encourage students theorize about what they have learnt in class (Preece & Griffin,
2002). Such dynamics are considered to be positive because students become critical
thinkers and more independent, they retain the information longer, appear more
satisfied with classes and take charge of their own learning (Holec, 1981; Beckman,
1990; Goodsell et al., 1992).

In the same line of thought, language assessment practices have also undergone major
shifts to be consistent with current language teaching trends and to address the
demanding emphasis on standardized assessment (Hamayan, 1995); i.e., aligning tests
to the CEFR. As a result, alternative assessment practices have been suggested to
facilitate teachers to tackle differences in learners, to address learning over a period of
time, to include communicative performances in a variety of ways, and to have
students provide reasons and clarifications, instead of marks, to support their
assessment in self and peer assessment activities (Brown & Hudson, 1998; Dooley,
2008; Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall & William, 2009).

These new alternative approaches provide a constructive environment in which
learner autonomy is enhanced and mentoring can take place at different levels:
between teacher and learner, between teacher trainer and trainee, but also among
peers (Baten, Beaven, Osborne & Van Maele, 2013). A number of research publications
(Hardford, &MacRuairc, 2008; Rich & Hannafin 2009; Newhouse, Lane, &Brown,
2007; Rosaen, Lundeberg, Cooper, Fritzen & Terpstra, 2008) have particularly
suggested that self-recorded videos of oral performance provide an excellent
opportunity to analyse and discuss oral abilities. This is mainly due to the fact that
body language as well as oral production are captured, offering language teachers
detailed and rich data on the communication process. Van Es &Sherin (2010) also
claim that self-recorded videos of oral performance allow students to view his/her
performance repeatedly and observe patterns of behavior as well as language that
should be modified or changed.

Regarding language assessment standardization, the CEFR indeed provides a
transparent measure in educational institutions worldwide. Nevertheless, it has
proved to be a challenging mission to match communicative ability, language tasks
and learning outcomes to the descriptors proposed (De Jong, 2010; Davies & Lishman,
2014). And many practitioners find it difficult to determine what the levels actually
mean in spite of the wide distribution and careful formulation of the CEFR scales
(North, 2008; Baten, Osborne, D’Silva, 2009; Fulcher, Davidson, & Kemp, 2011).



Papers in Language Testing and Assessment Vol. 8, Issue 1, 2019 57

Consequently, several endeavors within the European context have been made to
illustrate the CEFR scales in order to enable their application in the assessment
practice of language proficiency. For example, the project “Multilingual Platform for
the European Reference Levels: Interlanguage Exploration in Context” (www.merlin-
platform.eu), a freely accessible online platform, which uses learner corpora to
illustrate the CEFR levels for German, Italian and Czech and contribute to the
validation of selected CEFR scales; the project “Modularising Multilingual and
Multicultural Academic Communication Competence” (www.magicc.eu), a freely
accessible tool, which provides pedagogical scenarios and assessment resources
within a multilingual and multicultural academic setting; and as previously stated in
this paper, the WebCEF project. These projects contribute to transparency, validity,
reliability and benchmarking of assessment because the selection of language samples
and scenarios have been consistently rated at a particular level by participating expert
assessors (Van Maele, 2009; Wisniewski et al., 2013; Meima& Neuner-Anfindsen,

2016). At the same time, learners are directly involved in the assessment practice as
they can play the role of assessors of their peers’ and their own language production
(Black et al., 2003; Van Maele, 2009).

It should be noted, however, that connectivity-related issues may hamper the
application of these online tools in a Cuban setting. Furthermore, it should also be
highlighted that they have been developed in a European context by means of
approaches which may be called innovative and challenging for the Cuban scenario.
Rather than strictly implementing these specific practices, their core concepts should
be gradually blended in the English language learning practices in Cuba in order to
answer the current demands and achieve progress.

The analysis of the academic literature in these areas also illustrates the swift
development from paper to digital in language teaching and assessment. The internet
has transformed the way in which foreign language courses are taught (Blake, 2008;
Levy, 2009; Jarvis & Krashen, 2014; Richards, 2015), and learning management
systems (LMSs), such as Moodle, provide suitable course and assessment formats for
foreign language instruction (Berns, Gonzalez-Pardo, & Camacho, 2013). For a more
thorough review on the use of Moodle for language teaching, see Brandl (2005) and
Warth-Sondheimer (2011).

