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OPERATIONALIZATION OF THE SPEAKING CONSTRUCT
IN THE INTERNET-BASED TEST OF ENGLISH
AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE

In recent years, tests of speaking are integral parts to standardized
language assessments because test users expect candidates to be able to
communicate effectively in a foreign language, for a variety of different
purposes and in variety of different modes (Powers 2010:1). The Inter-
net-based Test of English as a Foreign Language is designed so as to ad-
dress a number of language purposes using all four language skills, in-
dependently or in integration. In this paper we use a modified version
of Bachman and Palmer’s test task characteristic framework (1996) to
analyze speaking tasks in the Speaking Section of TOEFL iBT, identifying
speaking purposes the test addresses through the process of construct
operationalization. The findings help us reflect on the authenticity of test
tasks, as well as on the correspondence between test tasks and speaking
tasks in target language use domains. In addition, task analysis reveals the
test’s limitations concerning situational/interactional authenticity due to
non-live mode of test delivery.

Key words: speaking task, test task, TOEFL iBT, speaking construct,
speaking assessment, authenticity

1 Introduction

Assessing speaking skills in large-scale high stakes administra-
tions calls for standardized testing and rating procedures, secur-
ing objective and valid test scores based on which test users make
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inferences about test takers’ knowledge of a foreign language and
their ability to speak the language in the real world. Considering
the fact that standardized language tests target diverse test taking
audience, they are seldom based on a syllabus, as is the case with
classroom assessments. Instead, standardized language tests make
use of a model of language ability in order to assess individual or
integrated language skills, in line with the purpose of assessment
and the construct, or the ability being measured.

This paper aims at investigating the construct of speaking in a
Speaking Section of a standardized English language test, known as
the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), which is deliv-
ered via the Internet. The test is widely used to make decisions re-
garding placements in North American and universities worldwide,
which implies that this is a high stakes language test, the results
of which are used for making important decisions regarding test
takers. Consequently, validation projects regarding this test and its
sections have been carried out for over a decade in order to ascer-
tain that inferences based on test scores are valid, as well as deci-
sions based on the inferences.

We will make use of the test task characteristics framework,
originally developed by Bachman and Palmer (1996), and then mod-
ified by other researchers (Douglas 2000; Luoma 2004; and Chapelle
and Douglas 2006), in order to study the case of the Speaking Sec-
tion of the Internet-based TOEFL in order to investigate speaking test
tasks and the input used in the tasks with the purpose of identifying
the construct of speaking and its operationalization in this test. In
the first part of the paper we will identify some important consider-
ations in the process of developing speaking tasks, followed by the
introduction of a modified test task characteristics framework which
will be used to analyze test tasks in the case study.

The findings will help us identify strengths and weaknesses of
the test, particularly in terms of authenticity of test tasks and their
resemblance to the real world speaking tasks. These can help in-
structors and test developers involved in oral assessments, as well
as those involved in computer-facilitated language assessments,
with identifying various speaking purposes and developing test
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tasks to address these purposes. Another point of interest to test
developers and classroom test instructors may be the test task
characteristics framework we use in this paper to analyze charac-
teristics of test tasks in order to ascertain that they correspond to
the real world speaking tasks.

2 Speaking tasks

The purpose of assessment and intended use of the language
assessed are key factors to developing test tasks. In the context of
speaking assessment, tasks will involve activities taken by speak-
ers who use the language “for the purpose of achieving a particular
goal or objective in a particular speaking situation” (Bachman and
Palmer 1996 in Luoma 2004: 31). With these considerations, test
developers design tasks which, optimally, address the ability being
assessed and “cover” the construct as completely as possible in or-
der to provide solid foundations for making inferences on a candi-
date’s ability to use the language in target language use domains.
Target language use domains are of particular importance in com-
municative language testing, as they cover a multitude of situations
where candidates are supposed to demonstrate their proficiency in
a foreign language. In learning-based assessment, however, tasks
are based on syllabi allowing test results to show the progress of
students. Whatever the context of speaking assessment, Luoma ar-
gues that test designers need to create instructions both to test tak-
ers and to interlocutors/examiners, the tasks themselves, including
the materials used throughout the test administration, for example
pictures, graphs, role play cards, and other types of stimulus mate-
rials (Luoma 2004: 29).

Designing test tasks includes decisions regarding a number of
key considerations: stand-alone or integrated testing, testing mi-
cro and/or macro skills, construct-based or task-based approach,
live or tape-based (or recorded) test mode, question format, stim-
ulus materials, etc. (for more on considerations in designing test
tasks, see Bachman and Palmer 1996; Luoma 2004, and Brown and
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Abeywickrama 2010). Building on the previous research in test
task characteristics, more specifically on the work done by Bach-
man and Palmer, and modifications suggested by Luoma referring
to speaking assessment, in this paper we will offer a modified test
task characteristics framework in studying the case of the Inter-
net-based Test of English as a Foreign Language, in order to investi-
gate the operationalization of the construct of speaking.

2.1 Test task characteristics framework

The primary purpose of language tests is to make inferences
that generalize to those specific domains in which test takers are
likely to need to use the target language. In other words, we want
to make inferences about test takers’ ability to use language in a
target language use (hereinafter TLU) domain (for more on target
language use domains see Bachman and Palmer 1996:44). For this
reason, care should be taken for test tasks to resemble the target
language use tasks. Moreover, test tasks should be designed in such
a manner that the interaction between the test taker and the task is
similar to the interaction between the language user and the target
language use situation task (Buck 2001: 108). The way we devel-
op test tasks, i.e. their format, contents, nature, the media in which
we present them, the equipment and facilities we use to administer
the test, may all influence test takers’ performance on the test, and
consequently the inferences made on the basis of that performance.
This influence is also known as “test method effect” and is docu-
mented in the research on second language testing (e.g. Bachman
1990), because it can affect validity of test scores and, consequent-
ly, the validity of inferences based on the scores. For this reason it
is necessary to take precautionary measures when developing test
tasks by carefully analyzing their characteristics.

