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Communicative Language Testing 
Sieu Phan 

Abstract 
Together with the communicative language teaching approach, there has been an increase in awareness and research 
on communicative tests used to measure language learners�’ ability to use the target language in authentic situations. In 
order to design tests to serve this purpose, test makers should bear in mind core principles and characteristics. A ques-
tion about whether communicative test makers can make accurate measurement of test takers�’ language ability based 
on the scores or not is also addressed in this paper. Related to the use of communicative language testing, some litera-
ture reviews show that this kind of test may challenge test makers, which is discussed at the end of the paper.  

 
Introduction 
Traditionally, most language tests aim at 
testing knowledge about the language, such 
as testing knowledge about vocabulary and 
grammar. However, according to Brown 
(2003), �“By the mid-1980s, the language-
testing field had begun to focus on design-
ing communicative language-testing tasks�” 
(p. 10). This means that the need for com-
municative language test has been recog-
nized, and much research on communica-
tive language tests has been done since then. 
I hope that by doing this literature review, I 
can explore the principles and characteris-
tics of communicative test design, factors 
that impact test scores beyond communica-
tive language ability, and challenges in 
communicative testing.  

 
Principles and Characteristics of 
Communicative Test Design 
Principles 
Communicative language tests are used with 
the goal of measuring language learners�’ 
ability to take part in acts of communication 
or to use language in real life situations. 
Communicative tests, which cover the four 
language skills of listening, speaking, read-
ing, and writing, are designed on the basis 
of communicative competence. According 
to Canale and Swain (1980), communicative 
competence involves linguistic competence 
(knowledge of linguistic forms), sociolin-
guistic competence (the ability to use lan-
guage appropriately in contexts), discourse 
competence (coherence and cohesion), and 
strategic competence (knowledge of verbal 
and non-verbal communicative strategies) 
(p. 4). Understanding the model of commu-

nicative competence is necessary and help-
ful for developing communicative language 
tests, which involves formulating test objec-
tives and considering the effects of the test 
on teaching and learning. Following the 
model of communicative competence, a 
team at the Ontario Institute for Studies in 
Education (OISE) has established four 
principles of communicative test design 
(Bailey, 1998). 

The first principle is to �“start from 
somewhere.�” The study of Katsumasa 
(1997) and Wesche (1983) showed an 
agreement with this statement by confirm-
ing that when designing the test, test makers 
should state carefully what they expect test 
takers to perform when they use the target 
language in a specific context, which means 
that test writers must know what they want 
to test. After that, test makers can establish 
scales and criteria in assessment procedures 
to measure exactly the stated features of tes-
tees�’ performance Bailey (1998) provided an 
example to illustrate this principle, which is 
that even though conveying and capturing 
meaning while maintaining accuracy are two 
important elements in communication, if 
the tester focuses on checking the test tak-
ers�’ ability to convey meaning, then accura-
cy will not be put into the scoring criteria. 
Therefore, it is unfair for students if test 
writers take into account other unstated ob-
jectives when grading tests, which also ne-
gatively affects the test�’s validity.  

�“Concentration on content�” is the 
second principle in designing a communica-
tive language test. The content here refers 
to not only topics but also tasks that will be 
implemented. Appropriate content matches 
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or fits learners�’ or test takers�’ age, proficien-
cy level, interests, and goals/needs. Accord-
ing to Carroll (1983), �“the language tasks 
our learners are expected to perform in 
their future jobs will guide us with the tasks 
we will set them in our tests�” (p. 37). In 
other words, tasks should be constructed 
based on the testee�’s relevant needs. For in-
stance, some tasks for children at the end of 
primary school may include introducing 
themselves and others, reading traffic signs 
such as �“Danger,�” �“No Entry ,�” and so 
forth. The tasks should aim to be authentic 
and have clear reference in reality. These 
tasks match children�’s proficiency level and 
children�’s age. Children are supposed to be 
able to do the tasks because what they do is 
what society (at least based on opinions of 
experienced teachers and advisors) expects 
of them in real life. 

