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Abstract

While Communicative Language Teaching [CLT) is nowadays widely recognized, the implementation of CLT in foreign language
(FL) classrooms remains difficult. In the Netherlands, communicative learning goals have been formulated at the national level,
but in daily practice assessments and learning activities tend to focus on knowledge of grammar rules and vocabulary out of
context.

Under the principle of constructive alignment, assessment and learning activities should be in line with learning objectives
in order to enable effective teaching. Evaluation in particular plays a key role, because it has a direct impact on teachers’
pedagogical choices and students’ learning behavior [i.e., washback effect).

To enhance alignment in the Dutch FL curricula of lower form education, the first author and 21 FL teachers collaborated to
create a realistic, theoretically grounded communicative assessment program that would enable positive washback. This paper
takes inventory of the challenges faced by teachers during the co-design process and the decisions that have been made to
overcome them.

Introduction

Communicative language teaching (CLT) aims to promote the development of communicative language skills in realistic
situations. The approach emphasizes the use of language through meaningful spoken and written interaction rather than through
memorization and the learning of grammatical rules out of context (Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011). CLT is nowadays widely
accepted and recognized as a productive pedagogical approach in foreign language (FL) education. However, the implementation
of CLT in daily teaching practices remains difficult (Kissau, Rodgers, & Haudeck, 2015). This situation also seems to occur in

the Netherlands. In Dutch secondary education, learning objectives at the national level are formulated from a communicative
perspective, but in teaching and assessment practices teachers tend to focus on knowledge of grammar rules, vocabulary

and chunks taught out of context (Fasoglio, de Jong, Pennewaard, Trimbos, & Tuin, 2015; West & Verspoor, 2016). As a result,
students who perform well during their school career and up to their final exams still have difficulties or are even unable to
communicate in the foreign languages they have learned (Schnabel et al., 2016). One of the explanations for this situation could
be a lack of constructive alignment in Dutch foreign language curricula.

According to Biggs (1996), the effectiveness of any curriculum depends on its ‘constructive alignment': the coherence, or degree
of alignment, between learning objectives, learning activities and assessment practices. In the development of an aligned
curriculum, Biggs emphasizes the importance of identifying the goals that students need to achieve in assessments before
organizing teaching and learning activities, as tests are known to influence both teaching and learning; this influence is known as
‘washback’ (Alderson & Wall, 1993; Green, 2007). This washback can be positive when tests are aligned with learning goals, but
can be negative when alignment is lacking. In the context of FL teaching, where students have to learn to communicate in a FL
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(learning objective), this means that assessment and learning activities are relevant [i.e., aligned) when they are communicative in
nature. To ensure positive washback (or to prevent its negative counterpart), FL teachers should provide communicative tests in
which learners are asked to perform authentic tasks similar to those they encounter in real life (Morrow, 2018).

Brown (2005) identifies five requirements that communicative assessment activities should meet:

1. Meaningful communication: Tasks should be connected to students’” experiences and perceptions.

2. Authentic situation: Tasks should be linked to real-life situations.

3. Unpredictable language input: Students should be able to respond to unprepared questions or comments.
4. Free production: Students should be able to show that they can give their own content to a conversation.
5

. Integration of language skills: Tasks should encourage students to use different language skills in an integrated way, as it is
often the case in real-life communication.

In lower-form secondary education in the Netherlands (students aged 12 to 15), test formats and contents are chosen by
departments of individual schools. Foreign language teachers are expected to develop their curriculum and tests in line with the
communicative objectives formulated at the national level: students should be able to use different language skills in authentic
situations in order to communicate effectively in a FL (College voor Toetsen en Examens, 2017). However, teachers often use
tests that come with widely-used textbooks, which tend to focus on assessing vocabulary, grammar, and receptive skills (reading
and listening). Productive skills (speaking and writing) are tested less often, and if they are, this is usually done by asking
students to translate sentences or reading texts out loud (Fasoglio et al., 2015). Such tests do not adequately introduce real-life
unpredictability (Brown, 2005] in the form of unknown or unprepared questions and fail to test communicative competence, i.e.
the ability to adapt FL knowledge and skills to new situations.

Considering the washback effect of tests, this could explain the difficulty of implementing communicative teaching in Dutch

FL classrooms; if tests are not sufficiently communicative, learning activities will not be sufficiently communicative either. In
(partly) decentralized educational systems such as the Dutch one, teachers have a lot of control over teaching materials and
assessments which would, in principle, grant them with ample opportunity to generate positive washback (Hakim, 2018). Harding
(2014), however, reports that individual teachers face challenges in designing communicative language tests, due to practical
concerns and different interpretations of CLT. As a result, assessment tasks and rating scales designed by teachers, if any, are
often developed or adapted intuitively and are not always able to validly measure students’ communicative competence (Fulcher,
2003). It is therefore important to better understand which practical and conceptual challenges teachers face when designing
tests and to identify which decisions they can make to overcome them.

