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Comparability of Tasks 
in Assessing L2 Learners’ Speaking Performance

Siwon Park

I. INTRODUCTION
Recent research efforts in task-based research have given its primary attention 

to identifying types of tasks that enhance learning (e.g., open-ended, structured, 

teacher-formed, small group, and pair work). More specifically, researchers have 

examined the extent to which different types of tasks impact on L2 learners’ speech 

performance (Bygate, Skehan, & Swain, 2001; Elder, Iwashita, & McNamara, 

2002; Skehan, 1996; Skehan, 1998; Skehan & Foster, 1997; Skehan & Foster, 

1999; Skehan & Foster, 2001; Robinson, 1995; Robinson, 1998; Robinson, 2001a; 

Robinson, 2001b; Nakatsuhara, 2010; Norris, Brown, Hudson, & Yoshioka, 1998; 

Brown, Hudson, Norris, & Bonk, 2002; Long, 1985; Long, 1989; Long, 2005; Long 

& Norris, 2000; Park, 2008; Van Moere, 2010). Among these studies, a number of 

(e.g., Skehan and Robinson’s extensive research in this area), in order to better 

have been concerned about test-tasks that may help L2 educators to link teaching 

and assessment closely (Bygate, 2001; Douglas, 2000; Ellis, 2003; Fulcher 2003; 

Nakatsuhara, 2010; Nunan, 1989, 2004; Park, 2008; Skehan, 2001; Van Moere, 

2010; Weir, 2005). 

In language assessment, the effect of task characteristics has often been discussed 



260

神田外語大学紀要第25号
The Journal of Kanda University of International Studies Vol. 25（2013）

in promoting better understanding of different cognitive characteristics of test tasks 

that make them either difficult or easy across different performance conditions. 

Motivated by different theoretical characterization of tasks, different approaches 

to research have been adopted and performed. Under the information-processing 

framework, researchers (e.g., Brown et al., 2002; Norris et al., 1998; Robinson, 

1995, 2001; Skehan, 1998, 2001) have attempted to predict the cognitive demands of 

a priori

measures with the production data. In a more testing-driven conceptualization of 

task characteristics, difficulty of tasks was simply viewed as a method facet and 

was examined a posteriori using statistical methods such as Generalizability theory, 

In this study, task characteristics are interpreted and operationalized as interactant 

relationships and requirements in communicating information to achieve task goals 

characteristics, are examined: discussion, information gap, and one-way speech as 

realized in the assessment formats of the group oral discussion, information gap, and 
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Task types: Interactant (X & Y) Relationships and Requirements in Communicating 
Information to Achieve Task Goals and Reach Task Outcomes (adapted from Pica, 
Kanagy, and Falodun, 1993)

Group oral tasks
Semi-direct (e.g., 

picture description)Information gap 
(Jigsaw)

1 Information
Holder X = Y X or Y X

2 Information
Requester X = Y Y or X None

3 Information
Supplier X = Y X or Y X

4
Information
Requester-supplier 
relationship

2 way>1 way
(X to Y & Y to X)

2 way
(X to Y/Y to X) None

5 Interaction
requirement -required +required -required

6 Goal orientation -convergent +convergent -convergent

7 Outcome options 1+/- 1

aspects that may help elicit different language output from the candidates in this study.

second language (L2) speaking test tasks impact on L2 examinees’ speech 

production: topic discussion, information gap, and semi-direct speaking test tasks. 

In order to achieve the purpose, the research question is set as “How comparable are 

the three sets of speech samples produced by examinees in performing the three test-

tasks?”
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II. METHOD

1. Participants

A total of one hundred twenty two Japanese learners of English who are 

sophomores, and thirty-three freshmen. Out of one hundred twenty-two, forty-

one students were male (34%) and the rest female. Information about their English 

Even though there is a considerable time lag between the data collection and the 

the table indicates, there is indeed much variation among the examinees in terms of 

SD Range Min Max

64.96 10.18 47.87 47.33 95.20 (/100)

Speaking only 12.60 2.83 12.75 6.93 19.68 (/20)

of the test. 
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In addition to learner participants, ten raters who have experiences in assessing L2 

of full-time instructors at the English Language Institute of the university where the 

male. Five raters were from the U.S., two from the U.K., two from Australia, and 

one from Singapore. All of them reported that they had experience teaching Japanese 

period at the universities varied from three years to thirteen years.

2. Test Instruments

As mentioned earlier, group oral discussion, information gap, and semi-direct 

they are the most common task types that have been used in the L2 classroom and 

assessment. Hence, there is no structural manipulation to elicit specific speech 

samples from the examinees unlike those theory-driven task-based studies that have 

previously been conducted by Skehan, Robinson and their colleagues. Rather, the 

tasks in this study are known to have a priori characteristics that are fundamentally 

different from each other. For more information about these tasks, refer to Park 

(2008).

