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Abstract:  

 This study investigates and assesses 
the process of constructing the English 
language ministerial examinations at the 
preparatory schools in Iraq. It presents an 
analysis of samples of the Baccalaureate 
examinations. Data analysis showed that 
these examinations have neglected 
assessing learners' ability to communicate 
orally. It is suggested that the questions have 
to be balanced paying more attention to the 
communicative language learning. 

           Consequently, the researcher 
proposes an examination programme based 
on the principles of the communicative 
approach which prioritizes the development 
of the oral / aural language skill 
(communication) to bridge the gap in the 
current ministerial examinations at the 
preparatory schools. The proposed 
programme comprises both oral and written 
examinations in order to check learners' 
achievement and performance in all four 
language skills, mainly in spoken and 
written language.   
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1. Introduction 

          Oral communication, which is most commonly used as a medium for the exchange of 

information and needs, is the oldest means of communication. On the other hand, written 

communication is another means of communication, where message is carefully drafted and 

formulated in written form. 

        Oral language is as old as mankind, while its written form was invented later on. It can be 

noticed that there are many people all over the world who are illiterate. As a result, they resort to 

spoken language to satisfy their needs. Paradoxically, one cannot find people who are able to 

write, but cannot speak, except those who are dumb. Zare-ee (2006:43) mentions two reasons that 

support the view that language is primarily oral: First, many languages do not have written forms. 

Second, writing was invented many hundred years after the existence of oral language. 

       The communicative approach (henceforth C.A.), which focuses on fluency rather than 

accuracy, is based on the principle that language is the best means of human communication. 

Thus, communication is the central axis around which every activity in language should revolve. 

Communication can mainly be achieved by language: verbal actions and non – verbal actions 

(paralanguage) such as body movements, facial expressions and gestures. This approach 

considers language as holistic as it integrates the four basic skills: listening, speaking, reading 

and writing, nonetheless, it gives priority to speaking. The aim is to enable learners to 

communicate different ideas in different situations they may face in real life situations. Thus, in 

case of neglecting anyone of the above - mentioned skills, the learning process gets lame in the 

sense that it cannot work effectively.     

       Generally speaking, tests are used as an instrument to measure learning amount of knowledge 

acquired by learners. Actually, testing is the safety valve of the teaching / learning process, or as 

(Riddell 2003-219) describes it as an integral part of teaching. Therefore; examinations can either 

motivate both teachers and learners or discourage them. As far as the ministerial examinations 

are concerned, they have a major impact on teaching process in that their results can be used as 

an indicator of the teaching and learning processes rigour. Teachers as well as syllabus designers 

can make modifications and amendments based on the analyses of test-takers' performance. Thus, 

it can be concluded that such examinations need to be well-designed in order to play a positive 

role in the teaching / learning process. 

         In Iraq, the communicative approach has been adopted since the school-year 2002-2003. 

This approach emphasizes the four basic language skills with particular emphasis on speaking. 
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Accordingly, the proposed examinations are expected to comply with the approach concepts and 

directions. For example, the examination materials could include items that measure learners' 

amount of knowledge in the areas of listening, speaking, reading and writing, specifically, 

materials that could measure learners' knowledge in the area of oral communication.       

       A close look at the patterns of the ministerial examinations reveals that they completely 

neglect listening and speaking activities and this state drives EFL teachers to teach following the 

principles of the structural school. The design of the current examinations also reveals that there 

are some weaknesses in the patterns of these examinations such as in True / False and multiple 

choice items. Moreover, they neglect both sound transcription and sound production. 

       Logically, there is a mutual relationship between testing and teaching ( Al- Jarah ;1991:2). 

Each one influences the other, so teachers do their best to trace the patterns of examination in 

their teaching to help their students pass the examinations. 

      Nowadays, it can be noticed that EFL teachers are in a critical situation. They are at an 

intersection of two roads; they either teach according to the traditional methods of language 

teaching which almost ignore aural(3) language or teach according to the principles of the C.A 

which gives priority to oral(4) communication.  

