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Estimating the difficulty of oral
proficiency tasks: what does the
test-taker have to offer?

Catherine Elder University of Auckland, Noriko lwashita and
Tim McNamara University of Melbourne

This study investigates the impact of performance conditions on perceptions of
task difficulty in a test of spoken language, in light of the cognitive complexity
framework proposed by Skehan (1998). Candidates performed a series of narrative
tasks whose characteristics, and the conditions under which they were performed,
were manipulated, and the impact of these on task performance was analysed.
Test-takers recorded their perceptions of the relative difficulty of each task and
their attitudes to them. Results offered little support for Skehan’s framework in
the context of oral proficiency assessment, and also raise doubts about post hoc
estimates of task difficulty by test-takers.

I Introduction

The current popularity of performance testing as opposed to multiple-
choice and other discrete-point item types has resulted in a growing
interest in tasks as a vehicle for assessing learner ability. Task-based
assessment requires the test-taker to engage in the performance of
tasks which simulate the language demands of the real world situation
with the aim of eliciting an “authentic” sample of language from the
candidate. The properties of such tasks and the influence of these
properties on learner performance are now being widely researched,
with some scholars focusing on strengthening the links between test
tasks and their real world counterparts (e.g., Bachman and Palmer
1996; Douglas, 2000) and others on the effect on candidate pro-
duction of manipulating different task characteristics in the test situ-
ation (e.g., Norris et al., 1998; Norris et al., 2000; Slatyer et al.,
2000). The present study falls within this latter tradition and attempts
to operationalize Skehan’s (1998) framework of task complexity —
derived from second language research (SLA) research conducted in
a second language (L2) classroom environment — in the context of
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348 Estimating the difficulty of oral proficiency tasks

a semi-direct test of speaking. The study also explores the issue of
test-taker perceptions of task difficulty and the extent to which these
perceptions correspond to the assumptions of task complexity under-
lying the Skehan framework, on the one hand, and to the quality of
task performance, on the other.

II Estimating task difficulty

One of the challenges facing those concerned with gauging the influ-
ence of task characteristics and performance conditions on candidate
performance is how to determine the difficulty of tasks. A greater
understanding of the factors affecting task difficulty could assist in
the choice of a suitable range of tasks for assessment purposes and
also has the potential to influence the way levels of test performance
are described. Some research on this issue has been initiated by SLA
researchers (e.g., Robinson, 1995; 1996; 2001; Skehan, 1996; 1998),
and a number of factors that appear to influence task performance in
the classroom have been identified (although these have differed to
some extent among researchers).

Only recently have attempts been made to apply insights from SLA
research to explore the issue of task difficulty in the testing situation.
Wigglesworth (1997), for example, explored the effects of planning
time on the discourse produced by test candidates and found that one
minute of pre-task planning resulted in measurable improvements in
the complexity, fluency and accuracy of their speech (although, inter-
estingly, this was not reflected in scores assigned by raters). In a
subsequent study Slayter et al. (2000) examined the role played by
certain key variables in the design of listening tasks and found that
there is a complex interaction between the text and other components
of the task, and that these in turn interact with the attributes of indi-
vidual candidates.

The difficulty factors in the Slatyer ef al. study were, however,
identified post hoc rather than on the basis of a pre-existing taxonomy
or framework as is the case with the current study. One such frame-
work has been developed by Robinson (2001; in press) who identifies
two sets of factors as contributing to task complexity. These are
“resource-directing” factors (e.g., number of task elements, reasoning
demands of the task, immediacy of information provided) and
“resource-depleting” factors (e.g., planning time, number of tasks,
prior knowledge) (Robinson, 2001: 30). Robinson claims that by
manipulating these factors, the cognitive demand (e.g., amount of
attention, memory, reasoning and other information processing)
required for task performance will vary, leading to variation in the
quality of language produced. A somewhat different model has been
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proposed by Skehan (1998) who defines task difficulty in terms of
three different factors:

e code complexity: incorporating both linguistic complexity/variety
and vocabulary load/variety;

e cognitive complexity: involving cognitive processing factors such
as information type and organizational structure as well as the
familiarity of task topic discourse and genre; and

e communicative stress: referring to the logistics of task perform-
ance e.g., time pressure, nature of the prompt and number of parti-
cipants.

Skehan and his colleagues (e.g., Foster and Skehan, 1996; Skehan
and Foster, 1997; 1999) have proposed that more complex tasks direct
learners’ attention to context and divert attention away from form.
Simple tasks therefore generate more fluent and more accurate speech,
as opposed to more complex tasks which generate more complex
speech at the expense of accuracy and fluency.

Both Skehan and Robinson claim that their respective models have
the potential to reveal the precise nature of the mediation that occurs
between any underlying abilities and the way a task is transacted.
Such frameworks would appear to hold considerable promise for lan-
guage testing in so far as they allow us to make predictions, and
therefore to select and sequence test tasks according to their difficulty
(i.e., the challenge they pose to test candidates) by manipulating a
number of the factors mentioned above.

