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PREFACE 
BRIAN TOMLINSON 

 
 
 
This book is a development from the MATSDA/Centro Studi Mugello 
Conference held in Rufina, Italy on June 21st-22nd, 2023. The theme of the 
Conference was Materials for Testing and that is the focus for this book, 
with the chapters being written by contributors to the Conference. ‘Test-
ing’ is used as a convenient term to include evaluation, assessment and 
examining and materials could be for the preparation, conducting or follow 
up to ‘tests’ of the ability of learners of second or foreign languages. 

MATSDA is an international materials development association which 
I founded in 1993 to bring together researchers, teachers, materials devel-
opers and publishers in a joint effort to improve the effectiveness of lan-
guage learning materials. MATSDA publishes a journal, Folio, runs mate-
rials development workshops and organises international conferences on 
specific topics related to significant themes and issues in the field of mate-
rials development. 

The 2023 Conference focused on issues related to materials developed 
by teachers and by examiners. Some of the presenters were critical of typi-
cal testing, examination and research procedures for their tendency to only 
measure what is easily measurable, for their insistence on measuring dis-
crete competences separately, for their conflict with many of the learning 
procedures in the classroom and especially for their typical lack of learn-
ing opportunities. Many of these presenters were also critical of the way 
that tests and examinations dictate the content and procedures of syllabus-
es, of coursebooks and of what typically happens in classrooms. Most of 
the presenters who offered critical appraisals also offered suggestions for 
making tests and examinations less dominant, less stressful for learners 
and teachers, more authentic in what they measure and how they measure 
it as well as much more valuable to learners in the preparation, taking and 
follow up to tests and examinations. Other presenters reported on class-
room-based research on ‘testing’ and on local projects which were trialling 
innovative ways of testing or examining learners. 

The general feeling of the Conference was that ‘testing’ needs to be 
less stressful and more valuable for the learners. We need to be rewarding 
learners for what they can do rather than penalising them for what they 
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cannot do. We need to be testing the learners’ ability to communicate ra-
ther than their knowledge of discrete grammatical or lexical items. And 
above all we need to be providing learning opportunities in the prepara-
tion, the taking and the follow up to ‘tests’, whether they be informal 
classroom tests or high stakes examinations. 

This book reports the content of some of the significant presentations 
at the Conference and in doing so aims to stimulate the reader to reflect 
upon their own practice and on how the theories, ideas and practical sug-
gestions in the book could contribute towards it. The book is written for 
under-graduate students, post-graduate students, teachers, materials devel-
opers, assessors and researchers. The chapters are written to be academi-
cally rigorous but at the same time to be accessible to newcomers to the 
field and to experienced experts alike. 
 

Professor Brian Tomlinson 
President and Founder of MATSDA 
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INTRODUCTION 

ASMA AFTAB 
 
 
 

Current perspectives on materials, language and assessment 

The key words in the title of this volume, namely “materials”, “language” 
and “assessment”, need to be expounded according to the recent applied 
linguistics literature so that the main theme can be comprehensively eluci-
dated. Materials1 in the context of language education are anything in-
cluding texts, activities, books, videos, images, charts, and webpages 
which can be utilized to stimulate and support acquisition (Tomlinson, 
2012). Language materials have been discussed and reviewed expansively 
for the past two decades. The majority of the publications have proposed 
principles for materials development and/or evaluation with recent focus 
on material application. For instance, language activities should provide 
opportunities to students to “to say what they think is worth saying” (Tom-
linson, 2003, 440). The learners need to be motivated by extensively en-
gaging with “relevant, motivating and engaging” texts  and undertaking 
“communicative behavior” (Tomlinson, 2003, 439; McGrath, 2016, 115). 
The materials should preferably be inventive, constructive, and emotional-
ly engaging. The tasks ideally ought to be motivating, appropriate, and 
focusing on higher cognitive skills (for example, “connecting, predicting, 
interpreting, evaluating”) and creative skills (Richards, 2001; Tomlinson, 
2008, 6). Importantly, the activities can preferably be meaningful and 
open-ended, making students interact with inspiring and thought-
provoking topics and encouraging them to use their own judgements 
(Mukundan 2009; Tomlinson and Masuhara, 2018). Recently literature 
(e.gs., Garton and Graves, 2014; Fernández and Berwick, 2022) has fo-
cused on application of materials in the classrooms. Most of the dissemi-
nated research (Humphries 2014; Seferaj 2014; Bosompem 2014; Fer-
nández and Berwick, 2022) indicates that teachers’ use and the degree of 
adaptation of prescribed materials are based on their perspectives and/or 
the nature, constructs and content of formal student assessment. 