     Although language is basically oral, the current examinations, especially the ministerial ones 

exclude oral tests. This state drives the teachers to follow the traditional methods of language 

teaching. Moreover, the existing circumstances encourage teachers to adopt the traditional 

methods, especially when there are lots of holidays during the academic years and a large number 

of students inside the classrooms. So, teachers are deprived from dividing the class into several 

small groups to give them enough opportunities to communicate with their classmates and with 

their teachers or to express themselves .                                              Consequently, EFL teachers 

are driven by both the current situation and the current patterns of ministerial  examination to 

avoid teaching and construction their examination according to the principles of the C.A which 

is recommended by the Ministry of Education. In addition to what has been mentioned, EFL 

teachers provide their students with handouts to accompany their frontal teaching as an alternative 

of the text books and activity books. The above - mentioned discussion proves that the current 

patterns of  ministerial examination are defective and they could be modified so that they could 

measure students' knowledge effectively. 

       The researcher has also observed through his long experience as a teacher of English that the 

current examinations in general, and the ministerial examinations in particular, do not include 

items that reflect the various language activities supposed to be learned and  measure learners' 

abilities to use the four language skills effectively. 
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1.2. Previous Studies  

         Examination is an integral part of the education system, which has certain objectives .They 

are useful as they measure students’ progress towards predetermined objectives. And most 

previous research carried out in the field of school examinations investigates the factors that 

positively or negatively affect learners' abilities or achievement in any area of academic 

programme , effect of learner's psychological variable 

      Rasul & Bukhsh's (2011) study was designed to measure the factors affecting student's 

performance in examination at university level. A questionnaire was used as research tool. The 

questionnaire was administered to 200 students, 100 students from Faculty of Arts and 100 

students from Faculty of Science in Pakistan. It was found that (i) the respondents viewed that at 

university level most of the psychological, physical, socio-economic and educational factors 

affected their performance in examination (ii) Change in pattern of question affect student's 

performance (iii) The respondents viewed that unfair means in examination affect their 

performance (iv) Lack of proper guidance affect their performance in examination. 

Hamad"s (2019) study is an attempt to find out the reasons behind questions’ weakness of English 

Language tests, and finding solutions that can help educators write their test-questions in 

scientific pedagogical way. The researcher used the descriptive analytical method, a teachers’ 

questionnaire is used as instrument to collect data, and 10 tests’ questions were analyzed to tackle 

reasons behind questions’ weakness. Participants of this study are 22 instructors. Finding 

indicated reasons behind questions’ weakness of English Language tests are the inadequate way 

of designing tests, as a result of ignorance of the basics of test questions criteria.  

   Ahmadi’s (2016) study investigated the effect of test format on oral performance in terms of 

test scores and discourse features (accuracy, fluency, and complexity). Moreover, the study 

explored how the scores obtained on different test formats relate to such features. To this end, 23 

Iranian EFL learners participated in three test formats of monologue, interview, and group oral 
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test. Findings indicated that the participants obtained the highest scores on the group oral test 

followed by the monologue and interview, although the differences between the group oral test 

and monologue were not statistically significant. Analysis of the produced discourse also 

indicated significant differences among the three test formats. 

1.3 Utility behind Conducting Examinations  

            Examinations are instruments used to measure the amount of knowledge acquired by 

learners in specific areas of sciences. At schools , examination results could be used to decide 

whether a learner’s knowledge qualifies him / her to move to a higher level of learning. They also 

enable teachers to diagnose the reasons behind learners ' unsatisfactory achievements when 

learning a specific topic. This procedure could definitely pave the way for teachers as well as text 

– book writers to put the learning process on the right track by finding solutions to the learning 

and teaching problems. Teachers could make some changes in their methods of material 

presentation based on examination results through suggesting new techniques that can facilitate 

the process of learning. Test – takers also can benefit from the examinations by trying to 

understand the course book material and make it more digestible.  

