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Abstract
The Foreign Language (FL) section of Spanish University Entrance Examination (EFL-PAU) has
had few revisions over the last twenty years. The Spanish government has substituted the old
EFL-PAU University Entrance Examination by a high stakes Baccalaureate Final Evaluation.
However, further changes are expected in the coming years. Among the most important ones
for the Foreign Language Section is a deep and necessary revision with the inclusion of new
types of tasks. To try and inform the decisions made for the new Baccalaureate Final Evaluation, this article reports on the quantitative and qualitative analyses conducted thanks to a
pilot oral test carried out with 772 recorded candidate performances. Three main goals were
established for this research: 1) to find out the most important variables which characterize
foreign language learning in secondary school in Spain; 2) to find out if there is any correlation between the oral competence of students at the end of their non-compulsory secondary
education (as obtained from the pilot study) and the marks students obtain in the University
Entrance Examination (which does not include the oral skill); and 3) to find out any aspects
related to EFL teaching and learning which may potentially enhance oral performance. The
results of this paper provide rich information on the students’ foreign language learning context, the strong correlation between the written and oral competences and the need to pay
attention to three variables which foster the development of oral foreign language in secondary school classrooms.
Keywords: University entrance examination; correlational study; foreign language.
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1. Introduction
The teaching and learning of languages has not only academic implications in the classroom,
but also a social impact that started being explored in the field of Applied Linguistics only a
few decades ago. The role that foreign and second languages play inside the classroom is
somewhat related to the use of the language that students make in the real world, which
ultimately has an impact on pedagogical decisions and instructional practices.
Traditionally, language has been perceived as a set of separate skills that could be taught
independently, depending on the context and needs of the students. A review of the history of second language teaching reveals different approaches focusing on discrete language
skills being used for many years. Since the introduction of the concept of “communicative
competence” (Hymes, 1972) language is considered from a more global and holistic perspective, as the main focus should be communication, both inside and outside the classroom.
Considering this holistic approach to language, the present study focuses on the social and
linguistic impact of foreign language teaching in Spain. An important focus on writing, reading and grammar renders less interest in oral skills. It is the aim of the study to investigate the
differences and similarities between oral and written competence in pre-university students
with the ultimate goal of determining what changes need to be made in order to improve the
educational system.
The research presented in this study is motivated by the interest of the Spanish Ministry
of Education to improve its current language assessments in order to introduce the adequate
improvement measures in language testing and learning and replace the current University Entrance Examination (run by universities) by the Baccalaureate Final Evaluation (whose
prospective form will be organized by the Ministry and delivered and rated by high school
teachers). This study also intends to suggest an approach for other countries where similar
changes may be currently under consideration. After a review of the literature, focused on
social influences of language learning and sociocultural factors in language performance, we
present the context of the study and describe the research. The discussion and conclusions at
the end offer some guidelines for the improvement of both teaching and testing of languages
in the high school context, if the oral skill is to be fostered

