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INTRODUCTION
Use of corpora and corpus-based genre analysis in language assessment is still an
underdeveloped area. The potential of such use has been recognized and discussed
in literature on corpus linguistics (e.g., Hunsten, 2002); yet, actual attempts to apply
corpus analysis to practical language assessment are hardly seen (for an exception,
see Biber et al., 2004). Therefore, the discussion of this paper on the topic will
be around exploring the potential of corpus-based genre analysis for language
DVVHVVPHQWSDUWLFXODUO\IRFXVLQJRQLWVSRWHQWLDOUROHLQDGGUHVVLQJVSHFL¿FSUREOHPV
LQODQJXDJHDVVHVVPHQW,ZLOO¿UVWFRQVLGHUWZRDSSURDFKHVWRJHQUH±6ZDOHVDQG
%LEHU¶V±ZLWKDIRFXVRQKRZWKH\KDYHDWWHPSWHGWRH[SODLQYDULDWLRQLQWH[W,
ZLOOFRQQHFWWKH¿UVWGLVFXVVLRQZLWKDVXSSRVLWLRQWKDWYDULDWLRQLQWH[W LHJHQUH 
may require different language knowledge and skills for language processing and
performance. That is, the variation in genre may be responsible for the variation in
language performance. Finally, I will consider the potential roles of corpus-based
genre analysis in dealing with problems often identified in language assessment,
particularly on task-based performance assessment.

GENRES, TEXT TYPES, AND REGISTER
A common understanding of genre is as a particular class of speech events which
are considered by the speech community as being of the same type (e.g., prayers,
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VHUPRQV OHWWHUV QRYHOV HWF  6ZDOHV   GHILQHV D JHQUH DV VRPHWKLQJ WKDW
“comprises a class of communicative events, the members of which share some set
RIFRPPXQLFDWLYHSXUSRVHV´ S )RXUWHHQ\HDUVODWHU6ZDOHV  UHYLVLWV
his definition of such and reformulates it as a set of metaphors with multifaceted
perspectives in defense of his definition of genre in terms of communicative
purposes (p. 68). Knapp and Watkins (2005) view a genre in terms of processes, such
as describing and arguing, rather than products (i.e., text types).
Discussing the importance of classification of texts into different genres and
calling for the need for language teachers and researchers to better understand
WKH H[DFW FKDUDFWHULVWLFV RI WKH ODQJXDJH WKH\ GHDO ZLWK /HH   DUJXHV WKDW
WKHUHDVRQRQHZRXOGZDQWWRGHDOZLWKDVSHFL¿FJHQUHLVWREHDEOHWRGH¿QHWKH
scope of any generalizations they would want to make (p. 37). I believe the same
argument can be applied to the use of genre-based corpora in language assessment.
That is, we are rarely concerned with learner language performance in the testing
context in focus. Rather, we hope to make generalizations of performance on a task
to another and performance in one context to that in another (Brown et al., 2002).
For this goal to be achieved, characteristics of tasks and test contents must be clearly
LGHQWL¿HGVRWKDWFRPSDULVRQVFDQEHPDGHDFURVVGLIIHUHQWWDVNVDVZHOODVFRQWH[WV
&OHDUO\GH¿QHGJHQUHEDVHGFRUSRUDZLOOKHOSXVXQGHUVWDQGWRZKDWH[WHQWZHFRXOG
generalize our observation from one instance of task/context to another within a
genre (or domain) or across different genres.
With respect to corpora and corpus linguistics, many corpus-based studies are
based implicitly and explicitly on the notions of genre, registers, and/or text types.
Without understanding the characteristics of the target corpus (or its sub-sections),
arguments based on the findings from a corpus analysis can never be justifiable.
7KHUHIRUHFODVVL¿FDWLRQRIJHQUHWH[WW\SHVHQDEOHVPRUHV\VWHPDWLFLQYHVWLJDWLRQV
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of the linguistic features of language; by means of comparison and contrast. Also,
in corpus linguistics, sub-corpus labeling/classification is important, as it serves
IRUWKHXVHUVWRVHOHFWDSSURSULDWHWH[WW\SHVIRUWKHLULQWHQGHGXVHV HJ($3(63
discourse analysis, lexicogrammarical and collocational studies, etc.).
The way we distinguish between genres and text types is using internal and
external criteria: genre is defined based on the external (conventional) criteria
(e.g., audience, purpose, etc.) and text types on the internal criteria (e.g., linguistic
characteristics). Another commonly notable term is register. Register concerns
stylistic variety, that is, variation in a person’s speech or writing. It also refers
WRDVSHHFKYDULHW\XVHGE\DSDUWLFXODUJURXSRISHRSOH±HJVKDULQJWKHVDPH
occupation