 
1 In this volume materials, activities and tasks are used interchangeably and as such 
these three terms have the same denotation.  
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Linguistic publications have highlighted varied theories of language. 
The latest models have accentuated that language is a tool for communica-
tion which can be perceived as a complex, purposeful  process dependent 
on situations, communicators’ sentiments and audience reactions (Ruler 
2018; Hargie,  2019). According to Larsen-Freeman’s (2020) appliance of 
complexity theory, language use is flexible, multi-facet, and cooperative.  

Assessment has been one of the most profusely analyzed and re-
searched areas in education and applied linguistics. Assessment in any 
educational context incorporates varied, systematic practices and tech-
niques that are utilized to evaluate and review students’ performance and 
progress (Durdikuliyevna, Anvarovna and Zulayho, 2019). Since the past 
few decades, assessment focus has “moved from what the student knows 
to what the student can do” (Vassiliou, Papadima-Sophocleous and Gian-
nikas 2022, 8). Thus, assessment is no longer assumed to be limited to 
tests and examinations: together with the advent of formative assessment 
(in contrast to formal summative assessment, for instance, examinations) 
new types of student appraisals, such as Assessment for Learning (AFL), 
Dynamic Assessment (DA), and Learning oriented Assessment (LOA), 
have been being introduced. According to Poehner and Infante (2016), 
formative assessment and AFL incorporate classroom tasks which attempt 
to determine where the students need additional support leading to subse-
quent changes in teaching instructions so that students can improve in 
these identified areas. Thus, these forms of assessment move beyond sim-
ple measurement of learners’ acquisition of relevant skills/knowledge. In 
most scenarios DA also commonly adopts these aims and processes, but 
Poehner and Infante (2016) have adopted a different outlook. They view 
DA as the procedure in which both learner development and assessment 
complement each other and are in fact correlated. Assessment through 
appropriate mediation and support (for instance, clarifications and 
prompts) helps the learners acquire the relevant features which are under 
focus during learning. Jones and Saville (2016, 11) assert that assessment 
can be termed learning-oriented if a student, instead of focusing on obtain-
ing “a good mark”, is stimulated to be dynamically engaged, and  to assim-
ilate and apply concepts. These procedures contribute towards learning as 
expounded by Harlen and James (1997).  

A summative procedure (for example, a test) can be designed to repli-
cate formative assessment by focusing on the key objectives and authentic 
techniques as utilized during classroom teaching (Dolin, Black, Harlen, 
and Tiberghien 2018). Assessment is vital in all educational levels but 
especially so at college or university levels because students at these high-
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er stages need to attain highly developed linguistic competence and ad-
vanced mental abilities (Khvatova and Krutskikh 2020). 

Language assessment as explored in this volume 

The contributions to this book discuss language assessment from fresh 
perspectives while elaborating and enriching the recent concepts including 
AFL, DA, “assessment as learning” (Cheng and Fox, 2017, 223) and eval-
uation of interactional skills. At the same time, the presented analysis and 
practices involve characterization and use of new and innovative con-
structs (e.g., language potentiality) and language assessment procedures 
(e.g., assessing authentic acquisition and empowering learners to assess 
their skills). Moreover, the book enhances the understanding and percep-
tion of language and language learning beyond the conventional beliefs 
(such as the functional and communicative approaches, language profi-
ciency, and communicative competence). For instance, four chapters of the 
book focus on the expressive power of language and language use as be-
haviour reflecting sensitivity and attitudes. Language learning is equated 
to the acquisition of skills involved in communicating appropriately and 
successfully.  

