
Unit A5 
Writing Items and Tasks 
Introduction 
In Unit A3 we saw that in defining the construct we wish to test there were 
implications for the kinds of items or tasks that we choose to put in our tests. 
One of the most common mistakes made in language testing is for the test 
writer to begin the process with writing a set of items or tasks that are 
intuitively felt to be relevant to the test takers. And as we have seen in Unit A4 
the process of defining test purpose and the items is one that needs careful 
thought and lengthy collaborative processes. In this Unit, which is 
complementary to Unit A4, we will investigate the process of item and task 
writing as part of the iterative process of writing test specifications. In order to 
do this we will draw on another paradigm in language testing, that of Evidence 
Centered Design (ECD).  
 
An iterative process is one in which all tasks are undertaken in a cyclical 
fashion. Much of language test development has been presented as if there 
were clear steps to be followed, with the implication that if the reader works 
through the linear steps the end result will be a test that is more likely to be 
reliable and valid. But this is not the case. The process is much messier, 
because all the activities feed into each other. This is why test specifications 
are not set until the final test is ready to be rolled out in actual use. When 
specs function well,  they are not set in stone, but rather, they represent the 
best abilities of the test developers to build a strong product at a given 
moment in time, taking into consideration all feedback and try-outs available 
to that moment.  Like the Golden Gate Bridge which we discuss in A4, a well-
built test can be adapted and changed even after it is operational and as 
things change, provided that we have a clear record (specifications) of how it 
was built in the first place.  Test specifications should be continually evolving 
documents, as construct definition becomes more precise and evidence is 
collected to support the link between the task and the construct.  
 
This may need a little more explanation at this stage. A test task is essentially 
a device that allows the language tester to collect evidence. This evidence is 
a response from the test taker, whether this is a tick in a box or an extended 
contribution to a dialogue. The “response as evidence” indicates that we are 
using the responses in order to make inferences about the ability of the test 
taker to use language in the domains and range of situations defined in the 
test specifications. 
 
It has sometimes been said that tests are in some way better or more valid 
just because they are direct. But this is not the case, for as Bachman (1990: 
287) has pointed out directness is problematic in language testing, as 
“…language is both the object and the instrument of our measurement.” The 
only value of any response to any item or task is given to it by the strength of 
the inference we can make from the “response as evidence” to the construct 
as language knowledge, or as ability for use within specified parameters laid 
out in a framework and test specification.  
 



This means that the arguments over task authenticity that dominated the late 
1970s and 1980s are no longer meaningful for us. Proponents of the 
communicative approach to language testing argued that only tasks that 
mirrored language use in the “real world” should be used in communicative 
language tests, reflecting the actual purposes of real world communication, in 
clearly defined contexts, using input and prompts that had not been adapted 
for use with second language speakers (see Morrow, 1979, and the 
discussion in Fulcher, 2000a). At the time, Alderson (1981) argued that this 
was a “sterile argument”, and we have since realized that authenticity even 
conceived of as matching test method facets to facets of similar tasks in the 
real world (Bachman and Palmer, 1996) does not make test tasks 
automatically valid through directness, only that we may be able to model test 
taker behaviour in ways that allow us to observe the use of processes that 
would be used in real-world language use. This distinction was made by 
Widdowson (1983) and is as relevant today as it was in the last century (also 
see Lewkowicz, 2000).   
 
The old criticism of the multiple choice item as being something that we don’t 
do “in the real world” (Underhill, 1982) is therefore one that we can no longer 
recognize as meaningful. Rather, we need to look at how sets of multiple 
choice items are used within specific tests in order to judge whether 
responses to those items (and the resulting score) would support the 
inference from the evidence to the claims we wish to make about the 
underlying knowledge or ability of the test taker.  It is the job of the test 
specifications to make our claim (about such responses) clear. 
 
In order to investigate the place of the test item or task in more detail, we will 
look at a particular methodology in test design and see what the place of the 
item or task is within this paradigm.  
 