Work by Norris et al. (1998; 2000) and Brown et al. (1999) has
built specifically on Skehan’s framework in the design of syllabus-
related performance assessments. Skehan’s dimensions of cognitive
demand have been adopted and modified in the design of specific
tasks. However, Norris and his colleagues have found only moderate
support for the proposed relationships between the combinations of
cognitive factors with particular task types and actual task difficulty
as manifest in task performance by candidates at a range of ability
levels.! One possible explanation, which would need to be explored
empirically, is that learner factors — such as anxiety, confidence and
motivation — produce different levels of stress and engagement during
task performance and that, as Slatyer et al. (2000) conclude, these
interact in complex ways with the characteristics of the tasks them-
selves. Accordingly, following previous work on tasks (e.g., Brindley,
1987; Nunan, 1989), Robinson has proposed the independence of the

"This research is continuing, with somewhat mixed results (cf. Norris et al., 2000).
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dimensions of complexity and difficulty with complexity being a fea-
ture of the task, and difficulty operationalized in terms of perceptions
of task difficulty on the part of learners (2001; in press).

IIT Test-taker perceptions

Given the potential impact on performance of learner perceptions of
task difficulty it seems that, in the testing situation, there may be
some value in canvassing test-takers’ perceptions of task difficulty to
determine how influential these are in test performance. Furthermore,
if test-takers can predict what makes a task difficult, it may be wise
for us to access their views during the test design stage to determine
whether they correspond to the hunches of test-developers and with
existing theories about what makes a task more or less complex. It
is conceivable that test-takers may be able to identify additional fea-
tures of the task, or additional challenges involved in performing such
tasks other than those visible to the test-developer or to the rater.

While learner perceptions are accorded a central place in many
SLA studies, this tends not be the case in the field of language testing.
Test-taker reactions have traditionally been associated with face val-
idity, or “appearance of validity” and are therefore not seen as central
to the test validation process (see, e.g., Bachman, 1990). The tra-
ditional view has been that test validation is more properly left to
experts with relevant training in test development and analysis. Inter-
est in how test-takers feel about a test is usually motivated by a desire
to ensure that the test is acceptable to its users, and therefore that its
results are taken seriously by all concerned (Davies et al., 1999). It
has nevertheless been pointed out that if test-takers have negative
attitudes to the test then they are less likely to perform to their best
of their abilities. This has obvious implications for test validity. If
test attitudes interfere with test performance this may result in unwar-
ranted inferences being drawn from test scores (see, e.g., Nevo, 1985;
Spolsky, 1995; Elder and Lynch, 1996). Messick (1989) in fact
explicitly recommends including test-taker perceptions as a crucial
source of evidence for construct validity.

Of relevance to the present study is research comparing test-taker
reactions to different test formats or task types. This research shows
clearly that test-takers have preferences for certain types of test and
that some tasks are perceived to be easier, more interesting or more
acceptable as measures of ability than others (see, e.g., Shohamy,
1982; Scott, 1986; Zeidner and Bensoussan, 1988; Bradshaw, 1990;
Zeidner, 1990). Research focusing specifically on semi-direct oral
tasks of the kind used in the research reported in this article is of
particular interest. Findings indicate that test-takers tend to find this
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format more difficult and/or more stressful than the live interview
situation (see, e.g., Clarke, 1985; Stansfield et al., 1990; McNamara
1990; Stansfield, 1991; Brown, 1993; Hill, 1998), although opinions
were not in all cases uniform across different kinds of test-taker. Inter-
estingly, in Hill’s (1998) study, the factor most strongly associated
with perceptions of test difficulty in the tape-based format was prep-
aration time. It might therefore be hypothesized that providing greater
amounts of time for pre-task planning on a tape-based oral test will
minimize stress and result in a reduction in the perceived difficulty
of test tasks. Brown’s (1993) informants attributed difficulty of the
tape-based format to a range of different factors, including inadequate
response time, unfamiliar vocabulary, speed of voices on the tape,
lack of clarity in instructions, unclear prompts, too much input
material to process and lack of familiarity with the task type. While
this kind of information may be useful in making revisions to a test
(and, on this issue, see also Alderson, 1988; Kenyon and Stansfield,
1991) her findings suggest that in practice it may be difficult to separ-
ate features of the task and attributes of the candidate in any oper-
ationalization of task difficulty.

