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Authenticity in assessment:
What does it mean?
1 April 2019 – IATEFL TEASIG pre‐conference event
Dr John Pill

An authenticity ‘gap’?
I had to look at a diagram of the process and
describe how to make it – there was a time
limit, and it was very difficult to achieve in
almost perfect English – how to make jam.
IELTS Academic Writing Task 1
describe and explain data, describe the stages
of a process, how something works or describe
an object or event
(IELTS information for candidates, 2019)
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health‐41010021 22 August 2017
https://www.ielts.org/about‐the‐test/publications
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Basic assumptions
specificity encompasses both authenticity and purpose
(Knoch & Macqueen, 2016)

real world = target language use (TLU) domain
(Bachman & Palmer, 1996)

Test:
performance

TLU domain:
performance

Test score

Authenticity promotes test‐taker motivation and positive washback

Authenticity of topic and text
Authentic for:
Test takers
students starting university
Context of test
introductory course in finance,
economics
Purpose of test
readiness to study in English, to read
and interpret relevant texts

In London Savills, a consultancy,
estimates
that
prime-property
prices have fallen by 20% from
their 2014 peak. Sales of homes
worth over £1m are 20% lower
than in 2016. Although Brexit has
not helped, there are broader
reasons for the slowdown, says
Lucian Cook, head of research at
Savills: falling cross-border capital
flows; government policy; the cost
of money; and increased supply.

The Economist. 9 March 2019. p. 65
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Authentic texts in tests
Challenges to authenticity
• Text changes when it is re‐purposing as a test
• Change of context may require new wording, editing
(assumptions of shared knowledge are lost)
• Text may not be suitable for test use
• Text formatting or presentation may change
• Text can be found on the Web quickly
• Copyright law affects text use

Authenticity of task

http://www.aub.edu.lb/oira/Documents/Testing/AUB_EN%20information%20booklet.pdf
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Authenticity of task

A superficially inauthentic task
may prompt authentic
cognitive processes
(interactional authenticity)

Authenticity of task
Graded Examinations in Spoken English (GESE)
In the interactive phase:
• Take responsibility for the direction
and maintenance of the interaction
• Utilise turn‐taking conventions to
ensure that the interaction flows
and develops naturally
• Relate his or her own contributions
closely to those of the examiner
https://www.trinitycollege.com/resource/?id=5755 https://www.trinitycollege.com/resource/?id=5731

4

16/04/2019

https://www.occupationalenglishtest.org/preparation‐portal/free‐sample‐tests/writing‐sample‐test‐1/

Aspects of authenticity

TEST
1.

2.

3.

Topics, texts
and tasks
Tasks

Criteria

‘REAL WORLD’

reflect

the TLU domain.

prompt test‐taker behaviour
that reflects behaviour in

the TLU domain.

capture features of test‐taker
performance valued in

the TLU domain.
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Weak and strong performance tests
Weak performance tests
the focus is on language performance …
the purpose of the assessment is to elicit
a language sample so that second language
proficiency … may be assessed
Strong performance tests
performance will primarily be judged on
real‐world criteria, that is, the fulfilment of
the task set
(McNamara, 1996, pp. 43‐44)

Original speaking test criteria

Overall Communicative Effectiveness
Intelligibility
Fluency
Appropriateness of Language
Resources of Grammar and Expression
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Proposed speaking test criteria
Language

Clinical communication

Overall Communicative Effectiveness

Clinician Engagement
• Professional manner
• Patient awareness

Intelligibility
Fluency

Management of Interaction
• Information‐gathering
• Information‐giving

Appropriateness of Language
Resources of Grammar and Expression

(Elder et al., 2013; O’Hagan et al. 2014; Pill, 2016)

Implemented speaking test criteria
Linguistic criteria

Clinical Communication Criteria

https://www.occupationalenglishtest.org/test‐information/speaking/

7

16/04/2019

Authenticity of criteria
Examples
• Cambridge First speaking test – interactive communication criterion
• Research into criteria for a test of English as a Lingua Franca

(Harding & McNamara, 2017)

Some final considerations
• Inauthenticity of separating tests into four skills – RLWS
• Can tests ever be completely authentic to real life?
We are socialised to know what to expect of a test
• In any case, aren’t tests themselves part of the real world?
Tests have their own authenticity
Authentic tests of language vs Tests of authentic language
(Lewkowicz, 2000)
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