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Abstract
This study examines how accurately beginner-level university students learning Spanish in 
Canada can judge their own speaking abilities. Students rated themselves on 18 statements 
describing what they could do in everyday conversations, using a four-point scale. At the end 
of the semester, trained evaluators listened to recorded interviews and assigned each student 
a proficiency level: beginner low, mid, or high. On average, students rated themselves sig-
nificantly higher than the evaluators did. However, a statistical analysis showed a moderate 
and meaningful relationship between the two sets of ratings, with a moderate level of agree-
ment overall. As students progressed in ability, they became more accurate and less likely to 
overestimate their skills on beginner-level tasks. No clear pattern appeared when students 
assessed themselves on more advanced tasks. These results suggest that beginner learners 
can reflect on their own speaking ability with some accuracy, especially when guided by clear 
statements and supportive instruction.
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1. Introduction
Traditional classroom assessments often rely on teacher-led evaluations., However, 
in recent years, student-centered approaches, such as student self-evaluation have 
gained prominence in educational practice. This method involves students assess-
ing their own performance or skills in relation to clearly defined goals or criteria. 
This process fosters feedback literacy, helping students identify both strengths and 
areas for improvement in their work (Carless and Boud 2018). 

This type of assessment supports what Ambrose et al. (2010, 18) describe as one 
of the 7 researched-based principles for smart teaching: “[g]oal directed practice 
coupled with targeted feedback enhances the quality of students’ learning” More 
specifically, self-assessment encourages students to evaluate the quality of their 
work based on explicit goals or criteria, identifying their work’s strengths and weak-
nesses and revise accordingly (Andrade and Du 2007, 160). By engaging in this 
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process, students not only monitor their learning but also develop skills associated 
with self-regulation (Panadero and Alonso-Tapia 2013). Self-regulated learning is 
defined as a result of ‘students’ self-generated thoughts and behaviors that are sys-
tematically oriented toward the attainment of their learning goals’ (Schunk, 2001, 
p.125). Zimmerman (2008) further argues that accurate self-regulation is a key fac-
tor in student performance. . Self-regulation makes learners more independent of 
their learning and allows for more active learning while self-assessment also enriches 
learning and ultimately attainment (Brown and Harris 2013; Nicol and McFarlane-
Dick 2013). 

In applied linguistics contexts, self-assessment is increasingly recognized as a 
valuable complement to instructor evaluation, particularly when it is structured 
using empirically validated tools such as Can-Do Statements and aligned with per-
formance benchmarks. These tools provide a practical means of connecting self-reg-
ulated learning theory to classroom-based instruction.

Still flawed self-assessments are common, particularly in contexts such as health, 
workplace performance, and skills gained in educational settings (Dunning et al. 
2004). The ability for people to assess their performance varies, with some individ-
uals overrating their abilities while others underrate them (Dunning et al. 2004). 
Several examples in higher education show that students have difficulties assessing 
their performance on both newly learned skills and familiar ones, such as reading 
comprehension skills (Dunning et al. 2004). One such example is when students 
in a psychology course thought they did well on an exam, yet fell in the bottom 
25% (Dunning et al., 2003). Another example is when first year college students’ 
own ratings were compared to their instructor’s evaluations of them, the correlation 
between the two assessments was weak (Chemers et al. 2001). Such flawed assess-
ments can be alleviated by providing students with ‘all the information required to 
reach perfectly accurate self-assessments’ and making sure they do not neglect this 
information (Dunning et al. 2004, 73). 

1.1 Reasons for employing self-assessment

There are several pedagogical reasons to incorporate student-led evaluation in the 
classroom. First, it provides learners with formative feedback that can support im-
provement (Andrade 2019). Because this process is more focused on the learner 
(Boud 1995), it is considered a student-centered as opposed to teacher-centered 
(where the teacher directs the students). Self-assessment also helps cultivate inde-
pendent lifelong learners (Boud 1995), motivates students (Panadero et al. 2017), 
and increases students’ agency (investment in their own learning) (Boud et al. 
2013) and self-regulation (Ziegler and Moeller 2012). In addition, if learners are 
aware of the self-assessment procedure, it can increase their expectations.

In the language classroom, these theoretical benefits take on particular signifi-
cance. Empirical research shows that having students reflect on their language abili-
ties can be beneficial (e.g., Butler 2016). Through such reflective practices language 
learners can track their proficiency gains over time and instructors can use these as-



SELF-ASSESSMENT OF SPEAKING SKILLS 139

sessments to inform the curriculum and make changes (Ma and Winke 2019). One 
specific format for this type of evaluation involves positive ability-based statements 
that describe what students are capable of doing in the language. These are referred 
to as ‘Can-Do’ Statements by the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign 
Languages (ACTFL). An example is ‘I can present orally basic information about 
myself to peers’. Both ACTFL (2012, 2015, 2017) and the Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) (Council of Europe 2001) provide 
Can-Do statements that reflect students’ abilities in terms of language skills and 
culture. 