The issue of whether learner perceptions of tasks are related to
actual task performance has been explored by a number of the above
researchers, with the majority of studies showing a clear relationship
between the two. It should, however, be noted that while some focus
specifically on perceptions of task difficulty, most deal with attitudes
to the task more generally. Scott and Madsen (1983) showed that
learners with low levels of proficiency rated oral interview tasks less
favourably than did more proficient learners. Iwashita and Elder
(1997) found that language proficiency was a more powerful factor
than any other background variable in determining their participants’
reactions to the listening component of a Japanese proficiency test
for teachers. Brooks (1999) likewise noted a relationship between
attitudes towards different assessment types (portfolio presentations
and class participation) and levels of performance on the respective
tasks. Shohamy (1982), Zeidner (1988; 1990), Bradshaw (1990) and
Brown (1993) all found significant relationships between scores
obtained by candidates and their attitudes to one or more features of
the test task, with weaker candidates tending to respond less posi-
tively than the those with higher levels of proficiency. Owing to the
fact that in all the above cases attitudes to the test were canvassed
following its administration, it is difficult to interpret the meaning of
the attitude/score relationship. Attitudes may be influenced by the
experience of taking the test (with those performing well feeling more
positive about the experience and vice versa for less proficient
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students), or test results may be determined by attitudes (i.e., percep-
tions of the test-taking experience may have a facilitating or a debilit-
ating effect on test performance). If the latter proves to be true, then it
would seem appropriate to include learner perceptions of and attitudes
towards the task as a factor in any model of task difficulty.

A study which is not dissimilar in purpose and design (albeit more
limited in scope) to the research reported below is that of Robinson
(2001) in so far as it compares reactions of ESL learners to two
different versions of a single task (simple and complex). The findings
showed that:

e task complexity, as operationalized in his study, has a significant
influence on various aspects of learner production;

e task complexity is significantly associated with learner perceptions
of task difficulty; and

e learners’ affective responses are related to certain aspects of their
test performance.

It remains to be seen whether these findings are replicable with other
kinds of tasks and in the more constrained context of a semi-direct
oral test of speaking.

The current study differs from many of those reviewed above in
that our operationalization of task complexity involves the manipu-
lation of one variable at a time, i.e., we have taken four different
dimensions of task complexity (perspective, immediacy, adequacy
and planning time) and investigated each of these in turn. In the
present study, three research questions are addressed.

e Are hypothesized differences in task complexity associated with
differences in task difficulty as reflected in scores assigned to
learner performance?: Here our aim is to test the applicability of
the Skehan framework in the test environment. Implicit in this
framework is the hypothesis that simple tasks will be easier for
test-takers than more complex ones, and will therefore yield rela-
tively higher mean scores at least for fluency and accuracy, if not
for complexity.

e Are hypothesized differences in task complexity associated
with differences in test-taker attitudes and perceptions of task dif-
ficulty?: Our hypothesis is that complex tasks (operationalized in
terms of Skehan’s framework) will be perceived to be more diffi-
cult than simple ones, and that attitudes towards a task may also
be affected by perceptions of its difficulty.

e Are differences in test-taker attitudes and perceptions of difficulty
associated with actual differences in task difficulty as reflected in
scores assigned to learner performance?: Here it is hypothesized,
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in keeping with the findings reported from the literature on test-
taker reactions, that learner proficiency estimates, as reflected in
actual scores assigned to task performance, will be negatively
associated with learner perceptions of task difficulty.

IV Methodology
1 Speaking tasks

Speaking tasks used in the study involved a single type of stimulus,
of the kind used routinely in the Test of Spoken English (TSE),
namely: a narrative task based on a sequenced set of picture prompts.
A number of pilot narrative tasks were developed as means of oper-
ationalizing different dimensions of the Skehan model. Through a
complex process of materials development, pre-piloting on native and
nonnative speakers, teacher/researcher workshops and expert consul-
tation, it was agreed that four dimensions (immediacy, adequacy, per-
spective and planning time) were the ones that lent themselves most
readily to experimental manipulation. The ‘immediacy’ dimension,
for example, could be easily manipulated by asking candidates to tell
a story with a set of pictures in front of them, or to tell the same story
after the pictures had been removed. Likewise comparable groups of
candidates could tell the same story with and without preparation time
(planning dimension) and with and without the provision of a com-
plete sequence of pictures (adequacy dimension). The ‘perspective’
dimension could also be manipulated easily by asking candidates to
tell a story from their own and then from another person’s point of
view.

