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Abstract
Among the four skills of a language, listening and speaking are often considered to 
be more frequently used skills in real life communication. Many studies show that 
English listening and speaking skills were less or rarely taught in the classroom 
mainly because these were not tested in public or internal exams in Bangladesh. 
But the National Curriculum (2012) also suggests testing these skills. The 
Ministry of Education (2015) consequently released a circular to administer these 
tests in the internal exams in secondary level education. This research intended 
to study the teaching of these two skills, the practice of tests of these two skills, 
and the challenges in administering the tests. It finds that the teaching practices 
of these two skills in the classroom have increased compared to those in the past 
but not at an optimal level. These tests are not given in the terminal examinations 
and administered only as continuous assessments. This study finds that 67% help 
learners develop their listening skills by using English in the class, 60% teach 
listening activities, and 53% teachers teach speaking skills. However, 30% schools 
still do not give their students these two tests. Practicing TEFL teachers identified 
some challenges in administering these tests. Their suggestions for solving these 
problems are also given.

Keywords: Listening and Speaking Tests, Secondary Level, EFL, CLT, NCTB

1.1 Introduction
In this era of globalization, the popularity of English as a lingua franca has increased 
rapidly and English is, therefore, taught as a compulsory subject in the curricula 
of many countries. In our formal education system, English is also taught as EFL 
(English as a Foreign Language) from grade one to twelve (Islam, 2010; Rahman, 
2015). Although language learning involves four skills, listening and speaking are 
considered the most important for successful communication. The rule applies to 
learning English as well. Listening is the first language skill acquired by children 
that provides a foundation for all aspects of language and cognitive development. 
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It plays a lifelong role in the process of learning and communication (Yildirim & 
Yildirim, 2016). Listening also paves the way for all other skills including speaking 
(Renukadevi, 2014; Silberstein, 1994). Speaking and listening skills are crucial for 
practising and embedding new vocabulary and language structure and, as such, 
form the substratum on which literacy is built (Amiryousefi, 2019; Billah, 2005). 
They also form the basis of social interaction and are skills to be taught, as listening 
and turn taking do not come naturally to children, even in their first language 
(Rahman, 2009). So these two skills should be given emphasis and taught in the 
classroom. Unfortunately, these skills tend to be ignored in Bangladeshi schools and 
colleges. The Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) approach was introduced 
in the late 90s in Bangladesh with a view to improving the quality of teaching and 
learning English and, accordingly, the government changed the curriculum to be 
communicative (Alam, 2018; Rahman, 2009;  Rahman, 2015; Rahman & Pandian, 
2018). Consequently, new textbooks and examination formats have been developed 
in 2012. The new curriculum states that listening and speaking skills will be tested 
in the internal examinations of class 6 to 10, and, in the future, it will be introduced 
in the public examinations (National Curriculum, 2012). Later, on 3 March 2015, 
the Ministry of Education published a circular on their website instructing schools 
to test these two skills in the internal examinations from class 6 to 10. It is very 
important to find out at this point whether schools are interested in testing listening 
and speaking skills in the internal examinations as directed by the curriculum, even 
if they are not tested in the public exams, and, if they are, how does it affect the 
teaching of these two skills.
1.2 Statement of the Problem
In Bangladesh, though learners are taught English as a compulsory subject for a 
long period of twelve years, communicative competence of the learners remains 
unsatisfactory. They are especially poor in listening and speaking skills (Alam, 2018; 
Akter, 1999). Before CLT was introduced in the 1990s, English was taught as a 
content-based subject that emphasized only reading and writing skills in teacher-
centered classrooms using the Grammar Translation Method (Haque, 1999; 
Rahman, 2015; Rahman & Pandian, 2018). The Grammar Translation Method 
(henceforth, GTM) has been replaced by the CLT approach, communicative 
textbooks have been developed, and quite a good number of teachers have been 
trained. Khan (2005) and Yasmin (2008) commented that the textbooks were 
good and highlighted the four language skills, emphasizing natural situations and 
activities. Then, in 2012, the curriculum and the textbooks, along with the testing 
system, have once again been changed, suggesting the use of the CLT approach like 
the earlier one, emphasizing all four language skills. In spite of all these changes and 
teacher training initiatives, things have not improved much in terms of teaching 
listening and speaking skills, and the reason is that the teachers are reluctant to 
teach these two skills to their students using the pretext that these two skills are 
not tested later (Alam, 2018; Hamid & Erling, 2016; Rahman, Islam, Karim, 
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Chowdhury, Rahman, Seraj, & Singh, 2019; Yasmin, 2008). However, the new 
curriculum states that listening and speaking skills will be tested in the internal 
examinations for classes 6 to 10 and 20% marks are allocated for this purpose. 
This research, therefore, focuses on the present condition of teaching listening and 
speaking skills at the secondary education level in Bangladesh after the introduction 
of testing of these two skills.
1.3 Research Questions
The overall objective of this study was to explore the status of listening and speaking 
skills test in the internal exams of the secondary level institutions of Bangladesh and 
its reflection on teaching these two skills. The specific objectives of this research are:
1. How far are listening and speaking skills practiced in the secondary level 