TWO APPROACHES TO GENRE ANALYSIS
7ZRDSSURDFKHVDUHQRWDEOHWRJHQUHDQDO\VLV6ZDOHV¶HWKQRJUDSKLFDSSURDFK
DQG%LEHU¶VFRUSXVEDVHGVWDWLVWLFDODSSURDFK7KLVVHFWLRQEULHÀ\UHYLHZVWKHWZR
approaches.
Ethnographic approach (Swales)

7R 6ZDOHV JHQUH DQDO\VLV FRQFHUQV PRUH

ZLWKWKHVSHFL¿FFRQWH[WRIDSURIHVVLRQDOO\RUVRFLDOO\UHFRJQL]HGGLVFRXUVHW\SH
7KHUHIRUHJHQUHDQDO\VLVLVDQDWWHPSWWR¿QGSDWWHUQVRIFRQYHQWLRQDOIRUPXODWLRQV
accounted for by processes of use and production. The formulations of such are not
necessarily based on grammatical or cohesive features. Rather, purposes shared by a
GLVFRXUVHFRPPXQLW\VHUYHWKHEDVLVRILQGLYLGXDOJHQUH 6ZDOHV 
Corpus-based approach (Biber) %LEHU DQGRWKHUVODWHU KDVLQYHVWLJDWHG
the typology of text types using multi-feature, multi-dimensional analyses. To Biber,
text-types exist on a continuum, and their differences can be explained by an analysis
of internal linguistic properties of texts using corpora that are grammatically tagged,
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as opposed to external social and rhetorical features. The premise of this approach
is that formal (linguistic) differences reflect functional differences; hence, can be
LQWHUSUHWHGIXQFWLRQDOO\)RULQVWDQFH%LEHU  LGHQWLILHGOLQJXLVWLF
IHDWXUHVIURP/2%DQG//&EDVHGRQWH[WVDPSOHV7H[WW\SRORJ\ZDVLGHQWL¿HG
based on common syntactic and lexical (not functional) features of text samples (using
IDFWRUDQDO\VHV $OVRWH[WGLPHQVLRQVZHUHLGHQWL¿HGDQGIXQFWLRQDOLQWHUSUHWDWLRQV
ZHUHPDGHDFFRUGLQJO\IROORZLQJWKDWW\SRORJLFDOFODVVL¿FDWLRQ7KUHHQRWLRQVRI
IXQFWLRQ RIIRUPV ZHUHLGHQWL¿HG

．Roles of forms in discourse (e.g., ‘passives’ being used to rearrange
information structure of a sentence, etc.)
2．6LWXDWLRQDORUSURFHVVLQJFRQVWUDLQWV HJµKHGJHV¶WRUHÀHFWWKHGLI¿FXOW\RI
more precise lexical expression under real-time language production)
3．6LWXDWLRQDORUVRFLDOGLVWLQFWLRQLQGH[ HJµMDUJRQ¶DVDQLQGH[RIDSDUWLFXODU
group membership)

Decision criteria for textual dimensions used were functional interpretations and
VWDWLVWLFDOUHOLDELOLW\DQGVLJQL¿FDQFH
%LEHUDQG)LQHJDQ S DGGUHVVWZRLVVXHVUHJDUGLQJJHQUHDQGWH[W
types in their study: to what extent genre categories are linguistically homogeneous
DQG DOVR LI OLQJXLVWLF KHWHURJHQHLW\ HQWDLOV WKDW D JHQUH FDWHJRU\ LV LQYDOLG ±
i.e., if not all genres are equally homogeneous. They report that the genres of
English can effectively be categorized linguistically, and there are large (and
VWDWLVWLFDO GLIIHUHQFHVDPRQJWKHP %LEHU 0RUHRYHUVRPHJHQUHVLQFOXGH
distinguishable sub-genres (e.g., newspaper with different sub-genres) and have
much wider (functional and/or developmental) variation than others (e.g., science
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¿FWLRQ 
Differences of the two approaches