2. Social Influences of Language Learning
The study of foreign languages has increased its importance over time mostly due to the world
professional and social mobility. Consequently, languages and especially English as a Lingua
Franca have become of outstanding importance in general education planning and curriculum
implementation (Smolin & Clayton, 2009; Holme, Richards, Jimerson & Cohen, 2010; Musoleno
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& White, 2010; Kearns, 2011; Scott, 2012; Van Rijn, Beguin & Verstralen, 2012). What is done and
taught in the classroom is influenced by the language and its use in real life. Spolsky (1989: 1314) reminds us that “language learning is individual but occurs in society, and while the social
factors are not necessarily direct in their influence, they have strong and traceable indirect
effects,” which has strong implications on the attitudes displayed by teachers and students.
According to Barkhuizen (2004: 553), “language learning takes place in a social context
which consists of a number of influential social factors.” Some of the factors identified include the setting where learning and assessment occurs (in most cases, the classroom) and
the participants. Due to their active role in the learning process, learners can be seen as some
of those primary participants in both processes. However, the definition of participant can be
extended to include other stakeholders, such as teachers, administrators, parents, language
testers, educational policy makers, and by extension politicians and society in general, as
everyone plays a direct or indirect role in the process of language teaching, learning and
assessing (Rea-Dickins, 1997).
Testing, as mentioned above, is one of those areas that has become a cornerstone in
language education (Tsang, Katz, & Stack, 2008; Heilig, 2011; Gutiérrez Eugenio & Saville, 2017),
considering both its benefits and drawbacks (Bracey, 2009; Fitchett & Heafner, 2010; Howie,
2012; Koretz, 2016). Language testing is currently used to take decisions in student mobility,
student’s acceptance in bilingual higher education programs and also to assess language
programs (Mahon, 2006; Wright & Choi, 2006; Solano-Flores & Li, 2013; Hill & McNamara, 2015).
However, although large scale national assessments tend to be more and more common,
they also tend to ignore the relationship between the candidates’ personal factors and their
grades in high stakes exams (Qian, 2009; Gorges & Kandler, 2012; Bai, Hudson, Millwater, &
Tones, 2013) mostly because a great disparity may evidence that practice is not adequate or
that socioeconomic problems may be creating significant differences within a country (Fitchett & Heafner, 2010; Kim, 2011; Solano-Flores & Li, 2013).
The role of second and foreign language teaching is furthermore affected by factors
such as accountability, which nowadays influences many of the decisions that teachers and
administrators have to make (Kang & Chang, 2014; Ercikan, Roth, & Asil, 2015). With the goal
of comparing and assuming international common policies (Morgan & Taylor Poppe, 2012;
Wilby, 2012), accountability practices can be translated into higher demands on teachers
and more pressure on students to pass standardized tests. Improvements at a national level
also require the analysis of not only linguistic but other socioeconomic and educational
aspects (Wall, 2005). Educational authorities need to analyze these aspects to introduce
significant changes in their policies in order for the countries to evolve in national curriculum development and syllabus design, and for local schools or teachers to address their
specific students’ needs.
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3. Sociocultural Factors in Language Performance
In order to define language performance, it is important to have a clear understanding of
what the actual “performance” implies and what factors have an influence on it. Spolsky’s
(1989) conditions on second language learning are based on factors such as nature of L2
knowledge, language use, testing and measurement, individual learner factors, linguistic social context, natural learning, and formal learning.
However, there seems to be a need for instruction that ensures that learners (1) develop
both a rich repertoire of formulaic expressions and a rule-based competence, (2) focus mainly
on meaning, and (3) also focus on form (Ellis, 1999), making language competence and performance a complex task that requires much more than isolated skills, grammar knowledge
or just comprehensible input (Krashen, 1981, 1985). Learners, in fact, also need high quality
input (not just comprehensible), ample opportunities to practice, high quality feedback and
individualized content (Zhao & Lai, 2007).
While research focuses on best practices in the teaching of second languages, as noted
above, the reality in the classroom is much different. Although the teacher’s use of the target
language seems to be an old issue in language learning, most teachers would agree that the ideal situation in a foreign language classroom is that in which the student is surrounded by the use
of the target language (TL) as much as possible. However, despite the beneficial use of the mother tongue in the foreign language classroom (Liu & Zeng, 2015), it is difficult to see to what extent
students in classes which may be taught in the speaker’s first language (L1) or where the interaction is mostly in their L1 can lead to student’s language development (Moussu & Llurda, 2008).
High stakes testing policies have also been seriously criticized because teachers mostly
teach to the test, there is an abuse of test strategies versus real knowledge (Xu & Wu, 2012),
there are differences in socioeconomic aspects (Russell & Kavanaugh, 2011), because external
and impact validation need to be considered in the test framework (Weir, 2013), and because
of the need of equal and fair achievement opportunities (Wright & Li, 2008), especially among
social groups (Escamilla, Chavez, & Vigil, 2005).
However, on the other hand, language tests have a direct influence on how classes are
taught, syllabi and curricula designed, teachers trained and the students’ evolution (Changing
Language Teaching through Language Testing), an effect called washback (Alderson & Wall, 1993;
Fan, 2017; Kwon, Lee, & Shin, 2017; Zou & Xu, 2017, among others). Many studies have tended to
focus on the pros and cons of washback in Spain—especially the negative issues—(Amengual
Pizarro, 2010; Fernández Álvarez, 2012; Bueno-Alastuey, García Laborda, Alcón, & Luque Agullo,
2014) because the very own existence of washback is very difficult to deny in Spain and many
international contexts. Assessment-based educational systems are based on the potential ben-
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eficial effects of test in learning while most negative issues are related with accountability in
education. Many practitioners criticize them because results tend to benefit some and have
negative effects on the rest; for instance, language tests can benefit students of certain classes
who may have more opportunity to learn them in some special schools or language centers,
or those who travel or their parents speak to them in a L2. However, good practices are usually based on the design, development, and delivery of valid tests. Likewise, the design of the
tests requires of field studies that consider the linguistic initial situation, the target expected
proficiency, and the factors that can account for differences among the prospective students.

