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Delivering effective oral exams 
In a range of courses, oral exams might be the best way to assess how 
well students are meeting learning outcomes. But how can you deliver 
oral exams in a way that makes your expectations clear to your 
students? 
 
 

1.  Align with course outcomes 
As with any assessment, start your exam creation by carefully reviewing 
your course’s learning outcomes. What should the students be able to 
do when the course is over, and how can your oral exam help place 
students on the path to be able to do those things? 
 
Then, your course activities – or at least some of them – can give 
students practice that will help them succeed in your exam.  

 
2. Model a successful approach 
Students might not have taken oral exams before, or they might have 
taken them with another instructor who prioritizes different content or 
assessment criteria. So, it will very much help students to hear an 
example of a successful exam.  
 
For instance, you might pose a sample question (similar to but not the 
same as what students will answer in their actual exam) and model a 
good answer. Then, have students work in groups to explain why they 
think the answer was successful. As a whole class, discuss what the 
small groups said (correcting any misconceptions and adding any 
missing information as needed). 
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3. Provide some resources 
You might not have time during class to cover effective study techniques 
fully. But even a few minutes that you devote to mentioning some sound 
preparation strategies can help your students feel less adrift. It is also a 
good idea to provide external resources that students can peruse in their 
own time, such as this guide from Kansas State University or  this 
information from Students’ Guide. You can also search YouTube to find 
good example of the kind of oral response you seek in the exam. 
 
 

4. Craft careful criteria 
One of the best ways to express your expectations for an exam is 
through the use of criteria, and several different approaches can be 
used. Your criteria might give detailed characteristics of a successful “A” 
grade, “B” grade, and so on. This can be separated into different 
categories; for instance, for a foreign language oral exam, there might be 
different categories for pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar. 
 
Alternatively, you might give the characteristics of what constitutes a 
minimum passing mark for the task, and then (at the feedback and/or 
assessment stages) let students know where they exceed that minimum 
mark and where they fall short. A feedback session prior to the actual 
exam (either in class or in your office hours) can provide practice and let 
students know their strengths and weaknesses.  
 
Whatever you choose, use the criteria when introducing the exam so that 
students know from the start what is expected (which, in turn, will help 
them practice and study). 
 
 

5. Fair and square 
When designing your exam questions, make sure that each student 
receives the same: 

• Number of questions 
• Type of questions 
• Difficulty level of questions 

 
Also make sure that the environment and conditions are the same for all 
students to allow for fairness. If you plan to record students to review 
their exam answers later, then record all students, too. 
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