classroom?
2. To what extent are listening and speaking skills tested in the internal exams of 

the secondary level educational institutions?
3. What possible problems do teachers and head teachers perceive in administering 

listening and speaking tests?
4. In what ways can the problems be minimized for successful administration of 

listening and speaking tests? 
1.4 Rationale of the Study
Listening and speaking skills were ignored in the classroom for various reasons, the 
main one being the absence of testing of these two skills. Now, these two skills have 
been included in internal tests from class 6 to 10. As this study explores the impact 
of testing on teaching listening and speaking skills, the findings will help policy 
makers decide on the next course of action. It will also help the involved teachers 
make their teaching and testing more effective if they follow the recommendations 
in this paper. Furthermore, this study will uncover areas for further research in 
English language teaching and testing in Bangladesh.
2. Review of Related Literature 
Kachuru (cited in Rahman, 1999) states that at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, English became firmly established as the academic and official language of 
the Indian subcontinent and many colleges and universities were established to teach 
English. English is a foreign language in our primary and secondary curriculum 
from class one to twelve, and is taught as a required subject (Haque, 1999; Hamid 
& Erling, 2016; Rahman, 1999). The teaching approach in Bangladeshi English 
classrooms, before and after the introduction of CLT, is teacher-centered and 
students are hardly involved in activities. Also, listening and speaking activities are 
completely ignored (Haque, 1999; Rahman, 1988;  Rahman & Pandian, 2018; 
Yasmin, 2008).
Although CLT originated in the late 1960s and expanded into the 1970s (Dutta, 
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2006; Renau, 2016), it was introduced in Bangladesh in 1996 (Alam, 2018; Khan, 
2005). One of the most characteristic features of CLT is that it pays systematic 
attention to functional as well as structural aspects of language, combining these into 
a more communicative view (Littlewood, cited in Loumbourdi, 2018). Richards 
and Rogers (1986) claim that CLT marks the beginning of a major paradigm shift 
within language teaching in the twentieth century whose ramifications continue to 
be felt today. 
With regard to the syllabus for secondary and higher secondary levels, the National 
Curriculum (1995) states, “the English language syllabus aims to focus on the 
four skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing as learner-centered activities 
within communicative context” (Haque & Baki, 2012; Rahman & Pandian, 2018). 
After a long sixteen years, the curriculum has again been revised in 2012 and the 
aim of the revised syllabus is the same as the previous ones (National Curriculum, 
2012). However, since listening and speaking skills are not assessed in the public 
examinations, they are not emphasized on in the classroom (Alam, 2018; Haque & 
Baki, 2012).
Teaching and testing are inter-related: one influences the other. In this regard, 
Hughes (1989) says that the proper relationship between teaching and testing is 
that of partnership. Therefore, in order to foster positive backwash effects that 
will improve language education, tests must be integrated in all parts of language 
competence (Hughes, 1989). A good test can be supportive of good teaching and 
exert corrective influence on bad teaching (Hughes, 1989). Besides, one of the 
functions of testing is to encourage students to learn something. For example, when 
students know they will be tested on particular skills, they will be motivated to learn 
that skill to do better in the test and the visible progress they make in the test will 
increase their motivation to learn (Heaton, 1990). 
The success of the CLT approach and training largely depends on the efficiency 
of teachers, but there is a huge shortage of qualified English teachers throughout 
the country and many of the existing ones are not efficient (Ahmed, 2005; Karim, 
Ahmed, Shahed, Rahman & Mohamed, 2019). Ara (2005) and Hamid & Erling 
(2016) point out that the standard of English teaching in our country is anything 
but satisfactory due to the dearth of adequately qualified English teachers. 
Teaching and testing are interrelated, and teaching may be ineffective if it is not 
