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From the Field

Summar y: This article descr ibes how teachers can be trained to plan their courses effectively by using a teaching 
approach that blends task-based teaching with assessment.
Keywords: course planning, teaching approach, task-based teaching, assessment.
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Introduction
“We’d like you to teach a speaking course.” What 
would you do as a young teacher presented with 
such a task for the first time? As a college English 
teacher with five-years’ experience teaching in a pro-
gram with preset materials and testing, this was the 
situation I faced during my first year teaching in the 
Japanese-university system; instructors are usually 
expected to be self-reliant, given only brief course 
descriptions, and thus responsible for selection of 
their course materials, teaching method, and means 
of assessment. It was an arrangement that proved to 
be a gift for my professional development: it taught 
me the importance of planning, particularly with re-
spect to organizing instruction and assessment. Over 
the next sixteen years, I taught a variety of reading, 
writing, listening, and speaking courses that required 
using a range of instructional and assessment activ-
ities, experience that served to be valuable prepara-
tion for my current work as a TESOL instructor.

Linking Assessment and Task-based 
Language Teaching
For the past eleven years, I have taught in the MA 
TESOL Program at Trinity Western University in 
Langley, B.C. The students include both experi-
enced and novice English teachers from a variety 
of countries. Many of them are native speakers of 
other languages. Among the courses I teach is one on 
assessment. In line with my classroom experience, 
there are two critical ideas I want the students to 
grasp: one is that classroom assessment is intercon-
nected with the other elements recognized as part 
of the curriculum, which includes learner needs, 
course aims and objectives, materials, instruction, 
and evaluation. The other is that as an integral ele-
ment of the curriculum, effective assessment–that 
which helps learners achieve their learning aims for 

a given course–needs to be well planned as teachers 
prepare and conduct their courses.
For most courses in our program, students complete 
a final written project. In the assessment course, the 
main project I have assigned has been to write a pro-
posal outlining an assessment approach for a course 
that students have taught or planned to teach. For 
example, a student with experience teaching business 
English might present a plan for a speaking course 
for Korean business people in which those students 
would be required to give sales and other types of 
presentations for which both peer and instructor 
assessment would be given according to specific 
criteria. 
This type of project is not without its weaknesses. The 
most general is that an “approach” is by nature rather 
broad; it is difficult for less experienced teachers to 
envision it working in the classroom with their target 
group of learners. A second weakness of the project 
has been an artificial separation of assessment from 
other curricular elements. I have thus sought to re-
vise this assignment so as to enable students to take 
those other elements into consideration more easily.
The revised project implemented during the recent 
winter semester in 2022 owes its structure to that 
of topical modules in use in English courses for im-
migrants in Canada. Language Instruction for New-
comers to Canada (“LINC” as it is popularly known), 
the English program taught across the country for 
teaching adult learners of English, underwent re-
structuring early in the past decade to enable uni-
formity in program structure. The cornerstone of 
this restructuring is PBLA (Portfolio-based Language 
Assessment). This acronym is rather misleading; 
while a portfolio is kept for each learner throughout 
their time in the program, the language assessment 
conducted in the classroom is in fact task based–i.e., 
based on performance during communicative activi-
ties (Nunan, 2004). 
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It is this task-based method of evaluating learners 
used in PBLA that I’ve adopted in the revised project 
format. It places a strong emphasis on assessment for 
learning, which uses teacher feedback to help learn-
ers “identify where they are and what they need to 
do next” (PBLA) and also promotes assessment of 
learning, which teachers use to provide information 
to learners regarding what they have learned as well 
as what they have not. Assessment for learning can 
be applied at any time during a course; it challenges 
teachers to consider how their feedback can help 
their students to build the skills and/or knowledge 
that the course is designed to provide. Assessment 
of learning, meanwhile, helps teachers to be aware 
of knowledge or skill gaps that need to be addressed, 
whether immediately or at a later time.
When planning their classes, LINC teachers select 
general themes (e.g. 
housing) and within each 
theme prepare specific 
modules, such as “deal-
ing with household prob-
lems” (Schmuck & Hajer, 
2020). For each module, 
the teacher creates a 
detailed plan in order 
to meet specific stan-
dards-based, real-world 
goals and develops tasks 
intended to help meet 
the identified goals. The 
set of standards used 
in the LINC program 
was developed by the 
Centre for Canadian 
Language Benchmarks. 
The Canadian Language 
Benchmarks comprise 
12 proficiency levels; at 
each level, a profile of 
language ability, task 
ideas and can-do state-
ments are designated 
for each of the four 
macro skills–listening, 
speaking, reading, and 
writing. Once a teacher 
selects the module topic 
and goals and identifies 
the relevant language in 
relation to the topic, they 
develop the module plan 
around three types of 
activities: 