4. The Study Context
Europe has been using joint educational and linguistic policies for the last twenty years. However,
believing that the educational situations in all the countries of the European Union are similar is
probably a deceptive illusion. It is certainly true that there is an increasing interest in standardizing education and increasing the number of languages that its citizens speak but that is extremely difficult because there are deep differences among and within the different OECD countries
(see for example European Commission, 2012). There are clear differences in foreign languages
competence but also in sciences, mathematics, and first language. Spanish students usually
are among the worst countries in international assessments like PISA and others (OECD, 2012).
The teachers’ common response to this issue is that other countries prepare specifically
for these international assessments. Although this assumption may “feel” true, there is little
empirical evidence to support it. In relation to foreign languages, Spain is among the European countries with the lowest competence in English. The situation of French is relatively better than English (European Commission, 2012), the world of business and culture is currently
driven in the English language. Thus a strong competence in English is not only desirable for
educational purposes but also to succeed in studying and working abroad, a current need in a
country going through a deep economic crisis with an immense percentage of unemployment.
Given all of these premises and having in mind the current tendency towards accountability in education, the Spanish Ministry of Education, Culture and Sports is currently planning a strong educational reform in which National Assessments are the cornerstone. One of
the aspects that the Ministry has emphasized is the development of adequate foreign languages tests after 6th, 8th, 10th, and 12th grades. Besides, the former University Entrance
Examination will eventually be replaced by the Baccalaureate Final Evaluation at the end of
12th grade. The major change in the Foreign Languages section will be the inclusion of speaking tasks that have never been included in any high stakes test in Spain before. Before proceeding to a thorough revision and implementation of a new test, the educational authorities
in Spain considered it necessary to pilot a sound study of the current situation of speaking
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in EFL across the country. This pilot study was done by the Spanish Institute of Educational
Evaluation (Instituto Nacional de Evaluación Educativa, INEE), and then the data offered to
research groups for their use. The data were obtained from speaking tests and the recordings
of scoring by trained raters in seven educational communities from Spain (Asturias, Aragón,
Islas Baleares, Castilla-La Mancha, Comunidad Valenciana, La Rioja, and Madrid) totalling 772
11th and 12th grade (last year of high school) students.
To provide the authorities with results which would inform any future decisions made
concerning the effective inclusion of an oral exam to the current EFL-PAU (which only focuses
on written skills nowadays), the present study used the data resulting from that pilot study
to answer the following research questions:
1) Which are the most important variables which determine the learning of a Foreign Language in Spain nowadays?
2) Is there a correlation between the oral competence of students at the end of their
non-compulsory secondary education, as obtained from the pilot study, and their written
competence as assessed in the University Entrance Examination nowadays?
3) What aspects related to EFL teaching and learning may potentially enhance oral performance?

4.1. Participants
A total of 772 students in their 1st and 2nd year of Bachillerato (equivalent to 11th and 12th
grades) took part in the study, of which 54% were male and 46% female. In order to achieve a
representative sample, the schools were randomly chosen in the 7 participating autonomous
regions following the sample design shown in table 1 below.
Each of the regions involved in the project interviewed about 200 students of three types
of cities (less than 10,000 inhabitants, cities with 10,000-100,000 inhabitants, and cities with
more than 100,000 inhabitants) including, whenever possible, both private and public schools.

4.2. Instruments
Pilot oral test
The tasks included in the speaking test were constructed taking the Common European
Framework of Reference (CEFR) B1 level as a benchmark, since it is the predominant level for
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TABLE 1
Sample design for random choice of schools in participating autonomous regions

TYPE OF SCHOOL
Size of town

State

Private

Total

>100,000 inhabitants

2

2

<100,000 inhabitants

2 (1 private school wherever available)

2

2 (1 private school wherever available)

2

4

>10,000
< 10,000 inhabitants
Total

8

the EFL-PAU (Díez-Bedmar, 2011). Students at this level can understand the main points of a
text on familiar matters regularly encountered in work, school, leisure, etc., and can produce
simple, connected texts on topics which are familiar or of personal interest. They can also
describe experiences and events and briefly give reasons and explanations for opinions and
plans (Council of Europe, 2001: 24).
The total duration of the pilot oral test was 8-10 minutes and consisted of two differentiated parts. The first part lasted 2-3 minutes and focused on spoken interaction: a conversation
between the examiner and the student which dealt with personal information (name, family,
school, free time, holidays, past experiences, future plans). The second part was longer (6-7
minutes) and involved both spoken production and spoken interaction: the student was given
some photographs which he/she had to describe. After that, they were asked some questions
related to the photographs which would encourage discussion and the students’ expression
of agreement or disagreement on topics arising from the visual aids.
Three raters were present at the time of the interview: one delivered the questions and
rated the student’s performance while the other two just acted as raters. Given the extensive
number of students and the difficulty associated to obtaining images from under agers (18
years old) in Spain, the Ministry administrators decided not to record the sessions. All the
interviews took place between March and April 2012.

Questionnaire
The purpose of the questionnaire was to collect data related to the students’ background and
profile, their EFL learning and the contexts in which they use this foreign language. With that
aim, the questionnaire was divided into two differentiated parts: 1) data related to the stu-
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dent and his/her personal background: age, sex, school record, socioeconomic background
of their families, country of origin, autonomous region where they live, mother tongue; and
2) data related to EFL learning and actual use: size of classes, duration of EFL class, number
of EFL classes, use of EFL in class, pedagogic materials and resources, EFL use outside the
educational context (extra-curricular activities, school trips to English-speaking countries).
For the purposes of this paper only the data that have shown a significant correlation to
the students’ oral competence (which are mainly related to the second part of the questionnaire) will be analysed in detail.