Importantly, the handling of both language assessment and materials in 
this volume is unique and untypical since these two apparently independ-
ent spheres of applied linguistics are being related. In other words, while 
language assessment and language materials have separately been profuse-
ly explored and analysed, no other publication has attempted to compre-
hensively discuss perspectives on language assessment materials. This 
volume in contrast moves beyond pure theorizing, conceptualization and 
quantitative analysis (for instance, as under focus in Fulcher and Harding, 
2021) to expounding specific language assessment practices with exempli-
fied assessment activities. The rationales and principles behind the exclu-
sively developed materials are comprehensively elucidated. In addition, 
most chapters incorporate specific classroom context-based evaluative 
research, applications and responses/feedback related to the presented ma-
terials. Bachman and Damböck (2018) have also proposed assessment 
tasks for different ages/levels, but their presentation does not incorporate 
learners’ responses/views related to the specific materials.  

The different chapters examine interesting and stimulating assessment 
activities which provide opportunities to the students to use their mental 
and creative abilities and involve them affectively. Most of these materials 
are flexible, contextualized, focus on authentic, natural language and/or 
require unpredictable responses. In short, the presented tasks reflect effec-
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tive features as has been proposed in the previous publications on language 
materials (for example, Richards, 2001; Tomlinson, 2003, 2008; Mukun-
dan 2009; McGrath, 2016; Tomlinson and Masuhara, 2018). In addition, 
chapters four to nine discuss the application of the assessment activities in 
classrooms and in this sense the book exemplifies and contributes to the 
principles related to the usage of materials.  

Notably, the volume presents effective language assessment tools, pro-
cedures and ideas which can be applied and so it is valuable for both prac-
titioners and researchers. The contributors of the book are practicing lan-
guage teachers as well as experienced educators and applied linguists. 
Thus, their discussed principles and studies focus on specific contexts with 
real students. The presented procedures and assessment tasks have been 
tried on actual learners, and so the frameworks/tasks can be utilized and 
adapted in other teaching scenarios with useful consequences. 

Jones and Saville (2016, 12) assert that “the strength of large-scale as-
sessment lies in the degree of control and standardisation of the conditions 
under which performances are elicited and evaluated”. “Large-scale assess-
ment”  implies high-stakes summative testing of a large number of candi-
dates belonging to diverse contexts. However, as indicated in this book, test-
ing being high-stakes, summative and/or extensive/global does not necessi-
tate regulation and uniformity reflecting hegemony and predictability.  

Successful educational programmes should aim towards attaining 
highest degree of cogency by aligning learning goals with teaching proce-
dures including assessment. This level of compatibility between learning 
and assessment will ensure that student appraisal tasks are enhancing ac-
quisition together with verifying the degree learning has been achieved. 
Similarly, Popkova (2020) states that assessment procedures should focus 
on educational benefits and facilitation of learning (for example, by 
providing learners opportunities to take risks). However, these aims are 
rarely given significance even when latest testing techniques are being 
employed. In chapters five to nine, the contributors discuss assessment 
tasks which reflect constructive learning goals and outcomes. 

Both language and assessment are multidimensional concepts/
processes. Assessment is complex “because we cannot know with certain-
ty what understanding exists inside a student’s head” (Bennett  2011, 16); 
thus, at best we have to resort to deduction and interpretation while evalu-
ating learners’ abilities and performances. Moreover, when assessment 
involves appraisal of language usage/skills, it becomes additionally com-
plex. As a result, language appraisals have to be based on the well-defined 
goals reflected in the usage of target language, and on the con-
texts/domains in which the students and candidates are required to com-
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municate. The chapters of this book delve on language assessment in its 
complexity, from exploring the authentic nature of acquisition/learning 
and language usage (as discussed in chapters one and two) to the presenta-
tion and implementation of assessment materials meant for specific pur-
poses, groups of learners, and contexts (as elucidated in chapters three to 
nine). 

