
Does the future of English 
language assessment 
start with AI? 
 



Speakers 

Dr. Kevin Cheung 
Head of Marking and Results 
 

Ron Zeronis 
Head of Content Creation 
 

Mark Hurrell 
Facilitator 
 





Who are we? 



Accepted by over   

25,000 
universities, employers  
and government departments 
worldwide  

Over 

6.5 million  
qualifications and tests 
taken last year 

Over 

2,800 
exam centers in 130 
countries 



Educational mission 

We help people to learn English and prove their 
skills to the world 



Our experience in Higher Education 

 
The high-stakes English test 
for study, migration or work 

The most in-depth and reliable 
four skills assessment of English 
 
C1 Advanced 
C2 Proficiency 



What good testing  
for Higher Education looks like  



International standard for measuring English ability  
CEFR 



Easy to understand results  

Overall score 
This is the overall Cambridge English Scale 
score for the whole exam. It is the average of 
the five individual scores a candidate receives 
for the four skills and Use of English.  
 
The overall score is the most important piece 
of information for recognising institutions when 
setting requirements to ensure that you ask for 
the exact level of English you need.  
 
Individual scores 
Candidates receive a Cambridge English 
Scale score for each of the four skills  
(reading, writing, listening and speaking)  
and Use of English.  
 
With these individual scores it is easy for you  
to specify the level of English you need in a 
particular skill. 
 



What does good testing for Higher Education looks like? 

Validity 
 
Reliability 
 
Impact 
 
Practicality  
 
Quality 



Good testing helps improve learning and teaching 



Good testing helps to identify applicants who  
are best prepared for university 

C1 students are of a higher calibre 
and more prepared to face 

the challenges and opportunities that 
exist when studying on a US campus. 

 
Shawn Greenfield 

Interim Director 
International Marketing and Recruitment 

University of Idaho 

“ “ 



What's in the exam? 
C1 Advanced is made up of four papers to test different aspects of candidates' English skills  

The overall score is calculated by averaging the scores achieved in Reading, Writing, Listening, Speaking 
and Use of English. The weighting of each of the four skills and Use of English is equal. 



C1 Advanced reading task 



C1 Advanced writing task 
 



C1 Advanced listening task 
 



What can students with C1 Advanced do? 

•  Contribute effectively to meetings and seminars within their own area of work  
or keep up a casual conversation with a good degree of fluency, coping with 
abstract expressions.  

•  Read quickly enough to cope with an academic course, and take reasonably 
accurate notes in meetings or write a piece of work which shows an ability to 
communicate.  

•  Make critical remarks/express disagreement without causing offence.  

•  Scan texts for relevant information, and grasp the main topic of a text.  

•  Write a piece of work whose message can be followed throughout. 



The future 



ALTA Institute (2013-Present) 
The Institute of Automated Language Teaching and Assessment 

Computer 
Laboratory 

Department of 
Engineering 

Theoretical and 
Applied Linguistics 

Research in computer systems and platforms, corpus linguistics, computational linguistics, 
speech processing and machine learning 

ALTA carries out cutting-edge research 
combining machine learning and 
natural language processing to 
investigate personalized adaptive 
approaches to assessment which will 
benefit learners and teachers worldwide. 

Professor Paula Buttery, Director of ALTA 

“ “ 



How to edit the size and 
colour of a line 

1. Click on the line and click the Format 
tab in the ribbon. 

2. Go to the Size section in the ribbon. 

3. Use the width Arrow Buttons to 
increase or decrease the size of your 
line. 

4. Align the line with the size of your text. 

5. Click on the line to select it for a 
colour change. Use the Shape Fill 
button. 

•  Natural language processing 

•  Supervised and unsupervised  
machine learning 

•  Deep neural networks 

•  Machine translation 

•  Sequence labelling 

•  Automatic speech recognition 

•  Speaker diarisation 

•  Speech-unit segmentation 

•  Creating multidimensional 
representations of learners and tasks 

AI technologies currently used in ALTA research 
Machine Learning and Natural Language Processing 



So what does the future of language testing look like? 
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How test questions are created 

How exams are marked 

How learners are supported 
to prepare for their studies 



ALTA Institute (2013-Present) 
Research Areas 

Content Creation  
and Calibration 

Automated  
Assessment 

Automated  
Feedback 

Adaptive  
Learning 



How to edit the size and 
colour of a line 

1. Click on the line and click the Format 
tab in the ribbon. 

2. Go to the Size section in the ribbon. 

3. Use the width Arrow Buttons to 
increase or decrease the size of your 
line. 

4. Align the line with the size of your text. 

5. Click on the line to select it for a 
colour change. Use the Shape Fill 
button. 

a)  …finishing incomplete words by typing missing letters 

b)  …writing sentences to describe pictures 
c)  …producing verbatim transcripts of short speech 

d)  …writing structured essays. 

