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Communication Skills Test (CST) 
Version 1.0 

 
TEST DEVELOPMENT AND SPECIFICATION  

INFORMATION FOR CUSTOMERS 
 
 

Introduction: 
 When hiring for bilingual positions, organizations need to find a standardized, impartial 
method of evaluating overall language skill level, as well as knowledge of field/specialty related 
terminology. In order to avoid biasing in favor of a specific language or cultural group, it is 
important that both English and the target language be evaluated, as this avoids preference 
towards native speakers of either language, and provides a baseline control or reference for hiring 
managers. Staff members performing job functions in more than one language are equally 
responsible for the quality of work performed, and if they are unable to adequately perform their 
work functions, the consequences -including potential liability- may impact the organization and its 
clients.  Therefore, it is incumbent upon organizations hiring bilingual staff members to ensure that 
minimum suitability standards are in place to confirm the ability of an applicant to understand and 
communicate adequately in both languages, using a relevant lexicon. 
 Encompassed within those requirements is the ability to comprehend and retain the 
majority, if not the vast majority, of common conversational communication within the language. In 
addition, the candidate must be able to fluidly speak at a level that is easily understood, easily 
communicating concepts and ideas in each language spoken. Finally, the candidate should be able 
to recognize, produce, and explain terminology relevant to their field of work or study. The primary 
goal is to allow clients or patients to receive the same level of service/care that an English speaking 
client or patient could expect. 
 The purpose of the Communication Skills Test 1.0 is to capture examples of a candidate’s 
performance in a series of controlled exercises designed by Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) in 
language evaluation to ensure competency for each evaluated skillset in the non-native language, 
while providing a reference score in the native language to allow for individuals and organizations 
to easily compare ability levels (A-F ranking based on a standard US grading scale).  
 
Background: 
 In the past, many organizations have relied on weak proxies for bilingual ability, such as self-
reported ability, or even ethnic background, when hiring, and assigning bilingual duties. A step up 
from these flawed methodologies would be to conduct an informal interview (or partial interview) 
with the candidate in the target language, thus subjectively assessing basic language fluency, but 
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not necessarily evaluating the other skillsets required to fulfill the role. Some organizations may 
also use basic individual word matching/fill-in exercises to test for knowledge of terminology 
equivalents out of context, again only capturing partial skillsets. 
 Professionally calibrated assessments designed by subject matter experts (SMEs) based on a 
JTA (job task analysis), ensure that relevant areas are assessed with applicable exercises (or highly 
correlating proxies). SMEs set certain standards for basic skills, set parameters for item difficulty, 
and determine relative weighting for different items and exercises. SME based assessments can be 
further improved by correlating item and exercise difficulty ratings with candidates’ overall 
performance levels to measure the level of correlation between those difficulty levels and 
candidate outcomes (reliability coefficient) for both the aggregate and individual. This information 
in turn can be used to adjust relative weighting of those items and exercises within the tests.  The 
1.0 version of the CST is an SME designed test. 
 In the future, we hope to further improve the predictive power of this assessment, directly 
correlating the weighting of individual items to candidates’ long-term job performance rankings, 
quality assurance/peer review scores, and/or feedback from patients/clients. 
 
