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Abstract: The paper examines the pedagogical challenges of assessing digital tasks in foreign-language education. It focuses on the balance between language performance, task achievement, communicative effectiveness, and the functional use of technology. Based on recent literature, it proposes key assessment dimensions and argues that digital elements should be evaluated only when they directly support the learning objectives.
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The integration of digital technologies into foreign-language education has expanded both the range of learning activities available to learners and the ways in which language competence can be demonstrated. Digital environments now support activities that extend beyond the electronic reproduction of conventional exercises and include collaborative writing, multimedia presentations, audio and video assignments, digital posters, online discussions, interactive projects, and other forms of technology-mediated language use. Such activities can combine linguistic production with interaction, content creation, collaboration, and the purposeful use of different modes of communication. In this respect, digital tasks increasingly reflect the communicative conditions in which language is used outside the classroom, where written, spoken, visual, and digitally mediated forms of communication often occur simultaneously.
This development is consistent with the broader understanding of language use presented in the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Companion Volume (Council of Europe, 2020), which expands the description of communicative activity through concepts such as online interaction, mediation, and the learner’s role as a social agent. Digital environments therefore provide opportunities for foreign-language learning that cannot always be adequately represented through traditional written or oral assignments alone. At the same time, the growing complexity of these tasks raises a corresponding question concerning their pedagogically valid assessment. When a learning product combines language, content, visual organization, technical elements, interaction, and collaboration, the object of assessment may become less clearly defined.
The problem is particularly important in higher education, where assessment is expected to provide evidence that specified learning outcomes have been achieved. From the perspective of constructive alignment, assessment tasks and criteria should correspond directly to the intended outcomes of the learning process (Biggs, Tang, & Kennedy, 2022). The introduction of technology does not alter this principle. A technically sophisticated product cannot in itself be regarded as evidence of higher foreign-language competence, just as limited technical complexity should not automatically reduce the evaluation of a linguistically and communicatively successful performance. The pedagogical challenge is therefore not simply to introduce additional criteria for digital work, but to determine which characteristics of a digital task constitute relevant evidence of language learning and which remain secondary to its educational purpose.
This distinction has become increasingly significant in research on digitally mediated second-language production. Hafner and Ho (2020) identify assessment as an underresearched aspect of digital multimodal composing and emphasize the difficulty of determining which dimensions of learners’ performance should be assessed and at what stages of the task. Their process-based perspective further suggests that assessment may involve not only the final product but also planning, design, feedback, revision, and reflection. Jiang, Yu, and Lee (2022) extend the discussion by demonstrating that digital products should also be considered in relation to their communicative purpose, genre, audience, and the functional selection of different modes. More recent research continues to identify assessment, feedback, and task design as areas requiring further theoretical and empirical development in second-language digital practices (Jiang & Hafner, 2025).
For the purposes of the present paper, digital tasks are understood as learning activities mediated by digital technologies in which learners use the foreign language to create, present, exchange, or collaboratively develop content in accordance with specified educational and communicative objectives. This definition distinguishes them from conventional exercises that are merely delivered electronically. The pedagogical value of a digital task is therefore not determined by the presence of technology itself, but by the way in which technology supports language use, interaction, meaning-making, or the completion of a purposeful learning activity.
The central issue addressed in the paper is how such tasks can be assessed without allowing technical performance, visual complexity, or digital competence to overshadow the foreign-language learning objectives for which the task has been designed. The study adopts a theoretical review approach and draws on recent research in foreign-language education, digital and multimodal learning, language assessment, and higher-education pedagogy. Its purpose is to identify the principal challenges associated with the assessment of digital tasks and to systematize pedagogically relevant dimensions for their evaluation. Particular attention is given to the relationship between foreign-language performance, task achievement, communicative effectiveness, the functional use of digital elements, and the learning process. On this basis, the paper seeks to formulate principles for balanced assessment in which technology contributes to the demonstration of learning without becoming an independent measure of achievement unless digital competence is itself an intended learning outcome.
The concept of a task has a well-established position in foreign-language pedagogy and is closely associated with approaches that place meaningful language use at the center of the learning process. In task-based language teaching, a task is generally understood as a purposeful activity in which learners use available linguistic resources to achieve a defined outcome, with primary attention directed towards meaning rather than the isolated reproduction of predetermined language forms (Ellis, 2003). This distinction remains relevant in digital environments. The use of technology does not automatically transform an exercise into a task; rather, it changes the conditions under which the activity is performed and may extend the possibilities for interaction, collaboration, access to information, and the creation of communicative products.