Both ACTFL and CEFR organize their Can-Do statements based on the profi-
ciency level. For example, according to ACTFL, a novice learner can ‘communicate 
in spontaneous spoken, written, or signed conversations on both very familiar and 
everyday topics, using a variety of practiced or memorized words, phrases, simple 
sentences, and questions’ while an intermediate learner can ‘participate in spontane-
ous spoken, written, or signed conversations on familiar topics, creating sentences 
and series of sentences to ask and answer a variety of questions.’ 

Can-Do statements are are designed to be positive (ability-focused), concise, 
and clear (Fang et al. 2011), making them student-friendly and learner-centred. 
By offering a practical application of self-regulation and feedback literacy in SLA, 
these statements place the responsibility of learning more on the student and less on 
the teacher. These positive statements give clear direction to focus learners’ efforts 
and achieve goals (Moeller 2018). Additionally, they promote language awareness 
and independence (Tigchelaar et al. 2017). This can in turn create more life-long 
language learners. Also, it can make learners more aware of the language learning 
process (Sweet et al. 2018). Finally, the statements were shown to be reliable and 
valid (Brown et al. 2014; Tigchelaar 2018). In summary, the Can-Do statements 
benefit both students and teachers by showing what students should be able to do 
at various proficiency levels.

2. Literature review
Several studies have examined the relationship between students’ self-assessed and 
externally evaluated speaking skills and how learners’ self-perceptions align with ex-
ternally assessed oral proficiency. While self-assessment can be a useful reflective 
tool, the accuracy of learners’ self-perceptions varies widely based on context expe-
rience, and task type. 

Ross (1998)’s meta-analysis of 29 studies found that correlations between self- 
and externally rated proficiency depended on the assessment tool, the skill being 
assessed (with speaking harder to assess than receptive skills), and how closely the 
Can-Do Statements aligned with classroom experience. This variability reinforced 
the importance of using well-matched, contextually relevant assessment instru-
ments when examining speaking self-assessment. 
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Stansfield et al. (2010) explored this issue with 323 participants in the National 
Language Service Corps. Participants completed a series of 158 Can-Do Statements 
(40 related listening, 48 to speaking, 32 to reading, and 38 to writing) on a scale 
of 1-5. The target languages, mainly Chinese and Russian,, were assessed across 
all four language skills. All participants had a minimum level of Advanced on the 
ACTFL scale. When comparing the Can-Do statements to the participants’ Oral 
Proficiency Interview (OPI) scores, the researchers found that participants consist-
ently rated their speaking abilities significantly lower (average = 4.39) than the OPI 
raters (average = 4.56). For listening and reading, self and externally rated scores did 
not differ significantly. These results highlight that even advanced learners can have 
difficulty self-assessing productive skills like speaking. Noteably the participants re-
ceived no training on how to self-assess. Nonetheless, the Pearson correlation for 
speaking self-assessment and OPI scores was moderately strong at 0.49.   

Similarly, de Saint Léger (2009) examined self-assessment among 32 advanced 
university-level French learners over 12 weeks. students completed questionnaires 
combining self-rating scales, multiple-choice items, and open-ended questions to 
evaluate their oral proficiency identify strengths and weaknesses, and set personal 
learning goals with strategies for improvement. They also received both individu-
al and group feedback to guide reflection. Over time, students reported increased 
confidence particularly in vocabulary and fluency.. Although some failed to fol-
low through on their stated goals with concrete actions, the self-assessment pro-
cess enhanced their metacognitive awareness and sense of agency. Students viewed 
self-assessment positively, particularly for promoting reflection and responsibility 
for learning, though some expressed concern about power dynamics when self-as-
sessment was linked to instructor-graded participation.

In another longitudinal study, Ma and Winke (2019) explored how reliably 
80 university learners of Chinese self-assessed their oral skills using 50 Can-Do 
Statements developed by ACTFL (2015). Student ratings on a 4-point scale were 
compared to their scores on the OPIc (computer-based Oral Proficiency Interview) 
scores at two points during the academic year. The results showed a moderate over-
all polyserial correlation (r = .61) between total SA scores and OPIc levels, sug-
gesting a reasonable alignment between the two measures. However, analysis of 
agreement rates revealed that Novice and Advanced learners were more likely to 
rate themselves accurately (or within one level) than Intermediate learners. The re-
searchers attributed Intermediate learners’ reduced accuracy to limited task expe-
rience, difficulty interpreting broad Can-Do Statements, and a lack of training in 
self-assessment.