Detailed overview of the volume 

The volume consists of theoretical expositions with exemplifications, and 
evaluative and application-based studies, expounding effective language 
assessment. The chapters present materials reflecting the discussed theo-
retical beliefs (e.g., the incompatibility between tests and learning); and, 
inventive procedures which can be used to evaluate useful constructs (like 
genuine acquisition, language potentiality and communicative power). The 
contributions highlight comprehensively key strengths and weaknesses of 
formal examinations, classroom-based appraisal tasks, and information 
technology and artificial intelligence based assessment techniques. In 
some cases, students’ responses and feedback have additionally been dis-
seminated. The presented principles, tasks and analysis highlight the im-
portance of using appropriate procedures to assess language learners’ ac-
quisition. Since these approaches have been proposed theoretically, ana-
lysed, and implemented by theorists, researchers and practitioners belong-
ing to varied contexts, the publication assembles diverse viewpoints and 
stances which are nevertheless related by their originality, authenticity, 
and pragmaticism. 

Brian Tomlinson in chapter one introduces the main focus of this vol-
ume by highlighting and exemplifying that assessment should involve the 
use of effective evaluative materials which cater to language learners’ 
needs. From this point of view, assessment activities should preferably aim 
towards appraising and contributing to the target students’ language acqui-
sition. In chapter two, Alan Maley utilizes personal anecdotes and experi-
ences, and expertise professed by specialists, professionals, and successful 
educationists to provide an insightful evaluation of the general educational 
scenario and specific assessment practices. The concluding sections of the 
chapter detail some constructive and applicable measures which are being 
implemented to ameliorate the assessment of students. 

In the third chapter Sakae Onoda evaluates the high-stakes Japanese 
university entrance examination questions from the point of view of relia-
bility, validity and washback effects. The chapter identifies the weaknesses 
of examination questions which can lead to limited appraisal of the candi-
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dates’ academic English skills and indicates the probable negative influ-
ence on high school English teaching (for example, by placing misplaced 
focus on obsolete lexis and using ineffective reading tasks). Sakae con-
cludes by presenting relatively more valid assessment tasks. Maria Stec in 
chapter four discusses some specifically developed on-line procedures for 
assessing the academic and professional English of Polish PhD students. 
The distance learning and assessment involved the use of the platform 
Moodle. Stec examines the virtual materials using Gibb’s reflective cycle 
(1988) so that the evaluation is systematic and insightful. In chapter five 
Stephanie Ashford presents and evaluates tasks utilizing artificial intelli-
gent (AI) applications (e.g., ChatGPT) for concomitantly developing and 
assessing professional English language skills of students enrolled in a 
German university. The chapter highlights the limitations and apprehen-
sions related to generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) applications in-
cluding the generation of inappropriate language and readily available 
opportunities to plagiarize. At the same time, Ashford comprehensively 
discusses and illustrates the productive, effective and perceptive use of 
these applications in the context of formative holistic assessment of pro-
fessional writing skills. Shree Deepa and Geetha Durairajan examine 
procedures and tasks involving constructive and pragmatic collaborations 
between English language students and teachers in chapter six. Deepa and 
Durairajan illustrate the benefits of the focus on learners as multilingual 
adults in an Indian university context and the productive value of student 
empowerments during language skills assessment. The chapter demon-
strates the application of the teaching and assessment approach for adults 
termed as ‘anthrogogic’. 

Sakae Onoda in chapter seven discusses the effectiveness of tasks 
based on Newton and Nation’s (2021) four-strands framework for as-
sessing Japanese university students’ interactive oral English skills. The 
presentation of the three activities derived from the four-strand approach 
also incorporates the rubrics, responses and the students’ viewpoints to 
exemplify and explicate the effective use of these assessment procedures. 
In chapter eight Geetha Durairajan and Shree Deepa expound the con-
cept of language potentiality as reflecting different degrees of sensitivity to 
the audience. The chapter illustrates viable procedures for assessing the 
construct of language potentiality in a tertiary level anthrogogic Indian 
context by presenting specific materials, and the students’ responses and 
feedback.  

