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Abstract

The growing integration of artificial intelligence (Al) into language education has
created new opportunities for assessing learners’ speaking proficiency. Al-powered
speech recognition and automated speaking assessment tools can support the evaluation
of pronunciation, fluency, grammatical accuracy, lexical use, and selected features of
spoken interaction. This thesis examines the potential educational benefits and
limitations of using Al tools to assess students’ speaking proficiency, particularly in
higher education. It argues that such tools may provide timely feedback, increase
opportunities for low-stakes practice, and help teachers manage assessment workloads.
However, their results should be interpreted cautiously because recognition accuracy
and scoring may vary according to accent, speech rate, recording quality, task type, and
the characteristics of the learner. The thesis therefore advocates a human-in-the-loop
approach in which Al-generated feedback complements, rather than replaces, teacher
judgement. It also highlights the need for transparent criteria, data protection,
accessibility, and empirical validation before Al-based scores are used for high-stakes
decisions.
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Introduction. Speaking proficiency is a multidimensional component of
communicative competence. It involves not only pronunciation and grammatical
accuracy but also fluency, vocabulary use, coherence, pragmatic appropriateness, and
the ability to respond meaningfully in interaction. Assessing these dimensions can be
demanding because teachers must apply consistent criteria while considering the
communicative purpose of each task. Recent developments in artificial intelligence have
introduced tools that can transcribe speech, analyse selected speech features, and
generate immediate feedback. These developments make it important to examine what
Al can reliably assess, where its limitations lie, and how it can be integrated responsibly
into language education.

Aim and Objectives. The aim of this thesis is to examine the pedagogical potential
and limitations of Al tools in assessing students’ speaking proficiency. The objectives
are to identify speaking features that Al tools may evaluate; consider the potential
benefits of automated feedback; discuss issues of validity, reliability, fairness, and
privacy; and outline principles for combining Al-supported assessment with teacher
evaluation.

Methods. The thesis uses a conceptual and literature-informed approach. It draws
on established principles of language assessment and research concerning automated
speech processing and Al-supported feedback. The discussion is organised around
assessment validity, scoring consistency, pedagogical usefulness, and responsible
implementation. As no original experimental data are presented, the observations are
framed as an analytical synthesis rather than as claims of measured effectiveness.

Discussion. Al-based tools can offer several practical advantages. Automated
speech recognition can produce transcripts, while some applications provide indicators
related to pronunciation, pauses, speech rate, or lexical and grammatical features.

Immediate feedback may enable students to practise more frequently and identify areas
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for improvement outside class. Teachers may also use Al-generated information as
supplementary evidence when planning instruction or monitoring progress. These
benefits are most plausible in formative assessment, where feedback is used to guide
learning rather than to determine consequential outcomes.

Nevertheless, automated assessment does not necessarily capture the full construct
of speaking proficiency. A system may identify measurable speech features without
adequately evaluating meaning, interactional competence, pragmatic appropriateness,
creativity, or the quality of an argument. Speech-recognition errors can also affect
subsequent feedback. Performance may vary with accents, dialects, speaking styles,
background noise, microphone quality, and the design of the speaking task.
Consequently, a numerical score should not automatically be treated as an objective or
complete measure of a learner’s ability.

Validity and reliability should therefore be examined for the intended learner
population and assessment purpose. Where feasible, Al-generated scores should be
compared with ratings from trained human assessors using a shared rubric. Teachers
should review unexpected or consequential results, explain the assessment criteria, and
allow students to question or contextualise automated feedback. Institutions should also
communicate how recordings and transcripts are stored, who can access them, and
whether they are used for purposes beyond assessment. Clear consent procedures and
appropriate data-protection safeguards are essential.

Conclusion. Atrtificial intelligence tools can support the assessment of students’
speaking proficiency by increasing access to practice, providing rapid feedback, and
offering supplementary information about selected aspects of spoken performance.
Their usefulness, however, depends on the quality of the tool, the assessment criteria,
the learner context, and the way results are interpreted. Al should therefore be used as

an aid to professional judgement, not as an unquestioned substitute for teachers. A
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balanced approach combining validated Al tools, transparent rubrics, human review, and
data protection is more educationally defensible than relying on automated scores alone.
Future empirical research should compare Al ratings with trained human ratings across
different proficiency levels and language backgrounds, while examining whether Al
feedback leads to measurable improvement over time.
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