•	 skill-building activities done primarily during the 
early stages of a module, focusing on grammatical 
structures and vocabulary terms relevant to the topic; 

•	 skill-using tasks during the middle stages, which 
involve students carrying out authentic tasks with 
teacher guidance; and 

•	 assessment tasks at the end of the module–similar 
to the skill-using tasks but unguided to demonstrate 
whether the learners have achieved the module goals. 

In addition to written feedback from the teacher for 
each assessment task, learners are asked to reflect on 
how well they have carried out the assessment tasks 
and may also be asked to do a general reflection on 
their achievement of the goals of the module. (See 
Table 1 for a sample module plan.)
 In order to help my assessment-course students 
prepare their final project, I developed a template, 

Table 1: Sample Module Plan. Source: https://tutela.ca/Resource_38927

https://tutela.ca/Resource_38927
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along with a sample, to guide their planning. It is 
important to note that before beginning their proj-
ect preparations, students had already carried out a 
mini project in collaborative groups, with each group 
analyzing a LINC module and evaluating the quality 
of the assessment plan for that module. They are 
thus familiar with the LINC approach to blending 
assessment and instruction, and this familiarity is 
supported by lectures focusing on various types of 
classroom assessment. (See the planning template at 
Figure 1.)
To enable students to plan effectively, they are first 
asked to identify the learners in terms of their cultural 
background, first language, age, and English-profi-
ciency level. The 
assumption is made 
that every learner’s 
L2 proficiency var-
ies by skill area, and 
that this variability 
differs for each indi-
vidual; while some 
learners are stron-
gest in the area of 
reading compre-
hension, others are 
best when it comes 
to speaking, etc. 
Such information 
is important as the 
teacher considers 
learners’ needs with 
respect to the par-
ticular course they 
are teaching.
With an under-
standing of learn-
ers ’  proficiency 
levels, a teacher 
can then consider 
elements of cur-
riculum to guide 
the ir  p lanning . 
This begins with 
identifying the in-
tended outcomes 
for a course; that is, 
what are the most 
likely next steps for 
learners at the com-
pletion of a course; 
will they continue 
their language stud-
ies at a higher level, 
seek entrance to an 

English-medium university, or enter the workforce? 
Knowing the answer to this question is critical to 
helping a teacher identify language and other needs 
(e.g., pragmatic) that need to be addressed in the 
course. Knowledge of intended outcomes and needs 
can then help in identifying suitable course aims, 
content, and objectives. With respect to LINC, con-
tent is most commonly related to learners’ everyday 
language needs. 
Once the students in my assessment course have se-
lected a module topic for their project, they are then 
asked to list skill-building activities, skill-using tasks, 
and assessment tasks for each macro skill. From 
these, they are required to draft one skill-building 

Figure 1: Module Planning Template
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activity and one assessment task, in addition to 
providing a description of a skill-using task, all for 
the same macro skill. Peers and the instructor then 
review their work to identify any elements in need of 
revision. After that, they complete an outline of their 
project, for which they receive instructor feedback. 
Finally, they present their module proposal in the 
form of either a written report or a Google slides/
PowerPoint presentation. 

“We’d like you to teach a speaking course.” While I 
would ask some questions to administrators about 
the learners and the purpose of the course, I know 
that I can plan effectively when I have an understand-
ing of my learners' goals and proficiency levels and 
can teach and assess the students in a manner that 
can serve their learning needs and help them reach 
the next stage in their English-learning journey.
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