Accordingly, a distinction should be made between a digitized exercise and a digital task. An electronically delivered grammar exercise, vocabulary matching activity, or automatically scored multiple-choice test may reproduce an established instructional format through a digital medium without substantially changing its pedagogical purpose. Such activities can be useful components of foreign-language instruction, particularly for practice, consolidation, and formative checking, but their digital form is primarily a mode of delivery. A digital task, by contrast, requires learners to use the target language in order to achieve a communicative or content-related objective through the affordances of a digital environment. Technology becomes part of the conditions under which meaning is created, exchanged, negotiated, or presented rather than merely a substitute for paper-based materials.
This distinction corresponds with the development of technology-mediated task-based language teaching. Smith and González-Lloret (2021) emphasize that technologies should not be selected independently of the pedagogical task; their value depends on the relationship between technological affordances, learning objectives, task characteristics, and the particular educational context. From this perspective, the educational significance of a digital tool is determined by what it enables learners to do with language. A shared online document, for example, may facilitate collaborative writing and revision; an audio or video environment may create conditions for spoken production and interaction; while an online discussion space may enable asynchronous exchanges that require learners to formulate, reconsider, and respond to arguments. The technological medium therefore supports the task, but does not constitute its pedagogical purpose.
The expansion of digitally mediated language use is also reflected in the CEFR Companion Volume (Council of Europe, 2020), which includes descriptors for online interaction and places greater emphasis on mediation, collaboration, and learners’ participation as social agents. Online communication frequently involves combinations of written and spoken language, visual information, hyperlinks, images, audio, and other semiotic resources. Consequently, foreign-language tasks conducted in digital environments may require learners not only to produce linguistically appropriate language, but also to select, organize, and communicate information effectively for a specific audience and purpose. The integration of several modes of communication is particularly evident in activities such as multimedia presentations, video assignments, digital posters, collaborative projects, and other forms of digital composing. However, the presence of multiple modes does not mean that all of them should automatically become independent objects of assessment. Their pedagogical relevance depends on the objectives established for the particular task.
For the purposes of the present analysis, digital tasks in foreign-language education can be grouped according to their predominant communicative function. Production-oriented tasks require learners to create written or spoken content, as in blogs, recorded presentations, podcasts, or video assignments. Interaction-oriented tasks involve exchanges between participants through online discussions, shared platforms, or synchronous and asynchronous communication. Collaborative tasks require learners to jointly develop a product, solve a problem, or organize information through digital environments. Presentation and mediation tasks involve selecting, reformulating, summarizing, or communicating information to a particular audience, often by combining linguistic and non-linguistic resources. In practice, these categories frequently overlap. A collaborative presentation, for example, may involve reading source materials, negotiating meaning with peers, producing written content, delivering spoken language, and adapting information to the needs of an audience.
The multimodal character of some digital tasks further distinguishes them from more conventional language exercises. Research on digital multimodal composing has shown that learners may need to coordinate linguistic, visual, auditory, and spatial resources in order to construct meaning (Hafner & Ho, 2020; Jiang, Yu, & Lee, 2022). Such activities can provide opportunities for authentic and purposeful language use, but they also complicate the relationship between the learning task and its assessment. A technically polished multimedia product may contain limited or inaccurate language, whereas a comparatively simple digital product may demonstrate strong linguistic competence and fulfil the communicative purpose effectively. Similarly, collaborative production can create meaningful opportunities for language use while making individual contribution more difficult to identify.
Digital tasks should therefore be understood primarily in terms of their pedagogical and communicative function, rather than their technological complexity. The defining question is not which technology has been used, but what learners are expected to achieve through the foreign language and what evidence of learning the task is intended to provide. This understanding establishes an important basis for assessment: if technology functions as a means through which linguistic and communicative objectives are pursued, assessment criteria should reflect those objectives accordingly. Only where the purposeful use of digital resources constitutes an explicit learning outcome should technical or multimodal performance acquire a substantial independent role in the evaluation.
The assessment of digital tasks presents a broader pedagogical challenge than the evaluation of conventional language exercises because the learner’s performance may involve several interrelated components. Linguistic accuracy and range remain important, but they may appear alongside content selection, communicative organization, collaboration, visual representation, oral delivery, and the use of digital resources. The principal difficulty is therefore to determine which aspects provide valid evidence of the intended learning outcomes and how much weight each of them should receive. Without such differentiation, assessment may inadvertently reward technical sophistication rather than foreign-language achievement.
A central issue concerns the relationship between language performance and technical performance. Learners enter higher education with different levels of digital competence, experience, and access to technological resources. Consequently, the visual or technical quality of a digital product may partly reflect abilities that were developed outside the foreign-language course. This raises questions of validity and fairness. If the principal objective of an assignment is written or spoken language production, a learner with stronger technical skills should not automatically receive a higher assessment than a learner whose product is technologically simpler but linguistically more successful. Rahmati and Nushi (2023) similarly identify computer literacy as a relevant consideration in the fairness of technology-enhanced language assessment. Technical competence should therefore influence evaluation only when it forms an explicit part of the intended learning outcomes or contributes directly to the communicative effectiveness of the task.
