
The ACTFL Oral Proficiency Interview 
“OPI” 

 
 
 
General Description 
The ACTFL Oral Proficiency Interview, or OPI®, is a standardized procedure for the global assessment of 
functional speaking ability. The interview is interactive and continuously adapts to the experiences, interests 
and linguistic competence of the candidate. Through a series of personalized questions, a sample of speech 
is elicited and rated according to the proficiency levels described in the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines – 
Speaking (Revised 1999).  
 
The OPI assesses language proficiency in terms of the speaker’s ability to use the language effectively and 
appropriately in real-life situations. It is not concerned with, nor does it address, when, where, why, or the 
way in which a speaker has acquired his/her language. The OPI is not an achievement test assessing a 
speaker’s acquisition of specific aspects of a language and/or vocabulary. The OPI does not compare one 
individual’s performance to others, but each individual’s performance to the assessment criteria in the 
ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines – Speaking (Revised 1999). 
 
The interview measures how well the interpreter speaks the language in which he/she is attempting to 
become registered. Each interview is digitally recorded. The recordings are the property of ACTFL/LTI and 
will not be shared with any outside party for any reason.  
 
The OPI takes the form of a carefully structured conversation between a trained and certified interviewer and 
the person whose speaking proficiency is being assessed. The interview is interactive and continuously 
adapts to the speaking ability of the individual being tested. There is no script or prescribed set of questions; 
the topics discussed during the interview are based on the interests and experiences of the interviewer.  
 
Through a series of personalized questions, the interviewer elicits from the test candidate examples of 
his/her ability to handle the communication tasks specified for each level of proficiency in order to establish a 
clear “floor” and “ceiling” of consistent functional ability. Often candidates are asked to take part in a role-
play to prove linguistic functions not easily elicited through the conversational format.  
 
Since the OPI is an assessment of functional speaking ability independent of any specific curriculum, it is 
irrelevant when, where, why and under what conditions the candidate acquired his/her speaking ability in the 
language.  
 
Test Length  
20-30 minutes 
 
Test Format 
 A live, telephonic interview between an ACTFL Certified Tester and a candidate, which is digitally recorded 
by the LTI IVR system. It resembles a conversation between two people but, in fact, follows a strict, 
standardized structure and elicitation protocol.  
 
Test Content  
Content is adapted to the candidate’s professional and academic experiences, as well as any special skills 
or interests (following guidelines set forth by the  
EEOC and Title VII of the Civil Rights Act). The OPI also includes a role play.  
Content areas and/or role play may be customized by the client. 

 
 
 



Test Tips  
When taking the OPI, listen carefully to the questions asked by the interviewer before answering. When 
answering, give as detailed a response as possible. Saying little to avoid making mistakes will not improve 
your rating. Remember that the Tester’s questions are not arbitrary; they are carefully framed to elicit the 
above communication tasks and functions. Therefore, if the Tester asks you your opinion on a topic, you 
should state and support that opinion. If you are asked to elaborate about a hypothetical situation, be sure to 
do so in hypothetical and not concrete terms. The Tester will NOT be evaluating the correctness of the 
content of your answers, opinions, statements or conclusions, but will only be assessing how well you 
express yourself in the target language. 
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ACTFL Proficiency Rating Scale 

Superior
Can support opinions,

hypothesize, discuss abstract
topics, and handle a linguistically 

unfamiliar situation.

Advanced
Can narrate and describe in past, present, and 

future time/aspect, and handle a complicated
situation or transaction.

Intermediate
Can create with language, ask and answer simple 

questions on familiar topics, and handle a simple
situation or transaction.

Novice
No functional ability; speech limited to memorized material.

Global Task & Functions
Text-TypeContext

Sociolinguistic/Culture
AccuracyContent