 

Quick Poll 
Which of the following English skills is most important for students at your university? 

Students at my university need to use English for… 
 



So what does the future of language testing look like? 

1   How test questions are created and administered 

Finding large amounts  
of material 

 
Classifying that material  

is right for a level 

Considering culture 
and taboo 

 
Explaining why material  

is right for a level 
 

Creating non-English 
words 

 
Generating gap fill or  
word reordering tasks 

 
 Simulating authentic 

contexts 
 

Creative innovation 
 
 

Constructing unique  
tests automatically 

 
Managing the bank 

of items 

Interactive  
communication 

 
Improvising to deal with 

unforeseen issues  
 
 

Identifying source material Generating questions Delivering tests 



AI-led vs AI-powered question creation 

Led by AI 
 
 
Test designed only around tasks that: 
•  have clear right and wrong answers  
•  do not need review by human experts 
•  AI can automatically generate 
•  AI can automatically mark. 
 
Impact 
 
•  Narrow range of English skills assessed 
•  Increased risk of getting applicants with  

poor English who have been ‘coached’ 
•  Lack of authenticity   

Powered by AI 
 
 
Test content based on: 
 
•  how students use English when they  

study at university and beyond 
•  authentic communication tasks 
•  covering a wide range of skills. 
 
AI used for: 
 
•  automatically creating simple questions 
•  finding material for experts to use in  

more complex questions 
•  flagging potential issues for review  

during quality assurance. 



So what does the future of language testing look like? 

2   How exams are marked 

 
Extended  

writing  

 
Multiple choice  
& gap filling with 
only one answer 

Short responses  
to questions with 

clear right &  
wrong answers 

 
 
 

 
Read aloud & 
dictation tasks 

 

 
Spontaneous  

speech 

 
Multi-speaker  

interactions 

Easier for a 
computer to mark 

Difficult for a 
computer to mark 

Inauthentic Authentic 



Writing and speaking automarkers - A brief outline 



AI automarkers of extended text and spontaneous speech 
Performance when compared with humans 

Cheung, Xu & Lim (2017) 

Writing: Spearman Rho = 0.82  Speaking: RMSE = 0.64  

Xu et al. (2017) 



Hybrid Marking 
Combining AI with human marking 



The AI is not quite there yet….   
Interactive Communication 

 



So what does the future of language testing look like? 

3   How learners are supported to prepare for their studies 

“ By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail. 
Benjamin Franklin 

“ 



Supporting students to prepare for university  
AI that helps students develop genuine communication skills 

Granular feedback on: 
•  Spelling 
•  Grammar 
•  Vocabulary choice 

Highlights areas that need 
attention for some examples, why. 

How the learner is doing now, 
compared to their last performance 
 
•  Personal 
•  Adaptive 
•  Formative 



How to edit the size and 
colour of a line 

1. Click on the line and click the Format 
tab in the ribbon. 

2. Go to the Size section in the ribbon. 

3. Use the width Arrow Buttons to 
increase or decrease the size of your 
line. 

4. Align the line with the size of your text. 

5. Click on the line to select it for a 
colour change. Use the Shape Fill 
button. 

•  Detecting off-topic responses 

•  Assessing text coherence 

•  Detecting disfluency in speech 

•  Novel approaches to Grammatical  
Error Correction 

•  Investigating the impact of ASR 
performance on assessment 

•  Predicting learner performance 

•  Automatic homework selection 

•  Identifying offensive and abusive 
language 

•  Automatic text simplification  

•  Assessing pronunciation in speech 

•  Advances in Automated Speech 
Recognition 

Recent ALTA research 
Topics that have been published on in the last 2 years 



The future of language testing - AI powered assessment 

Some people call this 
artificial intelligence, but the 
reality is this technology 
will enhance us. So instead 
of artificial intelligence, I 
think we'll augment our 
intelligence. 
Ginni Rometty, Executive 
Chairman, IBM 

“ 

“ 



Get in touch 
Recognition@CambridgeEnglish.org ​ 



Discussion 