'LIIHUHQFHVEHWZHHQ6ZDOHVDQG%LEHU¶V

approaches come mainly from how variation in texts is considered (and possibly
measured). Biber in his register-analysis approach to genre has attempted to measure
YDULDWLRQLQWH[WVE\WKH FR RFFXUUHQFHRIJUDPPDWLFDOIHDWXUHVZKLOH6ZDOHVKDV
considered such variation due to differences in conventionally recognized instances
RIODQJXDJHLQDVSHFL¿FGLVFRXUVHFRPPXQLW\)XUWKHUPRUH%LEHU¶VDSSURDFKFODLPV
that a set of co-occurrence features has similar functions throughout the language.
7R%LEHU  ³JHQUHGLVWLQFWLRQVGRQRWDGHTXDWHO\UHSUHVHQWWKHXQGHUO\LQJWH[W
types of English…; linguistically distinct texts within a genre represent different text
types; linguistically similar texts from different genres represent a single text type”
S 6ZDOHVKRZHYHUDVVXPHVWKDWJUDPPDWLFDOIRUPVKDYHGLIIHUHQWIXQFWLRQV
for different discourse settings, and that within a genre a rhetorical move may be
realized differently depending on what linguistic features can be adapted according
WR WKH SUDFWLFHV RI WKH GLVFRXUVH FRPPXQLW\ 6ZDOHV  S   WKHUHIRUH
distinguishes between genre as a conventionally recognized instance of language in a
GLVFRXUVHFRPPXQLW\DQGUHJLVWHUDVWKHµODQJXDJHRI¶DFHUWDLQ¿HOGVXFKDVVFLHQFH
RUMRXUQDOLVP+RZHYHUWR%LEHU  UHJLVWHUDQGJHQUHFDQQRWEHVHSDUDWHG
Particularly, he views register as “the general cover term associated with all aspects
RIYDULDWLRQLQXVH´ S 

GENRE AND LANGUAGE KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS
Researchers have repeatedly proposed the possibility that genre/register may be
UHVSRQVLEOHIRUGLIIHUHQWLDOODQJXDJHSHUIRUPDQFHDQGWKHHIIHFWPD\EHVLJQL¿FDQW
WREHHYHQWUHDWHGDVDVRXUFHRIWHVWELDV $OGHUVRQ%\JDWH'RXJODV
6HOLQNHU6KRKDP\6KRKDP\ ,QEDU6KRKDP\ )RU
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instance, Alderson (2000), in his discussion on variables that affect the nature of
reading, points out that when deciding topics or text contents in reading assessment,
the test designer needs to be aware that “variation in text content might be expected
WROHDGWRGLIIHUHQW WHVW UHVXOWV´ S   %\JDWH   IRXQG WKDW ()/ OHDUQHUV¶
SHUIRUPDQFHRQGLIIHUHQWWDVNV±QDUUDWLYHDQGDUJXPHQWDWLYH±ZHUHVLJQL¿FDQWO\
GLIIHUHQWRQWKHLUSURGXFWLRQRIJUDPPDWLFDOSDWWHUQV'RXJODVDQG6HOLQNHU  
have revealed that a different combination of contextual features in mathematics and
chemistry versions of a speaking test produced not only different scores, but also
GLIIHUHQWUKHWRULFDOVWUXFWXUHVRIWHVWWDNHUV¶UHVSRQVHV6KRKDP\  DUJXHVWKDW
“in a number of studies of oral testing tasks, it was shown that different testing tasks
have an effect on test takers’ scores… thus test takers’ scores on oral tests varied
GHSHQGLQJ RQ WKH HOLFLWDWLRQ PHWKRG GLVFRXUVH VW\OHV DQG JHQUHV´ S   )RU
LQVWDQFH6KRKDP\DQG,QEDU  IRXQGWKDWWHVWWDNHUV¶VFRUHVZHUHVLJQL¿FDQWO\
GLIIHUHQWRQDOLVWHQLQJWHVWZLWKWKUHHGLVFRXUVHW\SHV±LQWHUYLHZOHFWXUHDQGDQHZV
broadcast, even after having controlled for the topic factor of the genres. According
WR6KRKDP\  WHVWWDVNJHQUHLVUHVSRQVLEOHQRWRQO\IRUODQJXDJHSURGXFWLRQ
but also for processing and strategies used by test-takers. Therefore, distinct genres
of texts or tasks may require different language knowledge and skills in language
processing (i.e., comprehension) and performance. As such, understanding of text/
task characteristics may be crucial to promote our understanding of task demands
and sources of differential performance.
Corpus analysis has the potential of being a research means to help analyze and
understand such relationship between distinct genres and the language knowledge
and skills that they may require. That is, corpus linguistics could help examine if and
how distinct genre of texts or tasks require different language knowledge and skills
in language processing and performance. Although rare, there are signs of such an
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DSSOLFDWLRQLQODQJXDJHDVVHVVPHQW HJ%DOO%URZQHWDO%LEHUHWDO
2004; Yamada, 2005).
Regarding the potential use of genre-based approach to analyzing the
FKDUDFWHULVWLFVRIVSRNHQDQGZULWWHQWH[WV%ULQGOH\  VWDWHV