The rationale for varying the performance conditions within each
dimension was that this would either make the tasks easier (i.e., less
cognitively demanding) or more difficult (i.e., more cognitively
demanding) for the candidates. There were two performance con-
ditions — labelled plus (+) or minus (—) according to their predicted
difficulty for the candidates — within each dimension.? In order to
investigate the effect of specificity of task and the generalizability of
the experimental condition across task exemplars (see Table 1), two
exemplars of each task (1 and 2) were used in each experimental
condition. Thus, 8 different story tasks were developed for this experi-
ment, and two different performance conditions for each story. All
tasks were piloted, and expert judgements were canvassed in an

2We used the terms ‘task dimension’ to refer to task characteristics as described in the litera-
ture (e.g., Skehan, 1996; 1998) and ‘performance condition’ to refer to the conditions within
each dimension imposed on test candidates.
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Table 1 Design of tasks

Dimension Predicted difficulty (according to assumed degree of cognitive
demand)
+ -

Perspective Tell a story from someone Tell a story as it happened to
else’s point of view you

Immediacy There and then (without Here and now (with pictures)
pictures)

Adequacy Tell a story from a set of five ~ Tell a story from a set of six

Planning time

pictures (the third picture in
the set is missing)

30 seconds for reading
instruction and looking at the
pictures and 3 minutes

pictures

30 seconds only for reading
instruction and looking at the
pictures

planning time

Note: For the perspective, immediacy and adequacy dimensions, the + condition was
assumed to be more difficult than the — condition, whereas for the planning dimension, the
+ condition was expected to be easier than the — condition.

attempt to ensure that the two exemplars of each task dimension
resembled each other as closely as possible in terms of their linguistic
demands and likely level of familiarity to the test-takers. In the actual
study, each participant performed 8 different narrative tasks, rep-
resenting each of the four dimensions in both the ‘easy’ (—) and ‘dif-
ficult’ (+) condition (4 X 2). No student told the same story twice.

2 Participants

The study consisted of 201 student participants. The majority (80—
90% of the participants) was currently enrolled in an ESL course in
Melbourne to prepare for study at university in Australia, while the
remainder was already studying at a tertiary institution in Melbourne.
The mean age of the participants was 21.6 years (SD 4.5), and the
mean length of residence in Australia was 4.3 months. The first langu-
age of participants varied, but the majority were speakers of Asian
languages (e.g., Chinese, Vietnamese or Japanese). The mean length
of time they had been studying English was 6.9 years; many had
also studied foreign languages other than English at some time. Most
participants spoke English at home in Australia. (Most students lived
with Australian host families, and so unless their host families spoke
the students’ native language, they had to speak English at home.)
The mean score of the participants on the Institutional version of the
TOEFL test was 493.1, with a SD of 45.8 and a range of 427 to 670.
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3 Data collection

The speaking test was administered in a university language labora-
tory. All participants were randomly assigned to one of four experi-
mental groups. They completed a language background questionnaire,
followed by the speaking test. They then took the institutional version
of the TOEFL test (so that we could control for any differences in
ability from one group to the other). The speaking test was made up
of 8 narrative tasks (3 minutes maximum for each task) with parti-
cipants granted a 10-minute break after the first 4 tasks. All parti-
cipants had the experience of telling 2 stories for each dimension,
one in the + condition and one in the — condition. The order of presen-
tation of the 4 task dimensions and of the + and — conditions was
counterbalanced across the 4 experimental groups. After completing
each task, test-takers completed a one-page questionnaire on their
perceptions of the task.

4 The data

a Quantitative analysis of test ratings: Performances by all 201
participants were rated using analytical rating scales for fluency, accu-
racy and complexity specifically developed for the study (Appendix
1). In total, 14 raters were recruited for the assessment of the speaking
tasks. All raters had some experience in rating speaking tests (e.g.,
IELTS, Occupational English Test for medical professionals, TSE)
as well as teaching ESL at a level similar to the participants in the
present study. Before assessing the speaking tasks, all raters partici-
pated in a rater training session, and then were asked to rate sample
tasks for accreditation. Each of the 201 performances received two
independent ratings, from any pair of raters drawn from the pool of
14.

These data were analysed using the IRT-based program FACETS
(Linacre, 1992) in order to determine whether there was any impact
of the imposed conditions on the scores assigned by raters to task
performance. As distinct rating scales with distinct wording were used
for each of the aspects of performance being assessed (fluency, accu-
racy and complexity), it was decided to use the Partial Credit model
for these three aspects, or items. (In the analysis that follows, each
separate aspect of performance is referred to as a test ‘item’, scored
on a 5-point scale.) The Rating Scale model was used for judges. The
quality of rater judgements needed to be controlled, as raters needed
to achieve consistent judgement for stable measures of item difficulty
to be achieved. This was achieved by examining the fit statistics pro-
vided by Rasch measurement, which summarize the consistency of
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the measurement of facets. The fit statistic used to evaluate rater con-
sistency was Infit Mean Square, with an expected value of 1 and an
acceptable range of 2 standard deviations around the mean
(McNamara, 1996: 181). Where the ‘fit’ or consistency of judges was
outside this range, their ratings were eliminated from the analysis and
the data re-analysed; this was an iterative process, until only raters
showing acceptable levels of consistency were left. The impact of the
imposed conditions was evaluated by means of a #-test for differences
in the estimates of the difficulty presented by each condition.

b Questionnaire feedback: All participants were asked to complete
a questionnaire after each task. This contained questions about their
perceptions of the difficulty of each task, their familiarity with this
type of task and their attitudes towards it (defined in our study as
enjoyment). Answers were given on a five-point Likert scale. In the
analysis of responses, answers were coded on a scale of 1 to 5, with
5 representing the most favourable response (easiest, most liked) and
1 the least favourable (hardest, least liked).

e Perceptions of the difficulty of the task:
Q1 Did you find the task easy or difficult?
e Attitudes towards each test task:
Q5 I enjoyed telling the story

The above questions were designed to tap test-takers’ reactions to
the story-telling experience, without drawing their attention to the
particular condition under which it was performed.