Task characteristics are worth considering for several reasons.
First, they provide us with an insight of what constitutes language
tasks and what it is that constitutes test tasks, what links there may
exist between these two groups of tasks, enabling us (as test devel-
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opers) to develop test tasks which correspond to (target) language
tasks. Second, test task characteristics will help determine the extent
and ways in which a test taker’s language ability is engaged. Third,
the degree to which test task characteristics correspond to particular
target language use task will determine the authenticity of test task
as well as the validity of inferences made on the basis of test perfor-
mance (Bachman and Palmer 1996:43). The framework of test task
characteristics that will be used in its modified form (described be-
low) builds on those originally proposed by Bachman (1990), Bach-
man and Palmer (1996), and on those developed by modifying the
two frameworks in the works of Douglas (2000), and Chapelle and
Douglas (2006), as well as on the work of Luoma (2004).

Bachman and Palmer developed a framework of language test
tasks, stating that the purpose of their framework was to provide
a basis for test development and use. They use the term ‘task’ to
refer to both TLU tasks and test tasks, because they found that the
characteristics described in their framework apply to both TLU
tasks and language test tasks. There are five aspects of tasks which
they set out to describe using the framework: setting, test rubric,
input, expected response, and relationship between input and re-
sponse. The characteristics of test tasks in the framework proposed
by Douglas include: rubric, input, the interaction between input
and response, and assessment criteria. His main intention was to
outline a framework of task characteristics in language use situa-
tions and language for specific purposes tests that will allow test
developers to analyze TLU situation and to develop test tasks which
will reflect the characteristics of the target situation. Comparing his
framework to that of Bachman and Palmer’s, one can notice that he
made some changes in his framework. Among other modifications
that Douglas made in his framework, there is one which I find worth
mentioning here - the introduction of construct definition within
the characteristics of assessment (Douglas 2000). The framework
developed by Chapelle and Douglas features characteristics of in-
put and expected response under the same set of characteristics,
and since the input and expected response feature almost the same
set of characteristics they will be discussed as one and the same set.

17



Milan D. Milanovi¢

Finally, in the work of Luoma, the importance is given to instruc-
tions both to test takers and to examiners, the tasks themselves,
including the considerations of stimulus materials to which test
takers respond in generating speech (2004: 29).

The framework of test task characteristics to be used in this
paper is based on the considerations recommended by authors list-
ed above, and as such, it features construct definition, as recom-
mended by Douglas (2000), as well as a number of characteristics
featured in Bachman and Palmer’s characteristics of test rubric,
combining them with characteristics of the input and expected
response, or more specifically, with those pertaining to the format
of the input and expected response: instructions to test takers
(including their language and channel characteristics, specifica-
tions of procedures and tasks), structure and time allotment (in-
cluding number of tasks, sequence of tasks, time allotted to tasks),
evaluation criteria (including explicitness of criteria and proce-
dures for scoring), format of the input and expected response
(including channel, form, language, length, degree of speededness,
and vehicle). Bachman and Palmer’s framework includes other
test task characteristics pertaining to test rubrics (i.e. availability
of preparation and practice materials) and to the characteristics of
the input and expected response (i.e. language characteristics), and
the one developed by Milanovi¢ (2010) includes the characteristics
of the toolbar in computer-based assessments, but these will not
be discussed in this paper. Using this, somewhat adapted test task
characteristics framework (see Table 1), we will analyse speaking
test tasks in the Internet-based TOEFL in order to ascertain how
the construct of speaking is operationalized.
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Table 1. Test task characteristic framework (adapted from Bachman and Palmer
1996; Douglas 2000; Luoma, 2004; and Chapelle and Douglas 2006).

Test task characteristics framework
Construct definition

Characteristics of test rubric
Instructions

Language

Channel (aural, visual)

Structure and time allotment

Number of tasks

Sequence of tasks

Time allotted to tasks

Evaluation criteria

Explicitness of criteria and procedures for scoring
Characteristics of the input and expected response

Format
Channel
Form
Language
Length
Degree of speededness
Vehicle

2.1.1 On defining a construct of speaking

Defining a construct of speaking in a particular test will be
closely related to the purpose of assessment and the intended use
of test results based on which inferences will be made about a test
taker’s ability to use a given language in the real world, i.e. in TLU
domains. There are several possibilities for defining constructs: a
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construct may be based on a syllabus, which is a way to go in edu-
cational settings where there are instructional objectives to be met;
the alternative way is to base a construct definition on a theoretical
model of language ability (Bachman and Palmer 1996), or in the
case of speaking assessment on a theoretical definition of a speak-
ing ability. Another perspective is offered by Buck (2001) who sug-
gests taking either a competence-based approach, or a ‘task-based’
approach, with the possibility of combining these two when neces-
sary (for more on approaches to defining constructs see Bachman
1990; Bachman and Palmer 1996; and Buck 2001).

Proficiency tests, such as the Internet-based TOEFL, are the-
ory-based rather than syllabus-based, and in this paper, we will
rely on the publicly available information in order to define the
construct of speaking in this test (for more on defining constructs
see ETS 2007; Milanovi¢ 2010; Milanovi¢ 2011a; Milanovi¢ 2011Db,
and Milanovi¢ 2019). The construct is operationalized through test
tasks and stimulus materials or the input used to elicit responses,
and these have to reflect the ability measured rather than anything
else to ensure construct validity of an assessment. In other words,
if a test measures other than the ability defined in the construct
definition, the validity of results is compromised due to the “con-
struct-irrelevant variance”. Similarly, if the selection of test tasks
does not cover all of the ability defined as the constructin a test, the
validity of results is equally at danger, because of the “construct-un-
derrepresentation”. Test bias, is another threat to validity of results,
because test tasks may (un)intentionally favour certain groups of
test takers, while at the same time they put others at disadvantage
(for more on threats to test validity see Bachman 1990; Bachman
and Palmer 1996; Elder 1998; Chapelle 2001; Chapelle and Doug-
las 2006, Milanovi¢ and Milanovi¢ 2013). Luoma argues that test
developers in speaking assessments, have to be aware of the ability
they want to assess in a particular context in order to be able to de-
velop tasks and scoring criteria that match the construct definition
(Luoma 2004: 28).
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2.1.2 Characteristics of test rubric
2.1.2.1 Instructions

As Bachman and Palmer point out, instructions should be ex-
plicit, because test users will make inferences based on test per-
formance, and if instructions are obscure and inadequate, one may
expect them to possibly affect test takers’ performance (1996:190).
This characteristic can be described in terms of language in which
the instructions are presented, the channel of presentation, and the
specification of procedures and tasks.