The genre-based approach is derived from systemic-functional linguistic theory
+DOOLGD\ DQGLVFRQFHUQHGZLWKH[SORULQJWKHZD\LQZKLFKODQJXDJHLV
used to realize a variety of social purposes. The genre-based approach to text
analysis involves specifying the discourse structure and particular linguistic
features of text types which are relevant to the target population (e.g., argument
or reporting a process in the case of secondary school learners). It thus offers
WHVWDEOHK\SRWKHVHVFRQFHUQLQJWKHVSHFL¿FOLQJXLVWLFIHDWXUHVZKLFKQHHGWREH
controlled in order for certain tasks to be carried out; and these features can, in
WXUQVHUYHDVFULWHULDIRUGHWHUPLQLQJWDVNDFKLHYHPHQW S

The problem of variation

The development of assessment materials requires

on-going judgment about language use, to decide on the linguistic contents that
VKRXOGEHUHSUHVHQWHGLQWKHVHPDWHULDOV %LEHUHWDO 6XFKGHFLVLRQKDVRIWHQ
been made based on the test developers’ intuition, field experts’ judgments, or, at
best, discourse analysis using small language samples. Unfortunately, however,
VXFKEDVHVRIGHFLVLRQPDNLQJDUHRIWHQIRXQGLQFRUUHFW %LEHU &RQUDG
3DOWULGJH 1RQHWKHOHVVXQGHUVWDQGLQJWKHOLQJXLVWLFFRQWHQWVLQSDUWLFXODU
their variations within and across genres, is crucial in accumulating content validity
arguments and generalizations of the score interpretation; genre analysis using
corpora may be found useful in that regard.
In promoting our understanding on the variation in genres and registers, corpus
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EDVHGUHVHDUFKKDVEHHQSURYHQXVHIXO)RULQVWDQFH%RQGL  H[DPLQHGZD\V
in which small corpora can be used to study language variation across genres within
given discourse areas. Her study shows how corpus linguistics can be used to study
variations of language features across genres in a small corpus such as functional
XQLWVDQGOH[LFRJUDPPDWLFDOSDWWHUQV%LEHU  %LEHUDQG
)LQHJDQ  %LEHU&RQUDGDQG5HSSHQ  DQG*UHHQEDXPDQG
1HOVRQ  DUHH[DPSOHVRIVXFKUHVHDUFK6WXGLHVFRQGXFWHGE\%LEHUDQGRWKHUV
all used the multi-dimensional approach to analyzing the linguistic co-occurrence
patterns associated with register variation in data-based quantitative terms.
*UHHQEDXP1HOVRQDQG:HLW]PDQ  XVLQJDPDQXDODQDO\VLVRIDPRGHVW
sized corpus, revealed that ‘complement’ clauses are the most frequent subordinate
clauses, with that-clauses preferred over clauses with ‘zero’ complementizers in
formal language modes. In spoken texts, the majority of complement clauses are
µ¿QLWH¶ZKLOHLQZULWLQJQRQ¿QLWHFRPSOHPHQWVDUHWKHPRVWIUHTXHQW*UHHQEDXP
DQG1HOVRQ DOVRLQ%LEHU IRXQGWKDWIRUV\QWDFWLFFRPSOH[LW\³ZLWKLQ
each mode (or genre), there is considerable variation, and this variation tends to be
JUHDWHUWKDQWKDWEHWZHHQVSHHFKDQGZULWLQJDVVXFK´6ZDOHV  FODLPVWKDW
previous studies on academic genre are based on too small language samples and
that academic speech is much more variable in structure, function, and style than
academic writing.
Variation has also been noticed in speech acts. Deutschmann (2003) found that
the age and social class differences were important factors affecting the use of
WKHDSRORJ\IRUP6KHDOVRIRXQGWKDWWKHQXPEHURISDUWLFLSDQWVSUHVHQWGXULQJD
conversation affects the total apology rates; more participants led to more frequent
use of the form. This finding was further supported by the apology rates in the
twelve genres, which could be positively correlated to the number of conversational
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partners present during the conversations in those genres. In addition, as mentioned
earlier, our intuition about the typicality of text characteristics is often found to
be wrong. For instance, our intuition of core vocabulary within a specific genre
PD\QRWDOZD\VEHFRUUHFWDQGWKHGH¿QLWLRQRIFRUHYRFDEXODU\PD\QRWEHKHOG
FRQVLVWHQWDFURVVGLIIHUHQWJHQUHV /HH 5RZOH\-ROLYHW  KDVVKRZQ
that our stereotyped understanding about the discourse of conference speech tends
to be more conversational than what we had thought before. To make the issue more
complicated, the variation of such characteristics discussed above is not stable and
changes over time.
Needs for target discourse/context analysis