Methodology and specifications: 
 The CST will consist of two (or more, if more than two languages evaluated) structured 
interviews: one in English and one (or more) in the target language(s). Each interview will consist of 
the following skill sections, each with specific structured exercises: Listening comprehension, 
efficacy of oral communication (speaking ability), and terminology. The terminology section is 
further divided into two subsections: Terminology recognition and terminology definitions.  
 Listening comprehension 
 The listening comprehension section will consist of a series of short readings each followed 
by two to four questions designed to gauge a series of specific sub-skills, such as detail retention, 
number sequences, understanding of idioms, etc.  
 The readings and questions are designed with certain criteria in mind: They must evaluate at 
least 8 separate sub-skills, and with 12 or more scoring opportunities per language. Questions will 
range from very easy to moderately difficult, with the expectation that most high-school educated 
native speakers (or professional-level, fluent, non-native speakers) of the language would be 
expected to score 90% or higher. SME panels will set initial item difficulty levels, and items may have 
their content and/or weighting subsequently revised based on aggregate candidate performance 
levels. Some or part of the listening comprehension sections may have subject matter 
contextualized to match a specialty context or area (medical, financial, etc.), but the skills evaluated, 
and difficulty level, will remain applicable to general conversational level speech. 
 Efficacy of oral communication (speaking ability) 
 In this section we are evaluating a candidate’s overall ability to transmit concepts and ideas 
in a language. We will provide a series of open-ended topics and allow the candidate to speak freely, 
(with instructions to try and meet certain minimum standards of length, in order to ensure we have 
an adequate sample of speech for evaluation). These samples will each then be individually ranked 
using a proprietary rubric on the following skill levels: 1. Accent and pronunciation – How clearly 
does the candidate communicate, and how standard/non-standard are the speech 
patterns/inflections? Does the accent (if any) impede the candidate’s ability to be understood? 
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2. Grammar and syntax – Are there any errors of grammar and/or syntax noted? If so, how severe 
are they? Do errors of grammar and syntax (if any) impact the candidate’s ability to transmit 
concepts or ideas? If so, how frequently and how severely? 3. Vocabulary – Does the candidate 
display a vast lexicon using high register speech and appropriate synonyms? Does the candidate use 
a precise and nuanced vocabulary? If not, is the vocabulary level sufficient for conversational 
communication about common topics without frequent word repetition or words inserted from 
any other language? 4. Fluidity – Does the candidate speak fluidly, with few or no pauses in their 
speech? Are sentences left incomplete? If pauses or hesitation noted, how severely do they impact 
overall flow of speech, if at all? 5. Overall Communication – Did the candidate demonstrate the 
ability to express concepts and ideas? How complex and nuanced were the overall concepts 
expressed? Was appropriate register used? 
 Some sub-skills can be expected to have Venn-diagram style overlap (for example, a limited 
vocabulary may also impact fluidity, if the candidate frequently pauses while searching for terms). 
This is accounted for and acknowledged in the rating rubric provided to testers. 
 As in the listening comprehension section, all or part of the content used for these open-
ended questions may have subject matter contextualized to match a specialty context or area 
(medical, financial, etc.), but the skills evaluated, and difficulty level, will remain applicable to 
general conversational level speech. 
 Terminology 
 The terminology chosen for the test will be specific to the type of test requested. Different 
versions of the test will be available for general language/customer service, finance, non-provider 
healthcare related staff (front office, schedulers, medical assistants, nursing aides, etc.), specialty 
providers (physical therapists, psychologists, speech pathologists, social workers, public health 
educators, etc.), and medical providers (physicians, physician’s assistants, nurses, midwives). Each 
version will contain field related terminology, relevant to their roles, and with difficulty levels 
adjusted to match the role (more difficult terminology for physicians than medical front office staff, 
for example).  
 There will be two subsections, each with their own methodology. The first will be 
terminology recognition, where the candidate will be presented with clear and precise definitions, 
designed to elicit a specific term which the candidate will need to identify. (Appropriate 
synonyms/equivalents will be accepted for full credit. Explanations or partially appropriate 
equivalents may be given partial credit to the degree that they match the definition provided 
and/or partially communicate the concept). In the second section the candidate will be presented 
with a series of terms (including spelling), and will be asked to explain or define the term so that it 
is clear and specific to the listener. The specificity and detail required of the definitions will vary 
depending on the test type. For example, a physician would be expected to give a precise and 
detailed description of the physiology and function of an organ to receive full credit, whereas a 
medical assistant would only be expected to identify the organ’s location within the body. The 
criteria for evaluation will be communicated in the instructions to both the candidate and tester, 
and examples will be provided before beginning the section.  
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Reporting and passing scores:  
 Results will be reported showing a qualified (+/-) letter grade, based on a standard US 
grading scale, for each section, as well as simple letter grades (without +/-) for the reported sub-
skills in oral communication and terminology. Overall scores per language are represented with 
both the qualified letter grade and percentage score.  (See example below) 
 LanguageStat recognizes that different organizations will use these assessments in different 
ways for different positions, and therefore does not provide a Pass/Fail ranking on this assessment. 
Each organization is responsible for setting internal standards, in accordance with their own HR and 
risk-management policies, taking into account language availability and demand. However, as 
general guidance, LanguageStat recommends that candidates achieve a B or higher in all skill levels, 
with no sub-skills below a C.   
 Starting in late May 2016, HC-CST reports will also include a language only score, where 
terminology is not weighted, which may be useful for hiring and admissions decisions where 
fluency is the primary criterion, and terminology is only desired for reference purposes. 
 

 English B+ (87%) 
 

A- Listening comprehension 
B+ Efficacy of oral communication 
  B Pronunciation & Accent 
  A Grammar & Syntax 
  C Vocabulary usage 
  B Fluidity 
  A Overall Communication 
C+ Terminology Knowledge 
  B Terminology recognition 
  D Terminology definitions 
 
English language only score (excluding terminology): A- (90%) 
 

Spanish A (96%) 
 

A+ Listening comprehension 
A Efficacy of oral communication 
  A Pronunciation & Accent 
  A Grammar & Syntax 
  A Vocabulary usage 
  B Fluidity 
  A Overall Communication 
A- Terminology Knowledge 
  A Terminology recognition 
  B Terminology definitions 

 
Spanish language only score (excluding terminology): A (96%) 

	