Trofimovich et al. (2016) further examined mismatches in speaking self-as-
sessment through a study with 134 international students learning English. After 
completing a picture-based oral narrative, participants rated their own comprehen-
sibility and accentedness on 9-point scales. These self-ratings showed weak or no 
correlation with expert judgments by native speakers. Notably, learners with lower 
proficiency tended to overestimate their abilities, while higher-proficiency students 
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often underrated theirs—a pattern consistent with the Dunning-Kruger effect. A 
follow-up analysis of 56 speakers linked overestimation primarily to phonological 
and fluency issues, with language background playing a role: speakers of Chinese 
and Hindi/Urdu were more overconfident, while Romance and Farsi speakers were 
more cautious. These findings point to the influence of both linguistic ability and 
L1-specific phonological challenges on self-perception, with implications for nov-
ice learners who may lack the awareness or feedback needed to accurately judge 
their own speaking performance.

2.1 Spanish Learners

While the previously mentioned studies address a range of languages, several recent 
investigations have focused on Spanish learners. Sweet et al. (2018) examined the 
relationship between self-assessedCan-Do Statements and OPIc scores among uni-
versity students studying four languages, including Spanish. Among students at the 
6th and 8th semester levels in Spanish, moderate correlations (r = 0.48 to r=0.61) 
were found between self-ratings and OPIc results, depending on the specific skill. 
However, among 4th-semester students, correlations were muchlower (e.g., r = .18), 
suggesting that more advanced learners may be better calibrated in self-assessment. 
The researchers also observed that repeated self-assessment throughout the semes-
ter helped students reflect more critically on their skills, supporting the pedagogical 
use of Can-Do Statements for increasing metacognitive awareness and goal-setting.

Tigchelaar et al. (2017) assessed how 382 university learners of Spanish respond-
ed to 50 self-assessment Can-Do Statements designed for placement into an appro-
priate OPIc proficiency level. While many of the statements correlated moderately 
well with OPIc scores, approximately 30% failed to predict actual performance. The 
researchers attributed this poor predictive validity to a mismatch between the item 
content and the learners’ lived experiences. Items referencing unfamiliar or abstract 
scenarios were especially problematic. Vague or ambiguous wording, also led to in-
consistent interpretation, reducing reliability. These results emphasize the need for 
self-assessment items to be clearly worded, contextually relevant, and aligned with 
students’ actual communicative tasks. 

Building on this work, Winke et al. (2023) conducted a large-scale study involv-
ing 807 university learners of Spanish, using a computer-adaptive self-assessment 
tool. Rather than relying solely on Pearson correlations, the researchers employed 
more robust statistical techniques, including polyserial correlation and contin-
uation-ratio modeling to examine the relationship between self-assessment and 
ACTFL OPIc scores. They found a moderate polyserial correlation (r = .61) and 
noteably, that a one-level increase on the OPIc scale was associated with a 131% 
increase in the odds of learners placing themselves at a higher level in the adaptive 
tool. These findings suggest that well-designed computer-adaptive self-assessments 
with clear performance descriptors be reasonably accurate in low-stakes contexts. 
The study also highlights the cost-effectiveness and agency-promoting potential of 
such tools. 
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While these studies focus primarily on intermediate to advanced university 
learners of Spanish, they underscore the importance of clearly worded, developmen-
tally appropriate self-assessment tools and scaffolded reflection. These elements 
may be even more critical for beginners, whose limited exposure to performance 
descriptors and developing metacognitive skills present distinct challenges.

2.2 Summary and Research Gap

Taken together, previous research indicates that self-assessment, particularly when 
implmeted using clear and well-aligned Can-DO Statements, can provide valua-
ble insights into learners’ oral proficiency.. However, its accuracy often depends 
on learners’ experience with reflective practices, familiarity with the task type, and 
overall proficiency level Noteably, most existing studies have focused on intermedi-
ate and advanced learners. This leaves a gap in our understanding of how beginner 
learners engage with and interpret self-assessment tools. 

This study addresses that gap by focusing specifically on first-semester univer-
sity students learning Spanish. It examines how novice learners self-assess their 
interpersonal speaking skills using Can-Do Statements and how these self-ratings 
align with expert evaluations based on the same rubric. Specifically, this study asks: 
(1) Are patterns of accurate, over-, and under-assessment correlated with students’ 
proficiency levels? and (2) To what extent do student self-assessments agree with 
rater-assigned proficiency levels?