The issues of variation underscore

the needs of target discourse/tasks/contexts analysis in performance assessment
in general and task-based assessment in particular. Brown et al. (2002) inform
that “task-based performance assessment has implications for (a) the intended
educational contexts in which such assessment is used, (b) test methods appropriate
for such assessment, and (c) performance evaluation methods and interpretive
FULWHULDUHODWHGWRVXFKDVVHVVPHQW´ S 1RWLFHWKHWHUPFRQWH[WXVHGLQWKHLU
elaboration of the implication of task-based assessment. Typically, the context is
to be identified based on the needs using needs assessment. However, defining a
context has not been successful in practical assessment, in part due to the lack of
data sources against which we could use to validate the characteristics of contexts.
0RUHRYHULQ WDVNEDVHG SHUIRUPDQFHDVVHVVPHQWWKHWHUPVUHDOZRUOGWDVNVDQG
associated situational and interactional characteristics where communication plays
DFHQWUDOUROHKDYHWDNHQWKHSULRU\VWDQFHWRKLJKOLJKWLWVVLJQL¿FDQFH<HWXQGHU
such claim, one must assume a prioriDSURSHUPHDQVRIGH¿QLQJZKDWKHVKHPHDQV
by real, situational, and interactional characteristics, not by intuition or by needs
VXEMHFWLYHO\LGHQWL¿HGEXWEDVHGRQDFWXDOXVHSURGXFWLRQGDWDFROOHFWHGZLWKLQWKH
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context where the interpretation of performance is to be related and from the target
population who the test-takers will interact with. As mentioned earlier, the intuitive
definitions and operationalization of these terms may in fact be found not correct
DQGKHQFHSRVHDWKUHDWWRWHVWYDOLGDWLRQ1HHGVDVVHVVPHQWLVQRWLPPXQHWRVXFK
DSRVVLELOLW\DVQHHGVDUHRIWHQLGHQWL¿HGWKURXJKIHOWQHHGVUDWKHUWKDQWKHDFWXDO
needs passed unnoticed for some reasons.
Corpora properly designed, sampled, and systematically structured from a clearly
defined target context (e.g., the academic English used in American colleges and
universities) can provide a means to help clarify the problems mentioned above
(e.g., Biber et al., 2004; Brown et al., 2005). Biber et al.’s (2004) goal of their corpus
study was to suggest a data-based source to help deal with such problems. In their
statement of the motivation of the project, Biber et al. (2004) claim:

To better understand the nature of the tasks that incoming international students
encounter in the university, and ultimately to help students develop the language
skills required for those tasks, we need a comprehensive linguistic description
of the range of university spoken and written registers that are predominant in
the university context (p. 2).