4.3. Procedure
The speaking test was evaluated following a rubric which focused on five criteria: 1) range,
2) grammatical correctness, 3) fluency, 4) interaction, and 5) coherence, with a score from 1
to 10, 1 being the lowest. Three different examiners/raters were used for this study, with the
purpose of obtaining a higher reliability in the evaluation, being their final mark the mean
obtained from their respective evaluations.
Furthermore, additional data relevant to this study were collected: students’ final grade
in the school subject “Foreign Language: English”, students’ overall final grade for that academic year, and the results of their EFL-PAU. The latter were used to establish a possible
correlation between the pilot oral test and the EFL-PAU, which only evaluates written competence, so as to find out whether it was worthwhile to implement an oral test in the EFL-PAU.

5. Data Analysis and Discussion
5.1. Students and Their Context: An Overview of the Variables in EFL Learning
The data corresponding to the students’ variables regarding themselves, their families, and
personal context were the following. The students’ age ranged between 16 and 21, most of the
students being 17 (47.9%), and most of them (54.7%) being women. During their studies most
of these students did not need to retake any school year either at primary education (98.2%),
compulsory secondary education (93.3%), or optional secondary education (93.3%).
The participants’ origin (i.e., their Comunidad Autónoma or autonomous region) was also
analysed in this study. The seven participating autonomous regions are shown in figure 1. Out
of these, the ones from which most students are were found to be Aragón (14.5%), Castilla-La
Mancha (13.7%), Baleares (13.4%), Madrid (13.1%), or Valencia (12.8%). Regarding emigration,
6.4% of the participants in the study are immigrant students. The language that is spoken at
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the participants’ home is Spanish in most of the cases (85.5%), then followed by Catalan (7.8%),
Valencian (3.4%), or any other language (2.3%).
FIGURE 1
Autonomous regions participating in the study

Asturias
La Rioja
Aragón
Madrid
C. Valenciana
I. Baleares
Castilla-La Mancha

5.2. Contextualization of Students’ EFL Learning
5.2.1. Research Question 1
Variables related to the English classroom
Three variables were analysed regarding the English classroom, namely the ratio of students
per class, the duration of the classes, and the number of classes per week. First, most students
take their classes in a group of 21-25 students (33.2%), 26-30 students (30.3%), or 16-20 students
(26.7%). Only 4.5% of the students benefit from classes with 10-15 students and 4.2% attend
overcrowded classes with 31-35 students. Second, half of the participants in this questionnaire
attended classes which lasted 50 minutes, and 31.7% of the students took classes which took
55 minutes. 60-minute classes were a reality for 12.2% of the students, and classes taking 40 or
45 minutes were only attended by 1% or 4% of the sample, respectively. As far as the number of
classes per week is concerned, most of the students (76.2%) took three classes per week, 15.8%
took four classes per week, and only 4.6% or 2.3% took five or six classes per week, respectively.
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Variables related to the language and methodology used
Four variables were considered to describe the language and the methodology used in the
English classroom: 1) the use of English in the class on the part of the teacher, 2) on the part
of the student, 3) the presentations made in English, and 4) the use of books, music, or videos
in English. First, the teachers’ use of English in the class was the most frequent situation,
with 42.1% of the teachers using English in all the classes and 34.6% doing so in most of the
classes. However, 5.4% of the teachers were reported to never or almost never use the foreign
language in their classes, which is highly surprising in foreign language teaching. Students,
on the contrary, affirm that this is not the case for the students’ participation in class. In fact,
most of the students (44.2%) report to use English in some classes, 23.6% of the students do
so in most of the classes, and, in a similar proportion, 23.3% of the students never or almost
never use English in the classroom. Only 7.6% of the students claim that they use English
in the English classroom on all occasions. Third, half of the students (49.5%) report to make
presentations in the foreign language in some classes. However, 32.8% of the students also
report to never or almost never make presentations in the foreign language. Only 4.2% of the
students do so in all the classes. In the fourth place, the use of books, music, and videos in
English is found to be 47.4% in some classes and 21.6% in most of the classes. Unfortunately,
the percentage of students who have access to those resources in the English classroom in
all the classes and the ones which do not use those resources in their classes is quite close,
with 12.1% in the former and 17.6% in the latter. Finally, 33.5% of the students are motivated
to use English in most of the classes, 27.8% are motivated to do so in all the classes, 25.1% in
some of the classes, and 12.3% never or almost never.
The resources used in the language classroom were also considered in this study. Thus,
the use of audiovisuals, printed materials, online materials, computer materials, language
labs, textbooks, and reading books will be analysed in what follows. First, audiovisual materials were found to be used on some occasions along the academic year (34.9%), once per
month (17.6%), on some occasions in a month (18.7%), and in almost all the classes (5.2%).
However, they were also reported not to be used or little used (22.4%). In the case of printed
materials, almost half of the students (43.6%) reported that they were never used or almost
never used in the classroom, a tendency which was followed in the rest of the students since
these materials were found to be employed only on some occasions along the academic year
(34.3%), once a month (12%), on some occasions per month (7.6%), or in almost all the classes
(1.3%). Therefore, a tendency not to use printed material can be seen in the data.
Similarly, online resources were not very much used either. In fact, half of the students
reported that they were never or almost never used in the classroom (44.1%), they were used
on some occasions in the academic year (25.2%), once a month (12.6%), on some occasions in a
month (12.1%), and only 4.7% of the students used it in almost all the classes. A similar scenar-
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io was found in the use of computer programmes, since 54.1% of the students never or almost
never use them, 21% use them on some occasions in the academic year, 10.5% use them once
a month, 7.3% use them on some occasions in a month, and only 4.9% of the students use
them in all their classes. In the case of computer labs, their use was even more limited, as can
be seen in the data. 81.7% of the students have never or almost never used them, and it is only
3.1% of the students that use them once a month, and 1.1% of the students use them in all the
classes. The limited use of the materials analysed so far indicates that another resource in
the English classroom, i.e., the textbook, continues on being the material more widely used.
This is so to such an extent that 68.8% of the students use it in all the classes, and only 3.4% of
the students never or almost never use it. Finally, in the case of the reading texts in the classroom, the situation found reveals that they are never used or almost never used in 33.1% of
the classes, or they are used occasionally in the academic year (32.7%). On the contrary, 7.2%
of the students use them in every class.