The practical objective of the current design study [part of a larger designed based-research project) was to, collectively with FL
teachers, develop a valid communicative assessment program for a full school year (a compilation of formative and summative
communicative tests] that could easily be implemented in Dutch low-form education and that would incite positive washback.

The scientific objective was to further identify and specify the practical challenges (regarding feasibility) and the conceptual
challenges (regarding validity) teachers face while designing this communicative assessment program, and to formulate
suggestions to overcome them. As such, the research question guiding the current study is: which challenges regarding feasibility
and validity do FL teachers face in the design of communicative test materials, and what decisions can be taken to overcome
them?

In this paper we present the first results of this co-design study.

Method

Participants

A group of 21 FL teachers of the most commonly taught foreign languages in Dutch secondary schools (English, French, German,
and Spanish] from 15 different schools took part in a Professional Learning Community (PLC) with the aim of learning by design,
taking both theoretical and practical aspects into consideration in the selection and (reJdesign process of a communicative
assessment program. The participants were all graduated teachers with varied years of experience ranging from 1 to 25 years.
They all taught at least one class in lower form.

Participants of the PLC took part in eight interactive working-sessions of 3 hours each. The sessions were organized and

supervised by the researcher [i.e., the first author). During the eight sessions, participants shared their vision on communicative
teaching and testing practices, compared their practice with theory on communicative testing, shared their testing materials (as
used in their current practices), (re]designed tests, and compiled tests to create a feasible communicative assessment program.
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Data collection and analysis

Notes on the proceedings of each PLC session as well as the exchanges, remarks, and questioning of the participants were
reported by the researcher in a logbook. The report of each session was submitted to each of the participants individually for a
member check to ensure transparency. They could complete, modify and/or confirm the report.

The data were analyzed inductively, according to the steps specific to qualitative research analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). In
this case, the codes were short sequences of words that described the challenges participants faced during the design process
and the decisions they made to overcome them. Codes were then synthesized and categorized into two themes: practical
challenges and decisions (regarding feasibility) and conceptual challenges and decisions (regarding validity).

First results

Challenges and design decisions regarding feasibility
Three challenges regarding feasibility were identified:

1. Lack of materials available for learning activities.

2. Lack of time allocated for test administration and scoring.

3. Students’ lack of experience with communicative tests.

In response to each of these concerns, decisions were made within the PLC to enhance feasibility in the design of the test
materials. The different suggestions to overcome these challenges are reported below.

Lack of materials available for learning activities

Results from the logbook show that the majority of the participants used a textbook and did not have much time to develop their
own learning activities in addition to it. Their first concern in the design of communicative tests was to be able to keep using the
learning activities from their textbooks while preparing their students for the tests. Most of the learning activities and tests from
the textbooks used are organized thematically (e.g., sport, school, holydays) and focus mainly on knowledge of vocabulary, chunks
and grammar rules out of context. Communicative learning activities are included, but do not constitute the main focus.

To overcome this problem, we decided to develop communicative tests that can be adapted to the different themes covered by
the textbooks. Test tasks focus on language acts to be performed (such as persuading, describing, giving an opinion, etc.) in
accordance to the corresponding CEFR level, and can be adapted to any theme. In this way, all activities about a specific theme
in the textbook can still be used in preparation of the test, and teachers only need to put more emphasis on the communicative
activities in a specific chapter. This implies that teachers use their textbooks as a tool and no longer as the curriculum as such. It
is still crucial to select a textbook that provides enough opportunities for communicative activities.

Lack of time allocated for test administration and scoring

The second concern teachers expressed in the PLC meetings is the time allocated to teachers to administrate and score tests.
Communicative testing requires more time. Writing, reporting, and speaking are complex operations, and the assessment of
these skills requires a lot of attention and expertise from the teachers. One solution to compensate for the time-consuming
nature of communicative testing is simply to test less often and introduce more formative activities in between less frequent
summative assessments. Another challenge resulting from this decision was to be able to test the four language skills at the
intended level, without creating pressure at the end of the year. To resolve this problem, we chose to test the different skills in an
integrated way, in accordance with the communicative approach.