A second challenge involves the distinction between the final product and the learning process. Traditional assessment frequently concentrates on the completed assignment, while digital tasks may involve planning, information selection, drafting, peer interaction, revision, and the integration of feedback before the final product is submitted. Hafner and Ho (2020) argue for a process-based perspective in which assessment can be connected with different stages of digital composing rather than limited to the final outcome. Such an approach is particularly relevant when the educational purpose of a task includes collaboration, revision, reflection, or the development of learner autonomy. At the same time, including the process in formal assessment requires clearly observable indicators; otherwise, criteria such as participation or effort may be interpreted inconsistently.
The use of multiple communicative modes creates an additional problem. Digital tasks may combine written language, speech, images, sound, layout, and other resources. These elements can contribute to meaning, but their presence does not necessarily justify equal assessment weight. Jiang, Yu, and Lee (2022) demonstrate the importance of considering the relationship between genre, communicative purpose, structure, and modal choices when assessing digital multimodal production. From a pedagogical perspective, this suggests that non-linguistic elements should be evaluated according to their function rather than their aesthetic complexity. An image, animation, or sound element is relevant when it clarifies information, supports organization, or contributes to communication with the intended audience. Decorative complexity alone provides little evidence of foreign-language learning.
Collaborative digital tasks introduce a further difficulty because the quality of the collective product does not necessarily reflect the contribution of each participant. Learners may assume different responsibilities for language production, content development, technical preparation, or presentation. If only the final group product is assessed, substantial differences in individual participation may remain invisible. Conversely, excessive individual monitoring may reduce the collaborative character of the activity. A balanced approach therefore requires a distinction between the quality of the shared outcome and evidence of individual linguistic or communicative contribution.
Assessment must also remain transparent and sufficiently reliable. The wider the range of criteria included in a rubric, the greater the risk that learners will be uncertain about which aspects are central to their performance. Criteria such as creativity, originality, visual quality, or effective use of technology may be interpreted differently unless they are linked to observable characteristics of the task. Hafner and Ho (2020) show that educators assessing digital multimodal work may attend to multiple dimensions, including language, organization, delivery, genre, originality, and the interaction between modes. The inclusion of numerous dimensions, however, increases the need for clearly defined priorities.
These challenges indicate that the assessment of digital tasks should begin not with the characteristics of the technology used, but with the intended educational outcomes. The essential question is which evidence produced through the task demonstrates foreign-language learning. Language performance, successful task completion, communicative effectiveness, digital elements, and the learning process may all be relevant, but their importance cannot be assumed to be equal. A pedagogically balanced assessment therefore requires a structured set of criteria in which each dimension is justified by the purpose of the task and its contribution to the expected learning outcomes.
	The challenges outlined above suggest that the assessment of digital tasks requires a framework that is sufficiently broad to account for their communicative and technological characteristics, while remaining firmly connected to the objectives of foreign-language learning. The inclusion of digital elements should not lead to an indiscriminate expansion of assessment criteria. Instead, the relevance of each criterion should be determined by the intended learning outcomes, the communicative purpose of the task, and the type of learner performance expected. This position corresponds to the principle of constructive alignment, according to which teaching activities and assessment should provide evidence of the outcomes that learners are expected to achieve. In digital tasks, therefore, technology should normally function as a means of demonstrating learning rather than as an independent measure of achievement.
A first and central assessment dimension is foreign-language performance. Regardless of the digital form of a task, its assessment within a foreign-language course should retain a clear connection with linguistic and communicative competence. Depending on the activity, relevant indicators may include grammatical accuracy, lexical range and appropriateness, coherence and cohesion, fluency, pronunciation, register, and the ability to formulate meaning effectively. The relative importance of these indicators should vary according to the purpose of the task. Accuracy may receive greater attention in an academic writing assignment, whereas fluency, interaction, and intelligibility may be more relevant in an oral discussion or recorded presentation. The assessment framework should therefore avoid applying identical linguistic criteria to substantially different forms of learner production.
The second one concerns task achievement and content. Successful foreign-language performance cannot be reduced to linguistic correctness if the learner does not fulfil the communicative purpose of the activity. Assessment should consequently consider whether the required information has been selected and organized appropriately, whether the task instructions have been addressed, and whether the final product responds to the intended audience and context. This is particularly important for digital tasks, which often involve the creation of purposeful products rather than isolated linguistic responses. Jiang, Yu, and Lee (2022) emphasize that digital multimodal compositions can be understood as purpose-directed and audience-oriented social actions, supporting the inclusion of communicative purpose and genre expectations within assessment. The criterion of task achievement thus provides a link between language competence and the learner’s ability to use that competence to accomplish a meaningful objective.