Time devoted to homework
Regarding the time devoted to homework, most of the students report that they devote little
time to do so (60.7%), and 28.3% claim that they devote some time to do so. 2.5% of the participants in the study are the ones who report that they devote much time, as opposed to 7.2%
of the students who confess they do not save time for homework at all.

Use of EFL outside the classroom
Other aspects which were of interest for the study were the ones related to the use of English
outside the classroom. First, most of the students were found to use English in chats, emails,
or letters on few occasions (67.3%). The same scenario was found in the use of English with
a relative or friend (74%), with a neighbour (85.2%), with tourists (76.5%), or on the Internet
(67.9%). The main difference found in their use of the foreign language in those contexts is
that it is when they are online that participants reported to use English on several occasions
per week in the highest percentage (10.1%).

Contact with EFL through media
Data were obtained regarding the students’ use of songs, films without subtitles, TV shows/
programmes without subtitles, TV shows/programmes with subtitles, computer programmes,
books, comics, and web pages. The analysis of these data revealed that the highest percentage of use (78.7%) is that of songs, which are used on some occasions per week by the par-
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ticipants. In order of importance, songs were followed by TV shows/programmes without
subtitles (50.4%), comics (50%), TV shows/programmes with subtitles (42.1%), and computer
programmes (30.4%). Finally, films without subtitles (33.2%), books (45.7%), and web pages
(24.8%) are only used on some occasions along an academic year.

5.2.2. Research Question 2
Adding an oral part to an exam such as the EFL-PAU entails considerable effort on the part
of the stakeholders and everyone involved in the process, including teachers and students.
Two analyses were conducted to check if there was any correlation between the mark in the
EFL-PAU and the marks (mean obtained from the three raters’ marks) for each of the five criteria (Range, Grammatical Correctness, Fluency, Interaction, and Coherence) considered when
evaluating the two oral tasks (providing personal background and describing pictures) in the
pilot study of the oral test in the EFL-PAU.
In the following analysis the criteria applied for the first task of the pilot oral test have been
labelled Range1, GrammCorrect1, Fluency1, Interaction1, and Coherence1, and the ones applied for the second task are Range2, GrammCorrect2, Fluency2, Interaction2, and Coherence2.
Since the data obtained from the EFL-PAU results proved non-normally distributed (see
table 3 below), two Spearman’s Rank Order correlations were run (one per task).
TABLE 3
Descriptive statistics for the EFL-PAU scores
N

MEAN

STD.
DEVIATION

STATISTIC

STATISTIC

STATISTIC

STATISTIC

STD.
ERROR

STATISTIC

STD.
ERROR

EFL-PAU
score

772

6.3899

1.95101

-.254

.088

-.492

.176

Valid N
(listwise)

772

SKEWNESS

KURTOSIS

As a result of the Spearman’s Rank Order correlation run with the data obtained from the first
oral task (i.e., providing personal information), a statistically significant strong relationship
(see Salkind, 2000; Pallant, 2005) was found between the mark obtained in the English Exam
in the UAE and the mean of the mark given to each of the five criteria considered for the
evaluation of the oral test, namely Range1 (r= .628, p≤ .001), GrammCorrect1 (r= .628, p≤ .001),
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Fluency1 (r= .616, p≤ .001), Interaction1 (r= .623, p≤ .001), and Coherence1 (r= .629, p≤ .001). In the
case of the analysis of the relationship between the five criteria, the correlations also proved
to be very strong from the statistical point of view, as can be seen in the results obtained
when comparing Range1P and the other four criteria, namely GrammCorrect1 (r= .976, p≤ .001),
Fluency1 (r= .975, p≤ .001), Interaction1 (r= .973, p≤ .001), and Coherence1 (r= .973, p≤ .001). The
full correlation coefficients are found in table 4 below:
TABLE 4
Correlations between EFL-PAU and first task in the pilot oral test

Spearman’s
rho

EFL-PAU
score

EFLPAU
SCORE

RANGE
1

GRAMMCORRECT1

FLUENCY1

INTERACTION1

COHERENCE1

1.000

.634**

.628**

.616**

.623**

.629**

.