3. Procedure

two days were to collect the testing and survey data, and the last day was mainly to 
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conduct the stimulated think-aloud protocols (the result of which is not reported in 

the paper).

For the group oral testing, a group of four students sat together for one session. 

test room and were given the tasks to be performed without changing the group 

implemented to examinee if the familiarity between/among group examinees 

affected their performance in group oral. 

As for the administration of the semi-direct speaking test, three versions of the 

semi-direct speaking test that contained the same tasks with differing orders were 

were displayed with a timer while the sound was being played. Next to the computer 

monitor, a video-camera was set up so that the speech produced by an examinee 

could be recorded clearly. 

In each session of group oral, two raters scored the same examinees interacting 

in a group. Once a group of four examinees all sat in the seats labeled from A to 

two minutes of planning time for discussion. Once two minutes had elapsed, a rater 

once again told the examinees that they had 12 minutes for their discussion on the 

topic written on the prompt or for completing the task described on the task prompts 

monitored by the raters using a stopwatch so that the amount of time spent for task 

completion could be controlled constant across all testing sessions.
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In the case of group oral, ratings were completed at the testing site, i.e., rating was 

done concurrently. However, ratings for the semi-direct test were completed using 

video recordings of examinees’ responses to the test tasks, once all sessions were 

completed. Video-recordings of the responses were rendered to a computer from 

the video-cameras, and several samples as a set were saved onto a CD so that those 

samples could be viewed using Windows Media Player. Raters were assigned 8-10 

randomly selected CDs for their individual ratings. All samples were double-rated 

with the responses from the semi-direct speaking tasks.

  

4. Descriptive Statistics and Data Screening

Before analyzing the data for the analyses of variance (ANOVA), the distributions 

of the data were examined to check that the characteristics of the data meet the 

assumptions of parametric statistical tests. In examining the normality of the 

distribution of the data, information from three types of techniques was utilized – 

Z-transformed skewness and kurtosis statistics, Kolmogorov-Smirnov Normality 

of the data distribution were made based on the information collected from these 

three techniques. As the ANOVA procedure is known to be robust against marginally 

When a data set was detected violating the normality condition unanimously by the 

three techniques, an alternative analysis method, e.g., a non-parametric test, was 

deemed appropriate to deal with its non-normality.   

obtained from examinee performance on the three tasks. In case of the semi-direct 
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Regarding the data screening, in order to maintain a complete set of data without 

missing/incomplete responses, the listwise deletion method was applied. In total, 

Loss of the data (i.e., scores from 28 examinees) occurred mainly because the 

examinees did not participate in one or more testing sessions. In some cases, 

those examinees including ones collected using other tasks were deleted from the 

gap tasks are all close to 6.0. Also, their standard deviations (SD) are similar to 

each other. However, the range values reveal that there was more variation in score 

assignment with the Information gap task, although the combined scores for the 

categories of the semi-direct speaking test show slightly different patterns in score 

are generally low. Also, there is a notable difference in the mean values between 

assigned the full score of 9.0. 

As mentioned earlier, for the normality check of the data sets, several techniques 

were performed. First, the Z-transformed skewness or kurtosis values reveal that 

four categories as being non-normal, but the test newly identified the Jigsaw-

Grammar data as being non-normal as well. Finally, boxplots were examined of 
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Summary Statistics of the Scored Responses for Topic Discussion, Information Gap, 

Pron Flue Gramm Vocab Interact
6.31 6.34 6.05 6.13 6.60

SD 0.95 1.16 0.93 1.02 1.22
Range 4.88 5.82 4.81 4.39 5.05
Min 4.00 3.00 4.00 4.39 3.85
Max 8.88 8.82 8.81 8.78 8.90
ZSkewness 2.03* 0.15 2.69* 2.25* -0.01
ZKurtosis 0.11 -0.17 0.61 -0.78 -1.47

Information gap
Pron Flue Gramm Vocab Interact
6.28 6.47 6.07 6.02 6.86

SD 1.03 1.10 0.93 0.96 1.23
Range 5.33 5.07 4.72 5.21 5.64
Min 3.57 3.77 4.08 3.71 3.26
Max 8.90 8.84 8.80 8.92 8.90
ZSkewness -0.36 -0.17 1.69* 2.50 -2.27
ZKurtosis 0.22 -0.64 -0.33 1.30 0.67

Semi-direct speaking (combined)
Pron Flue Gramm Vocab Interact
5.93 5.92 5.65 5.73 7.85