reflected in testing. Heaton (1990) defines testing as a tool used to find out how well 
students have mastered the language areas and skills which have just been taught. 
He also stresses that a test should be reliable and valid. Teaching in one method and 
testing by another frustrates the students as happens in our examination system 
which measures something else rather than communicative competence (Akter, 
1999; Rahman & Pandian 2018). In Bangladesh, testing is dependent on rote 
learning; language tests are tests of memory, not tests of language proficiency or 
communicative competence (Ali & Sultana, 2016; Shahidullah, 1999). Though 
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the syllabus objectives demand that students’ ability to use the language skills for 
communication be tested, in reality, students’ ability to memorize and copy the 
textbook contents is what is required to acquire high marks in the examination ((Ali 
& Sultana, 2016; Shahidullh, 1999). In the textbook, all the four English language 
skills are integrated and equally emphasized, but in the testing system, both internal 
and public examinations, only reading and writing skills are tested while speaking 
and listening skills are completely ignored (Ali, Hamid & Hardy, 2020; Barman 
et al., 2006). Though the existing examination system tests students’ reading and 
writing skills, it is not effective as it tests their memory and not their ability to use 
these two skills (Ali, Hamid & Hardy, 2020; Barman et al., 2006). 
3. Research Methodology
This study is descriptive as well as analytical in nature. The data collected for this 
study were both quantitative and qualitative. The data were collected from 50 
students, 5 English teachers, and 5 head teachers from 5 schools in Dhaka city. 
Apart from these, 5 English classes of grade 7 were observed with an observation 
checklist to see the present scenario of teaching listening and speaking skills in the 
schools.  
Four types of tools were used for data collection. These included separate 
questionnaires for students and teachers, observation checklist, and interview 
protocol for head teachers. The questionnaire for the teachers had both close- and 
open-ended questions whereas the student questionnaire consisted of only close-
ended questions. Semi-structured questions were used for the interview. After the 
collection of data, they were analyzed and interpreted. At first the data were compiled 
and tabulated. Then the tabulated information was summarized and interpreted 
separately using tables and charts. Finally, the data were interpreted and discussed 
on the basis of the central research questions. 
Backwash effect theory was used for this research as the main purpose of this study 
was to find out if the test of listening and speaking has any influence on teaching. 
Backwash effect is usually defined as the influence of testing on teaching and 
learning; it can be positive if the test result is favourable in teaching and learning 
strategies and negative if the result is undesired and discourage students from 
learning (Hughes, 1989).Backwash effect theory is related to this research as it tried 
to find out the relationship between testing and teaching of listening and speaking 
skills on the basis of data.  
4.1 Findings and Discussion
This research tried to explore the present scenario of teaching listening and speaking 
skills after the introduction of tests of these two skills in the internal examinations. 
This section deals with the background of the respondents who participated in 
this research and provided valuable information regarding teaching and testing of 
listening and speaking skills. It also presents the interpretation of tabulated data, 
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comparison of the data provided by the different types of respondents, and general 
discussion of the data based on the objectives of this study.
4.2 Comparison of the Findings
It should be noted that the variables used in the classroom observations, the student 
and teacher questionnaires,  and the interviews with the head teachers are not 
the same, and only the major responses obtained about similar types of variables 
have been compared using the chart. Here, the X-axis of the chart represents the 
frequency of variables and the Y-axis represents data of the respondents in the form 
of percentages.
4.2.1. Using English in the classroom