The third principle of communicative 
test design is �“bias for best.�” This means 
that test makers should bear in mind that 
they should create a test that can exploit test 
takers�’ performance at their best. The work 
of Brown (2003) also supports this principle 
in designing the test. According to Brown 
(2003), �“biased for best�” is �“a term that 
goes little beyond how the student views the 
test to a degree of strategic involvement on 
the part of student and teacher in preparing 
for, setting up, and following the test itself�” 
(p. 34). To illustrate this third principle, Bai-
ley (1998) said that when she gave a test that 
requires students to do a dictocomp, she 
noticed that the text might be higher than 
students�’ proficiency level; therefore, she 
read the text three times and also encour-
aged them to ask for new words involved in 
the text. Swain (1984) declared that in order 
to create an assessment procedure which is 
biased for best, test makers and teachers 
should provide students or test takers ap-
propriate review to help them to be well-
prepared and ready for the test, suggest 
strategies that will be beneficial, and con-
struct the test in a way that it is modestly 
challenging to the best students/testees and 
yet the weaker will not be overwhelmed (as 
cited in Brown, 2003, p. 34).   

�“Working on washback�” is the fourth 
principle of communicative language testing. 

In order to obtain positive washback, test 
writers should create clear scoring criteria 
that will be provided to both teachers and 
test takers. Course objectives and test con-
tent are also put into consideration in the 
hope of promoting positive washback. Ac-
cording to Wesche (1983), when formulat-
ing objectives, it is important to clarify (a) 
the purpose of the interaction concerning 
topics and the language functions that the 
learner will need, (b) the context that may 
impact language use, and (c) appropriate 
types of discourse, and the degree of skill at 
testees�’ levels. Clarification for these factors 
not only promotes positive washback but 
also makes it easier for test makers to 
choose good stimulus material that will 
provide necessary language forms such as 
structures and vocabulary. 

The principles constructed by the team 
at the OISE are not unique. Katsumasa 
(1997), citing Morrow�’s (1981) study, dis-
cussed similar principles in the context of 
communicative language testing. These 
principles are (a) knowing what you are 
measuring, (b) measuring the ability to deal 
with discourse, (c) focusing on communica-
tion processes (d) setting up real situations, 
and (e) understanding the fact that mistakes 
are not always mistakes because minor 
grammatical mistakes do not frequently 
hinder communication and correct grammar 
is not the only requirement for successful 
communication . After reading and compar-
ing the principles of communicative lan-
guage test design put forth by Katsumasa 
and the OISE team, I prefer the framework 
of the OISE team because it involves the 
discussion of how to achieve beneficial 
washback. Hughes (2003) indicated that 
�“backwash is now seen as a part of the im-
pact a test may have on learners and teach-
ers, on educational systems in general, and 
on society at large�” (p. 53). Therefore, the 
OISE emphasis on trying to achieve posi-
tive washback is welcome.   

 
Characteristics 
In addition to the principles that the team at 
OISE has established, communicative lan-
guage tests also have some core characteris-
tics that test makers should follow to create 
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a successful test. According to Brown 
(2005), there are five requirements for set-
ting up a communicative test. These include 
meaningful communication, authentic situa-
tion, unpredictable language input, creative 
language output, and integrated language 
skills (p. 21). First, the test needs to be 
based on communication that is meaningful 
to the students, that is, it meets their per-
sonal needs. It should promote and activate 
language which is useful for them. Making 
use of authentic situations can increase the 
likelihood that meaningful communication 
will be achieved. More importantly, �“lan-
guage can not be meaningful if it is devoid 
of context�” (Weir, 1990, p. 11). Further-
more, communicative tests also offer stu-
dents the opportunity to encounter and use 
the language receptively and productively in 
authentic situations to show how strong 
their language ability is. By putting emphasis 
on �“unpredictable language input�” and 
�“creative language output,�” Brown referred 
to the fact that, in reality, it is usually im-
possible  to predict what  speakers will say, 
i.e., language input or to prepare for one�’s 
reply, i.e., language output. This natural way 
of communication should be replicated in a 
communicative test. The last characteristic 
of a communicative test is that it will elicit 
the students�’ use of combined language 
skills, as is the case in real life communica-
tion.     

 
Tasks in Communicative Language  
Assessment 
Based on features of communicative tests 
and components of communicative assess-
ment, Brown (2005) concluded that per-
formance assessment and task-based as-
sessment are two appropriate ways of 
designing communicative tests. Both are 
important in language testing environment, 
however, in this paper, I would like to focus 
on task-based assessment as it was de-
scribed in the work of Norris, Brown, Hud-
son, and Yoshioka (1998).  

