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Evaluating oral skills can be tricky at times. For the case of written expression, it is comparatively easy to measure aspects like grammar, spelling, cohesion, vocabulary richness, or the fact of a given answer being ‘off-the-topic.’ In the case of oral expression it is not always clear how to devise measures that can provide the ESP teacher with reasonably accurate information on whether the student has a good command of the language or not.

Looking at what has been the usual state of things in Spain up to now, very little specific attention has been given to oral skills. To a large extent, English language classes at High School level still are, basically, grammar classes. In the university sphere things have improved over the last decade, yet much more remains to be done. ESP classes still tend to depend too much on grammar explanations, fill-in-the-gaps exercises, and drills.

The Diploma in Tourism studies at the University of La Laguna started in the academic year 1998-1999, and bearing in mind the specific characteristics of English for tourist communication environments, it was clear right from the start that special attention should be paid at evaluating oral skills. Speaking could no longer be left aside as the ‘poor relative’ of grammar or writing; quite to the contrary, it had to have a protagonist role. Consequently, this essential role should be reflected in evaluation, as well.

From some disconnected activities with not a very clear aim, things have evolved into more elaborate and clearly tourism-focused projects. The accumulated experience is not an extended one (just five academic years), yet some interesting and encouraging findings have appeared. The aim of this paper is to let you know about those findings.