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

772

772

772

772

772

772

.634**

1.000

.976**

.975**

.973**

.973**

Sig.
(2-tailed)

.000

.

.000

.000

.000

.000

N

772

1194

1194

1194

1194

1194

.628**

.976**

1.000

.967**

.963**

.968**

Sig.
(2-tailed)

.000

.000

.

.000

.000

.000

N

772

1194

1194

1194

1194

1194

.616**

.975**

.967**

1.000

.981**

.977**

Sig.
(2-tailed)

.000

.000

.000

.

.000

.000

N

772

1194

1194

1194

1194

1194

.623**

.973**

.963**

.981**

1.000

.984**

Sig.
(2-tailed)

.000

.000

.000

.000

.

.000

N

772

1194

1194

1194

1194

1194

.629**

.973**

.968**

.977**

.984**

1.000

Correlation
Coefficient
Sig.
(2-tailed)
N

Range1

Gramm
Correct1

Fluency1

Interaction1

Coherence1

Correlation
Coefficient

Correlation
Coefficient

Correlation
Coefficient

Correlation
Coefficient

Correlation
Coefficient
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Sig.
(2-tailed)

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.

N

772

1194

1194

1194

1194

1194

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

As can be seen in table 5, the results obtained with the data from the second oral task (i.e., describing pictures) reveal a similar scenario, regarding the strong relationship between the mark
obtained in the EFL-PAU and the mean of the mark granted to each of the five criteria used for
the evaluation of the oral task, as well as the very strong relationship found between the five
criteria themselves (which were the same as the ones used for the first oral task). In fact, the
strong correlation between the mark obtained in the EFL-PAU and the mean of the mark given
to each of the five criteria considered showed that Range2 (r= .641, p≤ .001), GrammCorrect2 (r=
.651, p≤ .001), Fluency2 (r= .634, p≤ .001), Interaction2 (r= .633, p≤ .001), and Coherence2 (r= .641, p≤
.001). In the case of the correlation between the five criteria used to evaluate the oral task, the
results obtained are the following when correlating Range2 with GrammCorrect2 (r= .977, p≤
.001), Fluency2 (r= .977, p≤ .001), Interaction2 (r= .973, p≤ .001), and Coherence2 (r= .974, p≤ .001).
TABLE 5
Correlations between EFL-PAU and second task in the pilot oral test

Spearman’s
rho

EFL-PAU
score

EFLPAU
SCORE

RANGE
2

GRAMMCORRECT2

FLUENCY2

INTERACTION2

COHERENCE2

1.000

.641**

.651**

.634**

.633**

.641**

.

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

772

772

772

772

772

772

.641**

1.000

.977**

.977**

.973**

.974**

Sig.
(2-tailed)

.000

.

.000

.000

.000

.000

N

772

1194

1194

1194

1194

1194

.651**

.977**

1.000

.968**

.964**

.970**

Sig.
(2-tailed)

.000

.000

.

.000

.000

.000

N

772

1194

1194

1194

1194

1194

.634**

.977**

.968**

1.000

.984**

.980**

Correlation
Coefficient
Sig.
(2-tailed)
N

Range2

GrammCorrect2

Fluency2

Correlation
Coefficient

Correlation
Coefficient

Correlation
Coefficient
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Interaction2

Coherence2

Sig.
(2-tailed)

.000

.000

.000

.

.000

.000

N

772

1194

1194

1194

1194

1194

.633**

.973**

.964**

.984**

1.000

.986**

Sig.
(2-tailed)

.000

.000

.000

.000

.

.000

N

772

1194

1194

1194

1194

1194

.641**

.974**

.970**

.980**

.986**

1.000

Sig.
(2-tailed)

.000

.000

.000

.000

.000

.

N

772

1194

1194

1194

1194

1194

Correlation
Coefficient

Correlation
Coefficient

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

As a result, it can be claimed that there are strong correlations between the mark obtained
in the English Exam Section in the UAE (composed of written tasks) and the marks granted
to each of the five criteria considered for the evaluation of the oral task (with similar results
in the two tasks performed by the student). Similarly, very strong correlations are found between the marks given to each of the five criteria considered for the evaluation of the oral
task (again with similar results in the two tasks).