3. Methods
3.1 Participants

The participants in the current study are 28 university students completing an 
in-person semester (12-weeks) beginner Spanish course designed for true beginners 
of the language. Participation in the study was entirely voluntary, and all students 
provided informed consent before completing the questionnaires and self assess-
ments. The students completed a questionnaire confirming no to minimal previous 
instruction in Spanish. The university is a large public university located in Western 
Canada. The first language of most of the students was English and some had ad-
ditional first languages as well. Some students had knowledge of other languages, 
such as French. The students had practice in self-assessing throughout the semester 
by responding to Can-Do Statements at the end of several lessons and also after two 
in-person exams. 

3.2 The task

After 12 weeks of Spanish instruction, the 28 students assessed their proficiency 
level up to that point in time using a series of 18 statements (adapted from Can-
Do Statements designed by ACTFL). Nine of the statements were designed for the 
novice (beginning) level (3 for novice-low, 3 for novice-mid, and 3 for novice-high) 



SELF-ASSESSMENT OF SPEAKING SKILLS 143

and 9 were designed for the intermediate level (3 for intermediate-low, 3 for in-
termediate-mid, and 3 for intermediate-high). To show an example, one statement 
read: ‘I can say if I feel well, so-so, or sick.’ Another said, ‘I can exchange recommen-
dations about the best apps for different purposes.’ Students had to respond on a 
scale of: 
– 1 (I cannot do this yet)
– 2 ( I can do this with much help)
– 3 ( I can do this with some help)
– 4 (Yes, I can do this well)
Following this, students completed a 10-minute oral interview with the researcher, 
who was also the instructor of the course, in order to gauge their general level of pro-
ficiency. This interview was audio-recorded. Each interview followed a semi-struc-
tured format aligned with ACTFL Novice-level descriptors and classroom Can-Do 
Statements. The first part consisted of familiar topics such as greetings, daily rou-
tines, likes and dislikes, family members, and weekend activities. In the second part, 
students completed a short situational or role-play task, for example, planning an 
outing with a friend, responding to an invitation, or introducing a new roommate 
to a parent, to elicit spontaneous language in contextually relevant ways. The tasks 
aimed to observe students’ ability to communicate using memorized and practiced 
material, ask and answer simple questions, and manage familiar interactions.

Ethics approval was obtained by the Conjoint Faculties Research Ethics Board 
(REB17-1430). Participants who wished to participate in the research consented 
to the use of their materials (student ratings and recordings of interviews) via a 
signed consent form. Although the interview served as a component of students’ 
final grade, it was not evaluated using the ACTFL criteria employed in the research. 
Nonetheless, the instructor’s dual role as evaluator and researcher is acknowledged 
as a potential source of bias. Students may have modulated their self-assessments 
or interview performance due to the instructor’s presence or grading role. To miti-
gate this, students were assured that the research component was distinct from their 
course assessment, and informed consent was obtained only after course comple-
tion and grade submission.

3.3 Analysis

Two raters, both proficient speakers of Spanish, evaluated the recorded interviews 
to determine whether each sample contained sufficient spoken evidence to assign 
a general oral proficiency level based on ACTFL guidelines. Both raters had prior 
training in ACTFL proficiency assessment: one had completed a weeklong ACTFL 
OPI training, and the other had participated in a workshop on ACTFL rating pro-
cedures.

Each rater independently assigned an overall proficiency level to each student 
using ACTFL’s Novice Low, Mid, and High sublevels. Initial agreement between 
the two raters was observed for 24 out of 28 students (86%). To assess inter-rater 
reliability prior to the discussion, Cohen’s Kappa was calculated and yielded a value 
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of κ = 0.84, indicating good agreement. For the remaining four students, the raters 
discussed their evaluations and reached a consensus on final ratings. These consen-
sus ratings were used for all subsequent analyses.

In parallel, students had previously completed self-assessments using 18 adapt-
ed ACTFL Can-Do Statements, each rated on a 4-point scale. The mean of each 
student’s 18 self-ratings was calculated and compared to the rater-assigned profi-
ciency mean (based on a 1–3 numerical coding of Novice Low, Mid, and High). A 
paired-samples t-test was conducted to determine whether the difference between 
self-ratings and rater ratings was statistically significant.

To examine the strength and direction of the relationship between student 
self-assessments and rater-assigned proficiency levels, a Spearman’s rank-order cor-
relation was conducted. This nonparametric test was chosen due to the ordinal na-
ture of the proficiency ratings.

