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 Speaking, being considered as one of the four language skills, is given more 

attention in tertiary education especially in faculties where their students are 

involved in the servicing industries. In the Hotel Management & Culinary 

courses, diploma students have to communicate and equip themselves with 

several languages to speak effectively with their future clients. As English is 

widely spoken globally, students are required to communicate proficiently in 

that language. Results have shown that role play (RP) provides encouraging 

benefits to enhance their students’ English communicative practices and also 

build up teamwork skills (Lin & Suwanthep, 2011). In this study, Oracy 

Assessment Toolkit (OAT) is employed so that students can follow it to 

improve themselves in their English communicative skills after undergoing 

three stages of oracy assessment tasks in RP. During their 11 week OAT 

procedural course, 74 students were divided into smaller groups to 

participate in how to self-assess them-selves in role play. Qualitative 

descriptive statistics of four dimensions for Assessment for Learning (AfL) 

tasks and open ended students’ response survey were administered to gather 

students’ responses to their progress in oracy skills in RP according to OAT. 

The study showed students’ responses highly rated themselves in cognitive 

domain but their confidence level in social and emotional domain was 

lacking. In summary, achievement in teamwork spirit and involvement of 

students’ discussions during RP received different degree of success. All in 

all, OAT can be utilized to improve students’ oracy performances and their 

engagement in RP discussions. 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Hoteliers who are involved in the servicing industry should have excellent communication skills. They meet 

their clients all over the world and one of the major languages widely spoken and understood is English. As 

English is the lingua franca between speakers whose native languages are different, students need to develop 

and enhance their oracy skills. According to Oxford dictionary (2016) the word ‘Oracy’ is defined as the ability 

to express oneself fluently and grammatically in speech and the ability to use spoken language effectively across 

a wide range of situations. 
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In this study, we investigate how Oracy Skills Framework designed by School 21 and University of Cambridge 

in 2015 can assist in its effectiveness as a diagnostic tool to identify students’ strengths and areas for 

development and for supporting progression in oracy.  

 

This framework contains the progression of improvement in four dimensions of skills namely cognitive, 

linguistic physical and social & emotional domain. The Oracy Skills Framework presents oracy development in 

terms of four strands of skills: cognitive; physical; social and emotional; and linguistic. The framework appears 

to draw on a range of traditions of research related to language and meaning and their role in social interaction, 

although these are not made explicit. It is recognized that there is overlap between the four strands. However, as 

the framework is designed to be ‘teacher-friendly’, it has been designed to be accessible.  

 

Problem statement 

In Malaysia, students are usually not involved in the assessment process when evaluating their speaking skills in 

role play. Even when they are engaged in the assessment process, they are not given standardized guidelines to 

follow. In this study, Oracy Assessment Toolkit (OAT) is utilized to enhance students’ spoken language skills 

through students’ active participation in 3 stages of oracy assessment tasks in role play. 

 

Objectives 

(1) To find out how effective the oracy assessment toolkit (OAT) is in assisting students to improve on 

their speaking skills in role play. 

(2) To ascertain how RP can impact student engagement in discussions. 

 

Limitations 

(1) Only self-assessment was carried out in this study using OAT. There was no comparative study 

between self, peer and lecturer assessment. 

(2) Students' speaking skills should have been recorded before and after oracy discussions. Students could 

then track their spoken language skills progression. 

 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Enhancing students’ oracy skills through role play 

According to Kuśnierek (2015), speaking is not easy to master as this language skill involves constant exposure 

and lots of practices in communication. Learners have to attain a certain level of fluency and ease of 

communication with native speakers to be considered them-selves having achieved acceptable linguistic level in 

the target language. 

 

In developing oracy skills, RP is usually regarded as an activity to develop oracy skills (Magos & Politi, 2008). 