Figure 4.2.1: Using English in the classroom

It is very important for teachers to use English to give instructions, teach new words, 
and explain or clarify in CLT as it creates an appropriate linguistic environment 
which helps the students improve their listening skills as well  learn the language. 
Figure 4.2.1 shows the responses found from classroom observation, and the 
student and teacher questionnaire surveys. From observation, it is found that 47% 
of the teachers use English always, 20% usually, 27% sometimes, and 7% of them 
rarely use it while 33% of the students said that teachers use it always, 25% usually, 
35% sometimes, 5% rarely, and 1% students said that teachers never use English 
in the class. On the other hand, it is found from the teachers’ survey data that 67% 
teachers use English always, 27% usually, and 7% sometimes.
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4.2.2. Doing listening activities

Figure 4.2.2: Doing listening activities

Apart from using English in the classroom to create an appropriate linguistic 
environment for learners to develop their listening skills, teachers are supposed to 
do the listening activities from EFT. Data were collected to find out how many of 
these activities are done. It was found in the observation that 20% of the teachers 
use listening activities always, 40% usually do so, while 20% use these activities 
sometimes or rarely. In the students’ survey questionnaire, 26% of the students 
responded that their teachers use listening activities always, 18% said usually, 
30% sometimes, 14% rarely, and 12% said never. On the other hand, 40% of the 
teachers said they use listening activities always, 40% sometimes and 20% of them 
said rarely.
4.2.3. Doing speaking activities

Figure 4.2.3: Doing speaking activities
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In almost every lesson in the textbook there are speaking activities for the learners 
to develop their speaking skills. It is found from the observation that 20% of the 
teachers give learners speaking practice always, 33% usually, 40% sometimes, and 
18% rarely give learners speaking practice. In the students’ questionnaire, 25% of 
the students said that their teachers use these activities always, 17% usually, 43% 
sometimes, 7% rarely, and 8% said that their teachers never use these activities. On 
the other hand, from the teachers’ survey data, it is found that 20% use the speaking 
activities with their learners always, 10% usually, 50% sometimes, and 20% of the 
teachers rarely use them.
4.2.4. Test of listening and speaking skills in the internal exams

Figure 4.2.4: Test of listening and speaking skills in the internal exams

In response to the question of whether listening and speaking skills are tested in 
the internal examinations, 70% of the students, 80% of the English teachers, and 
60% of the head teachers said that these skills are tested in their schools through 
monthly class tests. On the other hand, 22% of the students, 20% of the teachers, 
and 40% of the head teachers said that listening and speaking skills are not tested 
in their schools.
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4.2.5. Introduction of listening and speaking skills tests in the public examinations

Figure 4.2.5: Introduction of listening and speaking skills tests in the public examinations