Evidence Centered Design (ECD) 
What is ECD? 
It is important that we see the tasks or items that we design for tests as part of 
a larger picture, and one approach to doing this in a systematic way is ECD, a 
methodology for test design and construction developed at Educational 
Testing Service (ETS) (Mislevy, 2003a). ECD is defined in the following way: 
 

“ECD is a methodology for designing assessments that underscores 
the central role of evidentiary reasoning in assessment design. ECD is 
based on three premises: (1) An assessment must build around the 
important knowledge in the domain of interest and an understanding of 
how that knowledge is acquired and put to use; (2) The chain of 
reasoning from what participants say and do in assessments to 
inferences about what they know, can do, or should do next, must be 
based on the principles of evidentiary reasoning; (3) Purpose must be 
the driving force behind design decisions, which reflect constraints, 
resources and conditions of use” (Mislevy et al., 2003: 20).  

 
The term evidentiary reasoning is what we have referred to in this book as a 
validity argument. The argument shows the reasoning that supports the 



inferences we make from test scores to what we claim those scores mean. 
Evidentiary reasoning is the reasoning that leads from evidence to the 
evaluation of the strength of the validity claim. As the second point in our 
quotation makes clear, the reasoning or validity argument should connect 
what a test taker is asked to do in a test, through the score, to its meaning in 
terms of the knowledge of abilities about which we wish to make a claim (see 
Unit A3). Finally, all decisions in test design should reflect the purpose of the 
assessment – why we are testing - in terms of these claims. But as the third 
point makes clear, all design decisions will be subject to a range of constraints 
that should also be explained. For example, we may wish to test speaking 
ability for medical staff using extended role-play, but time constraints and the 
lack of human (supervisory personnel and assessors) and physical (room) 
resources may require us to design a very different kind of test from which we 
would still wish to make the same kinds of inference. Whether this is possible 
using alternative test methods would be a subject for research.  
 
As we have argued, all tests are indirect. From test performance we obtain a 
score, and from the score we draw inferences about the constructs the test is 
designed to measure. It is therefore a “construct-centered approach”, as 
described by Messick (1994: 17): 
 

“A construct-centered approach would begin by asking what complex 
of knowledge, skills, or other attribute should be assessed, presumably 
because they are tied to explicit or implicit objectives of instruction or 
are otherwise valued by society. Next, what behaviors or performances 
should reveal those constructs, and what tasks or situations should 
elicit those behaviors? Thus, the nature of the construct guides the 
selection or construction of relevant tasks as well as the rational 
development of construct-based scoring criteria and rubrics.” 

 
This quotation makes it very clear that the role of task design in language 
testing is closely linked to what we argue will constitute evidence for the 
degree of presence or absence of the kinds of knowledge or abilities 
(constructs) to which we wish to make inferences.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
The structure of ECD 
ECD as originally proposed in the literature claims to provide a very 
systematic way of thinking about the process of assessment and the place of 
the task within that process. And it is here that we must revisit the confusing 
terminology discussed in Unit 3A, for the terms ‘framework’ and ‘model’ are 
given very different meanings within ECD. Firstly, ECD is considered to be a 
‘framework’ in the sense that it is structured and formal and thus enables “the 
actual work of designing and implementing assessments” (Mislevy et al., 
2003: 4) in a way that makes a validity argument more explicit. It is sometimes 
referred to as a conceptual assessment framework (CAF). Within this 
framework are a number of models, and these are defined as design objects. 
These design objects help us to think about how to go about the practical 
work of designing a test.  
 
Within ECD-style test specification there are six models or design objects, 
each of which must be articulated. 
 

Task A5.1 
 
The way in which we do things reflects how we think we know things. Peirce 
(1878) argued that there were four ways of knowing: 
 
Tenacity: we believe what we do because we have always believed this and 
not questioned it. What we do is therefore based on what we have always 
done.  
 