In fact, Budden (2004) in his research posited that RP includes the element of fun interaction with other others 

in foreign language classrooms. He also concluded that such activity can also be conducted outside classroom 

hours. A research carried out on 120 students by the department of English, Stamford University Bangladesh 

(Islam & Islam, 2012) showed learners’ improvement in speaking skills through RP and how the teachers’ 

positive attitudes assisted students to advance their speaking skills. Through RP, learners are trained to 

concentrate on what they want to put forth in their intentions rather than on their language appropriateness. As 

such, they are drilled to speak in diverse contextual situations (Kowalska, 1991). 

 

Similarly, when students’ performances through RP were pre- and while video recorded, the results showed 

marked improvement of students’ oral skills. In an investigation by Al-Senaidi (2009) on Grade 4 students using 

RP, his video recordings of four RPs indicated that his learners were able to create more chunks of language 

when they carried out RPs. Similarly, Woodhouse (2007) pointed out that RP through some case studies in 

‘healthcare strategy’ on a group of nursing students revealed how video recordings assisted in the gradual 

progress of the students’ oracy skills in ‘a constructive way’. 

 

Effectiveness of OAT – Building teamwork skills 

The importance of teamwork skills at higher institution has been given greater priority due to industrial demands 

and staff teamwork cooperation (Baker, Horvath, Campion, Offermann & Salas, 2005). As such, universities 

have placed emphasis in the development of teamwork and communication skills such as RP activities. Through 

OAT in RP, it allows the building of teamwork skills. Lingard and Berry (2002) mentioned in their study that 

students’ participation in RP permits them to work together as a team to approach hypothetical contexts in 

authentic setting. As Alessi and Trollip (2001) put it in their own findings, the students are able to envisage and 

associate purpose of interacting as a team in their RP. As a result, the students participated more intensively to 
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communicate better thus producing better outcomes. High RP scores in a study by Johnson, Sutton and Harris 

(2001) corroborated previous studies that students also perceive RP to be the most important method for 

practicing oral skills after discussions. 

 

However, without proper guidance, students may not develop the desired teamwork and may in fact form 

negative views about the importance of teamwork (Luca & Heal, 2006). On the other hand, observations by Liu 

and Ding (2009) found out that if students work and perform in groups, they can improve accordingly. This is 

especially so when they are given positive and immediate comments from the video recordings with oral 

feedback for ‘self or peer correction’. 
 
Students’ engagement during RP discussions 

Harmer (2012) credited information gap as the most important feature in communication activities. Students 

have to adopt ways to fill in the information gap and to counter such a gap they have no option but to 

communicate with one another. He further added that the lecturer should not be quick to intervene during the RP 

discussions and gives only delayed feedback when students accomplish the activity. It includes also the diction 

and language structures (Harmer, 2001). Closely related to RP is the need to instill self-confidence among 

students (Islam & Islam, 2012). Initially, students need to comprehend the situation so as to be able to 

communicate and find the appropriate language to practice and attain oracy fluency. Ultimately, their effort 

helps to increase their confidence level. When it comes to the production level, students not only are able to 

express themselves properly, they need to comprehend the grammatical discourse and sociological factors 

according to a higher level of competence in oracy skills (Qing, 2011). 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Participants 

74 diploma hotel students from three programme codes took part in the research study. Convenience sampling 

was used when the all the students in the respective classes were taken as cohorts. It was easy to carry out as 

compared to the other research methods.   

 

Procedure 

During Week 1 itself, the class was divided into several groups. They were briefed on the task ahead and given a 

situation to work on . According to OAT, students would be given a weekly specified AfL task according to 

oracy protocols. In Week 2, the students gathered round to watch two video presentations. Instructional activity 

was carried out on how to evaluate the oracy skills in role play. To increase reliability of students’ rating in 

oracy skills, the lecturer employs inter-observer reliability. Students were required to watch the first video clip 

presentation. They would collectively discuss and rate the oracy skills according to the speaking components in 

the respective domain.  

