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Abstract

There has been an increase in awareness and reVHDUFKRQDXWKHQWLFWHVWVXVHGWRPHDVXUHODQJXDJHOHDUQHUV·DELOLW\WR
use the target language in real-life situations. In order to serve this purpose, test designers should place value on authenticity in tests. This paper begins with a brief overview of authenticity in language testing. This is followed by a discussion of several characteristics of authenticity in particular types of tests. Finally, some limitations and problems in
the implementing of authenticity in language testing are presented.

Introduction

Being a passive English learner for many
years and having taken a great number of
tests, I know the effect that the language
testing has on both language teaching and
learning. In studying principles of good language assessment, I learned to distinguish
between different forms of assessment. I
realized that besides traditional forms of
testing, there are alternatives that teachers
could use to assess VWXGHQWV·ODQJXDJHDELOLW\,
such as performance tests, self-assessment,
and portfolios. Among various forms of alternative assessment, authentic testing has
become the trend in recent years. In completing authentic tasks, language learners
use what they have learned in class in reallife situations, which is the main objective
of language learning. There are several questions regarding the authenticity in testing
that I would like to explore in this literature
review. I would like to know about authentic tests and authenticity in language testing
in general as well as the characteristics of
authenticity and its limits. I hope that in my
future teaching, I can make tests that provide students with more opportunities to
perform successfully in real life situations,
which is what they need.

What is Authenticity in Language
Testing?
In order to make a test that could effectiveO\ PHDVXUH OHDUQHUV· ODQJXDJH DELOLW\ DQG
proficiency, the experts frequently mention
these factors as important: validity, reliability, practicality, and appropriation. In addition, authenticity is another important factor that test makers need to focus on and

consider in the process of developing the
tasks. The centrality of authenticity in assessment can be seen in the following
VWDWHPHQW E\ %R   ´DXWKHQWLFLW\ KDV
become established as a central concern in
WHVWGHVLJQDQGWHVWYDOLGDWLRQµ S 6LQFH
the purpose of language testLQJLVWR´UHIOHFW
WKH XVH RI ODQJXDJH LQ WKH ¶UHDO
ZRUOG·µ 6SHQFH-Brown, 2001, p. 463), authentic tasks have become one of the most
important components of tests that aim to
measure lanJXDJH OHDUQHUV· DELOLW\  WR DSSO\
what they have learned from class to real
world situations. Leung and Lewkowicz also
suggested that authentic test tasks should be
made based on the real-life resources which
DUH FORVH WR WKH WHVW WDNHUV· H[SHFWDWLRQV
when they actually do the tasks outside the
classroom or test situation (2006). If the test
takers are capable of implementing the tasks
successfully, such as having a job interview
or writing an advertisement for the local
newspaper, we could say that the tests are
DXWKHQWLFEHFDXVHWKH\EULQJLQWKHOHDUQHUV·
needs and the events they might encounter
in real life. Thus, authentic test is consiGHUHG ´WUXH DVVHVVPHQW RI SHUIRUPDQFHµ
(Wiggins, 1998, p. 21), as opposed to traditional tests, such as entrance examinations
with multiple choice, gap filling, and true or
false questions and rigidly formatted essay
writing. In this sense, an authentic test is
designed for testing in language for specific
purposes, which can be distinguished from
general purpose language testing (Wu &
Standsfield, 2001). Simply put, an authentic
WHVWLV´RQHWKDWUHSURGXFHVDUHDO-life situaWLRQLQRUGHUWRH[DPLQHWKHVWXGHQW·VDELOLW\
to cope wiWKLWµ 'R\HS 
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In addition to the link between the
test situation and the real world situation,
authenticity in language testing also involves
interaction and communication. Bo (2007)
stated that in authentic tasks, meaning and
communication is more important with respect to the validity of the test, especially
when it comes to productive skills, which
UHTXLUH WHVW WDNHUV· LQWHUDFWLYH DQG FRPPunicative ability. In this view, authenticity is
more focused on the connection between
the test takers and the test itself, and it depends on how the individual interprets the
WHVWWDVNVZKLFK´ZLOODffect both the validity
DQG UHOLDELOLW\ RI WHVW VFRUHVµ %DFKPDQ
2007, p. 10). Therefore, in developing such
tests, apart from the measurement of the
candidDWH·V OLQJXLVWLF DELOLW\ WHVW PDNHUV
need to be familiar with the fundamental
meaning of test materials, and their tests
need to reflect the communicative competence of the learners as well (Bachman,
2007).