They go on to argue that under the current popularity of the task-based approach
to language teaching and assessment, teachers and researchers face difficulty
identifying and analyzing the language demands of the college-university setting.
7KH\FODLPVXFKLGHQWL¿FDWLRQDQGDQDO\VLVFDQEHGRQHXVLQJDODUJHVFDOHFRUSXV
DQGFRUSXVDQDO\VLV7KLVLVLQFORVHOLQHZLWKZKDW/HH  KDVLGHQWL¿HGDVWKH
PDMRUSXUSRVHRIWH[WFODVVL¿FDWLRQVLQWRGLIIHUHQWJHQUHV$VPHQWLRQHGHDUOLHUKH
argues that genre is important since it provides us with a means to understand exactly
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what kind of language we are to examine or describe. That is, corpora and corpusEDVHGJHQUHDQDO\VLVHQDEOHXVWRGH¿QHWKHVFRSHRIJHQHUDOL]DWLRQVZHZRXOGZDQW
to make of the language sample we are dealing with.
The problem of test validation and generalizability

7KHSRWHQWLDOGH¿QLWLRQDO

problem mentioned earlier also connects with an issue of generalization of the
interpretations about students’ abilities from performance on one task to performance
RQ D VHW RI UHODWHG WDVNV %URZQ HW DO  S   5HVHDUFKHUV LQ ODQJXDJH
DVVHVVPHQWKDYHRIWHQIDFHGGLI¿FXOW\ZLWKYDOLGDWLRQ HVSHFLDOO\RIFRQWHQWFRQWH[W 
and generalization of inferences observed from test performances to non-testing
RQHV0RUHVSHFL¿FDOO\UHVHDUFKHUVKDYHVXIIHUHGIURPLGHQWLI\LQJWRZKDWH[WHQW
the textual materials or test tasks are representative of the linguistic characteristics of
the target registers. In addition, the recent popularity of performance assessment has
REVHUYHGDPHWKRGRORJLFDOFKDOOHQJHRIGH¿QLQJRULGHQWLI\LQJWKHUHDOOLIHWDVNV
Also, needs have been expressed frequently for a methodology to properly examine
the characteristics of tasks and to identify the sources of task demand.

POTENTIALS OF CORPUS-BASED GENRE ANALYSIS
FOR LANGUAGE ASSESSMENT
The use of corpora in language teaching and language assessment has become
popularized due to their accessibility, cost effectiveness, and the wide range of tools
available for searching corpora. Used properly, corpora can reveal many aspects
of language use quickly and accurately, while helping reduce researchers’ labor.
With respect to the application of corpus linguistics to language assessment, Barker
(2005) claims that corpora can be used to develop and validate language tests. As
a future possibility, she also considers that corpus-informed testing can be used to
compare test performances with that in less formal interactions. There are signs of
285
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her suggestions being realized in language assessment and examples of such studies
LQFOXGHWHVWYDOLGDWLRQVWXGLHVRI&DPEULGJH)LUVW&HUWL¿FDWHLQ(QJOLVK )&( XVLQJ
VPDOO FRUSRUD *DO]DF]L  /X   D VWXG\ RQ WKH TXDOLW\ RI WHVWWDNHUV¶
GLVFRXUVHRQWZRGLIIHUHQW72()/WDVNW\SHVDWGLIIHUHQWOHYHOVRISUR¿FLHQF\ %URZQ
et al., 2005), and a study to identify linguistic characteristics of spoken and written
academic registers (Biber et al., 2004). The potential of corpus-based genre analysis
IRUODQJXDJHDVVHVVPHQWFDQEHH[DPLQHGIURPWZRSHUVSHFWLYHV±WDVNUHODWHGDQG
product-related uses of corpora for language assessment.
Investigation of characteristics of tasks/texts/contexts