Finally, Cohen’s Kappa was calculated to assess categorical agreement between 
students’ self-assigned and rater-assigned proficiency sublevels. This statistic com-
plements the correlation and t-test analyses by offering an additional measure of 
consistency beyond chance.

4. Results 
This section presents descriptive and inferential results comparing student self-as-
sessments with rater-assigned oral proficiency sublevels. Analyses focus on overall 
alignment, patterns of over- and under-assessment, and correlations between profi-
ciency level and self-perception.

The raters determined that the majority of students (N = 20) demonstrated 
novice-mid proficiency, while four students were rated at novice-high and four 
at novice-low. This distribution aligns with expected outcomes in a first-semes-
ter university Spanish course. On average, students rated themselves higher (M = 
2.44, SD = 0.52) than the proficiency levels assigned by raters (M = 1.85, SD = 
0.41). A paired-samples t-test confirmed that this difference was statistically sig-
nificant, t(27) = 4.87, p < .001, indicating a consistent pattern of overestimation. 
Nevertheless, a Spearman’s rank-order correlation revealed a moderate, statistically 
significant relationship between self-ratings and rater assessments (ρ = 0.67, p < 
.01), suggesting that students’ self-perceptions generally followed the same trend as 
expert evaluations.

Cohen’s Kappa (κ = 0.593) indicated moderate agreement between students’ 
self-assessed and rater-assigned proficiency sublevels. This result points to partial but 
meaningful alignment, with many students, particularly those at the Novice Mid level, 
able to accurately gauge their oral speaking abilities. Although perfect correspondence 
was uncommon, these findings suggest that even novice learners possess some ability 
to self-assess their proficiency when supported with structured tools.

In Figure 1, each student’s self-assessment of Novice-level Can-Do Statements 
is categorized as accurate (white bars), under-assessed (gray bars), or over-assessed 
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(black bars) as compared to rater-assigned sublevels. Each student is represented on 
the x-axis with bar height indicating the number of statements falling into each ac-
curacy category. This figure visually illustrates patterns of agreement and mismatch 
discussed in Section 5.1.

Figure 1 – Self-assessment accuracy on Novice-level Can-Do statements (28 students), grouped by 
rater-assigned proficiency sublevel (NL = Novice Low, NM = Novice Mid, NH = Novice High)

Overall, most students in all groups accurately assessed the majority of Novice-level 
Can-Do items. Notably, under-assessment (failing to claim ability on tasks that the 
student’s rated proficiency suggests they can do) is evident especially among high-
er-proficiency Novice High students. These Novice High learners often did not 
fully credit themselves for tasks within the Novice range that they were capable of, 
resulting in several gray bars for Novice High students. 

In contrast, over-assessment (claiming ability on tasks above one’s proficien-
cy) was relatively infrequent on Novice-level items. Only a few lower-proficiency 
students (Novice Low/Novice Mid) overestimated their ability on the more chal-
lenging Novice-level Can-Do Statements (black bars are minimal), and no Novice 
High student over-assessed within the Novice band (NH students’ black bars are es-
sentially zero). This indicates that as proficiency increases within the Novice band, 
learners become less likely to overestimate on Novice-level tasks, though they may 
underestimate their own abilities (as seen with Novice High under-assessments). 

Bars in Figure 2 show the number of Intermediate-level Sstatements each student 
judged accurately (white), under-assessed (gray), or over-assessed (black). Students 
are grouped along the x-axis with the y-axis showing how many Intermediate tasks 
they judged accurately or overestimated, based on their rater-assigned proficiency 
sublevel (Novice Low, Mid, High). 
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Figure 2 – Self-assessment accuracy on Intermediate-level Can-Do statements, grouped by 
rater-assigned Novice sublevel (NL, NM, NH).

Under-assessment is absent here (gray bars are zero) because none of these Novice-
level students would be “expected” to perform Intermediate-level tasks, correctly 
denying ability on those higher-level Can-Do Statements counts as an accurate 
self-assessment. Indeed, the majority of Novice Low and Novice Mid students ac-
curately recognized their limits on Intermediate-level tasks, with almost all white 
bars reaching the total number of Intermediate items (indicating they said “I cannot 
do this yet,” which was correct). Over-assessment on Intermediate-level statements, 
however, increases with higher Novice proficiency. Novice High students (right-
most group) exhibit more black bars, meaning they were more prone to overesti-
mating their ability on some Intermediate-level tasks compared to the lower-profi-
ciency students. This suggests that the most advanced novices, being on the cusp of 
the Intermediate range, were more willing to attempt or claim Intermediate skills 
– occasionally incorrectly. In contrast, many Novice Low learners displayed no 
over-assessment (black bars at zero), likely being very aware of their beginner status 
and not claiming skills beyond Novice level. 