Asma Aftab in chapter nine elucidates the concept of communicative 
power which is believed to reflect the attribute of impact as the main aim 
of communication. The chapter presents the framework, principles, and 
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rubrics for assessing communicative power. Significantly, it demonstrates 
the application of the suggested procedure on groups of undergraduate 
Pakistani students by showcasing specific assessment activities and stu-
dent responses and feedback. The concluding chapter discusses the im-
plications of the presented procedures and materials and recommends pro-
posals to make language assessment more needs-oriented, student-centred, 
and effectual. 

The discussed assessment procedures and applications in most chapters 
(that is, three to nine) are delimited to tertiary educational levels. Howev-
er, these expositions could inspire future large-scale research projects ana-
lysing the impacts of the identified paradigms and materials in varied edu-
cational contexts leading to an improvement in assessment poli-
cies/practices. This could in turn result in enhancing and enriching lan-
guage learning by the adoption of more valid approaches in diverse teach-
ing scenarios. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

ASSESSMENT FOR ACQUISITION 

BRIAN TOMLINSON 
 
 
 

Introduction 

In 2005 I published an article in ELT Journal entitled Testing to Learn 
(Tomlinson, 2005). In this article I advocated: 

• “making the provision of opportunities for learning the main objec-
tive of language testing” (39) 

•  recognizing ‘the need for tests to be fair, valid, and reliable’ but 
asserting “the priority of ‘learning validity’ in order to prevent time 
being wasted … on tests, and the preparation for them” (39) 

• insisting that learners should be provided with opportunities for 
learning in their preparation for tests, whilst taking tests, and whilst 
receiving constructive feedback during and after taking tests. 

Since 2005 I have been giving presentations around the world arguing the 
case for the three main principles summarised above but focusing on as-
sessment for acquisition rather than just assessment for language learning. 
In this chapter I will be elaborating and exemplifying these principles and 
suggesting how adherence to them can facilitate the development of com-
municative ability. 

I will be using the term ‘assessment’ as an umbrella term to cover 
classroom tests, internal and external examinations and all other forms of 
assessment and evaluation. However, I will be focusing primarily on class-
room tests and institutional assessments rather than on high stakes exami-
nations, as I believe that what happens in educational institutions could 
influence improvement in high stakes examinations and in coursebooks 
and classrooms too. My starting point is that most of the assessments in 
educational institutions seem to be replicas of those used in high stakes 
tests (either currently or in the past) and therefore, that such assessment 
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types influence the content and format of coursebooks. For example, the 
predominant activity type in many coursebooks is ten closed questions 
(usually multiple choice or Yes/No questions) as this is still the predomi-
nant assessment type in high stakes examinations and such questions can 
easily be set for classroom tests and can be quickly and reliably marked. 
This is what I was told by a publisher when I was advocating more open-
ended activities in coursebooks and fewer closed questions. It is under-
standable that publishers cater for what they perceive the market demands, 
but the market is driven by the needs of administrators and teachers and by 
those of the learners. Unfortunately, this can deny learners the opportuni-
ties for thinking, for communicating, for interacting and for engagement 
which open-ended questions and activities can afford. 

I am still advocating the principles I promoted in my 2005 article be-
cause according to my experience most assessment still does not promote 
learning and can actually prevent it because of the time wasted in prepar-
ing for tests and examinations which do not provide learners with oppor-
tunities for learning. I am also now advocating that assessment should 
promote language acquisition and not just language learning. By language 
acquisition I mean the gradual development of the ability to use the lan-
guage accurately, fluently, appropriately, confidently and, most important 
of all, effectively. 

To help learners achieve language acquisition we need to make sure 
that classroom tasks, classroom tests, institutional assessments and, ideal-
ly, high stakes examinations meet relevant criteria such as: 

• rich, relevant and recycled exposure to the language in communica-
tive use 

• affective and cognitive engagement 
• opportunities to make discoveries about how the language is used 
• opportunities to use the language for purposeful communication. 

