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1.  Introduction  
  
Interlocutors are appointed and trained by NOCN to conduct the optional Speaking unit of 

the NOCN Qualifications in ESOL International.  It is important that there is a standard 

approach to the examinations and so it is vital that the interlocutor understands and 

follows this guidance document and the NOCN Qualification Specification for ESOL 

International.  

  

The interlocutor must ensure that, prior to the examination; they read the information 

thoroughly and ensure that the structure of the examination is applied consistently across 

all learners.  
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2. Conduct of the ESOL International (Speaking) Examination  
  

Centres must:  

  

• Have an examination room and a room or waiting area for learners to wait in.  It is 

important that the rooms are close together in a quiet area of the centre.  The room 

for a Speaking examination must be set up for two people and have two chairs, a 

table for the interlocutor’s use and an audio recorder, e.g. laptop and microphone, 

Dictaphone, CD recorder or cassette, and power point.  For Listening, Reading and 

Writing examinations the room must be set up as an examination room which 

meets the normal NOCN requirements.  (See www.nocn.org.uk for more details).  

• Ensure that the recording materials for Speaking examinations produce high 

quality recordings to ensure that the examinations may be clearly heard by the 

external examiners.  The centre must make sure that the microphone is facing 

more towards the learner than the interlocutor, whilst still ensuring that the 

interlocutor is recorded.  

• Ensure that learners who have taken the examination do not contact those still 

waiting to do so.  

• Ensure that there is no information in the rooms that will advantage or help the 

learners.  

• Check that the examination materials they receive are correct prior to the 

examination (10 days prior to the examination date for centres outside the UK and 

3 days prior to the examination for centres within the UK).  Envelopes with the 

examination papers are clearly marked with the contents of the envelope and any 

discrepancies must be reported to NOCN immediately so that the correct papers 

can be issued.  

• Provide opportunities for learners to practice for the examination by using the 

practice papers available from NOCN.  On no account must live papers be used for 

preparation for the actual examination.  

  

The centre must ensure that it has the following members of staff available for the 

Speaking examinations.  

  

Examination Waiting Room Supervisor  

  

This person must supervise learners waiting for their examination.  The learners must be 

in a separate room to the one used for the examination.  The supervisor will give each 

learner an Entry form which they will take into the examination room.  They must ensure 

that all mobile phones are switched off prior to entry to the examination room.  Learners 

who have completed the examination must not come into contact with those who have not 

undertaken the examination.  

  

The supervisor must check the learners’ identity and confirm this on the Examination 

Candidate List.  

  

Learners may only enter the examination room when the interlocutor requests this.  

  

The examination waiting room supervisor must also make sure that timings are adhered to 

as accurately as possible, if necessary by pointing out to the interlocutor between learners 

that each examination is taking too long or not long enough.    

http://www.nocn.org.uk/
http://www.nocn.org.uk/
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They should also maintain quiet around the examination and waiting room area.  

  

Interlocutor (Speaking)  

  

The interlocutor must be a suitably qualified and experienced teacher of English and be 

familiar with the contents of this NOCN Guide for Interlocutors and the NOCN 

Qualification Specification for ESOL International.  The interlocutor may be a native 

speaker of English with appropriate teaching qualifications OR have proven professional 

competence in the use of the English language (teaching and language qualifications) and 

be able to use the language competently in order to elicit language from the learner which 

is appropriate for the level at which s/he is entered.   

  

The examination cannot be administered without preparation and the interlocutor must be 

familiar with the content and format of the examination before the actual examination 

session.   

  

The interlocutor must follow the format and script of the examination as closely as 

possible.  The format and script can be found in this guide.  

  

Guidance on the grammar requirements for the Speaking examination at all levels may be 

found in the NOCN Qualification Specification for ESOL International for reference.  It is 

important that any language structures used in the examination appear no higher than 

one level above the level of the examination.  As noted in the Qualification Specification, a 

learner may be exposed to grammar one level above the level of the examination, but no 

higher.  The Qualification Specification highlights in bold text the grammar structures for 

the level higher than the actual level being tested.  The interlocutor may have to ask 

additional questions during the examination, but these questions should be framed to 

ensure that the learner does not have to respond at a higher level than is being examined.  

If a learner is clearly struggling within the examination, the interlocutor may prompt or 

rephrase the question or task at the lower level to allow the learner to gain confidence 

again before recommencing the assessment of the learner’s spoken language at the level 

being examined.  

  

The examination coordinator will give the examination material to the interlocutor one hour 

before the scheduled time for the examination.  
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The interlocutor must:  

  

• Ensure that they understand the format and script for the examination  

• Read and thoroughly familiarise themselves with the specific content of all parts of 

the examination  

• Make sure that the recording equipment is working properly  

• Check that there is sufficient supply of recording materials available with a backup 

recorder in case of breakdown  

• Ensure that there is sufficient supply of paper and pencils for the learners to use 

during the examination to be used if required for preparation for the tasks  

• Take short 10 minute breaks after every 8-10 learners  

• Adjust own use of English and speed of delivery as is appropriate for the level of the 

examination  

• Keep to the timings for all parts of the examination  

• Ensure that all learners are treated fairly.  

