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Abstract: This literature review surveys empirical research on paired speaking assessment published between April 2012 and
April 2022, following a narrative review procedure. Seventeen empirical studies retrieved from the University of Pennsylvania
Franklin Library were analyzed and organized into two thematic groups: sources of variability in paired assessment (interlocutor
effects, rater effects, and planning time) and paired assessment in use (rating scales, practicality, and the interactional skills test-
takers display). The review finds that interlocutor proficiency does not consistently predict overall test scores but is closely
associated with asymmetric interactional patterns, that raters attend to both verbal and non-verbal co-constructed features when
scoring, and that planning time has a limited effect on holistic scores while still shaping discourse features. The review also
highlights an ongoing gap between the theoretical construct of interactional competence and its practical operationalization in
classroom and large-scale testing contexts. Implications for future rating-scale development and rater training are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Some language testers argue that speaking is the most
challenging aspect to assess among all four language skills
due to the requirements for eliciting speech, rating scales, and
well-trained raters [1]. Given the interactive and context
dependent nature, language test developers need to consider
multiple perspectives beyond just the interlocutor's linguistic
competences while designing assessments. While traditional
individual speaking assessment still takes the majority of the
speaking assessment market, paired speaking assessment has
gained more attention as it allows test-takers to interact with
peers and demonstrate competencies that are hard to observe
in traditional individual speaking assessments. This literature
review aims to provide a general idea of what topics
researchers have focused on from April 2012 to April 2022
regarding paired speaking assessment.

2. Foundational Theoretical
Background on Paired Speaking
Assessment

2.1. Interactional Competence and
Communicative Competence

Paired speaking assessment connects closely to the concept
of interactional competence (IC). Interactional competence
differs from communicative competence by its sociocultural
dimension as it refers to the ability to jointly co-construct
meaning in a shared interactional context [2]. Communicative
competence was first brought up by Hymes [3], who defines
communicative competence as ‘“grammatical competence”
and “sociolinguistic competence”. Through researchers'
[4,5,6] discussion and evolution about what should be
included in communicative competence, the definition
expands and changes to organizational competence [4,5],
pragmatic competence [4,5], and strategic competence [6].
Bachman and Palmer's [6] model of communicative
competence has been widely influential in language
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assessment.

While this model has been influential in language
assessment, later researchers argued that it did not fully
capture the sociocultural nature of language use, which
should involve “spontaneous and vivid interactions” [7].
Many researchers also suggest that language proficiency is
not a global measure of general competence but language use
in a specific local context [8,9]. In this context, the idea of
interactional competence [2] provides a framework to view
language competence through interlocutor interactions where
co-construction happens. Interactional competence refers to
the ability to participate in socially situated interaction by
drawing on linguistic and interactional resources with one or
more interlocutors to accomplish a particular discursive
practice. In this view, competence is not treated only as an
individual possession; it is also demonstrated through the
ways participants coordinate their contributions, establish
mutual understanding, manage turns, develop topics, and
respond to one another in context [8,9]. This concept builds
the foundation for the growing attention to paired speaking
assessments, as they assess test-takers based on co-
constructed interaction rather than the isolated production of
one test-taker.

Paired and group speaking assessment is an alternative
arrangement that has been discussed and used in both high-
stake and low-stake test contexts. The discussion has
continued since the University of Cambridge Local
Examinations Syndicate (UCLES) adopted this exam
arrangement for the First Certificate in English (FCE) exam,
in which two test-takers are grouped to perform speaking
tasks while two examiners score each individual's language
performance. Another high-stake test that adopts paired
speaking assessment is the Examination for the Certificate of
Proficiency in English (ECPE), which measures English
proficiency in academic and professional contexts and uses a
similar format to UCLES. Paired assessments therefore
provide a way to examine speaking performance in
interaction. McNamara [10] argues that paired speaking
assessment filled the gap left by individual speaking



assessment, which “focuses too much on the individual
candidate rather than the candidate in interaction” (p. 86).

However, since the format was first proposed by Folland
and Robertson [11], paired speaking assessment has remained
in a minor role in the speaking assessment market compared
with the dominant arrangement of individual assessment.
High-stake and even many low-stake tests use individual
speaking assessments because the drawbacks of paired
speaking assessment are as salient as its merits. An earlier
researcher [12] was concerned about the lack of empirical
data to support the benefits of paired speaking assessment.
Although later empirical research filled this gap, other
debates continued relating to paired speaking assessment. The
central debate shifted from whether paired assessment should
be used to more specific questions about validity, variability,
and how interactional performance can be interpreted and
scored.