SD 1.24 1.20 0.86 0.96 1.06
Range 6.88 6.17 3.86 5.17 5.05
Min 2.00 2.67 3.67 2.98 3.95
Max 8.88 8.84 7.53 8.15 9.00
ZSkewness -0.06 -0.74 0.29 -1.07 -6.29*
ZKurtosis 0.27 0.02 -0.77 1.00 5.84

Note. Pron = Pronunciation, Flue = Fluency, Gramm = Grammar, Vocab = Vocabulary, Interact = Interaction, 
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 Boxplots of the variables which resulted as non-normal in data distribution 

grammar, semi_task = Semi-direct speaking task-completion.

speaking test was found to have outlying cases. Also, the distribution was not nearly 

from the whole semi-direct speaking test appears necessary in order to identify the 

presented next for that purpose.

items based on their Zskewness or Zkurtosis values, and the asterisks are to flag a 

semi_taskinfo_grammtopic_vocabtopic_grammtopic_pron

9

8

7

6

5

4

3

85

66

67

46



269

Comparability of Tasks 
in Assessing L2 Learners’ Speaking Performance

are identified as having with distributional problems. All of the category data 

except for Pronunciation and Fluency were identified as problematic in their 

distributions. 

Considering the information regarding the normality of the data all together, 

completion of the three semi-direct speaking tasks. Data transformation (e.g., 

using the reciprocal transformation (1/Xi)) was not deemed desirable as the degree 

were other data sets found to be marginally non-normal, but the degree was not 

serious and relatively inconsequential considering the robustness of the ANOVA 

procedure.   
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 Boxplots of the variables which resulted as non-normal in data distribution 
 Circle indicates outliers and star extreme cases. semi1_gram = Semi-direct 

speaking grammar,
semi1_task = Semi-direct speaking task-completion, semi2_voc = Semi-direct 
speaking vocabulary,
semi2_task = Semi-direct speaking task-completion, semi3_gram = Semi-direct 
speaking grammar, semi3_voc = Semi-direct speaking vocabulary,
semi3_task = Semi-direct speaking task-completion.
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Semi-direct speaking
Semi-direct 1 (Picture task)

Pron Flue Gramm Vocab Compl
5.92 5.92 5.48 5.61 7.82

SD 1.32 1.29 1.27 1.17 1.37
Range 6.93 6.87 8.00 8.00 6.00
Min 2.00 2.00 0.00 0.00 3.00
Max 8.93 8.87 8.00 8.00 9.00
ZSkewness -0.14 -0.87 -6.53* -4.31* -5.36*
ZKurtosis -0.25 0.66 11.96 9.74 2.82

Semi-direct 2 (Map task)
Pron Flue Gramm Vocab Compl
5.83 5.80 5.55 5.52 7.54

SD 1.28 1.24 1.01 1.05 1.39
Range 6.83 5.88 5.20 7.87 6.45
Min 2.00 3.00 3.65 0.00 2.55
Max 8.83 8.88 8.85 7.87 9.00
ZSkewness 0.30 -0.42 2.00 -6.37* -5.87*
ZKurtosis -0.18 -0.58 1.26 14.63 4.81

Semi-direct 3 (Speech task)
Pron Flue Gramm Vocab Compl
6.05 6.06 5.94 6.05 8.18

SD 1.26 1.31 1.06 1.26 1.22
Range 6.87 5.83 4.84 8.94 9.00
Min 2.00 3.00 4.00 0.00 0.00
Max 8.87 8.83 8.84 8.94 9.00
ZSkewness -0.35 -1.04 1.98* -3.89* -15.47*
ZKurtosis 0.12 -0.75 -0.29 9.42 43.57

 Pron = Pronunciation, Flue = Fluency, Gramm = Grammar, Vocab = Vocabulary, 
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III. RESULTS 

1. Repeated-Measures ANOVAs with the Three Test Tasks

A repeated measures ANOVA was performed on the three effects, i.e., three test 

categories

under each test task (Pronunciation, Fluency, Grammar, and Vocabulary), and their 

interaction (

only with mean and standard deviation values once again to help interpret the results 

in this section. 

Categories Mean SD
Pronunciation 6.31 0.95
Fluency 6.34 1.16
Grammar 6.05 0.93
Vocabulary 6.13 1.02

Information gap

Pronunciation 6.28 1.03
Fluency 6.47 1.10
Grammar 6.07 0.93
Vocabulary 6.02 0.96

Semi-direct speaking

Pronunciation 5.93 1.24
Fluency 5.92 1.20
Grammar 5.65 0.86
Vocabulary 5.73 0.96
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the two main effects and one interaction in the model indicate that the assumptions 
2(2) = 

19.26, p < 0.01, with the main effect of category 2(5) = 29.91, p < 0.01, and with 

the interaction effect of 2(2) = 64.56, p

freedom have been corrected using the Greenhouse-Geisser estimates of sphericity. 

