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ABSTRACT

Despite the ever-increasing amount of work on dmiej and testing FL
learners’ communicative competence, there remaiayertheless, some
constraints enshrouding assessing types of competenming under this
general concept. This is accounted for by the flaat the very nature of the
concept does not lend itself as easily as it mageap to those modes of
measurement that are applicable to formal aspettamguage. Indeed, the
current study attempts at presenting a testing rhgdawing from the idea
that contextual features, at the base of discoumapetence do not allow for
the same assessing rationale and procedures a% tfmsnd with tests of
formal accuracy. In this paper our concern will teepresent a brief account
of some test features and problems involved in uatialg discourse
competence.
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INTRODUCTION

Testing within CLT has been the topic of a largedymf literature, in

particular by the proponents of the communicatiypraach to teaching
(Morrow 1979, Canale & Swain 1980, Canale 1983, iBvi®84, Shohamy
1985, Davies in Hughes 1988, Mendelsohn 1989, Baoh& Palmer 1982,

Bachman 1990, Celce-Murcia & Olshtain 2000 McNan2080, etc.). A lot

of the mystical aura surrounding the componentsthef communicative
competence has been removed, accordingly thankstemsive endeavours.
There remains, yet, a lot to be done.

The questions that haunted experts in the mattes (@nd still are): how can
such tests be constructed? And once they are cotet; how can they be
carried out?

THE NATURE OF COMMUNICATIVE TESTS

Many suggestions have been made to devise comntweic@sts and to
surmount problems attendant upon the issue of ntestivithin the
communicative approach (Canale and Swain 1980, r5W884, Davies in
Hughes 1988, etc.). In this connection, test desghave to care about what
a communicative approach to testing holds. Oncedtienale is set clearly,
all other components of a test will spring natyrall

For a test to achieve its designer's intended mepoand to satisfy the
requirements of validityface, construct and content validity) (Bachman@,99
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Frith and Macintosh 1984) it should be, above albpropriate to the
objectives set by the designers. A major step imeldping assessment
procedures is to operationalize what is at theréteml background. This will
contribute greatly to the validation of what ish® assessed.

A communicative test requires that testees showldebgaged in acts of
communication (Canale and Swain 1980, Swain 1984dvies in Hughes
1988, Mendelsohn 1989, McNamara 2000). Specifiesr@nd tasks are the
characteristic features of such communicative t&dte success or otherwise
of the testee depends, accordingly, upon the extemthich (or how well)
he/she manages to perform those roles and tasky Hat test-designers.
Tests within a communicatively oriented traditia® anainly meant to assess
learners’ degree of coping with the communicativieuasion in hand
(Bachman 1990). This will involve also the strag=githe learner uses at
different levels to achieve that purpose.

To begin with, let us state some distinguishinguess of communicatively
based tests which are applicable to the presedy.stutest of communicative
competence, in fact, addresses the following maiastions(Mendelsohn:
1989).

a-To what extent are testees able to produce ampretend language in
various appropriate contexts?

b-To what extent are testees able to handle lapgeces of connected
discourse, receptively and productively?

c-To what extent are testees able to understandnahke choices from among
items in their linguistic potential to serve comrmative purposes?

Unlike discrete-iterstasks, communicative tasks, it should be saidnareh
more difficult both to administer and to test. Tope with any assessing
difficulty, communicative testing is rather quafite@ (Hubbardet al 1983) in
the sense that it focuses on how and to what estedents can cope with a
particular task or activity. There is, accordinghg entirely right or false
reply. Answers are rather taken as appropriatebrAnother characteristic of
a communicative test is that it relies rather oncantinuous mode of
assessment (CA). Along the course of instructidomdents’ progress is,
accordingly, being checked and their deficienciednd diagnosed and
remedied through activities.

What is more, assessing language as communicatibatier conceived of as
a continuous process (Celcia—Muréiglshtain 2000). An ongoing formative
type of assessment will serve the purpose bettghda sense that the teacher
will monitor and keep track of his/her learnersogmess, and spot his/her
students' weaknesses and strengths regularly d@lendearning process and

. Discrete-item tests are ‘tests which aim to mewviery specific information about
learners' abilities in particular skills or in gauiar language areas (e.g. knowledge of
irregular simple past forms). This type of testuses on one item at a time and
therefore tests knowledge of it rather than ability use it in real situations.'
(Cunningsworth 184: 87)
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'prescribe’ the appropriate remedy. Any remeditbacin this regard, should
be taken in collaboration with students so as teer¢heir consciousness of
assessing as a natural stage in the whole pro¢dsarning. Needless to say
here that such a type of assessment is more inomgrmith what has been
taught. Also, scores will be more informative afdgnts’ performance if they
are granted on qualitative grounds, i.e. the extemthich students are able to
do the tasks, taking into account various aspehtshafall under the concepts
to be assessed i.e. learner's communicative competeTo fit into the
administrative requirements, teachers are to peogdantitative (numerical)
mid-term or term-marks.