Achieving Authenticity in Testing
After understanding the definition of authentic test, it is important to know what
the test might look like, what characteristics
it has, and some of the factors involved in
developing it. The examples below provide
some insights into the implementation of
authenticity in language testing.

Content Authenticity in the Test
Authenticity in direct testing

In order to guarantee content validity, in the
development of the test, test makers should
consider the purpose of the test and the
particular target group of the test in order to
make sure the test serves as an assessment
tool for language for specific purpose (Wu
& Stansfield, 2001). This means that test
makers must understand target language use
in real life conversation, IRUH[DPSOH´SUoGXFWLRQ UHVSRQVHVµ LQ WKH work environment (Chun, 2006, p. 295). Wu and Standfield (2001) also stated that job analysis of
roles and settings should be the basis of test
content. By doing tasks related to jobs, testtakers are asked to use the target language
and rely on their real world knowledge to
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FRPSOHWH WKHWDVNV WKDW DUH´DSSURSULDWH WR
YDULRXVFRQWH[WVµ 0F1amara, 1996, p. 450).
For example, in the Listening Summary Translation Exam in Taiwanese
(LSTE/T), the tasks given to the test takers
take two forms, a face to face interview and
a telephone interview. The test was designed
for the US government to select qualified
linguists for work in law enforcement agencies. In order to maintain content authenticity, in the development of the tasks, the test
designers tried to make the tasks as close as
possible to the situation in the real world,
which was to understand the conversation
between criminals. In the test, there are two
sections: fifty multiple choice items based on
the information in recorded conversations
and a summary writing task based on the
listening materials. Here are some sample
multiple choice questions:
1. Who are these people? (old/young;;
male/female;; well educated/not well
educated)
2.

How do the participants talk? (vulgar,
rude, polite, etc.)

3.

What kinds of emotions do they display? (anger, frustration, concern, selfconfidence, happiness, business-like,
secretive) (Wu & Stansfield, 2001, p.
205)

4.

Summary writing items:
How often do they use words or
phrases from other dialects or languages, like Mandarin, Cantonese, English
or other languages?

5.

Can you give me some examples of
the way they demonstrated such emotions?

6.

In the conversations you listened to,
do the speakers ever talk about problems they are having? What kinds of
things do they say? (Wu & Stansfield,
2001, pp. 205-206)

In this particular example of testing
language for specific purposes, the testWDNHUV·SHrformance was supposed to reflect
their actual competence, and that is what the
test designers expected. Even though the
researchers claimed that the multiple choice

LWHPVFRXOG´DVVHVVWKHXnderstanding of the
VSHFLILF LQIRUPDWLRQµ :X  6WDQGVILHOG
2001, p. 197), I do not think they met the
requirements of authenticity, and the reVHDUFKHU DFNQRZOHGJHG WKDW LW ZDV ´PRUH
GLIILFXOWWRDFKLHYHWKLVJRDOµ than s/he had
realized it would be (Wu & Standsfield, 2001,
p. 197). In my view, the items should be
presented orally, which could measure the
WHVWWDNHUV·FRPSHWHQFHPRUHGLUHFWO\

Authenticity in indirect testing

When it comes to authentic tests, people
often think of speaking tests, which require
WHVW WDNHUV· DFWXDO SHUIRUPDQFH +RZHYHU
authenticity can also be reflected in the indirect tests such as reading comprehension
and the accompanying writing tasks as well.
Traditionally, second language reading
comprehension tests do not measure stuGHQWV· DFWXDO DELOLW\ LQ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ WKH
texts due to the use of multiple choice items,
which creates a gap between test situations
and real-life situations. In order to make
tasks more authentic and able to measure
test-takers· competence in solving problems
in life, reading should be considered as an
´LQWHUDFWLYHSURFHVVEHWZHHQWKHUHDGHUDQG
WKHWH[Wµ &DUGRVRS 7RWKLVHQG
traditional multiple choice items were replaced by more complex essay questions in
the English test portion of a university entrance exam in Brazil. Since the aim of the
test is to select applicants who are able to
express themselves and demonstrate their
knowledge to prove their capabilities effectively in college, the test designers viewed
language proficiency as a more important
factor than language knowledge (Cardoso,
1998). Through writing the answers, the applicants could show their capabilities of
comprehension, critical thinking, and expression. It also gave them more opportuniWLHV WR ´VKRZ WKHLU DFWLYH UHODWLRQVKLS ZLWK
knowledge through their writLQJµ &DUGRVR
1998, p. 53). In addition, using authentic
materials in the test, such as newspaper articles and advertisements, also contributed
to its authenticity. For example, one quesWLRQZDV´([SODLQWKHWLWOHRIWKHDGYHUWLVePHQWµ 7KH TXHVWLRQ QRW RQO\ DVVHVVHV WKH
VWXGHQWV· UHDGLQJ DELOLW\ WR PDNH FRQQHc-