Analysis of Variance for the Effects of Test Tasks, Categories, and Their Interaction
Source SS df F 2

39.58 1.68 23.53 18.14* 0.16
Error(test) 202.89 156.45 1.30
Category 21.16 2.57 8.23 19.76* 0.18
Error(category) 99.58 239.18 0.42

2.15 4.83 0.44 1.47 0.02
Error(test by category) 136.16 449.61 0.30

501.52 854.33

 < 0.05. 

All effects are reported as significant at p

effect of the test tasks, F(1.68, 156.49) = 18.14, p < 0.01. Post hoc comparisons in 

difference was found between the two group oral tasks. In addition, the other main 

effect, category F(2.57, 239.18) = 19.76, p

post hoc

the categories reside between (a) Pronunciation and Grammar, and (b) Pronunciation 
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and Vocabulary, as examinees receiving higher ratings on Pronunciation than 

on Fluency than Grammar or Vocabulary. 

(I) test (J) test Mean Difference (I-J) Std. Error

1 2 0.00 0.06
3 0.40* 0.08

2 1 0.00 0.06
3 0.40* 0.09

3 1 -0.40* 0.08
2 -0.40* 0.09

. * p

(I) category (J) category Mean Difference (I-J) Std. Error

1
2 -0.07 0.05
3 0.25* 0.05
4 0.21* 0.06

2
1 0.07 0.05
3 0.32* 0.05
4 0.29* 0.06

3
1 -0.25* 0.05
2 -0.32* 0.05
4 -0.04 0.03

4
1 -0.21* 0.06
2 -0.29* 0.06
3 0.04 0.03

. * p < 0.05, 1 = Pronunciation, 2 = Fluency, 3 = Grammar, 4 = Vocabulary. 
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Finally, for the interaction effect of  the analysis revealed that 

there was no significant interaction and that the effects of the categories did not 

3, ratings assigned to examinees were higher on all four categories of the two tasks 

test. On all categories, rating scores were dropped for the semi-direct speaking test, 

discussion and Information gap tasks.

Figure 3. Rating score plots of the three tasks. 
. 1 = Pronunciation, 2 = Fluency, 3 = Grammar, 4 = Vocabulary.

2. Univariate Tests with Each Category Measure of Three Test Tasks

A question that has not been answered yet is one regarding the contrasts of each 

category measure across three test tasks. Figure 3 above shows the pattern of mean 

ratings of the four categories across three test tasks. Yet, it has not been confirmed 
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whether or not the difference among the four categories within one test task is statistically 

meaningful. In order to address the question, univariate tests with each category measure 

Univariate Analysis for Individual Categories across the Test Tasks
Category
Measures SS df F Sig. 2 Power

Pronunciation 8.16 1.56 5.25 7.87 0.002 0.08 0.90

Fluency 15.24 1.80 8.47 16.39 0.000 0.15 1.00

Grammar 10.17 1.81 5.60 13.71 0.000 0.13 1.00

Vocabulary 8.16 1.79 4.56 8.71 0.000 0.09 0.95

2(2) = 30.96, p < 0.01, 
2(2) = 10.83, p 2(2) = 9.93, p < 0.01, and with 

2(2) = 11.63, p

degrees of freedom have been corrected using the Greenhouse-Geisser estimates of 

sphericity, and the subsequent interpretation will be based on the corrected F-values.

ability), and the categories are known to be highly correlated, interpretation of one 

outcome is more or less dependent on that of the others. However, as noticeable 

across three measures for the same category for the three tasks, i.e., p
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post hoc comparisons were 

Measure (I) factor1 (J) factor1 Mean Difference (I-J) S.E.

Pronunciation
1 2 0.025 0.075
1 3 0.373* 0.109
2 3 0.348* 0.125

Fluency
1 2 -0.128 0.082
1 3 0.416* 0.103
2 3 0.545* 0.111

Grammar
1 2 -0.018 0.077
1 3 0.394* 0.086
2 3 0.411* 0.101

Vocabulary
1 2 0.117 0.081
1 3 0.405* 0.110
2 3 0.288* 0.106

. * p

and Information gap tasks with their category measures.
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IV. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

tasks reflected in performance scores, that is, how comparable the three tasks are 

scores of the five categories described in the rating scale. In order to address the 

question, the ability scores were examined using analysis of variance (ANOVA). 

of tasks at F(1.68, 156.49) = 18.14, p < 0.01. A further examination with post hoc 

be different in the degree of task demands so that the different tasks required 

the examinees to apply differing degrees of cognitive and linguistic abilities in 

responding to them. In measurement, this would mean that one cannot draw the same 

type of inference about examinees’ ability based on their performance on different 

on one task wound not be comparable to another inference drawn from his/her 

performance on another task. 
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