In reply to the question of whether testing on listening and speaking skills should be 
introduced in the public examinations, 72% of the students, 100% of the teachers, 
and 80% of the head teachers voted for the inclusion of the test in the public exams 
while 6% of the students are against it while 20% of the teachers and head teachers 
are not sure whether it should be introduced or not.
4.3 Discussion on the Research Questions
This study has been carried out with four research questions which are (1) to assess 
the current state of teaching listening and speaking skills, (2) to find out the state 
of listening and speaking skills tests in the internal examinations, (3) to identify the 
problems of these tests, and (4) to find out the solutions to the problems. To decide 
the outcome of the study, some of the variables related to teaching listening and 
speaking skills were used in the data collection tools to understand to what extent 
these two skills are taught in the class. Three research tools, i.e., a survey questionnaire 
each for students and teachers, and a classroom observation checklist, were applied 
in this study using the same set of variables. Among these three tools, classroom 
observation has been considered to be more valid and reliable than the other two 
tools and has therefore been used to show the results regarding teaching listening 
and speaking skills. There are some reasons behind this consideration. Regarding 
the questionnaire for teachers, there are more opportunities for the teachers to 
provide subjective responses as they evaluated themselves and gave their personal 
opinions about their own practices. On the other hand, the students’ responses 
might have been biased by some internal and external factors. They were most 
often influenced by the teachers. Their favoritism towards their teachers seemed to 
affect their responses as students had been given instructions prior to filling in the 
questionnaire.
To show the results of the exploration of teaching listening and speaking skills in 
the real classroom, the levels of frequency of always’and often in the observation 
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checklist were taken as positive whereas the levels of frequency of sometimes, rarely, 
and never were considered as negative.
From the classroom observations, it is found that teaching listening and speaking 
skills has increased to some extent after the introduction of tests of these two skills 
compared to the time before testing was introduced. Classroom observation data 
shows that 67% of the teachers use English in the class to create an appropriate 
linguistic environment to give students exposure so that they can develop their 
listening skills. But the findings from the English in Action Research Report 2011 
shows that 62% of the teachers did not use English during their English lessons. 
That means, earlier, 38% of the teachers used English in the class, but now, 67% 
are now using English in the class. In terms of using listening activities given in 
the textbook, 60% of the teachers use them always or usually while 40% use them 
sometimes or rarely. In case of teaching speaking skills, 53% of the teachers use 
speaking activities. Though the current status is not very satisfactory in the case 
of teaching speaking, it is better than the era before the test was introduced when 
around 87% teachers did not engage students in speaking practice (Roshid, 2008). 
Regarding the second objective, that is, the state of listening and speaking skills tests 
in the internal examinations, it is found that 70% of the schools hold tests on these 
two skills and, in most cases, these are tested through continuous assessments, which 
means that marks are given on the students’ classroom performance in listening or 
speaking tasks in the class.
In response to the third objective, it is found that around 30%-40% of the schools are 
not testing listening and speaking skills of the learners because of various problems. 
As mentioned by the teachers and head teachers during interviews, there are barriers 
to implementing the decision and those who do give the tests also face problems. 
The problems of listening and speaking skills tests are as follows:

•	 Students are weak in English, especially in listening and speaking, and so 
they are afraid of these tests.

•	 Most of the classes in our country are large and it is difficult to arrange tests 
for them, especially tests on speaking skills.

•	 There is a lack of materials for testing listening and speaking skills, and most 
of the teachers are not confident about producing materials on their own.

•	 Many teachers have not received any training and even the trained teachers 
have no idea about testing listening and speaking skills as these were not 
dealt with in the training courses they attended.

•	 There is a lack of equipment in the schools, such as CDs, CD players, or 
multimedia devices, for taking these tests, especially for testing listening 
skills. 

•	 Many students as well as teachers are not interested as these skills are not 
tested in the public examinations.
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•	 There is a lack of clear instructions or guidelines from the concerned authority 
asking the schools to implement the decision to test listening and speaking 
skills.

•	 There is lack of monitoring to oversee the implementation of the tests at the 
field level.

•	 Teachers may be biased in giving marks as happens in the case of science 
practical examinations.

•	 Teachers themselves are weak in English, especially in listening and speaking 
skills, and so they are not confident enough to teach and test these two skills.

•	 It is time consuming to test speaking skills through individual interviews.
The fourth objective of this research was to find out the possible solutions to 
the problems of listening and speaking skills, and the respondents, i.e., English 
teachers and head teachers, have provided the following suggestions to overcome 
the problems:

•	 Every school and English teacher should be given clear directions/instructions 
from the concerned authority about the test.

•	 Every school should be provided with necessary equipment and materials for 
teaching and testing these two skills. 

•	 Training should be arranged on how to conduct and assess tests on listening 
and speaking skills.