The validity of paired speaking assessment has been a
prolific area of research. Researchers have focused on two
major aspects: the rater and the interlocutor. In paired
speaking assessment, the rater is the person who evaluates the
performance, whereas the interlocutor is the other participant
with whom a test-taker must interact. Research on raters
examined how they interpret co-constructed interaction and
what they attend to when assigning scores [13]. May [14] also
focused on raters and highlighted how raters perceive mutual
achievements in paired assessment settings. Other researchers
[15] examined variability, finding that new raters are
inconsistent in rating group language assessments.

Another aspect contributing to variability is the interlocutor.
Over the past two decades, researchers have demonstrated
that the personal characteristics of interlocutors can influence
how test-takers perform. More specifically, researchers found
that gender [16,17], acquaintanceship [18,17], and
personality [19] affect accuracy in paired speaking
assessment. Beyond personal characteristics and relationships,
other researchers have specifically focused on interlocutors'
language proficiency levels and their impact on paired
speaking assessment [20,21].

3. Empirical Research from 2012 to
2022

Discussion of paired speaking validity has continued in
recent years as researchers have expanded their focus to
specific events during paired speaking assessments. April
2012 to April 2022 was used as the review period because it
represents the most recent ten-year period immediately
preceding the completion of this paper. The 2012 cutoff is
chronological rather than theoretical: earlier studies provide
the conceptual and empirical background, while studies
published during 2012-2022 constitute the primary evidence
reviewed here. Following the narrative review procedure [22],
the keywords “paired speaking assessment”, “paired oral
assessment”, “paired speaking tests”, and “dyadic speaking
test” were used under the disciplines of “education” and
“languages & literature” to search the University of
Pennsylvania Franklin Library. The initial search identified
88 records. After screening for topic and format, 21 records
met the broad eligibility criteria. Within the 21 records, 17
empirical studies were retained for analysis and 4 articles
were excluded because they did not match the topic or were
not empirical studies. For example, Ahmadi [23] defined
paired speaking assessment as the interaction between
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examiners and test-takers, while this review focuses only on
peer-peer interactional speaking assessment; Nyroos [24] and
Hiittner [25] focus on a different topic within SLD but not on
paired speaking assessment; and Galaczi and Taylor [26]
provide a historical analysis rather than empirical research.
The search strategy was necessarily limited to the databases
available, so this review should be understood as a focused
survey rather than an exhaustive systematic review.

Most of the selected work is from major, influential
journals, including but not limited to Language Assessment
Quarterly, Applied Linguistics, and Language Testing. This
diversity of trusted, reputable journals provides readers with
a general survey of what researchers have done in recent years.
In this literature review, the following questions are addressed:
(1) What topics are researchers focusing on in recent research?
(2) What conclusions have been drawn?

3.1. Coding and Analysis

The 17 studies were coded into six topics and organized
into two broad groups. The first group concerned sources of
variability in paired assessment, including planning time
(n=3), raters' impact (n=3), and interlocutor impact (n=5); the
second group focused on paired assessment in use, including
rating scale (n=1), implications for future practice (n=3), and
interactional skills for co-construction (i.e., turn-taking, etc.)
(n=2).

4. Paired Speaking Assessment
Variability

4.1. Interlocutor-Related Issues

Interlocutors' impact on paired speaking assessment still
attracts researchers' attention, especially interlocutors'
proficiency level. Bennett [27] approached this question
differently from many earlier studies, studying 43 Italian
participants preparing for a Cambridge paired oral
examination and collecting paired oral test data together with
pre- and post-test questionnaires about participants'
perceptions of partner proficiency. Rather than using a
conventional pre-test/post-test design to measure changes in
language ability, the study examined whether variation in the
linguistic ability of the paired partner was associated with
participants' performance and perceptions. Bennett reported
that most candidates believed their scores could be affected
by their partner, but the test evidence did not support a
systematic effect of partner linguistic ability on scores.
Bennett suggests that interlocutors' proficiency level has little
or no impact on test scores, which contradicts earlier work
[28].