The characteristics of

test texts/tasks/contexts can be examined a priori using corpus-based genre analysis.
Douglas (2000) suggests that a corpus of field specific discourse is a potentially
useful tool for the investigation of target language use, both written and spoken (p.
 +HIXUWKHUVXJJHVWVWKDWFRUSRUD³FDQDGGGHWDLOWRRXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKH
OLQJXLVWLFSURSHUWLHVRIVSHFL¿FSXUSRVHVSHHFKDQGZULWLQJ S &LWLQJ$OGHUVRQ
 'RXJODVJRHVRQWRVD\WKDWFRUSRUDRIZULWWHQWH[WVPD\EHXVHGIRUVHOHFWLRQ
in language tests and corpora could inform test developers of content, syntax, and
OHYHO RI YRFDEXODU\ IRU WKHLU WHVW VSHFLILFDWLRQV %ULQGOH\   DUJXHV WKDW WKH
genre-based approach to text analysis can “offer testable hypotheses concerning the
VSHFL¿FOLQJXLVWLFIHDWXUHVZKLFKQHHGWREHFRQWUROOHGLQRUGHUIRUFHUWDLQWDVNVWR
be carried out; and these features can, in turn, serve as criteria for determining task
DFKLHYHPHQW´ S 7R%ULQGOH\ HJDQG:LJJOHVZRUWK 
achieving parallel tasks have been a major concern in his outcome-based assessment;
therefore, a research means that allows systematic investigation of variations in task
condition and characteristics must suggest great merits. In that regard, the genrebased corpus analysis can help specify the discourse structure and identify particular
linguistic features of text types most relevant to the target population. That is, such
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DQDQDO\VLVFDQEHXVHGDVDPHDQVIRUWH[WJUDGLQJDQGFODVVL¿FDWLRQ7KDWZLOOKHOS
UHVHDUFKHUV %ULQGOH\ GHYHORSVRXQGDVVHVVPHQWFULWHULDDVZHOOHJUDWLQJ
scaling. The genre-based corpora and corpus analysis can help obtain sufficiently
valid information about the linguistic features of the texts and how texts with such
features are processed by test-takers. Using that information, one may be able to
manipulate the processing/performance demands on the text/task.
Investigation of content coverage and representitiveness

Another use of

corpus-based genre analysis in language assessment is to investigate content
FRYHUDJH RU UHSUHVHQWDWLYHQHVV RI WHVW WDVNV $OGHUVRQ   ZKLFK HYHQWXDOO\
concerns content validation. A corpus of a context defined clearly in genre/
register terms can be constructed and used for such type of investigation. A good
example of such investigation is Biber et al. (2004). In an attempt to evaluate the
representativeness of English as a second/foreign language materials and assessment
instruments, they realized a lack of a data source (i.e., a representative corpus) for
the research purpose. They therefore undertook a project to construct the TOEFL
6SRNHQDQG:ULWWHQ$FDGHPLF/DQJXDJH 7.6:$/ &RUSXVDQGXVHGWKH
corpus to develop diagnostic tools to indicate whether the language used in T2K
listening and reading comprehension tasks is representative of real-life language use.
,Q(XURSH8&/(6KDVEHHQDFWLYHO\LQYROYHGLQWKHDUHDRIFRUSXVDSSOLFDWLRQWR
ODQJXDJHDVVHVVPHQW %DOO (VVHQWLDOO\WKHVDPHDSSURDFKDVWKH72()/
WHDPZDVXVHGE\8&/(6EXWLWZDVLQLWLDWHGPXFKHDUOLHU8&/(6KDVKRZHYHU
found somewhat different uses of corpora in corpus-informed research for language
assessment. Their main focus of corpus research has been to develop learner corpora
DVZHOODVQDWLYHFRUSRUDDQGWKHXVHRIWKHP WRGHYHORSH[DPLQDWLRQPDWHULDOV
and 2) to standardize test tasks especially using learner corpora collected from
previous test administrations of candidates with different backgrounds. The second
287
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XVHRIFRUSXVOLQJXLVWLFVIRUUHVHDUFKLQ8&/(6LVDWRSLFIRUWKHQH[WVHFWLRQ
Examination of language performance product