Methodology
Participants

Twelve PhD students” videotaped oral presentation assignments were used. These
were PhD students who enrolled in EAP courses taught by Cuban language trainers
in the context of the transversal project Strengthening Foreign Language Skills for
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Intercultural and International Academic Purposes, one of the projects within the VLIR
UOS in Santiago de Cuba. Nevertheless, five out of the twelve videos were not ratedas
the recording quality did not meet the standards for rating purposes. The seven videos
selected were rated by minimum two raters involved in the Interuniversity Test of
Academic English for Students (i.e. ITACE for Students,
http://www.itace.be/students/about.html; a language test which is used by all Flemish
universities. It relates test taker’s skills with the CEFR levels and has been validated
by an international team of language experts). These raters were at least from two
different universities, i.e. a total of six raters.

Tools

Bearing in mind, on the one hand, the importance of gaining mastery in the use of the
CEFR descriptors for self, peer and teacher assessment of PhD students’ oral
proficiency and, on the other hand, the impossibility of using WebCEF in the Cuban
context, local language instructors of English relied on the use of students’ self-
recorded videos to foster self and peer assessment, and eventually benchmarking
activities of oral performance. It was conceived that the video-recorded assignments
of PhD students needed to be included in an e-platform for open access. Moodle
emerged as the most suitable option due to two main reasons: it is the e-platform
widely available and accessible in the Cuban context, and it is user-friendly for non-
technical people (Berns, Gonzalez-Pardo, & Camacho, 2013).

In order to avoid that self-recording became an issue due to technological availability,
the PhD students were asked beforehand whether they had a means to record
themselves. Most students involved in the study either had a Smartphone or a camera,
while the remaining students could make use of a digital camera provided by the
project.

Selection of a video corpus

For the purpose of academic mobility, Cuban PhD students attended a 10-week EAP
course which concentrated on effective communication skills in an international
academic environment, particularly in the context of a science project. The course
included tasks to improve their oral presentation and interaction skills in English. To
reach the required language level, the students had to master specific language
functions, such as: expressing their opinions, giving clear, detailed descriptions and
presentations on a wide range of subjects, expanding and supporting ideas with
relevant information on the results of their research work as well as negotiating
aspects related to both work and academic environments in face-to-face encounters in
larger meetings.
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One of the tasks the students had to complete in the courses was to video-record
themselves while presenting their research to a simulated board of experts in their
academic field (see Appendix A). Since this practice combined both oral presentation
skills in English and research validation, the video recordings collected from this task
were used for this study.

Once the students had video-recorded their presentations, they handed in the video
in advance to their teacher and one peer assessor, selected from their class. The peer
had to comment on the video considering the teacher’s input concerning language and
oral presentation techniques in an academic context. For that purpose, the peer
assessor was given a template (see Appendix A) with the key elements to be
considered for assessment. These elements referring to the use of language,
organization of the presentation, nonverbal communication, and time management
had been previously covered in class.

After the presentation of each video in front of the class, the designated peer assessor,
who had reviewed the video in advance, commented on and asked questions about
the presentation based on the template given and the learning outcomes from
previous lessons. The rest of the class was also prompted to provide assessment and
feedback on the same video. The role of the teacher was to act as a mediator in this
activity and to intervene only when necessary. The twelve videotaped assignments
selected included different academic domains (Biology, Physics, Humanities,
Engineering, Biomedical Science, and others) and approaches, i.e. proposals for PhD
studies and dissertations.

Rating of the self-videotaped oral performances of the PhD students

Since there is limited experience in Cuban higher education concerning the assessment
of language proficiency aligned to the CEFR, the validity of the video assessment and
benchmarking needed to be attended carefully. In order to avoid bias and to validate
the claim that the videos displayed a Bl level of language proficiency, external
expertise was needed. As the project is involved in an international programme
comprising several Flemish Universities (i.e. Ghent University, University of Leuven,
University of Antwerp, Vrije Universiteit Brussel, University of Hasselt), in which the
Cuban students pursue their PhD, support from these universities was sought to
validate the CEFR level of the videos.