Isaacs [29] reached a different conclusion when the focus
shifted from composite scores to interactional patterns. In a
study of 84 international engineering graduate students
completing a paired speaking task, interaction was examined
in relation to proficiency and other participant characteristics.
The analysis showed that unevenly matched pairs were more
likely to display asymmetric interactional patterns, in which
one participant became more dominant and the other more
passive. Thus, partner proficiency appeared to matter for how
the interaction was jointly constructed even when the
relationship between proficiency and an overall speaking
score was less straightforward. Such an asymmetric dynamic
could lead to a less positive “interactional outcome” (p. 23).
Galaczi [30] similarly demonstrated that paired speaking
interactions can be characterized by different patterns of co-



construction, making the structure of the interaction itself an
important object of analysis.

The discrepancy between these findings may reflect
differences in research questions, task types, and
measurements rather than a simple contradiction. Bennett [27]
examined whether partner ability produced a systematic
effect on performance and scores, whereas Isaacs [29]
examined the interactional consequences of proficiency
differences. Moreover, Hu's [31] empirical research on role-
play speaking assessment showed that matched-proficiency
pairs are more likely to have overlapping interactional
resources that “successfully demonstrate their interactional
competence” (p. 484). Hu argued that interlocutor effects may
become more visible in role-play tasks than in discussion
tasks. In conclusion, these studies show that interlocutors'
influence on paired speaking exams cannot be ignored, even
though it does not show a consistent effect on global test
scores.

This distinction is also shown in Artun¢ and Hart's [32]
study: when comparing low-low, low-high, and high-high
pairs, they found differences in turn-taking, topic
management, repair, and task management across pairing
conditions.

Moving away from the proficiency level of interlocutors,
Ockey and Chukharev-Hudilainen [33] used quantitative
methods to compare test-takers' scores between a human
interlocutor and a computer interlocutor. Their results showed
similar ~ scores  for  fluency, pronunciation, and
grammar/vocabulary, while interactional competence scores
were higher in the human-partner condition. However, the
computer partner produced more dependable ratings for
interactional competence and was perceived by raters as more
standardized. This study demonstrates that the design of the
interlocutor can affect both the interaction and the
dependability of assessment within a paired format.

In short, although there are mixed findings on the
relationship between interlocutors' proficiency levels and test
scores, recent studies have shifted focus to the interactional
pattern between interlocutors. The more consistent finding is
that proficiency differences can shape interactional patterns
through turn-taking, support, topic development, and task
management.

4.2. Rater-Related Issues

Rater-related research has focused on how raters'
judgement contributes to variability in paired speaking
assessment. Grubor [34] found inter-rater reliability on two
test-takers' ratings of paired speaking assessment using
Pearson's Product Moment correlation and Cronbach's alpha.
This finding contributes to the discussion on paired
assessment rating consistency. However, other work suggests
that raters may attend to interactional features that do not
always fully represent the grading scales.

Borger [35] found that topic development moves, turn-
taking management, and interactive listening strategies are
three primary “interactional resources” that raters pay
attention to. Vo [36] suggests that raters attend to non-verbal
interactional features such as hand gestures, nods, or eye
contact. Although raters also report these features in
individual speaking assessments, the reported frequency is
higher in paired speaking assessments.

These studies show that during paired speaking assessment,
raters focus not only on what test-takers say, but also on how
test-takers respond to and co-construct the interaction, both
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verbally and non-verbally. This finding suggests that raters of
paired speaking assessment need more well-established
training and a clearer grading rubric. Bonk and Ockey's [15]
work found rater severity differences, especially among new
raters, whereas returning raters were more consistent in
severity. This work shows a gap in assessment practice
regarding how to optimize the interactional competence
rubric and criteria in paired speaking assessments.

4.3. Planning Time and Task Instruction

Another source of variability is the planning condition
before a speaking task. Sandlund and Sundqvist [37] showed
through conversation analysis how pre-task instruction can
shape how test-takers understand the topic, and how
instruction can shape the direction of the conversation even
when the exam is standardized. Wang and Song [38], using
four strategic-planning conditions with 72 Chinese EFL
learners, found greater fluency and syntactic complexity
under some planned conditions but no interaction between
planning time and proficiency. Nitta and Nakatsuhara [39]
also investigated planning in paired oral tests, but their
findings were more nuanced: rating scores and discourse
measures suggested limited effects of planning, whereas
conversation analysis identified differences in the
interactional mode under planned and unplanned conditions.

The apparent discrepancy between Wang and Song [38]
and Nitta and Nakatsuhara [39] is therefore partly explained
by what counts as “performance.” Planning time may change
particular discourse features, such as syntactic complexity or
fluency, without producing a large change in overall ratings.
It may also alter the way participants co-construct the
interaction even when score differences are small.

