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In the last two decades or so, the tenets of communicative language teaching with their strong
emphasis on students’ ability to use language in real-life situations have taken hold in foreign
and second language classrooms. Accordingly, task-based language instruction that employs
communicative tasks as the basic unit of analysis for motivating syllabus design and L2
classroom activities has received increasing recognition. As the primary goal in language
instruction is shifted from an object of study to a system of communication, the need to assess
students’ ability to use the language communicatively has been raised, and performance
assessment, including task-based assessment, has become more and more popular.
Performance assessment refers to any assessment procedure that involves either the
observation of behavior in the real world or a simulation of a real-life activity with raters to
evaluate the performance (Bachman, 2002; Norris, Brown, Hudson, & Yoshioka, 1998; Norris,
Hudson, & Bonk, 2002; Weigle, 2002). Performance assessment thus differs from traditional
paper-and-pencil tests in that the primary focus is to get an accurate picture of students’
communicative abilities and to generalize about students’ ability beyond the learning/testing
situation to real-life communication. In order to provide test-takers with the opportunity to
display more language and have relatively more control over the language produced, open tasks
have been widely used (Chalhoub-Deville, 2001). In addition, assessment utilizing open tasks is
claimed to provide test-takers the opportunity to utilize their background knowledge and
experiences in the testing situation as well as to be active and autonomous. However, using tasks
for assessment does not simply mean replicating real-life activities and then asking test-takers to
perform. There are several key issues to take into account when designing and scoring task-based
assessment.
First, despite the prevalent use of the term task, its definition varies (e.g., Crookes, 1986;
Doyle, 1983; Long, 1985; Nunan, 1989; Skehan, 1998). Norris et al. (1998) defined tasks as realworld activities “that people do in everyday life and which require language for their
accomplishment” (p. 33). In this definition, a test task is a real-world activity. On the other hand,
Bachman and Palmer (1996) consider tasks as “an activity that involves individuals in using
language for the purpose of achieving a particular goal or objective in a particular situation” (p.
44). Their definition is broader as it encompasses tasks specifically designed for assessment and
instruction as well as real-world activities.
No matter which definition is adopted, as with all tests, teachers or test developers must
start with a clear purpose of the test. In other words, they must state what it is that they want to
find out based on the test scores. It could be the level of mastery in tense and aspect in English
that they have been teaching in class. Or it could be to find out who can advance to the next level
or who should repeat the same level. The purpose of the particular testing occasion will decide
the subsequent steps in test development.
In addition, the purpose of utilizing tasks needs to be clearly specified in advance. There
are currently two approaches. One is to use tasks as a means of eliciting knowledge and skills of
interest, and the other is to view them as the ultimate goal of testing. This distinction corresponds
to construct-based and task-centered approaches to test design (Bachman, 2002; Messick, 1994;

1

Teachers College, Columbia University Working Papers in TESOL & Applied Linguistics, Vol. 4, No. 2
The Forum

Nichols & Sugrue, 1999). The reason why this is a critical issue in task-based assessment is
because of its direct bearing on what type of inferences the teachers can make from the test
scores. In the construct-based approach, the principal inference is about test-takers’ language
ability elicited through the task, whereas in the task-centered approach, it is the degree of success
in completing a particular task using language. In an English class specifically designed to train
air traffic controllers, their ability to accurately direct airplanes using the target language may be
critical and so needs to be judged according to the real-world criteria. However, when it comes to
a typical ESL classroom where students come from all over the world with diverse purposes of
learning English, our goal as language teachers and testers should be to make inferences about
the state of test-takers' language ability and their ability to use language in situations that
resemble real-life.
Regardless of which approach is to be taken, appropriate tasks for the assessment need to
be carefully selected and their characteristics thoroughly described. Authenticity of the tasks is a
critical quality in task-based assessment. It might be assumed that the closer the relationship
between the test tasks and real-life situations, the more accurate the generalization of test scores
to non-testing situations will be. However, the use of real-life activities as test tasks may be
impractical to administer and/or inappropriate or unfair for certain test-takers since they might
presuppose prior knowledge or experience that the test-takers may not possess. Furthermore,
given the complex nature of real-life tasks, the issue of task comparability is often raised. In
other words, the criteria to select an assessment task among many different real-life tasks
become a major concern. For this, teachers will need to have a well-specified target language use
domain defined as “a set of specific language use tasks that the test-taker is likely to encounter
outside the test itself, and to which we want our inferences about language ability to generalize”
(Bachman & Palmer, 1996, p. 44). The TLU domain could be a syllabus or a textbook with
specific instructional goals or results from needs analysis when there is no well-specified course
content.
In addition to the procedure of identifying TLU domains and TLU tasks from each TLU
domain and of selecting test tasks among the TLU tasks, scoring criteria need to be developed.
Scoring criteria should be tightly aligned with the types of inferences to be made discussed
earlier. If the inference is about how successfully a candidate completes a task, the test is more
task-centered and toward a “strong” sense of performance tests (McNamara, 1996, p. 43).
Subsequently, performance will be judged on real-world criteria, and adequate real-world criteria
need to be identified (e.g., the ability to control airplane traffic efficiently). In this case, the focus
of assessment is not language ability but rather the successful completion of the task. Thus, the
definition of successful completion is necessarily task-dependent, which would be likely to limit
the generalizability of test scores. On the other hand, if the inference is about students’ ability to
use the language in the situation, the test is more construct-centered and closer to a “weak” sense
of performance tests. Its scoring criteria, therefore, must reflect the definition of construct of
interest. In either case, explicit scoring criteria are essential since they will function as standards
of excellence and self-evaluation criteria for students, and as a consistent, unbiased, and accurate
scoring guide for teachers and raters (Herman, Aschbacher, & Winters, 1992).
In summary, it has also been argued that task-based assessment can be very useful for
meeting actual inferential demands in language classrooms as it employs complex, integrative,
and open-ended tasks. Furthermore, its high degree of authenticity may be beneficial in
achieving the intended consequences of assessment by bridging the gap between what the
students face in the world and the way they are tested (Delandshere & Petrosky, 1998; Eisner,
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1999; Khattri, Reeve, & Kane, 1998; Wiggins, 1993). However, designing and scoring
performance assessment is not a simple task of copying a real-world activity to a test. By its
nature, task-based assessment involves a lot more variables affecting test scores and,
subsequently, the interpretation of those test scores. Thus, the key issues raised in the present
commentary must be taken into account if fair and valid tests are to be created for students.
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