Authority: we believe what we do because these beliefs come from an 
authoritative source. What we do is therefore follow the practice dictated by 
this source.  
 
A-priori: what we believe appears reasonable to us when we think about it, 
because it feels intuitively right. What we do is therefore what we think is 
reasonable and right.  
 
Scientific: what we believe is established by investigating what happens in 
the world. What we do is therefore based on methods that lead to an 
increase knowledge.  
 
ECD treats knowledge as scientific because it is primarily a method that 
leads to the test designer understanding more about relations between 
variables for a particular assessment context.  
 
Underhill (1982: 18) wrote: “As ye teach, so shall ye test” and Underhill 
(1987: 105) argued that in language testing “common sense” was far more 
important than what language testing experts did. What way of knowing do 
you think this position represents? How might we design a new test 
according to this philosophical position? 



1.  Student Model 
This comprises a statement of the particular mix of knowledge, skills or 
abilities about which we wish to make claims as a result of the test. In other 
words, it is the list of constructs that are relevant to a particular testing 
situation, extracted from a model of communicative competence or 
performance (see Unit A3). This is the highest level model that needs to be 
designed before any other models can be addressed, because it defines what 
we wish to claim about an individual test taker. The student model answers 
the question: what are we testing? It can be as simple as a single construct 
(however complex it might be) such as ‘Reading’, or include multiple 
constructs such as identifying main argument, identifying examples, 
understanding discourse markers for problem-solution patterns, and so on. 
Whatever our constructs, we have to relate them directly to the target 
language use situation by establishing their relevance to performance in that 
domain.  
 
2. Evidence Models 
Once we have selected constructs for the student model we need to ask what 
evidence we need to collect in order to make inferences from performance to 
underlying knowledge or ability. Therefore the evidence model answers the 
question: what evidence do we need to test the construct(s)? In ECD the 
evidence is frequently referred to as a work product, which means nothing 
more than whatever comes from what the test takers do. From the work 
product there are one or more observable variables. In a multiple choice test 
the work product is a set of responses to the items, and the observable 
variables are the number of correct and incorrect responses. In performance 
tests the issues are more complex. The work products may be contributions to 
an oral proficiency interview, and the observable variables would be the 
realizations in speech of the constructs in the student model. Thus, if one of 
the constructs were “fluency”, the observable variables may include speed of 
delivery, circumlocution, or filling pauses. In both cases, we state what we 
observe and why it is relevant to the construct from the performance, and 
these statements are referred to as evidence rules. This is the evaluation 
component of the evidence model. Mislevy (2003a: 6) says that: 
 

“The focus at this stage of design is the evidentiary interrelationships 
that are being drawn among characteristics of students, of what they 
say and do, and of task and real-world situations in which they act. 
Here one begins to rough out the structures of an assessment that will 
be needed to embody a substantive argument, before narrowing 
attention to the details of implementation for particular purposes or to 
meet particular operational constraints.”  

 
As such, it is at this stage that we also begin to think about what research is 
needed to support the evidentiary reasoning.  
 
The second part of an evidence model is the measurement component that 
links the observable variables to the student model by specifying how we 
score the evidence. This turns what we observe into the score from which we 
make inferences.  



 
3. Task Models 
We can now see where test tasks and items fit into the picture. When we 
know what we wish to test, and what evidence we need to collect in order to 
get a score from which can make inferences to what we want to test, we next 
ask: how do we collect the evidence? Task models therefore describe the 
situations in which test takers respond to items or tasks that generate the 
evidence we need.  
 
Task models minimally comprise three elements. These are the presentation 
material, or input, the work products, or what the test takers actually do, and 
finally the task model variables that describe task features. Task features are 
those elements that tell us what the task looks like, and which parts of the 
task are likely to make it more or less difficult (see below).  
 
