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Abstract

Tasks have captured the attention of testers and educators for some time (e.g., Cureton, 1951), because
they present goal-oriented, contextualized challenges that prompt examinees to deploy cognitive skills
and domain-related knowledge in authentic performances. Such performances present a distinct
advantage when teaching, learning, and assessment focus on what learners can do rather than merely
emphasizing what they know (Kane, 2001; Wiggins, 1998). Over the past several decades, tasks have
come to play a crucial role in language assessments on a variety of levels, from classroom-based tests, to
professional certifications, to large-scale language proficiency exams (Norris, 2016). However, not all
task-based assessments are alike. Indeed, the types of tasks in focus, the nature of performances
elicited, and the criteria used for scoring responses all depend on the ways in which assessments are
being used and the consequences that are intended. In this talk, | will provide numerous examples of the
incorporation of tasks into language assessment practice across diverse settings and for distinct
purposes. In doing so, | would like to challenge the common misinterpretation that language tests are
either task-based or not. Instead, | will demonstrate how communicative language tasks serve as a core
construct underlying many language assessments, while features of their design vary in specific ways
based on how they are being interpreted and what decisions or actions ensue. In particular, | will
highlight design differences between classroom-based, learning-oriented assessments and standardized
language proficiency assessments, both of which can benefit from adopting a task-based approach. | will
also suggest some of the positive consequences of task-based assessment for language learners,
teachers, and programs, and | will point to the dangers of using certain assessments that do not
incorporate communicative tasks in their designs. Finally, | will discuss some of the validity challenges
for task-based language assessment, and | will recommend a variety of solutions.
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