Brown, Hudson, Norris, and Bonk 
(2002) offered the following definition of 
task-based language assessment (as cited in 
Brown, 2005): 

In task-based language assess-
ment, then, we are interested in 
eliciting and evaluating students�’ 
abilities to accomplish particular 
tasks, or task types in which tar-
get language communication is 
essential. Such assessment is ob-
viously performance assessment 
because a student�’s second lan-
guage performance on the task is 
that which gets evaluated. (p. 24)  
Below, I will cite some examples of 

communicative assessment tasks around the 
theme of environmental issues (these tasks 
are reproduced from Norris et al., 1998). In 
my view, these tasks can be suitable for in-
termediate/advanced ESL/EFL students 
who want to improve their communicative 
ability in English. Specifically, the students�’ 
goals are to be able to employ all language 
skills effectively, to use with accuracy cer-
tain vocabulary, and expressions used in 
certain domains and tasks, such as envi-
ronment, social problems, and persuading 
people to participate in social activities us-
ing ads. These are language functions that 
they may encounter in their real life.  

 
Task 1: Comparing environmental organiza-

tions  
Prompt: Find the section in Save Our Planet 

that compares different environmental 
organizations and their efforts. Fami-
liarize yourself with the charts in this 
section. Then answer the questions 
about environmental organizations as 
they are posed. 

Realia/materials: Save Our Planet book (re-
cent survey of environmental issues 
and efforts that are being taken on be-
half of environmental preserva-
tion/protection-final section in the 
book is composed of a chart that 
compares major environmental organi-
zations and the types of issues that 
they address); set of questions not to 
be seen by the examinee, rather first 
exposed through the test prompts 
(questions ask examinee to identify dif-
ferent organizations that address dif-
ferent issues and how much member-
ship costs). 
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Task 2: Expressing views on the environ-
ment and pollution  

Prompt: Read the two short views told by 
people from different countries about 
the environment and human pollution. 
Then compare, using your own words, 
the two views to the typical point of 
view in your country. Do people in 
your country think more like one of 
the two views, or do they have very 
different views from those expressed 
in the two readings? 

Realia/materials: Two short points of view, 
told by the �‘man on the street�’ (written 
as a person would speak, simple voca-
bulary and structures, common and ac-
cessible ideas- one point of view 
represents the individual as responsible 
for maintaining a clean environment, 
the other represents the innocence of 
the individual and the responsibility of 
the government and big industry to 
take care of thing).  

 
Task 3: Product packaging ranks 
Prompt: Examine the set of products from 

your local grocery store. Pay special at-
tention to their packaging. Now create 
a list of the products, ranking them 
from the most environmentally safe 
packaging to the least. After creating 
your list, explain your top two and bot-
tom two choices. Why did you place 
these products at the top and the bot-
tom of the list? 

Realia/materials: Set of products (photo-
graphs or actual products, if possible) 
numbering around ten (with obvious 
differences in degree of environmental 
consciousness, from the small and 
completely recyclable/organic to the 
large, superfluous packaging that is 
typical with many products); list with 
blanks for the ranking of products 
(from best packaging to worst packag-
ing). 

 
Task 4: Organize advertisements 
Prompt: look through the stack of adver-

tisements from magazines. Separate 
the advertisements into files. One file 
should have ads that show products 

which seem to be friendly to the envi-
ronment. The other file should have 
ads that do not address the environ-
ment or seem unfriendly to the envi-
ronment. For each ad, write a brief 
sentence explaining why you chose to 
put it in a particular file. 

Realia/materials: Set of advertisements for 
different products (selected from dif-
ferent magazines- each ad either keys 
on some kind of environmental 
science, e.g., our product is dolphin 
sage, or does not, e.g., smoking is fun, 
with inclusion in one or the other cate-
gory fairly obvious) totaling no more 
than 15; two file folders; page within 
each folder for short explanation of 
why the ad is included. (p. 133-135) 
 
This series of test items consist of dif-

ferent tasks which are consistent with 
themes relevant to ESL/EFL learners at in-
termediate/advanced levels who want to 
use English effectively in familiar, real-life 
contexts. These tasks also show connec-
tions which make it easy for teachers to de-
sign follow-up activities if they are going to 
use these tasks in a language classroom. The 
designers of these tasks also included ample 
opportunities to assess students�’ perfor-
mance. For example, students have to use 
four skills in order to complete the task:  
writing a list, reading short views, watching 
(listening to) the video, and taking notes. 
Test makers can evaluate students�’ out-
comes based on the quality of their work, 
for instance, do they get accurate informa-
tion from the video? Do they make any se-
rious mistakes when they write the lists? 
Can you understand students when they 
give the presentation? However, these tasks 
may not apply to all situations; teachers will 
need to adapt them to fit their situations. 
For instance, although the book Save Our 
Planet may not be available to teachers in 
some countries, they can still apply the 
framework used in this sample test with dif-
ferent materials.   