Classifications of task features are especially useful in language testing. 
Firstly, they provide the blueprint that is used by task/item writers to produce 
similar items for item banks or new forms of a test; secondly, if a test requires 
coverage of a certain domain or range of abilities, items can be selected 
according to pre-defined criteria from their table of classifications (see below 
and Unit A4).  
 
4. Presentation Model 
Items and tasks can be presented in many different formats. A text and set of 
reading items may be presented in paper and pencil format, or on a computer. 
The presentation model describes how these will be laid out and presented to 
the test takers. In computer based testing this would be the interface design 
for each item type and the test overall (see Fulcher, 2003b). Templates are 
frequently produced to help item writers to produce new items to the same 
specifications.  
 
5. Assembly Model 
An assembly model accounts for how the student model, evidence models 
and task models work together. It does this by specifying two elements: 
targets and constraints. A target is the reliability with which each construct in a 
student model should be measured. A constraint relates to the mix of items or 
tasks on the test that must be included in order to adequately represent the 
domain. This model could be taken as answering the question: how much do 
we need to test? 
 
6. Delivery Model 
This final model is not independent of the others, but explains how they will 
work together to deliver the actual test. For example, how the modules will 
operate if they are delivered in computer adaptive mode, or as set paper and 
pencil forms. Of course, changes at this level will also impact on other models 
and how they are designed. This model would also deal with issues that are 
relevant at the level of the entire test, such as test security and the timing of 
sections of the test (Mislevy et al., 2003: 13). However, it also contains four 
processes, referred to as the delivery architecture (see further discussion in 



Unit A8). These are: the presentation process, response processing, 
summary scoring, and activity selection. 
 
ECD can be summarized in Figure A5.1 in which we see the relationships 
between the different models.  
 
Fig. A5.1. Models in the Conceptual Assessment Framework of ECD (adapted  
from Mislevy et al., (2003: 5) 
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The role of the item or task designer is clear within ECD. Each item or task 
must elicit evidence that will be useful in drawing inferences to constructs. In 
order to do this, the designer must be clear about the kind of responses that 
are to be expected from tasks, and be able to define those features of tasks 
that are critical in eliciting relevant evidence.  This requires us to be explicit 
with regard to the task form, and the expected response.  
 

Task Models 

Presentation Model 

Assembly Model 

Student Model(s) Evidence Models 



 
Describing Items and Tasks 
It is perhaps items or tasks that first come to mind when we think of tests. This 
is because they are the most obvious, visible, part of a test. And for the most 
part it is considered ‘easy’ to write them, or copy them for use in test 
preparation classes. But we hope that the descriptions of test development 
and design from construct definition, specification writing and task design, 
have shown that in fact this is not so. Mislevy et al. (1999: 6) argue that there 
are at least three steps in task design: 
 

• identify the knowledge, skills or abilities (constructs) that we wish to 
test, 

• identify the relationship between the constructs and the behaviors in 
situations that call for their use, and 

• describe the features of situations that provide the evidence to draw 
inferences from behaviour to constructs.  

 
When it comes to describing tasks we need frameworks or typologies that will 
allow us to describe their key features. Pica, Kanagy and Falodun (1993), for 
example, argue that tasks should be goal oriented, and encourage learners to 
work towards achieving the goal. Their task typology also incorporates 
processes, which is especially useful in language testing as we frequently 
need to specify what types of strategies learners will use to complete the 
tasks set. Task activities and goals are broken down as follows: 
 

Task A5.2  
 
Enright et al. (2000) describe a new construct for a reading test, which the 
authors entitled reading to learn. This is summarised in ETS (2005: 7) in this 
way: 
 
Reading to lean depends on the ability to: 
 

• recognize the organization and purpose of a passage, 
• understand relationships between ideas (for example, compare-and-

contrast, cause-and-effect, agree-disagree, or steps in a process), 
• organize information in order to recall major points and important 

details, 
• infer how ideas throughout the passage connect. 

 
Notice the world “ability” in the definition. This shows us that there is an 
explicit claim that reading to learn is part of a model of communicative 
competence that is directly relevant to academic reading, and that it is 
constructed of (at least) four sub-abilities.  
 