ASSESSING DISCOURSE COMPETENCE

As a component of the whole communicative competendiscourse
competence is no less difficult to assess thawtiwer components.

The argument is that discourse norms that are iobrtaxpressed through
linguistic conventions do present assessment prableelated to their
indeterminate and unpredictable contextual andasdeatures. This should
not be held as a daunting factor in adopting aiflexand a non-algorithmic
approach to assessing the type of competence stigoelt is argued through
the current investigation that discourse conveuticen be developed through
a methodological orientation, a range of activjtiéasks and situations
arranged for this purpose. Tasks are, accordimggigned to test formal and
functional aspects of language as a means usedortamanicate one's
intentions. Whether taken separately, as units efitefice, or in an
organizationalfashion (Bachman 1990) — as units of discourshese two
aspects of language (the formal and the functicara)attended to. It is argued
that both aspects constitute essential componetsiiding discourse type of
competence.

In the case of the present study, where studeptsaaight to handle the two
levels, cohesion, coherence, assessment procesddshom at serving
students’ performance on these two levels. Studemisild display evidence
of being sensitive to appropriateness of using &rdevices in expressing
and understanding various meanings in differenteods of language use.

To attend to the first discoursal component, tlkatehesion, students are
assessed whether and to what extent they providand comprehend intra
and inter-sentential relationships. As to the sdcoomponent of discourse,
coherence, students are assessed whether and toemteat they manage
productively and receptively inter-act relationghipThat is, the various
underlying meaning relationships that utteranced far the enactment of the
whole discourse.

One should not think that because cohesion condernsl items it requires
some pure discrete-point type of assessment. Lgegisato be dealt with
within a discourse view, allowing all such typescompetence to be involved
and giving, thus, each one its share of the comecatine 'pie’.
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TESTING MATERIALS

Testing materials are selected in the same waliasetselected for teaching.
Materials (texts, dialogues, etc.) are chosen enbtisis of their being suited
to the purposes of the studiz. their providing motivating learnable sources
and maximizing students' opportunities to get imedl as active participants
in the process of language use.

As far as activities and tasks are concerned, éearshould be encouraged to
play roles, to do tasks simulating participantsspreed to them by means of,
say, a mini-dialogue or any segment which contéuesitem(s) under study.
This cannot, obviously, be worked out unless ttezher introduces his/her
learners to the newly encountered situation. Heae teacher is not confined
to one particular method to carry out his/her pigktoperatioh Rather, it is
suggested that the teacher adopts an eclectic thgitmvided it prepares
learners for the following task. Then, learners lark step-by-step to identify
the general organizational layout of the pieceistaurse presented by means
of the piece of language in hand.

Tasks lend themselves to both bottom-up and topadiywes of processing.
Once they are given the piece of discourse, testeglsl start at the level of
providing for word and sentence meanings and tipioee the functional and
contextual worlds. Conversely, they could start dityating the text in its
appropriate context and understanding its functionaod. Then, for each
sentence and word, they are asked to provide foegponding meanings. In
broad terms, the criteria, here, require testeetetoonstrate their abilities to
provide for formal relationships (cohesion) on Hasis of their understanding
of the different meanings in the texts, and toteckhose formal entities to
their functional counterparts. The task aims atbéng students-testees to
handle form-function relationship. It is by handjithis relationship that their
ability to proceed the text discoursely will develo

CONCLUSION

It was our concern in this paper to suggest anggirocedure consisting of
tasks relevant to the methodological model sugdedteis worthwhile to

stress the rewarding pedagogical experience thmndes gain from their
being taught and assessed within a discourse-senfiamework. Overall,

assessing discourse competence should includejditian to the ability to

manage formal aspect, tasks that require studentstéerpret and infer
relevant information beyond sentence and discoumseworld context.

Assessment scores are expected, accordingly, taffeeted by students’
degree of sensitiveness to discourse type of canpet

%_ The pre-task can be, for instance, an oral agtatout a known experience of some kind.
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