There are many tasks in this series and 
teachers may use them differently. I think it 
is possible to have students do all the tasks 
in one test; however, it is time consuming. 
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Teachers can separate the tasks and use 
them appropriately. I believe that either way 
will not affect the value of the task, and test 
makers can still measure students�’ commu-
nicative language ability. As test makers as-
sess learners�’ performance, they need to es-
tablish scoring criteria. Fortunately, Norris 
et al., (1998) provided guidelines for devel-
oping complete scoring criteria for evaluat-
ing students�’ performance on a task. Based 
on the work of Herman, Aschbacher, and 
Winters (1992), they suggested these steps 
in assessment: 

 
1. investigate how the assessed discipline 

defines quality performance 

2. gather sample rubrics for assessing 
writing, speech, the arts, and so on as 
models t adapt for your purposes 

3. gather samples of students�’ and ex-
perts�’ work that demonstrate the range 
of performance from ineffective to 
very effective  

4. discuss with others the characteristics 
of these models that distinguish the ef-
fective ones from the ineffective ones 

5. write descriptors for the important 
characteristics 

6. gather anther sample of students�’ work 

7. try out criteria to see if they help you 
to make accurate judgments about stu-
dents  

8. revise your criteria 

9. try it again until the rubric score cap-
tures the �‘quality�’ of the work (p. 67) 

As with other kinds of tests, steps in 
developing the scoring criteria for tasks 
used to assess learners�’ ability to perform in 
the target language requires a lot of respon-
sible and cooperative work, agreement on 
the application of rubric, and trials before it 
is applied.   

 
Factors That Impact Test Scores 
In addition to the effect of communicative 
language ability, other factors such as test 
method facets, personal attributes, and ran-

dom factors also affect strongly examinees�’ 
performance on tests for communicative 
ability. Bachman (1990) grouped test me-
thod facets into five categories:  

 
1. testing environment, including fami-

liarity of the place and equipment, per-
sonnel, time of testing, and physical 
condition;  

2. test rubrics involving test organization, 
time allocation, and instruction;  

3. the nature of the input, concerning 
format, and nature of language;  

4. the nature of the expected response, 
referring to format, nature of language, 
and restrictions on response; 

5. the relationships between the input 
and the response in language tests 
whether reciprocal, nonreciprocal or 
adaptive relations. (p. 119)  

The last facet, reciprocal language use, 
refers to �“the use of language by one indi-
vidual to produce an effect in another indi-
vidual through the reduction of uncertainty 
with knowledge of results�” (Bachman, 1990, 
p. 149). In other words, in spoken or writ-
ten interaction between people, what one 
person says affects what the others can or 
do say. Unlike reciprocal language use, non-
reciprocal, which includes reading, listening 
to lectures, and so on, has �“no interaction 
between language users, feedback, and ef-
fect of language use�” (Bachman). Relation-
ships between the input and the response 
are adaptive �“If the input is influenced by 
the response, but without the feedback that 
characterizes a reciprocal relationship�” 
(Bachman, p. 151). This means, for example, 
a test taker�’s result in one specific task or a 
test item will determine his/her next tasks 
and items that fit the test taker�’s level 
(Bachman, p. 154).  

Bachman (1990) also stated that test 
method facets should be systematic, which 
means tests are consistent in terms of forms. 
For example, if the test is designed in mul-
tiple-choice format, it should be multiple-
choice, not a different format, when it is 
given another time. Test constructors 
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should be aware of influences of these test 
methods facets and minimize their impact 
for the sake of testees�’ best performance.  

The next factor that communicative 
test makers should pay attention to is 
attributes of individuals. Attributes of indi-
viduals involve not only individual characte-
ristics but also group characteristics. Indi-
vidual characteristics usually concern 
cognitive style and knowledge of specific 
content areas, while group characteristics 
may include sex, race, and ethnic back-
ground. Like Danili and Reid (2006), Bach-
man (1990) was concerned about the effects 
of the testee�’s cognitive style on their test 
performance. He pointed out that cognitive 
styles such as �‘field dependent/field inde-
pendent�’ and �‘convergent/divergent�’, corre-
late to and affect test takers�’ performance to 
some degree. An example of knowledge of 
education is that �“knowledge of economics 
is likely to affect an individual�’s perfor-
mance on any test in which economics is 
included as propositional content�” (Bach-
man, p. 164). In fact, personal attributes al-
so constitute a source of error in the mea-
surement of communicative language ability.  