Take just one of the bullet points above. What evidence might you need to 
decide if a student could ‘recognize’, ‘understand’, ‘organize’ or ‘infer’?? Can 
you think of task types that you might use to collect this evidence? 
 



Interactional activity  
With relation to information 
1. Each participant holds different information and needs to both give and 
receive information in order to complete the task. 
2. One participant holds all the information and supplies it. 
3. Each participant holds all the information.  
 
Interaction requirement for activity 
1. Each participant is expected to both request and supply information 
2. One participant supplies all the information 
3. Each participant is expected to request and supply information but is not 
obliged to do so. 
 
Communication Goal 
With respect to goal orientation 
1. Participants have convergent goals 
2. Participants have divergent goals 
With respect to outcome options 
1. Only one acceptable outcome is possible 
2. More than one outcome is possible 
 

Test task characteristics can be specified in many ways, and at levels of detail 
that suit particular situations. Bachman and Palmer (1996) for example, list 
characteristics of expected input, and characteristics of expected response in 
terms of format, language of input, and topical characteristics. The language 
of input/expected response can be broken down in the following way: 
 
Language characteristics: 
 Organizational characteristics 
  Grammatical (vocabulary, syntax, phonology, graphology) 
  Textual (cohesion, rhetorical/conversational organization) 
 Pragmatic characteristics 
  Functional (ideational, manipulative, heuristic, imaginative) 

Sociolinguistic (dialect/variety, register, naturalness, cultural 
references and figurative language) 

 
It is possible to assign labels to items (and the specs that produce them) such 
that test questions can be coded against schemes like that above.  Coding 
tasks for specific features becomes important if we can demonstrate that 
those features are drivers of task difficulty; we shall return to the matter of 
coding in our exercises in C5. In this case, if we knew that the use of a formal 
register by a speaker of higher social status in academic listening tasks 
always increased item difficulty, we would wish to ensure that we coded the 

Task A5.3 
 
Pica et al. argue that jigsaw-type tasks elicit the kind of language that is most 
likely to lead to learning. In Unit A3 we also saw that jigsaw-type tasks are 
usually selected for the collection of discourse in collaborative theory research. 
With reference to the Pica et al. typology, why do you think this is so? 



item for these features in order to ensure that the test did not contain too 
many or too few such items in order to best represent the domain of academic 
listening.  This is a special instance of evidentiary reasoning: we are arguing 
that particular features of the item do (or perhaps do not) trigger difficulty. 
 
In ECD theory as outlined by Mislevy and his colleagues, with a clear 
understanding of what we wish to test and how we can describe tasks, it is 
possible to create highly formalized test specifications in which the production 
of the item is tightly controlled – the spec functions much as an intellectual 
template, guiding the item writer, shaping the test, and ensuring evidentiary 
clarity all along the way. In order to understand precisely how this works, we 
will use an example from the well understood domain of reading. Grabe (1999 
and elsewhere) has summarized what we know about the reading process 
and the competences that are required for effective reading. Here are three of 
the fourteen identifiable “abilities of the good reader”: 
 

1. fluent and automatic word recognition skills 
2. a large recognition vocabulary 
3. ability to recognize common word combinations (collocations) 
(Grabe, 1999: 34) 

 
As these concern vocabulary they would be part of textual or discourse 
competence, depending upon the model of competence that we decide to use 
(see Unit A3), and which elements of the model we extract to place in a 
framework for a particular testing context. We would therefore wish our spec 
to generate a number of items that test the lexical component of textual 
competence, and specify key features of the items that may drive difficulty.  

 
 
The kinds of features that may make our textual competence items easier or 
more difficult may include the following: 
 

Task A5.4 
 
Consider these sample items: 
 
Identify the odd word out by drawing a circle around it. 
 