5.2.3. Research Question 3
Finally, to answer Research Question 3, a more in-depth analysis has been carried out in
order to establish whether some of the following variables analysed in the questionnaire
may have an impact on the students’ oral competence: a) frequency of teacher’s input in
English (TeacherSpeaksEFL); b) frequency of students’ production and interaction in English
(StudentsSpeakEFL); c) frequency of oral tasks done in class (SpeakingTasks); d) use of English
multimedia resources (EFLBooksMusicVideos); and e) teacher’s encouragement for students
to speak in English (MotivationEFLSpeaking).
Table 6 below shows the correlations between these variables and the scores in the first
task of the pilot oral test.
When all these variables were analysed by means of Pearson’s correlation, three variables
were found to correlate positively with all the other variables. These are StudentsSpeakEFL,
SpeakingTasks and MotivationEFLSpeaking.
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TABLE 6
Correlations between EFL learning variables from questionnaire and first task in pilot oral test

Spearman’s
rho

TeacherSpeaksEFL

StudentsSpeakEFL

RANGE1

GRAMMCORRECT1

FLUENCY1

INTERACTION1

Correlation
Coefficient

.041

.047

.053

.051

.056

Sig.
(2-tailed)

.158

.105

.071

.078

.054

N

1179

1179

1179

1179

1179

Correlation
Coefficient

.073*

.070*

.079**

.086**

.083**

.012

.016

.007

.003

.005

1179

1179

1179

1179

1179

.084**

.082**

.094**

.102**

.103**

.004

.005

.001

.000

.000

1179

1179

1179

1179

1179

Correlation
Coefficient

.048

.041

.053

.056

.056

Sig.
(2-tailed)

.102

.160

.071

.053

.056

1179

1179

1179

1179

1179

.097**

.087**

.110**

.112**

.109**

.001

.003

.000

.000

.000

1179

1179

1179

1179

1179

Sig.
(2-tailed)
N
SpeakingTasks

Correlation
Coefficient
Sig.
(2-tailed)
N

EFLBooksMusicVideos

N
MotivationEFLSpeaking

Correlation
Coefficient
Sig.
(2-tailed)
N

COHERENCE1

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

The data obtained are the following ones:
a) The variable StudentsSpeakEFL correlated with all the other variables, since Range1 (r=
.073, p≤ .05), GrammCorrect1 (r= .079, p≤ .05), Fluency1 (r= 0.79, p≤ .05). The correlation is
strongly significant with Interaction1 (r=.86, p≤ .005) and Coherence1 (r= .083, p≤ .005), as
can be seen in the p values.
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b) The variable SpeakingTasks also correlated with all the other variables, as can be seen in
Range1 (r= .084, p≤ .005), GrammCorrect1 (r= .082, p≤ .005), Fluency1 (r= .094, p≤ .005). As it
was the case with StudentsSpeakEFL, the correlation is strongly significant with Interaction1 (r= .102, p≤ .001) and Coherence1 (r= .103, p≤ .001).
c) The variable MotivationEFLSpeaking correlated with GrammCorrect1 (r= .087, p≤ .005), and
in a more significant way with Range1 (r= .097, p≤ .001), Fluency1 (r= .110, p≤ .001), Interaction1 (r= .112, p≤ .001), and Coherence1 (r= .109, p≤ .001).
Other two variables, TeacherSpeaksEFL and EFLBooksMusicVideos only correlated with some
other variables in a marginally statistically significant way. In the case of TeacherSpeaksEFL,
the correlation was found with Coherence1 (r= .056, p≤ .054) and in the case of EFLBooksMusicVideos, that was the case with Interaction1 (r= .056, p≤ .053) and Coherence1 (r= .056, p≤ .056).
Table 7 below shows the correlations between these variables and the scores in the second task of the pilot oral test, the oral description of a picture followed by one or two questions about the visual prompt.
TABLE 7
Correlations between EFL learning variables from questionnaire and second task in pilot oral test

Spearman’s
rho

TeacherSpeaksEF

RANGE2

GRAMMCORRECT2

FLUENCY2

INTERACTION2

Correlation
Coefficient

.049

.060*

.069*

.074*

.077**

Sig.
(2-tailed)

.092

.041

.017

.011

.008

1179

1179

1179

1179

1179

.078**

.075*

.090**

.102**

.094**

.007

.010

.002

.000

.001

1179

1179

1179

1179

1179

.087**

.078**

.099**

.108**

.108**

.003

.007

.001

.000

.000

1179

1179

1179

1179

1179

.051

.046

.065*

.066*

.059*

N
StudentsSpeakEFL

Correlation
Coefficient
Sig.
(2-tailed)
N

SpeakingTasks

Correlation
Coefficient
Sig.
(2-tailed)
N

EFLBooksMusicVideos

Correlation
Coefficient

COHERENCE2
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Sig.
(2-tailed)
N
MotivationEFLSpeaking