tions within the text itself, but it also involves the relationship between the individXDO·VEDFNJURXQGNQRZOHGJHDQGthe text.
Similarly, Bo (2007) also mentioned
the value of authentic language in tests. As
an example of authentic tasks, he mentions
the College English Test-Band Four and
Test for English Major-Band Eight tests in
China, which are public examinations in
(QJOLVKWRPHDVXUHVWXGHQWV·ODnguage ability
based on the syllabus. There are easy-tounderstand 10 short daily conversations in
the listening comprehension part and the
interesting and realistic topics in reading
comprehension part in both tests. He suggested that the testing materials should be
´TXLWHIDPLOLDUWRWKHWHVW-WDNHUVµ %R
p. 31). It should be relevant and understandable to the test takers so that they can combine their prior knowledge and the given
materials to process and answer the questions. In addition, in his analysis of the two
WHVWV%R  DOVRVWDWHGWKDW´Sroductive
skills involve test takers into [sic] interaction
DQGFRPPXQLFDWLRQµ S In other words,
in the development of tests, test makers
have the responsibility to make sure those
tasks ´DUHDVFORVHDVSRVVLEOHWRWKHWDVNVLQ
real life which test-takers are expected to
SHUIRUPµ :X 6WDQGVILHOGS 

The use of
authentic tasks

different

languages

in

Besides using the target language in tests,
surprisingly, test-takers are sometimes allowed to use their native language to comSOHWHWDVNV7KHXVHRIWKHWHVWWDNHUV·QDWLYH
language can sometimes be found in the
reading comprehension items and speaking
tests. In a university exit exam in Brazil, the
instructions for the reading comprehension
VHFWLRQ DUH LQ WKH VWXGHQWV· QDWLYH ODnguage
and so are the answers given by the students.
The test contains authentic texts such as
newspaper articles and poetry, but the instructions and questions are in Portuguese.
7KH XVH RI VWXGHQWV· QDWLYH ODQJXDJH ZDV
viewed as one of the merits of the tests.
´7KHVWXGHQWVDUHQRWDVNHGWRZULWHLQWKH
L2«...that none of the other language skills
are required for students to complete the
tasks except for their reading competenFHµ
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(Cardoso, 1998, p. 55) Even if the target
language in the answers is expected in most
of the test situations, the use of the stuGHQWV· QDWLYH ODQJXDJH GRHV QRW DIIHFW WKH
authenticity of the test. In the real world, it
is realistic to cope with the problems in L1
when the problems are presented in L2.
Hence, the students are able to use the native language to express their ideas and to
show their comprehension of the reading
tasks. Likewise, in the Listening Summary
7UDQVODWLRQ ([DP LQ 7DLZDQHVH ´RQH
speaker may ask a question in Taiwanese,
but the answer may be given in Cantonese,
0DQGDULQ (QJOLVK RU HYHQ 9LHWQDPHVHµ
(Wu & Standsfield, 2001, p. 190).

Interaction and communicative authenticity in
oral tasks

In order to make sure that students are capable of using the target language in real
situations, the tasks should be given in circumstances which involve interaction and
communication between the interlocutors.
,QWHUDFWLRQ ´LQIOXHQFHV WKH WHVW SURFHVVµ
and also combines the general cognitive capacLW\ VXFK DV ´JUDPPDU YRFDEXODU\ DQG
VRFLROLQJXLVWLFDSSURSULDWHQHVVµ McNamara,
1996, p. 450).
In one interview task of a Japanese
test for students at an Australian university,
the students of Japanese were asked to interview native speakers outside of the classroom in order to write a report to show
their language level of proficiency. The task
contained authentic interaction between participants. In order to collect the information
for the written report, students were required to tape their communication with
native Japanese speakers, which provided
them with opportunities to practice the target language in a real life situation. In this
way, students were highly motivated because
they got to choose their own topics, which
´LQFUHDVH>HG@ DXWKHnticity anG PRWLYDWLRQµ
(Spence-Brown, 2001, p. 467). Interaction
and communication is one of the components of authentic tasks, according to Bo
  ,W LPSURYHV WKH OHDUQHUV· SURGuctive
skills, competence and confidence. It also
FUHDWHV D ´JUHDW KDUPRQ\ EHWZHHQ testing
practices and the way language was being
34