1.  dog      walk            lead          fish 
2. take  elephant horns          bull  
3.  chair    stool              furniture       sofa 
4. bath      pot                 pan             wok 
5.        impudent    insolent      audacious     pompous   
 
What is each item testing? Which items do you think are easy, and which 
more difficult? Do you think it is possible to make a claim from responses to 
these items to the textual competence of the test taker? 



• collocations or sets: does the item test collocation (words that tend to 
occur together in language use) or word sets that are usually 
considered to be alternatives?  

• Use of superordinates: if the correct answer in a set is a superordinate 
rather than a co-hyponym (ie. the relationship between “animal” and 
“dog” as opposed to the relationship between “dog” and “cat”)? 

• cultural references: do the words in a collocation item collocate 
because they are part of a culture-bound idiomatic expression? 

• word frequency: are the words more or less frequent in language use? 
This may be difficult to define and could have many levels. For this 
purpose will assume that any words that would not be in the top 5000 
in a word frequency list would be less frequent.  

• abstractness: are the words more or less abstract in meaning? Again, 
this is difficult to define. Here we will assume that ‘abstract’ words are 
those that do not refer to objects in the physical world.  

 
 
We will now produce an ECD-style basic task specification to match our 
samples. 
 
Claims to be made in relation to constructs: 
We can estimate the level of textual competence in test takers. 
We can generalize to the ability of an individual to read a variety of texts in the 
real world. 
 
Assumption: 
Items that test collocation test that part of lexical competence that requires a 
knowledge of how words are placed in chains that tend to co-occur in natural 
spoken or written discourse; items that test sets test that part of lexical 
competence that require a knowledge of how words are selected from 
alternative words with similar meaning (hyponyms), or are related to more 
general words that name sets (superordinates). This ability is critical to 
decoding texts and efficient reading.  
 
Presentation Material: 
Students are given sets of four words selected according to criteria set out in 
the task features. The instruction to the test taker for these items is always 
presented as: “Identify the odd word out by drawing a circle around it.” The 
font is Arial 12, and at least three character spaces are left between each 
word.  
 
Work Products: 

Task A5.5 
 
Which of these features would you expect to make the items more difficult? 
 
Can you think of any other features that you may wish to include? 



Test takers are required to identify the word that does not most naturally fit 
with the other three in the selection, either because it does not collocate or it 
does not fit the lexical set. A circle is drawn around the word that does not 
collocate or is not part of the lexical set.  
 
Task Features 
(1) Collocation Item (2) Set Item 
(a) + cultural (b) - culture (a)+ superordinate (b) - superordinate 
(c) + frequent (d) - frequent (c) + frequent (d) - frequent 
(e) + abstract  (f) - abstract (e) + abstract  (f) - abstract 
 
From this template we can see that the format of the item is completely set. 
There must always be four words, and these are drawn from collocations or 
lexical sets. However, they may vary along a number of vectors set out in the 
task features that our theory predicts will influence the difficulty of the items. 
Hence, if a student can answer the more difficult items correctly we will draw 
the inference that he or she has more textual competence than someone who 
cannot answer those items correctly.  
 
If we now take one item:  
 

 
 
we may now code this 
as: (2 b d e), and note 

that this coding could be used to select the correct number of items with this 
configuration for use in a test. This information would form part of the 
assembly model.  
 
Note that in this example spec we have not provided a particular domain of 
inference, such as “academic reading” or “comprehending aircraft repair 
manuals”. We therefore have no task variables/features that relate to how 
words are drawn from a particular domain. Nor do we have any performance 
criteria that state under what conditions the test takers are to select the words. 
These could be added in order to make the inferences that we make from the 
scores to ability within specific domains more meaningful and hence more 
valid.  
 