First of all, mean scores were calculated for each question under
the two conditions in each task; 7-tests were then carried out to exam-
ine whether the task conditions had a significant impact on the test
candidates’ perception of task difficulty and familiarity and their level
of enjoyment.

In addition, further analyses were carried out to investigate the
relationship between the test scores and learner perceptions using the
results (in logits) yielded from FACETS analysis and the question-
naire feedback (Q1 and Q5). A series of rank correlations (Kendall’s
tau) were performed to determine whether there was an association
between test-takers’ ability as indicated by their overall performance
across tasks and their perceptions of the difficulty and familiarity of
each individual task and their task enjoyment. Open-ended question-
naire responses were cross-referenced to the quantitative analyses in
the hope that this qualitative feedback might shed further light on
the findings.

Downloaded from http://ltj.sagepub.com by Evdokia Karavas on April 9, 2009


http://ltj.sagepub.com

Catherine Elder, Noriko Iwashita and Tim McNamara 357

Table2 Impact of performance conditions on ratings assigned to candidate responses in
each task dimension

Dimension Condition Measure Standard t P
(logits) error

Perspective + —-0.03 0.06 0.50 ns
- 0.03 0.06

Immediacy + -0.19 0.06 3.17 <.01
- 0.19 0.06

Adequacy + 0.05 0.06 0.83 ns
- —-0.05 0.06

Planning + -0.04 0.06 0.67 ns
- 0.04 0.06

V Results

1 Are hypothesized differences in task complexity associated with
differences in task difficulty as reflected in scores assigned to
learner performance?

The scores of the 201 task performances were analysed using multi-
faceted Rasch analysis (Linacre, 1992; for a detailed explanation of
this approach and for interpretation of output from such analyses, see
McNamara, 1996). The FACETS program (Linacre, 1992) was run
four times for each task dimension, separately identifying ‘perform-
ance condition’ as a facet. Results are presented in Table 2. The table
provides estimates (in logits) of the difficulty associated with each
of the performance conditions for each task dimension, together with
the standard errors of those estimates. In order to evaluate whether the
measures in each case for each dimension are significantly different, a
t value for the difference is provided.? It can be seen that for three
(perspective, adequacy, planning) of the four dimensions the two per-
formance conditions are not associated with significant differences in
difficulty. There is a significant difference associated with the con-
ditions in the ‘immediacy’ dimension — telling the story without the
pictures present (—0.19) and telling it with the pictures (+0.19) — but
the size of the impact on ‘immediacy’ is modest, under 0.4 logits or
0.1 of a score point.

It is worth noting at this point that the discourse analysis of candi-
date performance that has been reported in detail elsewhere (Iwashita
et al., 2001) was found to parallel the above analyses, with the only
significant difference in the quality of candidate production emerging

3The formula for calculating ¢ from these estimates and their standard errors is given in
Linacre (1992: 17).
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again in the ‘immediacy’ dimension, where performance was superior
(there was a higher incidence of error-free clauses) when candidates
told the story without the pictures in front of them. On the bases of
these findings our hypothesis that posited differences in task com-
plexity would be reflected in actual differences in task performance
cannot be confirmed.

2 Are hypothesized differences in task complexity associated with
differences in test-taker attitudes and perceptions of task difficulty?

The mean scores and SDs of candidates’ response to their perception
of task difficulty (Q1) and task enjoyment (Q5) under the two con-
ditions are given in Table 3. In general, very little difference between
task conditions was observed. However, it is worth noting that in
the ‘immediacy’ dimension the mean scores for perceptions of task

Table 3 Perceptions of task difficulty and attitude to task (mean score and SD)