  

The interlocutor and the examination waiting room supervisor will both have an 

Examination Candidate List, recording the names of the learners to be examined in 

alphabetical order.  Learners must be examined in this order.  The examination waiting 

room supervisor will check the learner’s identity (ID) and will mark them as present and 

sign the Entry form to say that they have checked the ID.  

  

When the learner enters the examination room, the interlocutor must tick the learner’s 

name on the Examination Candidate List. The learner will bring in an Entry form which the 

examination waiting room supervisor will have signed to say that they have checked the 

learner’s identity.  

  

Four learners per interlocutor must be recorded.  These learners will be identified by 

NOCN.  An additional two learners will be identified in case those learners chosen are not 

present.  At the start of the examination of each learner who will be recorded, the 

interlocutor must record the following information:  

  

‘My name is……………… and this is the NOCN Speaking Examination at (state the 
level of the examination ie. Independent User Level B2). Today is …………….. (date)  
 
The learners name is ………………………….  Please state your name for the 

recording ……………….(learner name). 

 

  

The recording must not be stopped at any point during the examination for a learner.  The 

interlocutor will assess the learner’s performance during the examination.  An individual 

assessment sheet must be completed for all learners.  Interlocutors must clearly indicate 

the marks awarded and must complete an overview of the learner’s performance.  

  

At the end of the examination, the interlocutor must say ‘That is the end of the 

examination’.  The recorder must then be switched off until the start of the next 

examination.  
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The interlocutor must then:  

• Check the recordings to make sure that the quality is acceptable. 

• List all the learners’ names on the recording media sleeve and label with:  

o the centre name  

o centre number  

o date of examination  

o level of the examination.  

• Make sure that the mark sheets are in the same order as the order of the recorded 

examinations and the names on the Examination Candidate Lists.  

• Hand all the recordings, Entry forms, Examination Candidate Lists and assessment 

sheets to the examination coordinator so that they can be returned to NOCN.    

  

Please note:  All examination papers must be returned to NOCN at the end of the 

examinations. Centres may not hold onto any examination materials.  
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3.  Format of the Examinations  
  

Duration of Speaking Examinations  

 

Beginner  A1  6 minutes  

Improver  A2  7 minutes  

Intermediate  B1  9 minutes  

Independent User  B2  10 minutes  

Advanced  C1  13.5 minutes  

Proficient  C2  13.5 minutes  

  

All Levels  

  

Part 1: Communicating personal information (9 marks)  

  

Learners answer five questions about themselves and their interests.  

  

Part 2: Respond to a situation (12 marks)  

  

Learners listen to two scenarios and explain how they would respond to each situation.  

  

Part 3: To exchange information and opinions (12 marks)  

  

Learners take part in a discussion with the interlocutor.  

  

For Part 2 there will be four situations - interlocutors must use two of the four situations 

with the learners, alternating assessments to minimise the risk of malpractice.  

  

For Part 3 there will be four scenarios - interlocutors must alternate the use of the 

scenarios to minimise the risk of malpractice.  

  

Learners will be given a prompt sheet which contains minimal information which will 

support them in Part 2 and Part 3.  

  

The Speaking examination paper contains a script for interlocutors.  This must be used at 

all times.  Interlocutors may ask supplementary questions, particularly at higher levels and 

may clarify or reword questions if necessary.  

    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



NOCN Qualifications in ESOL International       

Guide for Interlocutors  
 

Guide for Interlocutors Version 3.0 March 2021        Page 8 of 9  

4.  Do’s and Don’ts for Interlocutors  
  

Do:  

  

• Greet the learners in a friendly way when they enter the room to put them at ease.  

• Keep an eye on the time – have a watch or clock with you to keep the 

examinations to time.  

• Be friendly and comfortable at all times to make the examination feel as 

comfortable as possible.  

• Avoid saying ‘yes’ or ‘well done’ or good’ or ‘fine’ as this may give learners false 

expectations of results.  

• Tell the learner to speak up if their voice goes quiet.  

• Avoid asking closed questions.  

• Keep to the script in the instructions for the Speaking examination.  

• Give the learner the prompt sheet for the appropriate scenarios being used in Part 

2 and Part 3.  

• Take a break of 10 minutes between every 8 – 10 learners.  

• Use language suitable for the level being examined.  

• Reword questions if it is clear that the learner is struggling.  

• Give the learners the time and opportunity to speak and only interrupt or give 

prompts if absolutely necessary.  

• If there are unexpected interruptions such as a fire alarm, leave the recording 

running and allow the extra time.  

  

Don’t:  

  

• Stop the recording once an examination has started.  

• Dominate the conversations.  

• Rush the learner – give them time to think and respond.  

• Correct errors or give vocabulary.  
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