The Interuniversity Testing Consortium (IUTC), which comprises four Flemish
universities (i.e. Ghent University, University of Leuven, University of Antwerp, Vrije
Universiteit Brussel), developed the ITACE for Students. Bearing in mind its expertise,
this group was asked to validate the videotaped presentations. Six expert assessors
from IUTC rated and benchmarked the material to validate the required Bl level
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according to the CEFR. These raters had participated in training sessions to familiarize
themselves with the procedure.

Each candidate was assessed twice and independently by different raters, and an
additional rater was asked in case of disagreement or doubt. The holistic rating scale
which was used consisted of five major items (vocabulary: control and range;
grammar: accuracy and range; fluency; pronunciation and intonation; coherence and
cohesion), and these items are linked to the communicative language competence
scale of the CEFR.

Results and discussion

Useful information was gathered from the video-recorded oral performances of PhD
students. A number of specific guidelines should be formulated in terms of recording
quality; for instance, trainers should verify that all candidates use the same video
format, background noises are to be avoided, and all video recordings should be the
same length (no less than 2 minutes and no more than 3 minutes). Addressing these
issues in advance willcontribute to the uniformity of the video corpus for similar
undertakings in the future.

In terms of language proficiency, the candidates were within the broad B1 range in
general (see Appendix B). Whereas three candidates were at the lower end of B1 (i.e.
B1-), the rest was at the higher end (B1+). Overall the raters agreed on the level, except
for one candidate who had been rated A2 by two raters, and two other candidates who
were rated B2 by one rater (and B1+ or B1 by the other raters). In such specific cases of
discrepancy, a third rater was asked to settle the issue. The typical mistakes found in
the videos referred to grammar (tense use, non-use of it, use of to vs. for, word order
and sentence structure, articles, preposition combinations), pronunciation (word
stress, rolling /r/, mispronunciation of some consonants and vowels; mainly /v/ vs /b/;
et/ vs [t/ ; /k/ vs [dzj/ and /*/ vs [u:/ ), vocabulary (professor vs. teacher; get better
professional skills), and coherence and cohesion (misuse of specific linking words and
cohesive devices on other hand, in contra). However, it should also be highlighted that
the candidates used appropriate collocations (acceptable performance, obtain results,
complex situation, run the examples on a computer); they correctly organized the
information by means of linking words and cohesive devices (I would like to start with...
and then..., as you can see, firstly, in any case, I'm going to show you); even though there
was some hesitation, in general the candidates” speech was fluent and natural.

The results are fairly consistent, and all videos (except the A2 candidate) can be
uploaded to the university Moodle platform. Furthermore, an individual file with the
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assigned level and some raters’ comments on language features for each candidate’s
video needs to be included for teaching or other purposes (see Appendix C). The PhD
students’ video recordings thus can become a reference for teachers and students
alike. As a result of this study, three major conclusions may be drawn. Firstly, PhD
students have been helped to monitor their presentations skills and their language
level transition in an academic setting by providing feedback to their oral output and
keeping track of their oral performance. Hence, the students are aware of what has
been learnt already, what needs to be improved and what still needs to be learnt.
Secondly, awareness of autonomous language learning with professionals (peer and
self assessment) can be raised. Thus, it encourages PhD students to actively participate
in their English language training and become used to this newly embraced praxis in
the Cuban setting. Moreover, it promotes independent action, critical reflection and
decision-making strategies; capacities that are taken for granted with graduate
students. And thirdly, these benchmarked video recordings of PhD students’ oral
performances will remain available for teacher practice and training as a CEFR-based
model tool to rate oral performance in the Cuban academic context. The outcomes of
this project may therefore help increase Cuban language teachers” understanding and
familiarity with the use of the CEFR scales by means of benchmarked PhD students’
videotaped oral performance, improve their professionalism as language assessors in
a standardized setting, and increase transparency and validity regarding Cuban
language testing practices.