WDXJKWµ /HXQJ  /HZNRZLF]  SS
215-216). Therefore, by conducting authentic tasks, test-takers have the opportunity to
utilize their knowledge in practical settings.
Gradually, through preparation and practice,
this communicative skill is likely to be interQDOL]HG ZKLFK LV EHQHILFLDO WR WKH VWXGHQWV·
improvement of language competence.

Limitations of Authentic Testing
So far, I have provided an overview of how
authenticity works in several test tasks.
However, there are some limits and problems that we as language teachers need to
be aware of. These include the following:
1. It is impossible to have a complete
congruence between the test situation
and real-life situations (Doye, 1991).
2.

7HVW WDNHUV· FKDUacteristics and attitudes toward the tasks may affect performance and the score (Lueng &
Lewkowicz, 2006).

In an attempt to make the test tasks
mirror exactly the situation in real life, test
GHVLJQHUV KDYH WR FRQVLGHU WKH WHVW WDNHUV·
specific needs. If they do so, the degree of
authenticity that can be achieved realistically
is affected because it depends on the particular purpose for which the test is designed
(Bo, 2007 & Spence-Brown, 2001). However,
the basic problem for language testing is that
tests are created in artificial contexts (Wilfried & Jozef, 1997), especially tests related
to job-relevant interviews. Because of the
´UHVWULFWLRQV LPSRVHG RQ ODQJXDJH WHVting,
no matter how much like real-life tasks seem
to be, they are not real communicative
WDVNVµ %R  S   7KHUHIRUH %R DcNQRZOHGJHG WKDW ´DXWKHQWLFLW\ LV D UHODWLYH
WHUPµ S 
Similarly, when doing authentic tasks,
test-WDNHUV· SHUIRUPDQFH DQG EHKDYLRUV GR
not always reflect exactly what they do in the
real world. Different test takers seem to interact with the test in different ways, and
sometimes the test does not elicit the language sample that test makers expected
(Bachman, 2007). One example of this can
be seen in the case of the interview tasks
that Australian university students have for
Japanese written report cited above. In the

process of preparing for the tape recording,
each student adopted different methods,
trying to show as much language proficiency
DV SRVVLEOH +RZHYHU GXH WR WKH VWXGHQWV·
differing attitudes and interpretations of the
task, they performed differently in the discourse task. Two out of four students emphasized authenticity when they reflected on
WKHLU XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI WKH WHVW·V REMHFWLYHs.
As a result, they tried to engage themselves
with the task as authentic interaction, which
UHVHPEOHG ´UHDOµ FRQYHUVDWLRQ 6SHQFHBrown, 2001). For the other two students,
they placed more priority on assessment
with good grade than the chance to practice
the target language. And among them, only
RQH VWXGHQWV·IUDPLQJ RI WKH WDVN ´PDWFKHG
PRVW FORVHO\ WKDW RI WKH WDVN GHVLJQHUVµ
(Spence-Brown, 2001, p. 472). Although
there are only four students mentioned in
the case study, I believe they are probably
TXLWH UHSUHVHQWDWLYH RI VWXGHQWV· SHUFHSWLRQ
in general. In order to increase reliability, I
WKLQN FOHDU H[SODQDWLRQ RI WKH WHVW·V objectives should be provided to the candidates
before the test.

Conclusion
Authenticity is one of the crucial components that test designers should include if
the goal of testing is to reflHFW WHVW WDNHUV·
actual language competence and abilities.
There are two main aspects to be considered regarding authentic tests: the connection between the test situation and real life
situations and the interaction between the
test taker and the tasks. Furthermore, the
test also needs to guarantee content validity
and provide test takers with as many opportunities as possible to carry on the tasks
successfully and effectively. Alongside the
advantages, authentic tasks also have some
limitations and problems that might affect
WHVW WDNHUV· SHUIRUPDQFH 7HVW GHVLJQHUV
VKRXOG XQGHUVWDQG WHVW WDNHUV· JRDOV RI
learning a language, clarify the objectives of
their tests, investigate the real situations on
which their tests are based, and experiment
with the authenticity and practicality of the
tests in order to avoid the negative backwash caused by assessment tasks.
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