The genre-based approach to

language production data analysis is a more systematic method to investigate the
characteristics of language production data in an a posterioriPDQQHU6XFKDSSURDFK
is to answer if there is any systematic (i.e., causal) relationship between variation
LQJHQUHDQGYDULDWLRQLQODQJXDJHSHUIRUPDQFH$OVRMXVWOLNH8&/(6SUDFWLFHV
linguistic characteristics of learner performance on presumably parallel tasks can
be compared across different test administrations of them. In fact, the issue of
examining to what extent the tasks are parallel concerns the validity and reliability
of the assessment.
Furthermore, using corpus-based genre analysis, a comparison can be made
between test-takers’ performance on a test task and the real life task that are
FDSWXUHGLQWKHFRUSXVOLNH7.6:$/7KHLQIRUPDWLRQGUDZQIURPWKLVDSSURDFK
will suggest to what extent a test-taker’s performance in a testing task could be
generalizable to non-testing (natural) tasks/contexts. There are signs that the
language (task) characteristics we assume to be real are found different from those
in the real language use data, corpora. Especially, the assumed validity of language
functions (e.g., in speech acts) engendered in test tasks may not be authentic/real
when we consider the actual instances revealed by corpus analysis, an issue of which
LVGLUHFWO\FRQFHUQHGZLWKWHVWYDOLGDWLRQ1RWLFHWKDW%URZQHWDO  WKHPRVW
extensive research in task-based performance assessment, recognize as the first
limitation of their research method that “they [we] did not investigate the relationship
between outcomes on their [our] task-based tests and real-world language use (i.e.,
RXWVLGHWKHWHVWLQJFRQWH[W «´ S 
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CONCLUSION
In constructing tests, it is important to include texts and tasks that mirror as
closely as possible those that test-takers have been exposed to or are to meet in their
IXWXUHWDUJHWFRQWH[WV :HLU 8QOHVVWKHFRQWH[WLVFOHDUO\GH¿QDEOHLWPD\QRW
EHHDV\WRDFKLHYHVXFKDJRDO(YHQDUHDVVXFKDV($3DQG(63ZKHUHWKHFRQWH[WV
DQGQHHGVDUHUHODWLYHO\GLVWLQFWDQGKHQFHLGHQWL¿DEOHKDYHEHHQIRXQGGLI¿FXOWWR
evaluate different groups of candidates. Therefore, it is not surprising to see Brindely
and his colleagues have been suffering from achieving equivalence of different test
tasks in their outcome-based assessment in Australia. In his discussion of context
validity, Weir (2005) strongly emphasizes the importance of making test tasks as
close to the real life ones as possible, by saying that:

Achieving such realism in tests for general English students may not be so
easy, but the emphasis must still be on giving the interlocutors as realistic,
and as needs-based a purpose as possible. Full authenticity of task may not
be achievable, but we need to make our tests as valid as possible if we are to
PHDVXUHDQ\WKLQJRIYDOXH7KHPRUHZHFRPSURPLVHWKHPRUHGLI¿FXOWLWZLOO
be to make meaningful statements about what candidates can or cannot do on
WKHEDVLVRIWHVWUHVXOWV>DOOLWDOLFVDGGHG@ S 

Through this paper, I have discussed how corpora and corpus-based genre analysis
can be used to achieve such realism in language assessment. As such, Biber et al.’s
(2004) study was suggested as the example that had come the closest to achieving
such a goal. One major drawback of the corpus-based approach to test construction
and validation may be about the nature of extensive and intensive labor that has
to be put in the construction of a corpus. This is noticeable as well by the number
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of authors, nine, involved in Biber’s project. However, as more institutions (e.g.,
.DQGD/HDUQHU&RUSXVRI6SRNHQ(QJOLVK DUHZLOOLQJWRLQYHVWWKHLUUHVRXUFHVWR
build corpora for assessment purposes, the labor intensive nature of corpus building
wouid not be considered a major challenge anymore. Besides, for the purpose of
test validation, the size of the corpus may not matter much. Rather, the quality in
terms of the representiveness of target contexts and population may be an aspect that
requires more attention.
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