Furthermore, although the study started from a small sample of twelve self-recorded
videos, it is advisable to develop the stock as a growing source of material for learning
and assessment training. For that reason, more self-recorded videos should be added
to the university Moodle platform in order to enrich the available database and
provide more examples. Additionally, the scope should be broadened to other levels
of language proficiency, mainly B2 and C1, as there is an increase in international
academic collaboration and these are the levels which are required in this particular
context.

Moreover, steps should be taken to set up a community of practice concerning
standardized testing in Cuba, which may lead to the creation of a national group for
exchange and cooperation to help develop a national assessment strategy?, and certify
reliable and valid test results. By means of these actions, Cuban language teachers’
professionalism may improve as language testers, and transparency regarding

3 These considerations materialized after the ILTA funded workshop: Assessment and Evaluation.
Setting up a Cuban Assessment Network for Teachers. Havana, 10-14 July 2017. Retrieved from
https://www.iltaonline.com/?page=2017WorkshopAward
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language testing in Cuba may also be enhanced. Therefore, international visibility will
be attained.

Conclusion

As observed earlier by Baten, Beaven, Osborne & Van Maele (2013), the use of
students’ self-recorded videos in an open-access platform may be regarded as a useful
tool in mentoring practices because it supports the participants to critically ponder
their actions and collaboratively build their knowledge. Such approach may also
develop learner autonomy and professionalism for language students and teachers
respectively. On the one hand, PhD students” autonomy is enhanced as they acquire
awareness of their oral performance in an academic and standardized setting. On the
other hand, language teachers’ practices are further developed as Cuban language
trainers gain experience in assessment practices within a common framework of
reference for languages, i.e. the CEFR (North, 2008). On a more fundamental level,
these videos can be used to professionalize language teaching and testing practices in
Cuba, as a result of which it may be easier to gain access to the international market
of higher education.
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Appendices
A. Sample task for students
Based on the previous class discussion about the elements for good presentations:

1. Prepare a 3-5 minute presentation on your own research results.

2. Video-record your presentation and exchange it with a partner.

3. Evaluate your partner’s presentation and provide feedback taking into account the
key elements for a good oral presentation covered in class:

e Use of language:
Vocabulary
Pronunciation
Grammar
Register

O O O O O

Fluency
e Nonverbal Communication
o Eye-contact with the audience
o Voice and intonation
o Posture
e Organization of the presentation
o Structure (introduction, body conclusion)
o Support (relevance and quality)
e Time management

4. Time allotment for the task: 3-5 minutes per student
5. The rest of the class also discusses and provides feedback on the presentation being
assessed.
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B. Overall rating
PhD students Rater1 | Rater2 | Rater3 | Rater4 | Rater5 | Rater6 | OVERALL
Candidate 1 - B1- - B1 B1- B1 B1
Candidate 2 - A2 - A2 B1- B1- A2
Candidate 3 - - - B1 B1 B1 B1
Candidate 4 - B2 - B1 B1 B1+ B1
Candidate 5 - B1 B1 - - Bl B1
Candidate 6 B1 B1 B1 - - B1 B1
Candidate 7 B1+ B2 B1 - - B1+ B1
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C. Example of the raters’ individual feedback for PhD student

Name Rater 1 Rater 2 | Rater3 | Rater4 Rater 5 | Rater 6 Overall
rating
Candidate 4 | fluent speech, clear coherence and grammar compensate fluent, natural B1

pronunciation, natural

intonation use of longer

sentences, little
hesitation, not too
many mistakes

good signposting,
manages to get across
rather complex
message, stresses
important issues

Vocabulary: good
collocations, does not
have to search for
words

for pronunciation

Fluency: natural pace, a few hesitations
but not problematic

Pronunciation: strong foreign accent
can sometimes hamper intelligibility

Grammar: uses wider range with
relative clauses and modal verbs
(principles that are difficult to understand,
you need to show students that...,)

Coherence: excellent use of linking
words and cohesive devices: from
general to specific, I'd like to start with...
and then...

Vocabulary: good range for Bl with a
few academic collocations (put them in a
context of, express concepts, present
applications, run the examples on a
computer)

speech;
well structured,

uses quite complex
sentence structures
and linking words