2.1.2.1.1 Language

Instructions can be delivered in native or target language, or
a combination of both may be used. In standardized high-stakes
test administrations, with test takers taking the same kind of test
throughout the world, the instructions are given in target language.

2.1.2.1.2 Channel

Instructions may be presented on the computer screen, i.e. pre-
sented in the visual channel, or they can, additionally be recorded
and played into the headphones. The latter is the case when speak-
ing is assessed via the Internet or in any other computer-assisted
testing situation. Test takers are prompted to put on headphones,
adjust the volume before they proceed to tasks. They are, also,
asked to try out the microphone before the test starts, in order to
ascertain that equipment is functioning well. Alternatively, in oral
assessments, however, there is no equipment and/or technology
involved in carrying out speaking tasks. Instead, the examiner pre-
sents a test taker with instructions and materials, guiding conver-
sation as envisaged by test task developers. Buck (2001:119) warns
that attention must be paid that the language of instructions is easi-
er than the level of the language in stimulus materials, because any
misunderstanding related to instructions may lead to construct-ir-
relevant variance.
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2.1.2.2 Specification of procedures and tasks

Specification of procedures and tasks is another important
aspect of test development, particularly in computer-assisted lan-
guage tests, when test takers are facilitated to use computer equip-
ment in order to respond to test tasks. Sometimes tutorials are pro-
vided for those test takers who are either not proficient users of
computers or who do not have experience in responding to tasks
which require relatively complex equipment manipulation. This issue
is increasingly addressed by provision of preparation and practice
materials, offered either commercially or free of charge (and often
available online). The specification may be short or long, and it may
refer either to the whole section (in tests where different language
skills are assessed) or it can be intended to specifically describe par-
ticular tasks or items. In oral assessments, though, the specification
of procedures and tasks is provided by the oral examiner.

2.1.2.2.1 Test structure and time allotment

Structure covers the practical considerations of putting a test
together including the number of parts and their sequence, where-
as time allotment here refers to the amount of time designated for a
candidate to produce speech. I suggest that test task structure and
time allotment in computer-assisted language tests be considered
together as time is often shown on the toolbar throughout the test
(with the possibility offered to test takers to hide the clock, should
they wish to do so). In computer- and the Internet-based speaking
tests, test takers can easily be informed of the number of sections/
tasks and their respective salience. This information usually takes
the form of the number of the current speaking task in relation to
the overall number of tasks per speaking section/test, shown on
the screen. In oral assessments, however, it is often duty of an ex-
aminer to inform a candidate of these matters.

2.1.2.3 Evaluation criteria

This set of characteristics is derived following the approach
suggested by Douglas, although there are other approaches as well
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(see Bachman and Palmer 1996; Alderson 2000; Buck 2001). Doug-
las distinguishes evaluation criteria from assessment criteria, the
former being related to the extent to which test takers are informed
about the nature of the criteria used to score their responses, while
the assessment criteria refer to the same set of criteria and proce-
dures described in more technical terms. These two sets of charac-
teristics target different audience, the evaluation criteria are aimed
at familiarizing test takers with what will constitute an acceptable
response, whereas the assessment criteria are the tool used by test
developers and test raters. Douglas suggests that this set of charac-
teristics should include the explicitness of criteria, and procedures
for scoring, but in the framework used here these will be discussed
as the same set, because they often appear together in test rubric
available to test takers in test preparation materials (ETS 2010).

2.1.2.3.1 Explicitness of criteria and procedures for scoring

Assigning scores to test takers’ responses is based on the as-
sumption that certain responses are correct, while others are in-
correct, and that they can be scored as such. Making these explicitis
important as it helps test takers in allocating time and applying dif-
ferent test-taking strategies. In responding to multiple-choice ques-
tions, for example, test takers are usually told to select “the correct
answer”. Consequently, this implies that there is only one correct
answer, whereas all the other answers provided are incorrect. In
some other tasks, test takers may be told to sequence sentences in
a summary, implying that there will be only one correct sequence,
etc. With respect to scoring criteria, test takers may be instructed
to use the information provided in the reading/listening passage
before they proceed to their speaking task, where their background
knowledge is of no relevance to providing the correct response.

The extent to which the scoring criteria are made explicit to
test takers is vital to test takers’ awareness of what constitutes a
sufficient response (Buck 2001:122). When a prompt elicits an
open-ended response, test takers should know how much as well
as what is considered adequate.
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2.1.3 Characteristics of the input and expected response

The input and expected response can be described by a very
similar set of characteristics, and for this reason their characteris-
tics will be discussed together. Namely, both the input and the ex-
pected response feature the characteristics related to their format
and language (the characteristics of language, however, will not
be discussed in this paper due to its space constraints). The only
difference between the input and expected response, with regards
to format, relates to the type of input/expected response, respec-
tively. When it comes to the type of input, or the material which
test takers are expected to process and respond to, Bachman and
Palmer make distinction between the item and the prompt (1996:
48). The former is used to elicit short answers, referred to as lim-
ited production, whereas the latter requires a longer response,
referred to as extended production. The characteristics pertain-
ing to the type of expected response are divided into three possible
categories: selected, limited production and extended production.
In standardized computer-delivered tests of speaking, however,
limited and extended production is more likely to be encountered.