 

After the discussions had ended and students had agreed to the ratings given, students were given another video 

presentation to watch. Students' views were again allowed  and discussions encouraged in the evaluation 

process. In the second evaluation process, students were more aware of and knowledgeable of how to 

individually rate the persons' spoken language skills involved based on the first discussions of role play video 

presentation samples. After watching and evaluating both video clips, they discussed with their lecturer the 

marks given by them. All of them would have to justify why they had given such marks. After collectively 

agreeing to the marks and achieving over 80% high level of similar rating agreement, the lecturer informed them 

that such speaking skills would be tested and graded in their own role play speaking performance. Apart from 

peer feedback by the respective member in the group, the lecturer also facilitated them by giving suggestions 

and feedback. This would provide students with different contexts to develop their potentials in all four 

domains. 

 

As stated by Mercer, Warwick and Ahmed (2014), there is flexibility and no 'correct' way to improve speaking 

skills during AfL tasks on role play. From week 3 to week 11, there were a series of weekly progressive AfL 

tasks for students to improve on their speaking skills in role play. There were weekly consultations and updates 

with their lecturers on how much they had progressed. From week 3 to week 4, the two weeks were basically 

spent on working on choosing the situation, venue and script to carry out their role play. They had the choice of 

conducting their role play outside the confine of their own campus and the script checked for errors and 

relevancy to their role play. Subsequently, week 5 to week 10 was working on rehearsals and preparing them-

selves for video recording of their role play. Group members discussed together ways to improve their speaking 

skills linguistically, cognitively, physically, socially and emotionally. After week 11, students had to submit 

their group video presentation of their role play. During week 12, students were instructed to fill in a 
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questionnaire form to assess the effectiveness of OAT in assisting them to enhance on their speaking skills in 

role play. A survey was also conducted to collect qualitative analysis data of students’ engagement during role 

play discussions. 

 

 

FINDINGS 

Overall, the study from Table 1 has shown that hotel students who took part in RP utilizing OAT have 

moderately gained competency in their oracy skills. The highest mean (3.64) of OAT’s effectiveness in assisting 

students in their speaking ability was in making collective decisions on selection of venue, creation of an ideal 

situation to carry out RP and the appointment of helpers to video record scene during RP. The next highest mean 

from the table was the ability to listen attentively to partners offering suggestions on their role and likewise to 

provide feedback (mean=3.53.sd=0.81). Students felt that the initial stages in OAT provided students with many 

opportunities to express themselves. 

 

Subsequently, students felt that when they progress to the second and third stages, they were getting involved 

more actively and more open to comments from their lecturers and peers. During the ‘productive’ performance 

stages, students’ oracy skills mean scores were perceived by themselves as slightly lower. There were two 

possible causes for this situation to happen. Firstly, group members were reluctant to comment on each other. 

They did not want to be seen belittling or hurting their own classmates by voicing out their frank and critical 

comments. Secondly, group members felt that they were not qualified to comment on their own group members.  

 

As a result, students’ oracy skills might not improve due to members’ reluctance to criticize. This has been 

supported by the level of confidence being dented when commented by others. The mean was the lowest at 2.91 

when compared to the other items. However, the SD of 0.93 showed wide reactions and differences in responses 

after comments by peers. Some might have fairly adjusted to react confidently after comments by others while 

others might have failed to adjust positively. They became less confident in their communication skills in 

subsequent video recordings. 

 

 
TABLE 1 

STUDENTS’ ASSESSMENT 

 

 

DISCUSSIONS 

 

Comments on the challenges/problems faced in discussions during role play 

In the study carried out in open ended responses, students listed performance as the highest challenge they faced 

during role play. Out of the 90 entries gathered, 24 entries (27%) were associated with students’ discussions of 

their nervousness and fears of their acting abilities. This was related in a study by Qing (2011) where the 

students undertook to prepare themselves properly to check on their grammar and other sociolinguistic factors in 

their own respective situations. Furthermore, these hotel students needed to communicate in English which was 

not what they normally do but were constantly reminded that they are required to be proficient in English for 