•	 Schools should be monitored to ensure the implementation of listening and 
speaking skills tests.

•	 Listening and speaking skills practice should be ensured before giving these 
test.

•	 Number and duration of classes should be increased.
•	 The ratio of teacher to students should be reasonable.
•	 Subject-based qualified teachers should be recruited.

The Backwash Effect theory has been used in this study to see if the test has any 
positive or negative effects on teaching and from the findings it can be said that the 
introduction of listening and speaking skills tests has not influenced teaching these 
two skills much. On average, 70% of the students, teachers, and head teachers said 
that their schools test listening and speaking skills but class observation revealed 
that only 53%-67% teachers teach these two skills by taking class in English and 
doing listening and speaking activities with learners. Therefore, it can be said that 
testing of these two skills does not have much influence on teaching. However, the 
rate of teaching listening and speaking skills has increased to some extent compared 
to the era before the test of these two skills was introduced. For example, earlier, 
only 27% of the teachers used English in the class and 13% taught speaking skills 
involving students in pairs and groups (Roshid, 2008) whereas, according to the 
findings of this research, 67% of the teachers use English, 60% teach listening, and 
53% use speaking activities in the class. 
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5.1 Summary of the Findings
Though the findings of the research do not demonstrate a very positive scenario 
of teaching and testing of listening and speaking skills after the introduction of 
tests of these two skills in the internal examinations, the condition has improved 
to some extent. It is seen that 67% of the teachers teach listening indirectly by 
creating an appropriate linguistic environment in the classroom, 60% use the 
listening activities given in the textbook, and 53% teach speaking skills by doing the 
speaking activities from EFT. In terms of testing these two skills, 70% of the schools 
give students listening and speaking tests through continuous assessments. Around 
84% of the respondents (students, English teachers, and head teachers) think that 
this test should be introduced in public examinations which will motivate as well 
as compel the teachers and students to teach and learn these two skills respectively.
5.2 Recommendations
The following recommendations are based on the findings of this research:

•	 A separate or specialized training on listening and speaking skills tests should 
be arranged for the teachers. Apart from this, a module or some sessions on 
listening and speaking tests can be included in the existing training program.

•	 An online course could be designed by a2i or NCTB or video sessions could 
be uploaded on the NCTB website to train the teachers on designing and 
administering these tests, and assessing students’ performance in these two 
skills.

•	 Each school should be sent a formal letter of order/instructions to 
compulsorily administer listening and speaking skills tests in the internal 
examinations.

•	 An initiative should be taken by the proper authority to send texts for 
listening exercises in the textbooks or CDs to each secondary institution.

•	 An immediate step could be taken or a feasibility study should be conducted 
on how to introduce the test of these two skills in the public exams.

•	 A bank of materials on listening and speaking skills can be produced and 
supplied to schools so that teachers can use them for testing as well as 
teaching if they want to.

•	 A decision should be made whether the government or the school itself will 
provide multimedia equipment, CD players, and other devices needed to 
practice and test these two skills. This should be implemented as soon as 
possible.

•	 The government should take initiatives to train untrained English teachers 
and stop providing training to already trained teachers by establishing a 
central coordination unit and maintaining a database of the teachers to keep 
track.

•	 The government should make it mandatory for every training institute and 
projects to have their own “Monitoring and Evaluation Unit” to monitor the 
implementation of listening and speaking skills tests.
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•	 A manual containing detailed guidelines about the tests should be prepared 
and sent to schools and uploaded on the websites of the Ministry of 
Education, the NCTB,  the Education Board, and other relevant locations.

5.3 Conclusion
Listening and speaking skills tests in the internal examinations at secondary level 
education in Bangladesh has been introduced with the expectation that it will 
enhance the teaching of these two skills. This research reveals that around 30% of the 
schools are not implementing this decision for different reasons. This research also 
reveals that the practice of teaching listening and speaking skills in the classrooms 
has increased to some extent after the introduction of the tests.
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