2.1.3.1 Format of the input and expected response

In both computer-delivered tests of speaking and in live oral
assessments, test tasks and the input can presented in visual or au-
ral channel in the form of language samples, often accompanied
by non-language content or visuals, such as illustrations, graphs, ta-
bles, diagrams, etc. Depending on the purpose, textual content may
be accompanied by recorded sound or multimedia. The language
of the text and tasks will play a crucial role in tests of speaking, and,
as is the case with other test types, the language of the text, listen-
ing passages, and other forms of input and tasks may be native, tar-
get, or both, depending on the test purpose and the task type. Some
computer-delivered tests provide a language bar, where there is a
menu out of which a desired language can be selected, so that in-
structions/prompts, tasks/items can be presented in it. However,
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when it comes to standardized language tests, the input material
as well as the accompanying rubric is presented in target language,
adding to overall test validity. The length of input depends on the
test developer’s intentions, the construct being measured and the
test type. In language testing, it ranges from a single word to a cou-
ple of pages, and depending on the length test takers take different
time to interpret the reading material, listening passages, and other
types of input. The length of expected response in speaking assess-
ments will be determined by the test developer’s intention, type of
task and, consequently type of input. Most often, tests of speaking re-
quire a limited or extended production response. Another character-
istic under the input format which is worth considering in develop-
ment of a speaking test refers to speededness, or the rate at which
the test taker has to process the text they are reading/listening to
before they proceed to producing speech. Time allotment, obviously,
overlaps with this characteristic as it refers to the amount of time al-
lotted for an item or a section within a test. Although vehicle of pres-
entation (“live” and/or “reproduced”) seems to be more relevant to
computer-based tests of speaking, it is desirable that test designers
consider presenting texts as contextualized as possible.

3 The case study of the Internet-based
Test of English as a Foreign Language

3.1 Defining the construct of speaking
in the Internet-based TOEFL

In the Speaking section of the Internet-based TOEFL, pro-
ductive language skills are assessed using independent and in-
tegrated speaking tasks. Reading extracts and listening passages
are utilized as stimulus (source) materials, allowing test takers to
demonstrate their ability to synthesize information from various
sources in order to produce spoken responses. When rated, these
responses form a basis for making inferences about their language
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abilities, and for this reason they may play an important role in
test takers’ life. This requires that speaking construct is adequate-
ly defined and operationalized through stimulus materials/input
and test tasks.

The Speaking section measures test takers’ ability to speak
successfully in and outside the classroom. As is the case with oth-
er sections of the test, the Speaking section addresses a number
of purposes for speaking in target language situations. Since the
target language use domain is identified as a university setting, it
seems natural to expect students to speak in order to respond to
questions, participate in academic discussions with other students,
summarize and synthesize information from various sources, ex-
press their views on topics under discussion. These usually refer
to classroom activities, but outside the classroom, students must
participate in casual conversations, express their opinions, and
communicate with people for different reasons and with different
purposes (ETS 2010:16). Knowing what speaking purposes are ad-
dressed and what skills are required to address the purposes pro-
vides us with an insight into the construct definition. The construct
is operationalized by test tasks and input (stimulus) materials used
in these tasks, and for this reason this paper is aimed at investigat-
ing test tasks in the Speaking section of the test.

The Speaking section, which lasts about 20 minutes, contains
six tasks, out of which the first two tasks are independent speak-
ing tasks, and the remaining four are integrated speaking tasks.
The former require that test takers speak about some familiar topic,
whereas the latter call for speaking based on something they have
read and/or heard, implying that they should be able to demon-
strate their ability of integrating their language skills in English.

3.2 Independent Speaking Tasks

3.2.1 Construct definition

There are two independent speaking tasks in the Inter-
net-based TOEFL. In the first independent task, test takers are ex-
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pected to demonstrate the ability to talk about a personal prefer-
ence when they are given a choice to talk about certain categories
- for example, people they find important, events and activities, etc.
(see Example 1).

Example 1: Personal preference

Describe an ideal marriage partner. What qualities do you think are
most important for a husband or wife? Use specific reasons and de-
tails to explain your choices. (Barron’s 2006)

In the second task (see Example 2), the idea of a personal choice
is further developed, because test takers have to make a choice and
defend it while choosing between two contrasting courses of action
or behaviours.

Example 2: Making a choice

Some people like to watch the news on television. Other people pre-
fer to read the news in a newspaper. Still, others use their computer
to get the news. How do you prefer to be informed about the news
and why? Use specific reasons and examples to support your choice.
(Barron’s 2006)

3.2.2 Characteristics of test rubric

The instructions and the questions for both tasks appear on the
screen and are read aloud by the narrator in the target language, i.e.
in English. Both visual and aural channels are used to provide the
instructions as well as the tasks themselves. Given that there are
two tasks, they follow one another, and test takers are not at liberty
at choosing what task they want to attempt first, because there is
a fixed ordering of test tasks. The test task in which test takers talk
about a familiar topic comes first (Example 1), and is followed by
the task in which they are supposed to express their opinion about
a familiar topic (Example 2). Test takers are given 15 seconds to
prepare for the task, and 45 second to respond by recording their
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answers. The remaining time is shown on the screen, both for
preparing and recording the answers.

The evaluation criteria are available in the test rubric as well
as in the preparation materials. A test taker is told by the narrator
that a satisfactory response will take all of the time provided for
recordingtheresponsetothetestquestion. Additionally, preparation
materials provide complete analytical rubrics, including the scores
and description of the performance leading to a particular score
(ETS 2006: 44). It becomes evident that test takers’ performance
is evaluated against the following criteria: general description,
delivery, language use, and topic development. In the actual testing
situation, test takers are not made aware of all scoring criteria
mentioned above, but the whole set of criteria is publicly available
beforehand.

3.2.3 Characteristics of the input and expected response

The input in the independent speaking tasks includes a prompt
provided in both visual and aural channel, and test takers are given
15 seconds to prepare, and 45 seconds to record their answers to
the two respective prompts. The text of the prompt is provided
in the form of the target language, and the expected responses
should be recorded in the same form and language, i.e. in English.
When it comes to the length of the input, it varies accordingly to
the length of each question contained within the prompt. The
length of the expected response is anything up to 45 seconds,
leading to the conclusion that the type of expected response will
be classified as extended production. The whole test is speeded,
as the time for processing input and recording response is limited.
As to the vehicle of presentation, the input is reproduced, because
it is provided through computer technology, and the same applies
to the expected response which is recorded and sent through the
system to test raters. It should be noted that the characteristics of
speedednes and vehicle of presentation will prove to be the same
throughout the test.
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3.3 Integrated Speaking Tasks

When it comes to integrated Speaking tasks, there are four of
them. They will be considered and analyzed independently.