   Evaluation/ Oracy skills Mean SD 

1 Able to use voice skills with appropriate tone and projection for the role 3.1 .54 

2 Able to use gestures/posture/facial/ expression and eye contact 3.1 .81 

3 Able to use language and speech suited to role playing 3.1 .67 

4 Able to apply the grammatical rules when communicating with each other 3.23 .63 

5 Able to take into account the venue, situation and people around you and your partner/s 3.64 .76 

6 Able to take into account the level of understanding of their partners 3.23 .63 

7 Able to listen to my partner/s playing roles and responded appropriately 3.53 .81 

8 Able to be confident and lively when commented by others 2.91 .93 

                                                                                    TOTAL 3.23 .7 
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their future career as hoteliers. Al- Senaldi’s (2009) study on Grade 4 learners showed students’ re-examination 

of their video recorded performance to improve their language fluency.  

Next, students viewed time constraint and video recording (both with 17 entries each or rather 19%) as 

challenges faced in discussions during RP. RP requires commitment from all members in the group. In this 

particular case, every group member not only had to be present physically together but they also needed to get at 

least one outsider as helper to video tape their role play. Students encountered problems in time management 

and video recording process during week 8-9. Similarly, another major challenge was selecting the appropriate 

venue for video recording. 13 entries (14%) were noted whereby students disagreed on the location suitable to 

carry out their RP. 

 

Comments on the teamwork/spirit during role play 

In spite of the challenges and problems faced by students during their discussions in RP, students’ 59 (75%) out 

of the total 71 entries posted positive team work skills with their group members. In fact, students surprisingly 

commented that this RP activity gave them a meaningful purpose to communicate in English. This remark were 

in tandem with the ‘personal development’ case studies findings of Woodhouse (2007) on a group of nursing 

students who benefitted from such video recordings. By speaking in English, they could get their work done 

faster as it would help them to speak more naturally (Kowalska, 1991) in actual RP recordings. Constant close 

collaboration facilitated their RP task. However, 20 entries (25%) stated constant differences of opinion being 

the major hindrance to their teamwork spirit. Some could not cooperate with their partners on the choice of 

venue, time and attitude problem. In two extreme cases, the lecturer had to step in to help (Harmer, 2001) 

students resolve the intransigence. 

 

Comments on peer feedback (positive/negative) 

Out of the 81 entries received, students mostly wrote positive comments on their peers. 51 entries (63%) gave 

encouraging remarks to motivate their peers to improve themselves during RP. Likewise, in the findings by Liu 

and Ding (2009), the study found that the lecturer could only do so much but with peers’ intervention and 

encouragement, students dramatically improve themselves through developing intrinsic motivation. This 

research also concurred with the study undertaken by Islam and Islam (2012) in a larger classroom. One girl 

commented ‘I take it as positive, because they teach me good things that I can improve my confident and my 

attitude’. 

 

30 entries (37%) were related to negative comments on their peers. They were mostly related to inaudible sound 

during video recording or the noisy environment where the RP was carried out. Fortunately, the negative 

comments were construed as ‘constructive’ to assist peers to improve them-selves. Negative comments were 

viewed as peer feedback sincerely dispensed as a last resort to help every member in the group to improve 

themselves. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

In coming to an end, the findings have shown that the students have responded that they have gained moderately 

well in their speaking skills by going through the three stages of assessment tasks according to OAT. One thing 

positive about OAT is that it is quite flexible to cater to the speaking ability of the students. Lecturers may carry 

out certain activities that are more effective to assist students to improve on their communicative skills. In this 

particular study, the lecturer may well want to carry out more activities that can help them to overcome their 

lack of confidence during role play. As for student engagement, the overall results showed promising teamwork 

display even though there was some degree of disagreement. Peer feedback was taken positively well even 

though some negative comments were passed but were considered by group members to be ‘constructive’. RP 

was seen in this study to have successfully built up students’ engagement in discussions and in subsequent 

study, a more robust study is needed to compare pre and post oracy intervention of OAT in determining impact 

of communication skills during RP. 
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