Tasks and teaching 
In many parts of the world language teachers are required to prepare their 
students to take language tests. As we have said, the most obvious part of a 
test is what it looks like in terms of tasks, and so it is likely that test takes are 
going to influence what is done in test preparation classrooms. 
 

impudent    insolent      audacious      pompous 



 
The term washback is used to talk about the affect that tests have on what 
goes on in the classroom. For many years it was just assumed that “good 
tests” would produce “good washback” and inversely that “bad tests” would 
produce “bad washback”. We now know that it is much more complex than 
this, as Alderson and Wall (1993) have shown (see Unit B5). And of course, 
the whole notion of washback extends beyond the immediate impact on the 
classroom to how tests affect schools, educational systems and even 
countries, although this is sometimes referred to as the study of impact, rather 
than washback (see Wall, 2000; Cheng and Watanabe, 2004). The study of 
washback is also concerned with the political use of tests to implement 
changes in classrooms that are seen as improvements by governments.  
 
However, here we are concerned only with the impact that the test has on the 
classroom as task types are frequently copied either for practice, or because 
there is an assumption that using the same tasks that appear on the test in 
teaching will result in higher scores for students. But this is not necessarily so. 
Once students are familiar with a task type, that is all that is necessary to 
avoid the test method affecting the test score. What the teacher needs to ask 
is whether the test producers make it clear what each task type is supposed 
to test by setting out clearly the evidential link that they expect to hold 
between the task, the evidence that it is supposed to generate, and the claim 
they wish to make about the test takers. If this information is available the 
teacher is given a very powerful set of conceptual tools that can lead to the 
generation of many different types of classroom activities that develop the 
communicative competences the test claims to measure. The formal test may 
have to use task types that can be delivered in a short space of time, 
maximizing the information that can be gained in that time. This was the 
subject of Unit A2. But teachers are not limited to the task types on the test to 
develop the abilities of learners in the classroom.  
 
It is essential that we are critical of tests and the claims that surround them. 
Without the detailed information about constructs, all teachers can do is copy 
the test tasks for use in the classroom and hope for the best. With the 
constructs and evidentiary reasoning upon which a test is based, they are 
empowered to be creative in the development of communicative competence 
in the classroom. This is how testing can best help teacher in the classroom.  
 

Task A5.7 
 
Do you prepare students to take tests? Which tests?  
 
Does the test influence how you teach? How do you use the task types on the 
test in preparing your classes? 

Task A5.8 
 
Select any test that you are familiar with, or for which you prepare students. 
Look at the test handbook, its specs (if written) or go to the website for the 
test. What evidence is provided about the task types on the test? Is there any 
evidence of evidentiary reasoning? Are you told which constructs the tasks are 
intended to measure?  



Summary 
In this Unit we have seen that designing and writing test tasks and items 
cannot be separated from the other processes of test design, and we have 
stressed that sitting down and writing content is never the first thing that we 
do when we need a new test. In addition, writing tasks and items is always a 
collaborative and iterative process that takes more time than is usually 
allocated for the task.  
 
What we have tried to show is that the real question facing us when the time 
comes to think about test content is whether the tasks we intend to use are 
likely to generate evidence that can be scored, and whether we can convince 
others that the score will be related to the kinds of claims that we wish to 
make about learner ability. In order to illustrate this perspective on task and 
item design we have reviewed the approach known as Evidence Centred 
Design, which attempts to force test designers into considering questions of 
validity at the very earliest stages of the process. We looked at the kinds of 
questions that would be generated using a specific example from the field of 
testing reading.  
 
Finally we considered washback in language testing, or how the test and its 
content may impact upon language teaching. We have argued that the 
dangers of “teaching to the test” through the simple use of test type materials 
in the classroom can be avoided if the teacher has access to the claims that 
underlie test design. When this information is available the teacher is 
empowered to design her own approaches and materials that aim to develop 
the abilities that the test is designed to measure.  
 
If all this seems complicated, it is.  However, we believe that ECD is 
quite valuable in certain test settings.  We find ourselves curious whether 
ECD must be defined as Mislevy and others have formalized it.  In Unit C5, 
we provide some thought experiments on these points. 
 