3.3.1 Integrated speaking task 1:
Campus situation topic: FIT and EXPLAIN

3.3.1.1 Construct definition

The first one refers to a Campus situation topic, asking test
takers to read a passage and then to listen to the passage providing
comments on the issue in the reading passage. A test taker is then
required to summarize the speaker’s opinion within the context of
the reading passage, or in other words to show how the speaker’s
opinion fits within the discussion contained within the reading
passage.

Example 3: Campus situation topic: FIT and EXPLAIN

Reading passage:

Notice concerning proposed changes in language requirements

All international students at Community College are currently re-
quired to submit a TOEFL score of 80 in order to be admitted to credit
classes. Students who score lower than 80 are referred to the English
Language Institute for additional language instruction. The college is
considering a proposal that would allow students with a score of 75
to take at least one credit class while they continue to study part time
in the English Language Institute. The students would be assigned
to an academic advisor who would help them select an appropriate
course. This proposal will be discussed at a public meeting in the stu-
dent union at 7 PM. on December 1.

Listening passage:

A student expresses her opinion of the policy:

“I think this is a good policy because sometimes international stu-
dents don’t do well on an English test but they’re good students in
their major field. So, they can probably succeed with lower score on
the TOEFL. And besides that, um, it’s a good idea to begin with one
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credit class instead of a full course load. I mean, studying part time
while finishing the language classes will provide more of a ...transi-
tion into regular courses. Also, after several semesters in the English
Language institute, most international students become impatient...
and this opportunity ..to begin regular classes...it would increase
their motivation toward the end of their language program.”

Question:

The student expresses her opinion of the policy for international stu-
dents. Report her opinion and explain the reasons that she gives for
having that opinion. (Barron’s 2006)

3.3.1.2 Characteristics of test rubric

The instructions are provided in target language and in both
visual and aural channel. Test takers are familiarized with the
number and sequence of tasks at the beginning of the Speaking
section of the test, and specific objectives of each respective tasks
are repeated to the test taker before the prompt has been displayed.
The reading passage is 75-100 words long while the listening
passage contains between 150 and 180 words and is 60 to 80
seconds long. A test taker is given 30 seconds to prepare his or her
summary, after which time there is 60 seconds for recording their
response.

Test takers are familiarized with the requirements of
summarizing and rephrasing, and are warned against copying the
words and phrases they hear. Although note taking is allowed, test
takers are not supposed to read the materials they have prepared,
because raters are trained to recognize a statement that is read.

3.3.1.3 Characteristics of the input and expected response
The input is provided in both visual and aural channels,
comprising a text, displayed on the computer screen, followed by a

recording of a speech accompanied by an appropriate picture of a
student discussing a topic with her fellow-students. Both language
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samples are in target language, the length of which is already
discussed in the Characteristics of test rubric. When it comes to the
degree of speededness, the task is speeded, as it allows for limited
processing time and recording the response. When it comes to the
vehicle of the presentation, the task is reproduced.

Test takers are expected to respond in English, and the type of
their response will be classified as extended language production.
The expected response, on the other hand, may take up the whole
minute or less, although test takers are advised by the narrator
reading the instructions to use up all of the time provided for
recording the response. The expected response is speeded as well,
given the fact that only one minute is provided for recording the
response, which will be forwarded to test raters as a reproduced
language sample.

3.3.2 Integrated speaking task 2:
Academic course topic: GENERAL vs. SPECIFIC

3.3.2.1 Construct definition

Integrated task number 2 is supposed to cover an academic
course topic contained within a reading passage, which is between
75 and 100 words long. This passage defines a term, a process, or
idea from an academic subject. The listening passage, lasting 60 to
90 seconds, provides an excerpt from the lecture with examples
and specific information aimed at illustrating the term, process, or
idea from the reading passage.

A test taker is asked to combine and convey important
information from the reading passage and the lecture excerpt,
which means that it is important for a test taker to understand that
the listening passage is there to provide some specific information
which is related to the more general approach as taken within the
reading passage. Finally, test takers use pieces of information they
hear or read in order to synthesize them, demonstrating their
ability to distinguish between general and specific information.
There is a 90 second time allocated to this task, out of which 30
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seconds go towards the preparation of response, while 60 seconds
is all the time provided for recording a response.

Example 4: Academic course topic: GENERAL vs. SPE-
CIFIC

Reading passage:

Although the first inhabitants of Australia have been
identified by physical characteristics, culture, language,
and locale, none of these attributes truly establishes a
person as a member of the Aboriginal People. Because
the Aboriginal groups settled in various geographical ar-
eas and developed customs and lifestyles that reflected
the resources available to them, there is a great diversity
among these groups, including more than 200 linguistic
varieties. Probably the most striking comparison is that
of the Aboriginal People who inhabit the desert terrain
of the Australian Outback with those who live along the
coast. Clearly, their societies have developed very differ-
ent cultures. According to the Department of Education,
the best way to establish identity as a member of the Ab-
original People is to be identified and accepted as such
by the Aboriginal community.

Lecture (listening passage):

According to your textbook, the aboriginal people are very diverse,
and [ would agree with that; however, there are certain beliefs that
unite the groups, and in fact, allow them to identify themselves and
others as members of diverse Aboriginal societies.

For one thing, unlike the anthropologists who believe that tribes ar-
rived in eastern Australia from Tasmania about 40,000 years ago, the
Aboriginal People believe that they have always been in Australia, and
that they have sprung from the land. Evidence for this resides in oral
history that has been recorded in stories and passed down for at least
fifty generations. This history is referred to as the “Dreaming”. The
stories teach moral and spiritual values and provide each member
of the group with an identity that reflects the landscape where the
person’s mother first became aware of the unborn baby, or to put it
in terms of the “Dreaming”, where the spirit enters the mother’s body.

32



OPERATIONALIZATION OF THE SPEAKING CONSTRUCT ...

So, l am saying that the way the Aboriginal People identify themselves
and each other, even across groups, is by their membership in the oral
history that they share.