For discussion of these and other criteria for language acquisition see 
Tomlinson (2023) and Tomlinson and Masuhara (2018, 2021). 

Very few classroom tests, very few institutional examinations, very 
few (if any) high-stakes examinations and therefore very few coursebook 
activities currently meet criteria for helping learners to develop communi-
cative ability. Fortunately, though, most experts on testing, assessment and 
evaluation now stress in their publications the need to focus on the provi-
sion of opportunities for learning and a number of powerful movements 
have developed with a view to radically change how language learners are 
assessed (e.g., the Comprehensive Learning System [CLSS], Assessment 
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for Learning [AFL] and Learning Oriented Language Assess-
ment [LOLA]). Unfortunately, though these publications and movements 
have not yet been very successful in actually bringing about change in 
assessment practices in schools, colleges and universities around the 
world. There is hope though, as action is being taken to influence change 
by, for example, the work of the British Council, of the Common Europe-
an Framework of Reference (CEFR), of the Association of Language 
Testers in Europe (ALTE), of the European Association for Language 
Testing and Assessment (EALTA) and of the Centre for Research in Eng-
lish Language Learning, University of Bedfordshire. For information 
about current thinking on learner assessment see Gitsaki and Coombe 
(2016), Jones and Saville (2016), Sahbi (2020) and Britton (2021). 

Unfortunately, though, despite the many publications clamouring for 
change, nothing much seems to have actually changed in most institutions 
around the world regarding their practises in the assessment of their stu-
dents. Most publishers are still profiting from the demand for books offer-
ing less than useful practice of multiple-choice, Yes/No questions, filling 
in the blank activities and matching questions. Most learners are wasting 
precious learning time preparing for and doing tests and examinations 
which they gain very little from and many learners are suffering loss of 
self-esteem, confidence and motivation from excessive and inappropriate 
assessment. 

The problems with assessment 

Assessment tends to control coursebooks, teaching and learning, to intimi-
date many learners and to lead to untypical performance and demotivation. 
It also tends to measure what can be easily measured and to lead to the 
teaching of what can be easily taught. This restricts opportunities for rich 
exposure to language in use and opportunities to use the language for 
communication. Assessment also tends to feature closed questions in order 
to ensure reliability and ease of marking and this discourages the use of 
open-ended activities in coursebooks and the classroom (Freeman, 2014; 
Tomlinson, 2018). It could be that tests, by focusing mainly on construct-
ed examples of correct use of language, typically fail to offer opportunities 
for authentic learner communication and instead penalise learners for the 
tiniest of transgressions. 
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Possible solutions 

Ideally, I would like to dispense with institutional examinations and tests 
altogether. The information gained from them is rarely used to help learn-
ers to learn and the gains from then are minimal. Most institutions would 
still insist on retaining them though as they ‘need to maintain standards’, 
whatever that means. In that case I would advise institutions to reduce the 
amount of internal and external assessment, as the typical means of as-
sessment take up valuable learning time without offering valuable learning 
opportunities. My advice would also be to assess what the learners have 
acquired and what learners can do rather than whether or not learners have 
learned what has been taught. I would also advise teachers to make more 
use of classroom and homework activities for indications of learner pro-
gress instead of one-off tests; to make assessment resemble typical class-
room activities rather than the other way round; and, to make sure that test 
preparation, test-taking and test follow up is designed to prioritise oppor-
tunities for acquiring communicative ability. 