Random, or unsystematic, factors also 
affect an individual�’s test scores. Random 
factors refer to unpredictable and largely 
temporary conditions, for example, testees 
have varying degree of mental alertness, or  
uncontrolled differences in test method fa-
cets (e.g., the test is postponed to another 
day), or  idiosyncratic differences among 
test administrators when they give the test. 
Some other unsystematic factors can be the 
imprecision of the scales, incompleteness of 
language sample, or limitations on observa-
tion and quantification. Indeed, these ex-
amples of random factors warn test makers 
that interpretations of test takers�’ perfor-
mance based on test scores may not provide 
an accurate measurement of their language 
ability. 

In short, some of the factors that po-
tentially affect examinees�’ performance 
might be test method facets, attributes of 
the test taker, and random factors. Whether 
these factors are labeled systematic or un-
systematic factors, they are considered 
sources of measurement error. Therefore, 

testers should be aware of their impact, and 
they should know that making inferences 
about one�’s language level ability based on 
his/her test score is not always accurate and 
reliable. The more the extraneous factors 
are minimized, the higher the accuracy of 
assessment and reliable inferences by test 
makers are made.    

Bachman�’s (1990) and Danili and 
Reid�’s (2006) lists of factors that affect test 
takers�’ scores are convincing and helpful for 
educators, teachers, and test makers who 
have interest in or concern about language 
tests in general and communicative language 
tests in particular. However, I could not 
find in the literature solutions to minimize 
the influence of these factors. In my opi-
nion, test makers will have to cope with 
many difficulties if they want to reduce the 
effects of elements other than language 
communicative ability in test performance 
because some factors are in the test writers�’ 
control but others are not. This issue de-
serves further research to help test takers 
take the most advantage of their ability 
when taking the test.  

 
Challenges in Communicative Testing 
As a matter of fact, communicative testing 
is a challenge for test designers. One reason 
is the issue of predictive validity. When de-
signing a test of communicative ability, 
identifying test takers�’ needs based on 
communicative encounters that they are 
likely to experience is one of the basic prin-
ciples. However, it is not certain if test 
makers can guarantee that testees perform-
ing well on a test in class are also able to do 
well outside the classroom in a real life situ-
ation. One reason for this is that real life 
communication is characterized by unpre-
dictability. Studies have proved that test de-
signers have tried to make real-world tasks, 
but encountered difficulties from the varied 
or diverse nature of contexts (Katsumasa, 
1997; Brown, 2003).  

 
Conclusion 
In summary, I have discussed four prin-
ciples of communicative test design based 
on a communicative view of language com-
petence built by a team at the OISE. The 
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principles are start from somewhere, con-
centrate on content, bias for best, and 
working on washback. A communicative 
test offers communication meaningful for 
learners in real-world contexts where stu-
dents experience and produce language 
creatively using all four language skills of 
listening, speaking, reading, and writing. It is 
important to note that whether test scores 
are reliable or not really depends not only 
on extraneous factors aside from test takers�’ 
language ability but also on raters�’ training 
with relevant scoring criteria and proce-
dures.  

Implementation of communicative 
tests is feasible and it promises positive ef-
fects on English training and teaching in 
EFL contexts such as Vietnam. In this par-
ticular country, communicative testing ben-
efits from the presence of the communica-
tive teaching approach which is already in 
place in most college-level English pro-
grams. In some teacher-training schools 
such as Can Tho University, the communic-
ative language teaching approach is quite 
successful, and it provides students better 
command of English as well as teaching 
methods that contribute to their excellent 
reputation for achievement in their teaching 
when they graduate (Nguyen, 2000). It is 

reasonable and necessary to implement 
communicative tests in harmony with the 
communicative teaching method to assess 
learners�’ ability to communicate. However, 
according to Nguyen and Vu (1999) who 
performed a study on the application of 
communicative test at the University of 
Economics, Vietnam, in order to use the 
communicative test effectively, the staff re-
ally needs some training to have the neces-
sary language testing expertise. They also 
recommended that there needed to be more 
studies of test elements, such as test tasks, 
focus, and content because these elements 
contribute to the validity of a test. In my 
view, it is good to implement communica-
tive testing in Vietnam because it helps 
teachers measure learners�’ language ability 
more accurately. It also helps learners be-
come familiar with the kind of testing that 
they may encounter when they take interna-
tional tests, such as the TOEFL iBT or the 
IELTS. Using communicative tests in Viet-
nam is an important and necessary change 
from traditional tests, which are grammar-
based. I strongly believe that communica-
tive test constructors in Vietnam will be 
able to find ways to implement this new 
kind of test successfully once they are aware 
of its limitations as mentioned above. 
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