To conclude, researchers remain interested in factors that
affect test-takers' performance in paired speaking assessment,
particularly from the interlocutor, rater, and planning-time
perspectives. Partner proficiency can shape interactional
patterns, raters can attend to interactional and non-verbal
features differently, and planning or task instruction can
influence the discourse that test-takers produce.

5. Paired Assessment in Use

While most researchers have reached agreement on the
factors that affect testing scores, researchers remain in dispute
over the use and implications of paired speaking assessment.
Accordingly, researchers focus on a diverse set of topics
relating to use and implication, including rating scale, test
practicality, usefulness, and the interactional patterns test-
takers show during paired speaking assessment.

Paired speaking assessment is often used to measure test-
takers' interactional competence. However, in putting theory
into practice, test developers question how interactional
competence can be measured. Wang [40] proposed a modified
CAP scale to measure interactional competence quality.
Ramazani [41] used exploratory factor analysis to test
construct validity and found that the CAP rating scale showed
“a reasonable reliability” (p. 180), suggesting that certain
functions measure interactional competence: “building
argument, developing discussion, offering support and
shaping connection” (p. 200). Similarly, May et al. [42]
proposed a detailed checklist for classroom assessment of
interactional competencies. These checklists and rating scales
provide more opportunities for paired arrangements in future
assessments, whether high-stake or low-stake.

However, contradicting prior empirical research on the



benefits of paired speaking assessment [43] and the
consistency of inter-rater reliability [34], Becker et al. [44]
found low practicality [45] and insufficient inter-rater
reliability for paired speaking assessments in an Intensive
English Program placement assessment. They suggest that
paired speaking assessment may work better for formative
classroom assessments than for large-scale summative
assessments. East's [46] work reveals a similar concern about
feasibility and fairness of scoring, while also finding that
teachers perceive paired speaking assessment in classrooms
relatively positively and consider it more “useful” (p. 116),
indicating a good fit for the test purpose [6] in classroom
contexts.

These studies show that while researchers are actively
putting theory into practice and finding ways to measure
interactional competence, fieldwork analysis reveals a gap
between what paired speaking assessment intends to achieve
and how it works in real-life situations, especially in high-
stake summative assessments. Other researchers have shifted
focus to the interactional skills test-takers use in paired
speaking assessments, given the belief that such assessments
can elicit interactional competence.

Galaczi [47] analyzed test-takers' interaction and found that
test-takers use three categories of features to co-construct
interaction in paired speaking assessments: “topical
development, listener support, and turn-taking management”
(p. 559). This typology expands Ducasse and Brown's [13]
findings on the management skills test-takers use to co-
construct interaction, and sheds light on directions for future
study. Butler and Zeng [48] analyzed differences in
interactional patterns between different age-group pairs,
finding that lower-grade pairs showed “formulaic and fixed
utterance patterns” (p. 67), implying that turn allocation is an
advanced interactional skill. Both studies aim to expand the
range of interactional functions and features considered.

6. Conclusion and Discussion

After reviewing 17 empirical studies on paired speaking
assessment from various journals, it can be concluded that
interlocutors' effect on paired speaking assessment remains a
central focus. Findings are mixed on whether interlocutors'
proficiency affects test-takers' scores; still, most researchers
agree that a mismatch in proficiency level is more likely to
cause an asymmetric interactional pattern. Researchers have
also studied other factors contributing to variability in paired
speaking assessment, including raters' perceptions and
planning. Studies of rater cognition indicate that raters attend
to verbal and non-verbal interactional features and may
interpret some aspects of performance as mutual
achievements. Other findings show that planning time has a
limited impact on test-taker performance, but pre-task
instruction and interaction may play an important role.

Research on assessment in use highlights a related
challenge: the construct of interactional competence is easier
to defend theoretically than to operationalize consistently
across testing contexts. Researchers have found conflicting
results on inter-rater reliability between laboratory studies
and real-life situations, indicating a gap in the practicality of
paired oral assessment from theory to practice, especially in
formative assessment contexts. Other studies focus on what
interactional skills should be included and measured, and
what patterns test-takers demonstrate during paired speaking
assessments.

This literature review has several limitations. The search
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was limited to the University of Pennsylvania Franklin
Library and a specific set of keywords, so some relevant
studies may not have been identified. Future reviews could
expand the dataset to include more empirical research and
take a closer look at the research methodology of the studies
reviewed.
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