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Abstract
This paper explores the possibilities and challenges in testing grammar forms communicatively. Using an actual case
of  a beginning-level class of  English as a Second Language, it outlines the steps of  and considers issues in designing
a grammar test on comparison constructions while attempting to maintain communicativeness and authenticity.

Introduction
As  a  language  teacher  and  language  learner,  I  am  well  aware  of  the  importance  of
communicative language teaching. When teaching grammar classes, I try to show students that
grammar  has  relevance  in  everyday  interactions  by  showing  the  usage  of  specific  grammar
structures in real-life situations. However, when it comes to testing grammar, I usually fall back on
old-fashioned  multiple-choice  or  gap-filling  tests  that  are  likely  to  be  high  in  reliability  and
practicality. My situation is described by Purpura (2004), who observed that many teachers put a
lot of  effort into teaching grammar communicatively, focusing on form and meaning; however,
for  testing,  “they  rely  exclusively  on  traditional  multiple-choice  or  blank-completion  tasks  of
grammatical  form”(p.  21).  From  my  own  experience,  this  approach  to  testing  grammar  is
inadequate,  as  students  who  usually  perform very  well  on  these  traditional  tests  still  fail  to
produce the tested form correctly when speaking in real-life communication. For example, the
class average of  a recent assessment I administered targeting present and past tense structures
was 90%; however, when students communicated, they still produced sentences such as “She go,”
“Yesterday I go,” and “I study last night.” Multiple-choice tests can be highly reliable, especially
if  they contain a sufficient number of  items; yet, performance on the test might not be a valid
measure of  students’ ability to use the target structures proficiently in real-life communicative
contexts (Anderson, Clapham, & Wall, 1996, p. 187). Therefore, I was excited by the opportunity
to collaborate with my colleagues to design an assessment to measure students’ abilities to use
target grammatical structures while performing an authentic speaking task. This way, I could
determine not only whether students know the grammatical rules and structures but also whether
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students could proficiently use the target structures in authentic communicative contexts.  Below,
I will describe the assessment itself, discuss the challenges we faced, and refect on how these
challenges may be addressed in the future.

Assessment Objectives
The purpose  of  this  test  was  to  find out  whether  students  could  accurately  produce  simple
structures for comparisons using the same as, similar to, different from, like, and alike. These structures
are from Basic English Grammar (Azar, 1996), sections 15-5 and 15-6 of  chapter 15 (pp. 470-474). 

The test was created for a 12-week High Beginner Grammar class that met for two hours
each class day. The class used the Basic English Grammar (Azar, 1996) textbook, supplemented with
some materials for communicative purposes.  The students’ proficiency level was approximately
equivalent to the A2 level in the Common European Framework of  Reference for Languages
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comes to production in communication, students may choose among many forms to express a
given function, which means that in order to elicit a sample of  the target grammatical forms, we
need to restrict students'  freedom in their choice of  forms.  As we discovered during the test
administration,  by  forcing  students  to  use  the  assigned  language  form,  we  sacrificed  the
communicative part of  the task as well as the task’s authenticity.

Because of  the constraints of  a grammar-driven syllabus, our group felt obliged to design
and restrict  the test  to  particular  grammar forms that  the students  were learning that week.
Students’ task for the assessment was to compare mundane objects using these exact 5 structures:
the  same as,  similar  to,  different  from,  like  and  alike.  In  our  attempt to  achieve  some authenticity
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rather,  they  waited  patiently  for  each  other’s  turn  to  end  before  initiating  their  turn.  Most
sentences that the students produced were predictable (“My book is the same as your book,” “My
phone is similar to your phone,”  “My pen is like your pen”), which is not always the case in a
real conversation. Interactiveness that contributes to the accomplishment of  a task is one aspect
of  a good speaking assessment (Bachman & Palmer, 2009, p. 25). I noticed the lack of  interaction
during the administration of  the assessment, as some students kept their eyes on the whiteboard
to make sure  they were  using  all  the  assigned forms instead of  interacting  with their  group
members. 

Test Structure vs. Student Creativity
During the test, the students compared their own and their partners’ objects, which allowed them
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non-test language use” (p. 301). Likewise, Bachman and Palmer (2009) stated that authenticity
and the relevance to target language use of  the test content and task may help promote test
takers’ positive and affective response to the task, which in turn may lead students to perform
their best (p. 24). The authors maintained that learners’ performance on the language test need
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Appendix A 

Test Instructions
Instructions on March 6
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Appendix B
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