4.1 Correlational Analysis: Linking Proficiency Level and Self-Assessment

In addition to descriptive patterns, correlational analyses were conducted to exam-
ine whether students’ self-assessment accuracy, under-assessment, and over-assess-
ment were associated with their rater-assigned proficiency level. This section pre-
sents results from Spearman’s rank-order correlations.

To explore the relationship between proficiency level and self-assessment pat-
terns, a Spearman’s rank-order correlation analysis was conducted. Rater-assigned 
proficiency levels were treated as an ordinal variable (Novice Low = 1, Novice Mid 
= 2, Novice High = 3), and correlated with the frequency of self-assessment out-
comes categorized as accurate, under-assessed, or over-assessed on both Novice- and 
Intermediate-level Can-Do Statements.
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Table 1 – Correlation Between Proficiency and Self-assessment Accuracy

Metric Spearman_rho p_value

Novice_Accurate 0.422 0.0252
Novice_Over -0.429 0.0227
Novice_Under 0.096 0.6285
Intermediate_Accurate -0.071 0.719
Intermediate_Over 0.046 0.8166
Intermediate_Under 0.163 0.4077

For the Novice-level tasks, the results revealed two significant correlations. First, 
accuracy in self-assessment was positively correlated with proficiency level (ρ = 
0.422, p < .05), suggesting that students with higher proficiency were more likely 
to accurately assess their abilities on Novice tasks. Second, overassessment was neg-
atively correlated with proficiency (ρ = –0.429, p < .05), indicating that students at 
lower proficiency levels were more prone to overestimating their abilities within the 
Novice range. Underassessment, however, showed no significant relationship with 
proficiency (ρ = 0.096, p > .05), implying that underestimation occurred across all 
proficiency levels without a discernible pattern. 

In contrast, no significant correlations were found between proficiency level 
and any of the three self-assessment outcomes (accurate, under-assessed, or over-as-
sessed) for the Intermediate-level Can-Do Statements. This aligns with expecta-
tions, as none of the students were rated at the Intermediate level, and thus would 
not be expected to demonstrate ability on those tasks.

In summary, the data show moderately strong trends in students’ ability to 
self-assess Novice-level tasks, with stronger alignment at higher proficiency sublev-
els. While most learners accurately recognized their limitations on Intermediate-
level tasks, a few more advanced novices tended to overestimate their abilities. The 
following discussion interprets these findings in relation to prior research and ex-
plores their implications for language instruction and learner training.

5. Discussion 
This section interprets the results presented in Section 4 in relation to the study’s 
research questions and prior literature on self-assessment accuracy in second lan-
guage speaking.

5.1 Proficiency Level and Patterns of Self-Assessment

The results show clear and interpretable relationships between students’ proficien-
cy levels and how they self-assessed their speaking ability using ACTFL-aligned 
Can-Do Statements, addressing the first research question on whether patterns of 
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accuracy, over-assessment, and under-assessment were correlated with students’ 
proficiency level.

On Novice-level tasks, correlation analysis revealed that accuracy increased with 
proficiency (ρ = 0.422, p < .05), while over-assessment decreased with proficiency 
(ρ = –0.429, p < .05). In other words, higher-proficiency students (NH) were more 
likely to correctly recognize their ability on Novice tasks and less likely to overstate 
what they could do. However, they did show a tendency toward under-assessment, 
failing to recognize their full range of Novice-level abilities—though the correla-
tion here was not statistically significant (ρ = 0.096, p > .05). These results also 
underscore the value of using separate Can-Do Statements for each sublevel (Low, 
Mid, High) rather than general proficiency bands, as they help capture more nu-
anced shifts in learner perception and ability.

These findings suggest that as learners gain experience, they may become more 
conservative in their self-ratings. This is consistent with Trofimovich et al. (2016), 
who found that higher-rated speakers tended to underestimate their abilities. Our 
NH students may be developing self-awareness, yet lack the confidence to fully ac-
knowledge their capabilities, particularly when task wording is vague or when they 
generalize from a single mistake.

In contrast, Novice Low students were more likely to overestimate their abil-
ities—especially on Novice tasks—perhaps due to limited task familiarity or dif-
ficulty distinguishing between sublevels. This pattern supports past work by Ma 
and Winke (2019) and Ross (1998), who found that low- and mid-level learners 
struggle with calibration due to insufficient exposure to performance descriptors.