            In Iraq, school examinations of English, except the ministerial ones, take two structure 

modes. Students have to sit an oral examination followed by a written examination. This makes 

it clear that an oral examination is as significant as the written one simply because in real – life 

situations, people resort to both types of communications. Therefore, including oral examination 

when evaluating students ' ability in English, could give the teacher a better evaluation of his / 

her students ' competence in English  

  

1.4. Aim of the Study 

      This qualitative study sheds light on the current ministerial examinations at the preparatory 

stage in order to develop them . It is based on the principles of the C.A. which emphasizes the 

four language skills with priority on speaking .  

1.5.   Significance of the Study  

        It is hoped that this study will contribute to development of teaching and testing . 

Practitioners in the field of language teaching and testing as well as course - book designers will 

make use of this study .           

1.6. Current Patterns of Examination  
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       There are some weak points in the current patterns of examination at the preparatory stage; 

therefore, more emphasis must be laid on the construction of examination to avoid these 

weaknesses. (See the appendices)  

A)  At the preparatory stage, the recognition type of examinations must be avoided and replaced by 

production type. Recognition types can be used at the primary stage and intermediate stages. Most 

of the examinations are based on recognizing the suitable answer. This activity requires the lowest 

level of thinking. 

      The following are some examples of both types:  (a) recognition (b) production: 

1-  (a) /t/ is found in …. (ended, moved, looked, climbed )  

(b) Write the phonetic symbols for the underlined letter or letters : 

      same    ,    stopped       ,   half       asks      ,  bread 

2- (a) State whether the following statement is True or False : 

 Taha Hussein is an Arab musician.  

 (b)  State whether the following statement is True or False. Then correct it if it is false . 

Taha Hussein is an Arab musician. 

3-  (a) Two letters ……….. yesterday.  

 )is sent  /  are sent / were sent /  was sent ). 

 (b) Sally sent two letters yesterday. (Change into Passive). 

 

B) Another weak point of the MCQ is the number of the options in the multiple choice items. There 

are usually two options and this gives the students the opportunity of 50% to guess. The present 

researcher suggests we  give them four options to reduce the opportunity of guessing to 25%    . ( 

See the appendices) 

 

C) Inspecting the current patterns of examination reveals that they are void  of any question on sound 

transcription. It is essential for the students at this stage to know how to pronounce the words 

when they consult dictionaries. 

D) Regarding literature, each text-book of the three grades of the preparatory education stage is 

provided with two short stories which have being taught for many years. Consequently, they have 
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become boring and the answers for the questions on them can be predicted in examinations by 

both teachers and students. Thus, students are used to memorizing the questions and their 

answers, without comprehending the materials contents. For this reason the prescribed textbooks 

need to be revised annually. 

1.7. The proposed Programme   

     The following is a proposed programme which was designed to accomplish the fundamental 

principles of the C.A. and put them in real and precise application in examinations.  

      In this programme , the weight on both written and spoken English is placed ; however , the 

oral examination includes one language element , while the general written examination measures 

the rest of language skills . The programme consists of :       

1. Oral  Tests (30 Marks) 

The oral tests of English language consist of three activities: 

a. Reading a loud (fluency, intonation, pauses )                                  ( 10 Marks )  

b. Pronunciation and sound discriminations                                        ( 10 Marks ) 

c. Oral communication (to examine the student's ability to understand and to interpret the dialogue 

between the teacher and the student .The teacher might ask specific questions about the reading 

passages from the text -  books  and general questions.                                                                                               

(10Marks)  

      The teacher can choose a certain passage from a text - book, then asks a student to read it 

aloud checking his / her fluency , intonation and pauses and then asks him /her about the meaning 

of some words. At the same time, the teacher can check the student's pronunciation of the words 

and sound discriminations. During this activity, the teacher might check the learner's ability to 

understand the content of the passage and his/her ability to communicate with others.  

    2- Written Examinations (70 Marks). 