Opportunities for acquisition 

1. Preparing for assessment 

My advice when preparing learners for tests and examinations is not to 
waste time on preparation for discrete item tests. If you focus on promot-
ing language acquisition but provide some practice just before the assess-
ment, the learners will have a better chance of success than if you had 
spent weeks practising answering typical assessment questions. On the 
PKG Programme in Indonesia we spent a year with one class in each jun-
ior secondary school preparing the students to be able to communicate 
effectively in English. Then for a short time at the end of the year we gave 
them a little bit of practice in answering the sort of discrete item questions 
they would face in the end of the year national examination. Our students 
dramatically out-performed the students who had spent most of the year 
answering examination type questions (Tomlinson, 1990). I would also 
advise making sure the assessment activities are indistinguishable from the 
learning activities, as we did with primary school students in Vanuatu who 
enjoyed participating in what are now called task-based activities both in 
the classroom and in their examinations (Tomlinson, 1981). In addition, I 
would suggest not mentioning to students that they are taking part in an 
assessment (as I did with university freshmen in Kobe University, Japan 
with their consent). My other suggestions would involve making any as-
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sessment preparation experiential and purposeful, in the sense that the ac-
tivities have learning goals and do not just involve mindless practice (for 
example, getting students to devise reading comprehension questions for 
other students to answer) and also getting students to do an activity, pro-
vide each other with feedback and then do a similar activity as part of the 
assessment procedure (for example, making a paper aeroplane from oral 
instructions, getting feedback and then making a paper boat from oral in-
structions as part of an assessment procedure, as I did in a secondary 
school in Zambia). Personally and controversially, I would not play the 
role of invigilator during assessment activities but instead I would be a 
facilitator available to give help provided it was asked for and given in the 
target language (as I did during assessment activities at Kobe University). 
As I see it, providing such help is not being unfair but is part of the as-
sessment procedure of finding out what the learners are able to do with the 
target language. If learners can seek clarification fluently and successfully, 
can understand the advice given by the teacher and can apply it effectively 
then they are deserving of applause rather than punishment. 

2 Assessment activities 

My advice is not to assess knowledge of isolated skills or isolated language 
features. This does not give useful information about communicative ability 
and can lead to excessive and explicit teaching of discrete items and skills at 
the expense of developing communicative effectiveness. Instead, I would 
devise integrated activities such as communicative tasks, projects, problem 
solving etc. which both contribute to language acquisition and provide in-
formation about the learners’ ability to communicate. Wherever possible I 
would assess learners in socially cohesive groups working on collaborative 
tasks (see Sato & Ballinger, 2015 for supportive evidence for such an ap-
proach) but sometimes I would assess individual contributions towards 
achieving the group objectives. If I was required to grade the activities, I 
would establish context related criteria and make them explicit in the task 
rubric (for example, ‘Rewrite the passage on water conservation so that it is 
a short and compelling text in a coursebook for ten year old children. Aim to 
include the main points of the passage in a way which is informative, mean-
ingful and engaging for ten year old children.’) I would also use broad bands 
for marking rather than discrete marks (as we did when marking a national 
secondary school examination in Zambia when we marked in pairs and allo-
cated essays to one of five piles). 

All these suggestions are aimed at making assessment an enjoyable 
and positive experience for learners, and especially at providing oppor-
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tunities to learn from assessments and to develop the ability to com-
municate effectively. 

3 Feedback activities 

My advice is to make sure that students always get feedback and get it as 
soon as possible after the assessment activity. The feedback should always 
be informative, constructive and non-judgemental and should never just 
consist of a grade and critical comments. Ideally the feedback should focus 
on a salient feature of the learner’s performance and should aim to help the 
learner to gain from the experience of being assessed. Wherever possible 
the feedback should be followed by a similar activity enabling the learners 
to make use of the feedback they have received (for example, if the as-
sessment activity involved reporting what was said at a meeting and the 
feedback focused on the use of direct and indirect speech, it would then be 
useful to ask the students to write a report of what was said at another 
meeting). 

Feedback does not always have to come from a teacher. Learners could 
be helped to give feedback to themselves and to other learners. This could 
happen during the assessment activity before a task performance is final-
ised or after a task activity is completed. It could involve referring to a 
learner’s own notes written during a research activity (for example, about 
when and how the passive is used), referring to a dictionary or textbook 
(when, for example, the task involves using genre specific vocabulary), or 
getting a reaction from another learner or group about the achievement of 
an objective (For example: ‘Would you be likely to help me if you re-
ceived this request from me?’). 