Correlation
Coefficient
Sig.
(2-tailed)
N

.077

.114

.026

.024

.041

1179

1179

1179

1179

1179

.100**

.089**

.112**

.120**

.117**

.001

.002

.000

.000

.000

1179

1179

1179

1179

1179

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

When the data obtained from the oral test and question 19 in the questionnaire were analysed by means of Pearson’s correlation, three variables were found to correlate positively
with all the other variables. These are StudentsSpeakEFL, SpeakingTasks and MotivationEFLSpeaking. The data obtained are the following ones:
a) The variable StudentsSpeakEFL correlated with all the other variables, since Range2 (r=
.078, p≤ .05), GrammCorrect2 (r= .075, p≤ .05). The correlation is strongly significant with
Fluency2 (r= 0.090, p≤ .05), Interaction2 (r=.102, p≤ .005), and Coherence2 (r= .094, p≤ .005), as
can be seen in the p values.
b) The variable SpeakingTasks also correlated with all the other variables, as can be seen in
Range2 (r= .087, p≤ .005), GrammCorrect2 (r= .078, p≤ .005), and Fluency2 (r= .099, p≤ .005). As
it was the case with StudentsSpeakEFL, the correlation is strongly significant with Interaction2 (r= .108 p≤ .005) and Coherence2 (r= .108 p≤ .005).
c) The variable MotivationEFLSpeaking correlated strongly with Range2 (r= .100, p≤ .001),
GrammCorrect2 (r= .089, p≤ .005), Fluency2 (r= .112, p≤ .001), Interaction2 (r= .120, p≤ .001)
and Coherence2 (r= .117, p≤ .001).
As with the first task, the other two variables, TeacherSpeaksEFL and EFLBooksMusicVideos, correlated with the other variables in a statistically less significant way. In the case of
TeacherSpeaksEFL, the correlation was found with GrammCorrect2 (r= .060, p≤ .05), Fluency2
(r= .069, p≤ .05), Interaction2 (r=.074, p≤ .005), and Coherence2 (r= .077, p≤ .005). In the case of
EFLBooksMusicVideos, it correlated with Fluency2 (r= .065, p≤ .05), Interaction2 (r=.066, p≤ .005),
and Coherence2 (r= .059, p≤ .005).
As a summary, it is possible to see that three variables, namely StudentsSpeakEFL,
SpeakingTasks, and MotivationEFLSpeaking, correlate with all the other variables. Similarly, Interaction1 and Coherence1 are two variables which correlate with all the variables in

190

ONOMÁZEIN 42 (diciembre de 2018): 172 - 196
Jesús García Laborda, María Belén Díez-Bedmar, Elena Martín Monje y Miguel Fernández Álvarez
Differences and Similarities between Oral and Written Competence in
Spanish Pre-University Students: A Correlational Study

a significant way (even though some are marginally significant), but with Interaction1 and
TeacherSpeaksEFL.

6. Conclusion and Limitations of the Study
The present study correlated the grades of the writing Spanish University Entrance Examination and 772 speaking interviews of Bachillerato (non-compulsory education) students
in order to observe whether corresponding results would be obtained. It was ascertained
that there is a strong correlation between oral and written competence and three factors
were highlighted as the most influential ones in the students’ performance: 1) the students’
participation in English in their classes, 2) the setup of oral production tasks as part of the
EFL syllabus and 3) the students’ motivation for EFL learning. Thus, it would be advisable for
teachers, curriculum developers and policy makers to take these considerations into account
as enhancers of EFL oral performance in Spanish pre-university students: teachers should
encourage to use EFL in the educational context, oral presentations should be a compulsory
part of the EFL curriculum, and there should be assurances so that high school students are
positively motivated to learn EFL.
In linguistic terms, the findings of this study also imply that maybe the differences
between writing and speaking might not be as clear as one may expect from the time devoted in class to each skill. This could erroneously lead to thinking that no special effort
may be necessary to improve the speaking in high school. However, although Oller (1979)
warned of this affect, he also agreed that there is a considerable step to reach balanced
language learning.
Another finding in this paper is that, after 12 years of foreign language classes, most
learners are likely to have only acquired a CEFR B1 level of English. With the increase
of bilingual (English-Spanish) programs in Spain, significant changes are expected to be
found even on a short term (Pavón Vázquez, Ávila López, Gallego Segador, & Espejo Mohedano, 2015). There is no question that this limited performance needs to be improved,
in both oral and written language, if current students are to study and work abroad. Thus,
it is necessary not only to revise the learning process but also to design sound test that
ensures a positive impact in the education (García Laborda & Fernández Álvarez, 2011;
García Laborda & Litzler Jerman, 2015) especially if delivered online (García Laborda, Magal Royo, Litzler, & Giménez López, 2014). Although, in general, this has been associated to
positive washback, the intended effect should go beyond the test and have a permanent
and deeper effect. We strongly believe that tests could trigger such effect but it requires
more than just revision of the EFL-PAU: it requires a strong planning that at this point still
needs to be implemented.
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