Task dimension Task difficulty (Q1) Task enjoyment (Q5)
and version
+ - t d + - t d
Perspective
1 M 300 293 055 0.08 295 292 022 0.03
SD 094 083 p=057 098 087 p=0.82
n 97 100 97 99
2 M 301 299 0.15 0.02 256 255 0.11 0.02
SD 096 095 p=0.88 094 089 p=0.91
n 100 97 98 97
Immediacy
1 M 280 269 0091 0.13 304 272 228 0.33
SD 084 092 p=0.36 1.03 094 p=0.02
n 97 100 97 100 0.16
2 M 3.04 3.17 0098 0.14 302 3.18 1.14
SD 084 095 p=0.32 096 094 p=025
99 96 100 97
Adequacy
1 232 243 1.04 0.15 281 285 0.26 0.04
SD 081 067 p=0.30 1.00 090 p=0.79
n 97 100 97 100
2 M 267 3.18 354 0.50 277 309 237 0.34
SD 106 095 p=0.01 099 093 p=0.02
n 99 97 99 96
Planning
1 M 274 265 0.070 0.10 234 235 0.06 0.01
SD 095 091 p=049 074 078 p=0.95
n 97 100 96 100
2 M 247 252 0.36 0.05 280 3.01 156 0.22
SD 075 082 p=0.72 091 099 p=0.12
n 99 97 99 97
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difficulty (Q1) in Task 1 and task enjoyment (Q5) in both Tasks 1
and 2 are slightly higher in the + condition (i.e., when the pictures
were removed) than in the — condition (i.e., when they had the pic-
tures in front of them). These differences were significant for Task
enjoyment (QS5) only (r = 2.28, p = 0.02) but the effect size is small
(d = 0.33). In the ‘adequacy’ dimension, in Task 2, candidates per-
ceived the task to be significantly easier when they had a full set of
six pictures (f = 3.54, p = 0.01, d = 0.50) than when two pictures
were missing. They also found this task significantly more enjoyable
under the same condition (i.e., when all six pictures were present)
than when two pictures were missing (t = 2.37, p = 0.02, d = 0.34).
Again, the effect sizes for these latter findings were modest. For the
Planning dimension, in Task 1 test candidates found telling the story
slightly easier when they had three minutes of planning time than
when they did not. This difference was not however significant and
the reverse trend (also nonsignificant) was observed for Task 2. Like-
wise for ‘perspective’, performance conditions made no difference to
candidates’ perceptions of task difficulty or enjoyment.

3 Are differences in test-taker attitudes and perceptions of difficulty
associated with actual differences in task difficulty as reflected in
scores assigned to learner performance?

The correlation analyses in the table indicate that, with regard to atti-
tudes (Question 5) there is a nonsignificant relationship between
enjoyment of the story-telling experience and level of proficiency as
measured by scores assigned to task performance. This finding is
consistent across all dimensions and all task exemplars.

The relationship between performance and perceptions of difficulty
(Question 1) is somewhat more complex. The data (i.e., questionnaire
response and task performance) reveal that for all four dimensions
there is a significant relationship between perceptions of task dif-
ficulty and task performance, but that this relationship is not consist-
ent across task exemplars. For ‘perspective’, those who did Task 2
in the + condition (i.e., telling the story from someone else’s point
of view) and found it difficult were more likely to be the low scoring
candidates (fau = .164, p = .034). For ‘immediacy’ there was again
a significant relationship between perceptions of difficulty and scores
for Task 1, but this applied to those who performed the task without
looking at the pictures (+ condition) (tau = .154, p = .048). For
‘adequacy’ there was a relationship between perceptions of difficulty
and performance for those who performed Task 1 and Task 2 in the
+ condition (with an incomplete set of pictures) (fau = .181, p = .045;
tau = .18, p = .027). For ‘planning’, significant relationships were
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found in both + and — conditions in Task 1 only (tau = .193, p =
.017; tau = .204, p = .008). Given that all correlations are weak and
the relationship between scores and perceptions of difficulty is not
generally consistent across task exemplars, our hypothesis regarding
the relationship between task performance and test-taker attitudes and
perceptions of task difficulty cannot be sustained.

Qualitative feedback from test-takers confirms what was revealed
by the quantitative analyses; namely, the lack of any systematic
relationship between task difficulty and hypothesized task complexity,
on the one hand, and actual test performance, on the other.

In general, learner comments about the impact of the task con-
ditions (+/—) in the ‘planning’ dimension corresponded with our
initial predictions about their impact. In other words, having 3
minutes of planning time (+ condition) was generally seen as making
it easier to tell a story than having no planning time (— condition),
regardless of proficiency. Thus, a high scoring candidate (ranked 30)
commented that ‘with planning time, I could put ideas together and
wrote them down’ and a similar comment was made by a low per-
former (ranked 144). The fact that these comments were not reflected
in actual performance differences under the two different conditions
may have to do with individual differences in the quality of plan-
ning undertaken.

In the ‘perspective’ dimension, the learner who was ranked 165
found telling a story as it happened to her was easier and gave the
following explanation: ‘Because if it happens to me I could under-
stand what my feeling [is].” A similar remark was made by a high
scorer whose performance was ranked 9: ‘Because we can express
our feeling about what we feel, etc.” This explanation corresponds to
our initial assumption that telling the story as it happened to them
would be easier than telling it from another person’s perspective.
However, as found in the quantitative analysis of questionnaire
responses, it appears that these perceptions about the relative facility
of the — condition were shared by only a portion of the candidature.