Question:
Explain how the Aboriginal People are identified. Draw upon infor-
mation in both the reading and the lecture. (Barron’s 2006)

3.3.2.2 Characteristics of test rubric

The instructions are provided in English, in both visual and
aural channels. The reading passage is between 75 and 100 words
long, whereas the listening passage may take between 60 and 90
seconds. A test taker is given additional 90 seconds to prepare their
response and record it.

As is the case in the previous task, a test taker is warned against
mere copying the words from the prompt. Evaluation criteria stated
in test preparation materials provide insight in what criteria for
correctness are applied when assessing responses to integrated
speaking tasks (ETS 2010:45), while some commercially available
materials provide examples of satisfactory responses (see Example 5).

Example 5: A satisfactory response to the Integrated speaking task 2

The Aboriginal People are culturally and linguistically diverse, in part
because the geography dictated both limitations and opportunities
for their communities. So the establishment of identity as a member
of the Aboriginal People because of their appearance, language, cul-
ture, or geographical location is considered not accurate. The depart-
ment of Education suggests that the best means of identification is
to be recognized and accepted by other members of the Aboriginal
society. Um, according to the lecturer, even diverse groups have cer-
tain unifying beliefs that are passed down as oral tradition, called
the “Dreaming”. The stories associated with this tradition are used
to teach ethical principles and spiritual lessons. It would probably be
through knowledge of this shared oral history that Aborigines would
identify each other. (Barron’s 2006)
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3.3.2.3 Characteristics of the input and expected response

The input to this task comprises prompts in both visual and
aural channels, containing reading and listening passages in the
English language. The length of the input and expected response, as
mentioned above, amounts to about 5 minutes, indicating that the
task is speeded, as well as the response to the prompt in the task.
As can be seen in the Example 5, the expected response will take
the type of extended language production, recorded in the form of
a monologue. Both the input and expected response are delivered
via the Internet, so the conclusion can be drawn that the language
of the task is reproduced rather than live.

3.3.3 Integrated speaking task 3:
Campus Situation Topic: Problem/Solution

3.3.3.1 Construct definition

In this task, test takers are instructed to demonstrate their
understanding of the problem and to express an opinion about
solving the problem. Given that there is no reading input, test takers
are provided with 20 seconds to prepare their answer, and then 60
seconds to record it.

Example 6: Campus situation topic: Problem/Solution
Listening passage:

Student: So, [ really like my roommate, I mean, we get along great, and
she’s a good student. We take a lot of the same classes, and we study
together, but...well, I have a problem, and I just don’t seem to be able
to deal with it.

Advisor: Okay. What's the problem?

Student: You see, she has a boyfriend in Florida, and she calls him on
my cell phone.

Advisor: Then you have a bill for the extra minutes at the end of the
month.

Student: Exactly, and I really can’t afford it.
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Advisor: Have you talked with her about it?

Student: Not really. I just don’t know what to say.

Advisor: Well, I think you have a couple of options. You can tell her
that you can’t let her use your cell phone anymore, and you can offer
to go with her to buy her own cell phone. That way she’ll see that
you're trying to help.

Student: That might work, but she’ll probably still be upset...
Advisor: Or another possibility is..you could let her use your cell
phone if she pays you for the extra minutes that you have to cover for
her, and if she agrees to pay her share of all the bills from now on. Just
tell her that you can’t afford it.

Question:

Describe the woman'’s problem and the two suggestions that her ad-
visor makes about how to handle it. What do you think the woman
should do, and why? (Barron’s 2006)

3.3.3.2 Characteristics of test rubric

Instructions are provided in target language in aural and visual
channels. Test takers are familiarized with the task and advised
to listen carefully in order to be able to respond to the question
following the input. The time allocated to listening to the input is
between 60 and 90 second, whereas the time for preparing and
recording the answer takes up approximately 80 seconds.

Test takers are supposed to demonstrate their understanding
of the problem presented in the input, consider possible solutions,
and respond to the question using up most of the time allocated to
recording the answer (60 seconds).

3.3.3.3 Characteristics of the input and expected response

The input in this task type is presented in aural channel, in
target language. The recording is accompanied by visuals, i.e.
photos, as can be seen in the Example 6, where the student and
her advisor are pictured having the conversation the script of
which is provided in this example. The aim of the visuals used in
the task is to provide context, given that test takers are not able to
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actually be present at the place and time of the conversation. The
listening passage lasts between 60 and 90 seconds, and contains
between 180 and 220 words. As all other tasks in this test, this task
is speeded as well, and provided on the computer, implying that the
vehicle of its presentation is reproduced.

The expected response takes the form of a recording of a
speech in target language, lasting up to 60 seconds. As is the case
in all other tasks, there is no direct interaction between a test taker
and an examiner, in this case a rater, because the speech is recorded
and submitted through the Internet, implying that the expected
response is speeded and reproduced.

3.3.4 Integrated speaking task 4:
Academic Course Topic: Summary

3.3.4.1 Construct definition

The test taker is asked to summarize the lecture, showing
that he or she understands the relationship between the overall
topic and examples provided as illustrations. Preparation time
designated for this task is 20 seconds, while the response time is
the same as in previous tasks, i.e. 60 seconds.

Example 7: Academic Course Topic: Summary

Professor:

Although cities have not generally been associated with wildlife,
there are many species that have become so much a part of the urban
landscape that they are, for the most part, unnoticed neighbours. For
example, in New York’s Central Park, almost 300 species of birds have
been identified. Urban parks certainly provide some of the world’s
safest and in many ways, best wildlife habitats, and as the natural
habitats shrink, well, these urban parks become more and more im-
portant to the conservation of the wildlife, including not only birds...
but, uh ... but also freshwater animals, and, even small mammals. So,
as you can see, man-made areas are one important type of habitat in
cities. But artificial structures in the urban landscape...these can also
provide a home for animals that adapt to the life in the city. For in-
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stance, chimney swifts are birds that originally lived in hollow trees,
but now chimney swifts are commonly found in the long brick chim-
neys in factories or other vertical shafts in tall buildings. Think about
it. A city has more chimneys than there are hollow trees in a forest of
equal area. Consequently, these birds flock to the city. Another case
of adaptation is the urban drainage system, which is usually made up
of concrete ditches, and they naturally attract stream and marsh an-
imals. Again, to use New York City as an example, probably 250 spe-
cies of fish are found in the harbour, many of which make their ways
into pools and ponds and ditches in the New York drainage system.
In Boston, the Back Bay was actually designed to create habitats and
attract marshland wildlife to the city.