The time spent on administering a communicative test in classes of about 30 students was another concern, particularly
regarding the assessment of speaking and conversational skills. We suggested using teaching time to assess speaking skills by
organizing and scoring presentations during the lessons. This can be justified by the fact that, while the presentation is a test for
some students, it can function simultaneously as a learning activity for the others. Besides, presenting in front of an audience
as in real life enhances authenticity. To assess conversational skills, we designed test tasks that could be performed by three
students at the same time. Per group students receive the same realistic situation in which each of them has to perform a
different task.

Finally, teachers were also concerned about the time needed to score communicative tests. We decided therefore to develop
rating scales with a holistic part in addition to an analytical part. The holistic part is short and to the point, and can be scored very
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quickly to give a first indication of the global CEFR level at which a student performed a communicative act. The analytical part
zooms in on the quality of communicative competence. The criteria in the analytical part of the scale are descriptive, based on
CEFR Can Do statements. The details of the descriptions allow teachers to score quickly, without having to give extra feedback to
justify the score.

Students’ lack of experience with communicative tests

The last practical challenge mentioned by the teachers was to keep students motivated with fewer grades and tests that do not
focus on reproduction only. Tests assessing FL skills are often perceived by students as being less focused and therefore more
difficult to prepare for.

To prevent students from ‘hiding” and not working regularly or effectively between the formal assessment moments, we
suggested the systematic introduction of formative communicative activities during the lessons.

Challenges and design decisions regarding validity
Three challenges regarding the validity of communicative tests were identified.
1. How to introduce unpredicatibility.

2. How to integrate grammar and vocabulary.

3. How to integrate language skills.

To ensure a higher degree of ‘communicative validity” in the design of test materials (in order to stimulate positive washback], we
made decisions within the PLC to overcome these challenges.

Introduction of unpredictability

Teachers were concerned by the introduction of unpredictability to enhance validity, because they did not know how to prepare
their students to react spontaneously and adequately to unprepared questions and situations. To overcome this challenge, we
decided in the design of the test tasks to focus on students’ ability to perform speech acts that are present in all kinds of realistic
situations (reporting, corresponding, sharing experience and information, expressing opinions, etc.). Themes coming from their
textbook (sport, holidays, school, etc.) will be known in advance, but students will have to perform one of the acts within a new
situation. This increases unpredictability while still providing sufficient guidance to prepare students.

Integration of grammar and vocabulary

A large number of the participating teachers were still testing knowledge of grammar and vocabulary and chunks out of
context. It was challenging for them to discard this type of testing and replace it with the assessment of language skills alone.
They were afraid that students would no longer learn enough vocabulary, chunks, and grammar rules if these were not tested
directly. We decided to create two categories in the rating scales to assess the use of vocabulary and grammar in the context
of a communicative task. In addition, we insisted on the importance of using formative activities addressing the development of
knowledge of vocabulary and grammar rules next to communicative learning activities.

Integration of language skills

The last challenge faced by the teachers was the integration of language skills within a test to enhance authenticity. Different
combinations were possible for this integration. We chose to integrate reading and writing skills on the one hand and the listening
and speaking skills on the other, with a distinction between conversational skill (listening and speaking in the context of a
conversation) and listening and speaking skills (listening to gather information and then presenting something about it). This
combination appears to be the most common in real life.

Teachers were concerned by the fact that one of the skills could be underrepresented in a test or that students could compensate
one skill with another, which would not give a clear idea of the level of each skill independently. In order to enhance validity on
that point, we introduced Can Do statements in the analytic part of the rating scales belonging equally to each language skill.
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Conclusion

This paper presented the first results regarding practical and conceptual challenges faced by FL teachers in the design of
communicative test materials and the decisions made to overcome them.

Practical challenges often related to the limited time allocated to teachers to prepare lessons, and to develop or select
communicative learning/assessment activities. This time issue appeared to be even more pressing when the textbook used
did not include sufficient communicative learning activities. Other practical challenges were related to tests administration
and scoring within the allocated time. Teachers were also concerned by students” motivation, with fewer tests focusing only on
language skills.

In addition to these practical challenges, teachers also faced conceptual challenges regarding the operationalization of
unpredictability, the integration of grammar and vocabulary within a communicative task, and the integration of different
language skills within one assessment.

Decisions made to address these challenges are summarized below in the form of suggestions to be taken into account when
designing test materials for communicative learning goals:

1. Language skills should be tested in an integrative way to reduce the amount of tests and enhance authenticity.

2. Test tasks should include new situations to ensure unpredictability, but should be formulated with precise instructions to
provide enough guidance to prepare students.

3. Rating scales should assess language skills in an integrated way. They should be descriptive, based on Can Do statements
belonging equally to each language skill. They should include a holistic part and an analytic part to save time in scoring and to
enable efficient feedback.

4. Formative activities should be systematically introduced to keep students motivated and to guide their learning process.
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