For ‘immediacy’, there were a number of candidates who indicated
(in accordance with the initial task complexity hypothesis) that
removing the pictures was an obstacle, and that their inability to
remember the details of the pictures detracted from their telling the
story. In contrast, a number of candidates who found the + (no
pictures) condition easier than the — (pictures present) condition
explained that they could concentrate more on telling the story with-
out the pictures in front of them. These polarized views were not
related in any systematic way to candidate’s actual story telling
ability, as judged by the raters, which suggests that a range of individ-
ual factors quite independent of language ability such as visual acuity,
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memory, personality or learning style may influence learner percep-
tions of task difficulty.

For ‘adequacy’, the hypothesized difficulty of the task was associa-
ted with the absence of key pictures depicting important components
of the story. While the test-takers’ task ratings support this hypothesis,
there appears to be no relationship between these estimates and their
level of proficiency. For example, both a high scorer (ranked 7) and
a low scorer (ranked 132) reported that it was easier to tell the story
when all pictures were present because they did not have to spend
time thinking about what was missing. On the other hand, some found
it easier to tell the story even if two pictures were missing as this
allowed them to fill the gap in whatever way they liked. Here it seems
that there is an interaction between two different factors: the creativity
factor in the latter case and the immediacy factor in the former.
Whether these factors are ‘resource directing’ or ‘resource depleting’
(Robinson, 2001; in press) may be an entirely individual manner
which in turn makes their likely impact on actual performance
extremely difficult to predict. On the other hand, it may be that the
general lack of systematicity in candidates’ responses to the various
tasks may be a function of our failure adequately to operationalize
the various task conditions in the tasks chosen for this study. The fact
that the effect of these conditions was generally inconsistent from
task to task lends some support to this possibility.

VI Discussion and conclusions

The present study operationalized task difficulty by attempting to
apply to an L2 assessment context the insights from research on the
cognitive demands of oral communicative tasks previously carried out
in pedagogic settings. In addition, test-taker feedback was sought to
examine if it was legitimate to consider test-taker perceptions as a
component in any model of task difficulty and whether such percep-
tions could be useful in the design of test tasks. Students were
required to produce oral narratives from picture prompts that had been
designed to differ in their cognitive demands in ways that previous
research had suggested would result in measurable differences in
performance. These potential differences were investigated by
subjectively rating the performance using trained raters, and also by
exploring student attitudes to the task and their perceptions of the
difficulty of taking the tasks under various performance conditions.
The results showed no systematic variation associated with the
various performance conditions for each task dimension, except in
the case of ‘immediacy’ where the differences were in the opposite
direction to what had been predicted. As in earlier studies, differences
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in ability were found to be associated primarily with steps on the
rating scale, rather than with differences in task demand. Student per-
ceptions of difficulty, too, appeared not to be related to the predicted
difficulty of the performance conditions for each task dimension.

The fact that our results differ so consistently and markedly from
those of previous SLA research (e.g., Skehan and Foster, 1997; 1999;
Robinson, 2001) may have to do with differences between testing
and pedagogic contexts, with the former producing a cognitive focus
on display rather than on task fulfilment or getting the message across.
Under testing conditions, which in this case involved speaking in a
language laboratory, candidates may concentrate on producing
accurate speech, regardless of the conditions under which tasks are
performed and may therefore be unable or unwilling to exploit the
possibilities offered by varying the task conditions. This raises the
issue of the validity of the testing of speaking in a semi-direct format
and indeed of oral proficiency testing more generally.

It is also possible that the conditions of the experiment itself were
not conducive to producing marked differences in the quality of can-
didate performance. Raters, for example, commented on the fact that
the narrative task did not generate complex sentence structures, which
raises the question of whether another kind of task might have pro-
duced a different finding. In addition, the fact that candidates were
required to tell 8 different stories one after the other, and to report
their perceptions of each task on each occasion, may have resulted
in a certain perfunctoriness in their responses. Although one could
argue that any such fatigue effect, or lack of motivation, would be
offset by our counterbalancing the order of task presentation across
the four different test-taker groups, it may nevertheless have resulted
in an overall reduction in both the variability of candidate perform-
ance, on the one hand, and the intensity of candidates’ affective
reactions to the tasks, on the other.

Another, more pessimistic, interpretation of these findings is that
it may simply not be possible to establish a hierarchy of task difficulty
based on different task conditions or, indeed, to make reference to
task conditions in any characterization of the ability levels on a scale
of speaking proficiency. The absence, in this study’s results, of con-
sistent performance differences supporting our initial difficulty
hypotheses gives no grounds for believing that greater effort in the
production of more varied tasks would reverse the finding of this
study.