Examples of useful assessment activities 

An integrated skills activity 

 The learners are asked to read a section of a secondary school text-
book about water conservation. This activity is not assessed. 

 The learners individually write a page of a primary school textbook 
for ten year olds about water conservation, making use of the in-
formation in the text they read in 1 above. 

The learners are given grades as follows: 
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Understanding of the source text (1-5); Suitability of approach and 
content for ten year old students (1-5); Accuracy of English (1-5); In-
telligibility for ten year olds (1-5); Potential for engagement (1-5). 

 Learners in groups invent a device for saving water which will be 
effective, efficient and cheap. 

This activity is not assessed. 

 Learners in groups write an e-mail in English to an international 
company informing them of their invention and requesting a meet-
ing to discuss it. 

The learners as a group are given grades as follows: 
Giving sufficient but not too much information (1-5); Appropriacy 
of tone (1-5); Accuracy of English (1-5); Potential for engagement 
(1-5); Likelihood of achieving objective (1-5). 

 The learners as a group present their invention orally to a senior 
representative of an international company in order to persuade 
them to fund their invention. Each member of the group takes a 
turn in the presentation. Then each learner takes a turn answering a 
question about the invention 

The learners as a group are given grades as follows: 
Potential for impact (1-5); Giving sufficient information (1-5); 
Clarity of the presentation and answers (1-5); Accuracy of English 
(1-5); Likelihood of achieving objective (1-5). 

 The learners as a group devise a television advertisement to sell 
their device and later perform it to the senior representative. 

The learners as a group are given grades as follows: 
Potential for impact (1-5); Giving sufficient information (1-5); 
Clarity of the presentation (1-5); Accuracy of English (1-5); Likeli-
hood of achieving objective (1-5). 

This activity is an integrated skills task involving reading, listening, writ-
ing and speaking in order to achieve a communicative purpose. I used it as 
an assessment activity with a group of freshmen Engineering students at 
Kobe University and they enjoyed the different tasks and had great fun 
when performing the television advertisement with props and musical ac-
companiments. It was designed so that it could be used either as an as-
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sessment or an integrated classroom activity over a number of days and it 
aimed to stimulate affective and cognitive engagement, to provide expo-
sure to the target language in purposeful use, to provide experience of us-
ing the target language for communication, and to contribute to the stu-
dents’ development of self-esteem, positivity and confidence through their 
contribution to collaborative tasks in socially cohesive groups. And, of 
course, to reveal information about the students’ ability to communicate in 
order to achieve effect. 

At Kobe University the task described above, as an assessment, could 
be used with subsequent classes of students as an extended classroom ac-
tivity, just like the tasks used in primary schools in Vanuatu described 
above and included in Tomlinson (1981). There was no difference be-
tween what students did in class and what they did when being assessed. 

A communication task for architects 

 The teacher places the design for an innovative and impressive new 
civic building in a box at the front of the classroom. The teacher 
tells the students that they have a specified time to replicate the de-
sign in the box from information about it provided by the one 
member of the group who is allowed to look at the design. 

The students form groups and decide on a ‘runner’ who will run to 
the box, observe the design and then run back to the group to tell 
them what to draw in order to replicate the design in the box. 
The students can ask their runner questions about the design, can 
send the runner back up to the box three times to check the design 
again and the runner can give feedback to the student(s) drawing 
the design. 
The learners as a group are given grades as follows: 
Similarity to the original in size (1-5); Similarity to the original in 
colour;(1-5); Similarity to the original in shape (1-5); Similarity to 
the original in detail (1-5); Amount of the design completed (1-5). 

 Each learner is given a copy of the original design and writes a crit-
ical review of the design for the potential clients, pointing out its 
positives and negatives and advising the clients what their response 
should be. 

Each learner is given grades according to the following criteria: 
Ability to describe the design accurately (1-5); Ability to highlight 
positive features (1-5); Ability to highlight negative features (1-5); 