A third dimension is communicative effectiveness. This concerns not only whether language is formally correct, but whether meaning is communicated clearly and appropriately. Learners may need to structure information for a particular audience, establish connections between ideas, respond to other participants, reformulate information, or select an appropriate mode of presentation. The expansion of the CEFR to include online interaction and mediation reflects the increasing importance of communication in digitally mediated environments and reinforces the view of learners as social agents rather than simply producers of isolated linguistic forms. Accordingly, assessment may take account of audience awareness, clarity of communication, appropriateness of register, interaction, and the learner’s ability to adapt information to the requirements of the communicative situation.
The functional use of digital elements constitutes a fourth possible assessment dimension, but it requires particular caution. Images, audio, video, layout, hyperlinks, and other digital resources should not receive credit merely because they increase the technical complexity or visual attractiveness of a product. Their relevance should be determined by the extent to which they support meaning, organization, accessibility, or communication. Research on digital multimodal composing similarly distinguishes between the mere presence of multiple modes and their purposeful integration within the communicative product (Hafner & Ho, 2020; Jiang, Yu, & Lee, 2022). Hafner and Ho’s process-based model also demonstrates that assessment of digital composing may extend beyond isolated linguistic elements and consider how different resources are selected and combined during the development of a product. A simple visual element that clarifies complex information may therefore have greater pedagogical value than a technically elaborate feature with no meaningful communicative function.
A fifth dimension concerns the learning process and collaboration. This dimension is not applicable to every digital task and should be included only when the learning objectives explicitly involve planning, revision, peer interaction, reflection, or collaborative production. In such cases, exclusive attention to the final product may conceal important evidence of learning. A learner may substantially improve a text following feedback, contribute linguistic solutions during collaborative work, or demonstrate the ability to evaluate and revise an initial product. Hafner and Ho (2020) propose a process-based approach precisely because assessment of digital composing may involve stages of design, sharing, feedback, and reflection rather than only the completed product. Where collaboration is assessed, however, the criteria should distinguish between the quality of the shared product and observable evidence of individual contribution.
Taken together, these five dimensions do not constitute a fixed rubric to be applied uniformly to every digital task. Their pedagogical value lies in providing a structured basis from which relevant criteria can be selected. Foreign-language performance and task achievement should ordinarily remain central, since they correspond most directly to the purposes of foreign-language education. Communicative effectiveness becomes particularly important where the task requires interaction, mediation, or presentation to an audience. Functional use of digital elements should be assessed only when these elements contribute to meaning or when digital communication itself forms part of the intended learning outcomes. Process and collaboration criteria should likewise be included only when the design of the task provides learners with genuine opportunities to demonstrate them.
Balanced assessment also depends on the transparency of criteria. Learners should know before completing the task which aspects of their performance will be assessed and what constitutes successful achievement. This is especially important when criteria extend beyond familiar linguistic categories. General descriptors such as “creativity”, “good use of technology”, or “attractive presentation” provide insufficient guidance unless they are connected to observable educational functions. “Effective use of visual elements”, for example, can be defined in relation to clarity, organization, or support for meaning, thereby reducing the influence of subjective aesthetic preferences. The same principle applies to collaboration and participation, which should be represented through identifiable forms of contribution rather than general impressions of effort.
For this reason, analytic assessment is particularly suitable for complex digital tasks. Separating the major dimensions enables the educator to distinguish strong linguistic performance from weaker task organization or, conversely, successful technical presentation from limited foreign-language achievement. It also makes feedback more informative because learners can identify the specific areas in which improvement is required. The number of criteria should nevertheless remain manageable. An excessively detailed rubric may create the appearance of precision while making assessment difficult to apply consistently and obscuring the main educational objectives.
A further principle is that the weight assigned to each dimension should be task-dependent rather than predetermined. A recorded oral presentation, collaborative written document, digital poster, and online discussion do not generate the same type of evidence and should not be assessed through identical distributions of criteria. The weighting should follow the intended outcomes: if the principal objective is oral interaction, spoken language and communicative responsiveness should dominate; if the objective is academic writing, linguistic organization and content development should receive greater emphasis. Technical execution should acquire substantial weight only where the ability to communicate effectively through the digital medium is itself explicitly taught and expected.
The proposed framework can therefore be summarized through a sequence of pedagogical decisions: identify the intended learning outcomes; determine what learner performance will provide evidence of those outcomes; select the relevant assessment dimensions; define observable criteria; and assign their relative importance according to the purpose of the task. Such an approach prevents technology from becoming an additional source of assessment unrelated to the objectives of foreign-language learning. At the same time, it recognizes that digital environments can extend the ways in which linguistic and communicative competence is demonstrated. Balanced assessment does not require educators to disregard the digital characteristics of a task, but to evaluate them only insofar as they contribute to meaningful language use, successful communication, and the achievement of clearly defined educational outcomes.
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