      It is suggested that written examinations could comprise the following areas:  

a. Reading Comprehension (unseen passages)                                              (10 Marks) 

b. Questions, completion or True/False items on the Reading Comprehension texts (passages of the 

textbooks.                                                                        (10 Marks) 

c. Grammar                                                                                                   (10 Marks )  
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d. Vocabulary                                       (10 Marks ) 

e. Literature                                       (10 Marks ) 

f. Writing a composition, letter or e-mail                                               (10 Marks )  

g. Spelling                                          (5 Marks ) 

h. Writing phonetic symbols                                                  (5 Marks ) 

         According to this proposed programme, a student must get at least half of the seventy marks 

in the written examination, otherwise. S/he does not pass the examination . 

      The researcher puts this condition to prevent the expected pressures of examinee's parents ( 

or guardians ) on the examiners and to urge the examiners to be impartial when assessing students' 

achievements .              

 1.7.1 Application Example-1 

      If a student gets (30) out of (30) marks in the oral test, and gets (30) out of (70) marks in the 

written examination, s/he does not pass the examination because s/he does not get half of the 

seventy in the written examination, i.e. , in written examinations , the least mark a student should 

gain 35 out of 70 .   

1-7-2:  Application Example – 2 

      If a student gets (15) out of (30) marks in the oral test and gets (35) out of (70) in the written 

examination, s/he passes the examination (50 is a pass mark). 

1.8. Conclusions  

     The study has come with the following conclusions: 

1. The current examinations at the preparatory stage do not comply with the philosophy of the C.A 

by ignoring two of the basic language skills. They assess only reading and writing skills: e.g. , 

grammatical rules , punctuations , literature .  

2. The current examinations set by the Ministry of Education have the same patterns of the pre-

communication approach. 

1.9.:  Implications 

            To reform the current examinations, it is advisable to adopt the proposed programme 

which emphasizes the following points:  

1. The four basic language skills must be applied in all examinations including the examinations 

constructed by the Ministry of Education. 

2.  EFL learners face real challenges when speaking the English language; therefore; they could be 

instructed and tested orally and orthographically. 

3. Students at the preparatory stage must be exposed to a production type of testing, not to a 

recognition type 
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4. Each multiple choice item should have four options to reduce guessing. 

5. Phonetic symbols must be included in written examinations. 

6.  Regarding the literature anthologies , the two short stories in the text-books at the preparatory 

stage must be replaced by new ones every two or three years. 

7. The weight of oral tests must be no less than 30%. 

1.10. :  Suggestions for further Research 

             The following suggestions are found to be suitable for further investigation: 

1. Similar studies are needed to investigate the current examinations at the Primary and intermediate 

stages. 

2.  A study may be needed to assess the literary anthologies and the questions on them at the 

preparatory stage. 

 

1.11. Definitions of Basic Terms: 

          1. The preparatory Stage 

     In Iraq, the educational institutions are divided into four stages: A primary stage ( six years), 

learners' age should be no less than six years ,  an intermediate stage (three years) ,a preparatory 

stage (three years) and a university stage (four or five years) .  

        2. The Ministerial Examination (Baccalaureate :  (  

 A ministerial examination is an examination constructed by the Iraqi Ministry of Education at 

the end of the first three mentioned stages. 

3. "aural " concerning the ear or hearing or the sounds or language heard by listener 

                                                                  ( Oxford Word Power Dictionary : 2006:45)  

     4" oral " concerning or using the mouth ;  the sounds produced by the organs of speech. 

They refer to the spoken 

                                                                                                                            ( Ibid : 452 ) 
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في الىواصةةةةة     الأكثرالاهىمةام   إعطةاءىىوازا في    أاينبةي  
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ىؤكد على العم    والىييسةىند على مبادئ الطريقح الىواصةليح  

الكلام لمراره    الأفضةةةليح  إعطاءمع    الأربعبالمرارات اللةويح  
  الإعداديح.اليتو  في الامى انات ال اليح في المدار     لىتسير

  وى ريراالبرنامج المقىرح يفةةةم  امى اا المىعلميا فةةةيويا  
نى قق   أداءلكي  اللةويةةح    وإنتةةاز  ما  للمرةةارات  المىعلميا 
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