5.2 Self-Assessment on Intermediate-Level Can-Do Statements

On Intermediate-level tasks, no significant correlations emerged between profi-
ciency level and self-assessment patterns—accurate, over-, or under-assessed. This is 
expected since all students in the study were rated at Novice proficiency levels and 
would not be expected to perform Intermediate tasks. Most NL and NM students 
recognized this and denied ability on those items (correctly), whereas NH students 
were more likely to over-assess, possibly due to optimism as they approached the 
threshold into Intermediate territory. This echoes the trend observed by Sweet et al. 
(2018) and Winke et al. (2023), where students at the upper ends of a proficiency 
band sometimes overestimate performance on more advanced descriptors.

5.3 Agreement between student and rater assessments

Most student self-assessments did not fully match rater-assigned proficiency sub-
levels, although agreement was moderate in some areas. As reported in Section 4, 
accuracy in self-assessment for Novice-level tasks was positively correlated with pro-
ficiency level (ρ = 0.422, p < .05), indicating that higher-proficiency students were 
generally more accurate when judging their abilities within the Novice range. At 
the same time, descriptive patterns in Figure 1 suggest that more proficient Novice 
High students were sometimes more cautious in their self-ratings, occasionally un-
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der-assessing their performance on simpler Novice-level statements. The relatively 
weak agreement aligns with prior findings that self-assessment and external ratings 
often diverge, particularly when students are unfamiliar with proficiency descrip-
tors (Trofimovich et al., 2016; Winke et al., 2023). This divergence emphasizes the 
need for training in self-assessment, as recommended by de Saint Léger (2009) and 
ACTFL (2017). Learners should be explicitly taught how to interpret and apply 
Can-Do Statements, perhaps using sample performances and peer models to in-
crease alignment with external measures.

The moderate kappa result, along with descriptive patterns from the figures, in-
dicates that students’ self-perception is partially shaped by both linguistic ability 
and their developing metacognitive awareness. Notably, most mismatches occurred 
around boundaries between proficiency sublevels, where student performance and 
self-awareness may not align neatly.

Cohen’s Kappa results further confirm that full agreement was only moderate 
at best. Most disagreement stemmed from overestimations on more complex tasks 
(e.g., Intermediate-level Can-Do Statements) or from cautious underestimations 
on simpler tasks (e.g., NH students underrating Novice items). These mismatches 
suggest that calibration is a developmental skill, improving with time, training, and 
familiarity with performance criteria.

5.4 Implications for Instruction

The findings underscore the pedagogical value of self-assessment, particularly when 
paired with structured support. For lower-level learners, confidence-building and 
recognition of existing abilities is key. For higher novices, instruction should focus 
on realistic calibration—what Intermediate-level performance actually looks like 
and why certain Can-Do Statements may still be out of reach.

Drawing on studies by Sweet et al. (2018) and Winke et al. (2023), future course 
designs might include iterative self-assessment, performance modeling, and struc-
tured reflection to increase self-awareness and accuracy. When used with appropri-
ate scaffolding, Can-Do Statements can serve not just as an assessment tool but as a 
metacognitive strategy to foster learner autonomy and motivation.

Additionally, instructors should incorporate metacognitive training throughout 
the semester, not just at the end, so learners gradually develop the vocabulary and 
awareness to assess their own skills more precisely. Training could include comparing 
sample performances to Can-Do Statements, guided peer assessment, and instruc-
tor modelling of reflective language. For example, instructors might ask students to 
listen to three short recorded oral tasks at different ACTFL levels (e.g., Novice Low, 
Novice Mid, Intermediate Low), then match each to a Can-Do Statement and ex-
plain their reasoning in pairs. This kind of calibration activity not only demystifies 
proficiency levels but also helps students recognize the features that differentiate 
one level from another. Repeating this exercise periodically with student-generated 
recordings can further reinforce accuracy and awareness over time. In addition, in-
structors might implement a weekly self-assessment journal in which students rate 
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themselves on 2–3 Can-Do Statements, explain why they chose those ratings, and 
note one area for improvement. These reflections could be revisited at midterm and 
end-of-term to encourage growth tracking and personal goal setting. This practice 
makes self-assessment habitual, not episodic.

6. Conclusions
This study examined the self-assessment accuracy of novice-level Spanish learners 
enrolled in a first-semester university course, focusing on their ability to evaluate 
their interpersonal speaking skills using ACTFL Can-Do Statements. Overall, the 
results suggest that many novice learners are capable of providing reasonably ac-
curate self-assessments, particularly on Novice-level tasks. Under-assessment was 
more common than over-assessment, and patterns of accuracy varied depending on 
learners’ proficiency sublevel. Students at the Novice High level were more likely to 
underestimate their abilities on Novice-level statements but also more likely to over-
estimate on Intermediate-level tasks. These findings align with previous research 
(e.g., Ma & Winke, 2019; Winke et al., 2023; Sweet et al., 2018), which has found 
that intermediate learners may struggle to calibrate their self-ratings due to confi-
dence, task familiarity, or misinterpretation of Can-Do Statements. 