In this regard it is worth noting that our attempt to isolate particular
task complexity variables in isolation from others seems not to have
been entirely successful. The fact that the different task exemplars
within each dimension elicited different candidate reactions suggests
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that there were unanticipated dimensions of complexity/difficulty
embedded within each task. Such features as the topic and structure
of each narrative or the clarity of the picture prompts appear to have
influenced task performance in unpredictable and highly individual
ways, despite our best efforts to produce equivalent task demands.*
In some cases these difficulty factors were noticed by candidates (and
were reflected in their ratings and comments about task difficulty),
but in other cases they may have passed unnoticed but nevertheless
have had an impact on the quality of their language production.

As far as the utility of test-taker feedback is concerned, it was
reported above that test-takers perceptions of task difficulty did not
generally correspond to the hypothesized difficulty of the different
task conditions. The one exception was ‘adequacy’ where test-takers
reacted more favourably and found the task easier when all pictures
were provided. Putting a more positive spin on these findings, we
could make a case to the effect that test-taker perceptions were in
fact accurate for each of the remaining three dimensions in the sense
that they were in line with actual differences (or lack of differences)
in test performance as revealed by the FACETS analysis. For ‘per-
spective’ and ‘planning’, the condition under which the task was per-
formed appeared to make no difference to perceptions of difficulty
(corresponding to what was revealed in the actual performance data),
whereas for ‘immediacy’, the majority perception that the presence
of the pictures made one of the two tasks within this dimension less
enjoyable was reflected in significant differences in the overall dif-
ficulty of this particular task condition as measured by scores assigned
to test performance. Test-takers, in other words, may have some
insight into whether a particular task feature or performance condition
makes it easier to perform the task, and should perhaps — as Alderson
(1988), Stansfield (1991) and Brown (1993) suggested — be con-
sulted at the early stages of test development, along with other parties,
to give their feedback on task selection and task design.

On the other hand, the erratic pattern of test-taker perceptions
across the different task exemplars and the unsystematic relationship
between perceptions of difficulty and proficiency (as measured by
candidates’ performance across the range of narrative tasks) suggests
that we should not rely too heavily on test-taker feedback, either as
a basis for test design or in mounting test validation arguments. Test-
taker reactions and attitudes may be conditioned by a range of differ-
ent attributes (e.g., gender, social class, professional experience,

*It is, moreover, worth noting that previous research on task complexity/difficulty tends to
be based on single task exemplars rather than on multiple versions of a particular type of task.
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proficiency) as our earlier review would indicate, as well as by fea-
tures of the task itself.

In sum, this study has demonstrated the on-going difficulty of mak-
ing a priori estimates of task difficulty in oral proficiency assessment
using models such as those of Skehan, which have until recently been
applied primarily in pedagogic contexts. In addition it has been shown
that perception of task difficulty is a multidimensional phenomenon,
resulting from a series of complex and unstable interactions between
different task features and different test-taker attributes.”> Until we
know more about these interactions it seems unlikely that task dif-
ficulty can be accurately estimated after the event on the basis of
subjective impressions of test-takers.
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Appendix 1 Rating scales
Fluency

5 Speaks without hesitation; speech is generally of a speed similar
to a native speaker

4 Speaks fairly fluently with only occasional hesitation, false starts
and modification of attempted utterance. Speech is only slightly
slower than that of a native speaker

3 Speaks more slowly than a native speaker due to hesitations and
word-finding delays

2 A marked degree of hesitation due to word-finding delays or
inability to phrase utterances easily

1 Speech is quite disfluent due to frequent and lengthy hesitations
or false starts

Accuracy

5 Errors are barely noticeable

4  Errors are not unusual, but rarely major

3 Manages most common forms, with occasional errors; major
errors present
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2
1

Limited linguistic control: major errors frequent
Clear lack of linguistic control even of basic forms

Complexity

5

Confidently attempts a variety of verb forms (e.g., passives,
modals, tense and aspect), even if the use is not always correct.
Regularly takes risks grammatically in the service of expressing
complex meaning. Routinely attempts the use of coordination and
subordination to convey ideas that cannot be expressed in a single
clause, even if the result is occasionally awkward or incorrect.
Attempts a variety of verb forms (e.g., passives, modals, tense
and aspect), even if the use is not always correct. Takes risks
grammatically in the service of expressing complex meaning.
Regularly attempts the use of coordination and subordination to
convey ideas that cannot be expressed in a single clause, even if
the result is awkward or incorrect.

Mostly relies on simple verb forms, with some attempt to use a
greater variety of forms (e.g., passives, modals, more varied tense
and aspect). Some attempt to use coordination and subordination
to convey ideas that cannot be expressed in a single clause.
Produces numerous sentence fragments in a predictable set of
simple clause structures. If coordination and/or subordination are
attempted to express more complex clause relations, this is hesi-
tant and done with difficulty.

Produces mostly sentence fragments and simple phrases. Little
attempt to use any grammatical means to connect ideas across
clauses.
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