Question:

Using the main points and examples from the lecture, describe the
two general types of habitats for wildlife found in urban areas. (Bar-
ron’s 2006)

3.3.4.2 Characteristics of test rubric

Instructions to test takers are provided in English, both on
the computer screen and in the earphones securing increasing the
chances of test takers to understand them completely before pro-
ceeding to the task itself. In this task, there is no reading input, so
test takers are required to listen to a recorded lecture before they
proceed to summarize its content. The time allocated to the task is
between 90 and 120 seconds.

Instructions make it explicit to test takers that they should
summarize the contents of the listening passage without actually
copying words and phrases they heard, implying that they should
demonstrate their skills of paraphrasing and reformulating other
person’s utterance. The criteria against which the response is ra-
ted include: general description, delivery, language use, and topic
development. It should be pointed out that the same set of rating
criteria is applied in rating performance on all integrated speaking
tasks (ETS 2010: 45).
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3.3.4.3 Characteristics of the input and expected response

The input in this task consists of a listening passage, provided
through the headset, with the help of visuals (photos of a lecturer,
talking about a given topic). The excerpt from a lecture contains
between 230 and 280 words, and it takes between 90 and 120 se-
conds to play it. In this excerpt a narrator explains a term or con-
cept, using examples to illustrate the term or concept (ETS 2010:
18). The language of the lecture can be somewhat technical, but no
background knowledge of the subject matter is required to respond
to the task, because test takers are expected to demonstrate their
ability of summarizing what they have heard. The talk itself is re-
produced, and when it comes to degree of speedednes, it may be
assumed that the task is speeded.

The expected input should consist of a recorded summary of
the input, provided in target language. Test takers are allowed to
take notes, but they are not supposed to read them, while recording
their answer. The length of the response may vary, but the allocated
time for this task is 60 seconds, and when that time expires, candi-
dates are no longer able to make a recording. This also implies that
the task itself is speeded, as well as that the expected response is
reproduced from the point of view of test raters.

4 Discussion
4.1 Independent speaking tasks

The analysis of independent speaking tasks draws attention to
the lack of interaction as is usual in the real world communicati-
on, but on the other hand, short monologues on a given topic are
to be found in any kind of interpersonal interaction. This leads to
the conclusion that though deprived of interactiveness, tasks requ-
iring extended production, taking up to 45 seconds, are just like
any other real world tasks where people express and defend their
opinions about familiar matters, although in the form of a short mo-
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nologue. With this respect, independent speaking tasks used in this
test resemble real world speaking tasks requiring that speakers
produce answers to questions similar to those used in Examples 1
and 2. For this reason, it may be assumed that independent spea-
king tasks possess a certain degree of authenticity.

This test is administered over the Internet, using computer
technology. This implies that there is no live interaction between
a speaker (test taker) and an examiner, leading to the conclusion
that non-linguistic elements (mimics, gesticulation, eye contact,
etc.), which are present in live interaction, are missing in assessing
speech. Another limitation to the authenticity of test tasks in the In-
ternet-based TOEFL refers to recording test takers’ answers, which
is seldom the case in TLU domains, where people are asked opinion
about a familiar topic.

4.2 Integrated speaking tasks

The analysis of the Task One shows that this task represents
one of those language situations where people respond to what
they have read and heard, summarizing other people’s ideas and
opinions. No background knowledge is needed for attempting this
task, as all the information necessary is provided in the prompt.
This is important as it helps enhancing test fairness, although, on
the other hand, in real world situations, people tend to know more
about the topic they talk about. Lack of interaction is obvious, but
the authenticity seems to be enhanced through contextualization
by the means of visuals used in the task.

In Task Two, test takers need to demonstrate their ability to re-
late specific information they hear to a more general matter found
in their reading. If we bear in mind that test scores are mainly used
to make decisions about placement at North American universities,
this task appears to be both relevant to the construct measured and
authentic as the skills it is used to measure can be applied outside
the testing situation, i.e. in the real world classrooms. The length of
both the input and expected response may be found to be disputa-
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ble, as in the real world, students process larger texts and materials
heard in lectures. However, as testing is based on a sample, it may
be assumed that a task like this can be relevant to TLU domains.

Task Three represents a situation which may be encountered
in university campuses, where students are supposed to interact
and communicate with regards to day-to-day situations and pro-
blems. No background knowledge is necessary for responding to
the task, as all the material needed is provided in the input. Howe-
ver, test takers are asked to provide opinions and offer solutions to
the problem, so they may rely on their own experience when offe-
ring solutions and advice. A language task like this can be encoun-
tered in everyday life in TLU domains. The problem with this task is
the evident lack of interaction and “real” communication, because
test taker is not really participating in the situation described in
the task. On the other hand, skills demonstrated in this task may be
useful in reporting problems and suggesting potential solutions to
third parties, in this case to “invisible” examiners.

Making a summary is a necessary skill in the academic setting,
both in writing and in speaking, and this justifies Task Four in the
Internet-based TOEFL. However, in the real world classrooms, stu-
dents are often able to ask for repetition and clarification, and this
is not the case in this test. Also, the complexity and technicality of
the subject matter may be a point of dispute when it comes to res-
ponding this task, although it appears that background knowledge
is not necessary to successfully respond to it. It should be observed
that students who are better at taking notes and instantaneously
paraphrasing them are bound to be more successful in attempting
the task. Hence, note-taking may be considered a part of the con-
struct, as well as the ability to listen actively and memorize what is
being said.