Despite these promising results, several limitations must be acknowledged. First, 
both the self-assessments and the rater evaluations are inherently subjective. Although 
the rater used ACTFL descriptors and had relevant training, inter-rater reliability was 
not measured in this study. Future studies might include multiple raters to address this 
concern. Second, students’ interpretations of the Can-Do Statements may have var-
ied due to differences in cultural background, previous language learning experienc-
es, or personal understanding of what the tasks entailed—variables not measured in 
this study. This highlights the potential for linguistic and cultural bias in assessment 
tools. Third, the Can-Do Statements themselves may have affected the outcomes. As 
Tigchelaar (2017) noted, items that are overly vague or disconnected from students’ 
lived experiences can skew self-perceptions. In this study, the statements only went 
up to the Intermediate High level, which was deemed sufficient given the beginning 
proficiency level of participants. However, this restriction may have limited insight 
into the full range of learners’ abilities. Furthermore, language proficiency develop-
ment is not always linear. A student may be capable of certain intermediate-level tasks 
while still struggling with specific novice-level items. Lastly, the researcher was also 
the course instructor, which may have influenced student performance or comfort 
in completing the self-assessments. Future studies should consider using an external 
evaluator to avoid this potential bias.

Several avenues for future research emerge from this work. Expanding the sam-
ple to include learners at varying proficiency levels beyond novice would offer a 
broader picture of how self-assessment accuracy develops over time. Additionally, 
incorporating language skills beyond speaking (for example, listening, reading, and 
writing) would create a more holistic view of students’ self-perceptions. More re-
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search is also needed to understand the individual factors such as confidence, anx-
iety, or learning strategies that contribute to self-assessment accuracy. Pedagogical 
interventions could be tested to determine whether explicit instruction in self-as-
sessment strategies leads to better alignment with external measures. Future re-
search should also explore how learner beliefs about language learning, feedback 
sensitivity, and prior experiences with assessment influence their self-rating behav-
ior. These factors could account for variation in calibration accuracy and inform 
the design of more equitable self-assessment tools. Peer assessment could also be 
explored by comparing students’ ratings of their classmates to both self-assessments 
and rater evaluations, in order to triangulate perception data. Finally, future studies 
could investigate how AI-assisted self-assessment tools such as automated speech 
recognition or AI-generated feedback might support learners in evaluating their 
performance more accurately. Research could explore whether repeated use of AI 
tools enhances calibration and metacognitive awareness, how learners compare AI 
feedback to human feedback, and what ethical or motivational concerns might 
arise from reliance on AI for self-evaluation. As AI becomes more integrated into 
language learning environments, understanding its role in shaping self-assessment 
behaviors will be critical.

In conclusion, this study provides insight into the self-assessment practices of 
beginning Spanish learners, affirming that even early-stage students can engage 
in metacognitive evaluation of their speaking ability. While overall accuracy was 
promising, the observed patterns of over- and under-assessment reveal areas where 
targeted instructional support could enhance learners’ calibration. Encouraging re-
flective practices using ACTFL Can-Do Statements, paired with structured feed-
back and explicit teaching of proficiency expectations, may empower learners to 
become more self-aware and strategic in their language development.
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Appendix
Novice Low: 

– I can answer questions about my favorite weekend activities.
– I can greet and take leave in a polite way.
– I can say if I feel well, so-so, or sick.

Novice Mid

– I can ask who, what, where, or when questions about a party.
– I can say that I am hungry, cold, or tired and ask others.
– I can exchange preferences with my friends about our likes and dislikes.

Novice High:

– I can exchange information about things to do in my town or city.
– I can confirm with my partner the time, place and reason for a meeting.
– I can exchange recommendations about the best apps for different purposes.

Intermediate Low: 

– I can exchange information to decide which type of transportation is best to 
utilize.

– I can interact with others to ask for restaurant recommendations.
– I can interact with a study abroad advisor online to select the type of housing 

that best fits my needs.

Intermediate Mid:

– I can participate in a conversation with someone about ways to save energy.
– I can interact with my friends to plan an ideal date.
– I can exchange messages with my teacher to request an extension due to an un-

foreseen personal matter.

Intermediate High:
– I can discuss information about career pathways.
– I can interact with the police officer to explain why I was speeding.
– I can respond to a series of inquiries from a potential employer as part of my 

application for a job.