As mentioned earlier, the Internet-based TOEFL, regardless of
the fact that it is a well-researched and validated standardized lan-
guage test, is not resistant to limitations, some of which have alrea-
dy been mentioned. The following limitations, however, deserve to
be emphasized here, as they refer to the input to the speaking tasks.
Language samples in the listening passages of the Listening section
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are recorded using a standard variation of American English, and as
such they do not represent all the possible language varieties that
can be encountered at a university in North America. The language
of both expository materials and interactions seems deliberate and
somewhat unnatural, with no attempts to assess test takers’ com-
prehension of informal language. This was the case, if to a somewhat
larger extent, with previous versions of the test which made some
researches argue that the test suffered from construct underrepre-
sentation (See Buck 2001:223). Finally, a computer delivery poses
limitations of another kind. In target language situations, people
seldom use computers to listen to lectures or conversations. Howe-
ver, an exception may be found in e-learning courses where lectures
are given online in real time or in the form of audio-video clips, whi-
ch may be argued to contribute to TOEFL iBT test task authenticity
(for more on computer applications in language assessment see
Chapelle 2001, and Chapelle and Douglas 2006).

5 Conclusion

Test task characteristics applying to speaking tasks in the Spea-
king Section of the Internet-based TOEFL are analyzed in this pa-
per, with the purpose of investigating the construct of speaking and
its operationalization through tasks and materials utilized to elicit
test takers’ responses to test questions. The analysis has revealed
that there are two types of speaking tasks used to address the con-
struct of speaking and various speaking purposes encountered in a
university setting - individual and integrated speaking tasks. These
correspond to a number of speaking purposes in the domains of
target language use, i.e. in university settings, where students are
supposed to talk about familiar topics, give and support opinions,
synthesize information from various sources, paraphrase and re-
formulate what they have heard or read, etc. The stimulus materials
used as the input in the tasks are adapted to suit the testing purpo-
ses, but are, nevertheless, taken from authentic sources, increasing
test task authenticity and correspondence of test tasks to the real
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world speaking tasks. However, in some cases the language of the
input is not entirely natural, computer delivery of the test reduces
situational authenticity of the tasks, but validation studies make it
clear that validity of test scores is not jeopardized by these and si-
milar limitations (ETS 2008).

Speaking of limitations, the reader should be aware of some
limitations to this case study. First, this case study features only one
of a few popular standardized tests of English, and it would be in-
teresting to see how the construct of speaking is operationalized
in other large-scale tests of English, for example in IELTS and TO-
EIC. Second, the case study is carried out using publicly available
information, while the fact remains that developers of standardized
language tests retain certain pieces of information which are consi-
dered to be confidential. Third, not all facets of the test task charac-
teristics framework have been analyzed (see more in Bachman and
Palmer 1996), for example, language characteristics in both the
input and expected response, mainly because the texts and recor-
dings in the input are diverse and impossible to analyze in a single
case study, and because the samples of expected responses are not
available for analysis, etc.

The findings presented in this paper are intended to be of use to
test developers and language testers interested in assessing spea-
king skills in both large-scale and small-scale administrations. The
construct of speaking as it appears in this test can be defined and
assessed in similar fashion in other testing circumstances depen-
ding on the purpose of assessment, and the test task characteristics
framework could be of use in comparing test tasks to the tasks in
target language use domains.
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Muuiad Musianosuh

ONEPAIMOHAJ/IM30BAIGE 'OBOPHOTI KOHCTPYKTA Y
TECTY EHIVIECKOT KAO CTPAHOT JE3UKA
KOJH CE CITPOBOAU IIYTEM MHTEPHETA

Pe3ume

TokoMm mocneawe [felleHuje, CTaHJApAM30BaHU MehyHapoJHU
TECTOBU KOjUMa Ce IpoBepaBa 3Hame EHIVIECKOI je3UKa, Kao CBOj
CacTaBHHU [le0 YKJ/byUyjy U NIPOBepy BeLITHHe roBopa 6yAyhu Ja Kpajwmu
KOPHUCHUIIM pe3y/iTaTa TecTHpama O4eKyjy oJf KaHAuJaTa Ja Nocenyjy
CMOCOGHOCT KOMYHUKalUje Ha CTPAHOM je3UKY, U3 pa3JIMYUTHX pasJjiora u
nyTteM pasanuutux Meauja ([Tayepc 2010:1). TecT eHIJIecKOT Kao CTpaHOT
jesuka koju ce crnpoBoju nyteM uHTepHeTa (TOEFL iBT) cacTaBsbeH je
TaKo /la y3MMa y 003Up pas/MuUTe KOMyHHKaTHBHE IU/beBe KOjU ce
ocTBapyjy y3 ydelihe cBe yeTHpH je3WyKe BelTUHe (YUTambe, MUCAHbE,
roBOp U CJylLIake), U30JI0BAaHO WJIM y UHTErpaluju jeJiHe ca JpyruMma.
Y oBoM pajy, ayTop KopucTu MoAupHKkoBaH OKBUP KapaKTepHCTHKa
3asaTtaka (bakmad u [anmep 1996) kako 6u UIeHTUGUKOBAO PA3IUIUTE
KOMyHHKaTUBHE LU/beBe, OJIHOCHO CBPXe y KOje ce KOPHUCTH BelITHHA
roBopa mnyTeM ollepallMOHa/IM3alkje TOBOPHOI KOHCTPYKTa y CaMOM
TecTy. [lyTeM aHa/iM3e TeCTOBHUX 3a/laTaka ayTop pajia HUCOUTYje
HUXOBY ayTEHTHYHOCT, Ka0 M Be3y HM3MeDy TeCTOBHMUX 3ajJilaTaka U
rOBOPHUX 33/laTaka y JIOMeHy ynoTpebe LIMJ/bHOI je3uKa. PesysntaTu
aHa/IM3e yKa3yjy Ha TO Jla 0Baj TeCT cajpxu ojpeheHa orpaHudema y
norjesly WHTepaKlLUjCKe/CUTyallMOHe ayTeHTUYHOCTH HacTajla YcJies
HeIoCTOojamka CaroBOpPHUKa KOMe ce KaHAUAaT ycMeHo o6paha.

K/by4yHe peum: roBopHM 3ajaTak, TecToBHU 3azatak, TOEFL iBT,
TOBOPHU KOHCTPYKT, TECTUPaH€ TOBOPA, Ay TEHTUYHOCT

JdaHujesa Bpamem”
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