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Task-Based Language Teaching

Task-based language teaching (TBLT) is an approach that differs from traditional
approaches by emphasizing the importance of engaging learners’ natural abilities
for acquiring language incidentally through the performance of tasks that draw
learners’ attention to form. Drawing on the multiple perspectives and expertise of
five leading authorities in the field, this book provides a comprehensive and bal-
anced account of TBLT. Split into five parts, the book provides an historical
account of the development of TBLT and introduces the key issues facing the area.
A number of different theoretical perspectives that have informed TBLT are pre-
sented, followed by a discussion on key pedagogic aspects — syllabus design, the
methodology of a task-based lesson and task-based assessment. The final parts
consider the research that has investigated the effectiveness of TBLT, address
critiques and suggest directions for future research. TBLT is now mandated by
many educational authorities throughout the world and this book serves as a core
source of information for researchers, teachers and students.
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Series Editors’ Preface

Task-based language teaching (TBLT) has been enormously influential
since the 1980s, when it inspired a generation of language teachers
seeking to engage productively with Communicative Language Teach-
ing. Since then it has developed as an approach to methodology,
assessment and syllabus design. As TBLT has grown in popularity it
has also diversified, incorporating a number of theoretical stances
towards how languages are learnt.

This book provides a substantial overview of the current position of
TBLT in the language-teaching world. It covers both pedagogic and
research perspectives, arguing that the two activities are complemen-
tary and mutually supportive. In terms of research, the book provides
a detailed account of the theoretical approaches that underpin TBLT.
Those theories relate to a number of perspectives: cognitive, psycho-
linguistic, sociocultural, psychological and educational. Under those
headings, the book includes comprehensive and authoritative assess-
ments of research into such issues as: the roles of interaction and
feedback; measures of complexity, accuracy and fluency; the import-
ance of classroom phenomena such as scaffolding and individual
variables such as motivation; the relation between psychological vari-
ables and language learning; and the intersection between educational
practice in general and language teaching in particular.

The pedagogic chapters are more practically oriented, but also draw
extensively on research into the effectiveness of TBLT. They provide a
wealth of information on how to design a task-based course, what
methods are used in such courses and why, and how task-based learn-
ing can and should be assessed. What comes across strongly is the
degree of variation within TBLT: there is no one syllabus design and
no one methodology that takes precedence over others. The authors
argue convincingly that this is a positive feature of TBLT, in that it can
be adapted to suit a variety of contexts and learning styles. In short, the
authors do not present TBLT as an approach wherein a centre imposes
action on a periphery. Rather, the principles that lie behind TBLT are an
inspiration for many kinds of classroom and assessment contexts.

xi



xii Series Editors’ Preface

The final part of the book presents an honest appraisal of task-based
language teaching in relation to language teaching more generally.
Research that addresses this issue is summarized and a balanced
conclusion presented. TBLT is not a ‘magic bullet’, and research still
needs to be undertaken to establish the extent of its efficacy. The
chapters in this part indicate how this research can be done, and what
challenges are involved in carrying it out. To date, the effectiveness of
TBLT is apparent in situations in which it is the dominant paradigm
and also in those where it exerts an influence on teaching and assess-
ment approaches that prioritize attention to meaning and interaction.

The authors present TBLT as a major development in language
teaching, and a crucial part of current pedagogic practice. The message
of this book is that in TBLT research and practice form a continuous
whole. It is a welcome addition to the series.



Authors’ Preface

Interest in task-based language teaching (TBLT) has burgeoned over
the last thirty years. It can now be considered one of the mainstream
approaches to teaching second/foreign languages as reflected in the
growing number of publications intended for teachers (e.g. Willis
1996; Willis and Willis 2007; Ellis 2018a) and an expansive body of
research that has investigated the effect of task design and implemen-
tation variables on the performance of tasks and on L2 acquisition
(e.g. Ellis 2003; Van den Branden, Bygate and Norris 2009; Robinson
2011; Long 2015; Skehan 2018).

This book aims to provide a comprehensive survey of the pedagogic
and the research literature. It has three aims:

1. The general aim is to provide a broad-based and accessible state-of-
the art account of TBLT by considering the pedagogical aspects of
this approach and by reviewing relevant theories and research that
have informed the design and implementation of task-based
courses. While these two perspectives are inter-related they have
led to somewhat different justifications for designing and imple-
menting task-based courses.

2. The second aim is to examine the effectiveness of TBLT in relation
to other mainstream approaches to language teaching. One of the
criticisms levelled at TBLT is that there is insufficient evidence to
demonstrate that TBLT is more effective in developing L2 learners’
communicative abilities than other more traditional approaches.
A number of comparative method and evaluation studies enable us
to examine the validity of this criticism and to demonstrate that
TBLT is effective.

3. The third aim is to examine the criticisms of TBLT that have been
advanced by advocates of traditional language teaching and then to
identify a number of ‘real’ issues that need to be addressed. To this
end, we will consider the problems that teachers face in introducing
TBLT into their classrooms and how these problems can be

addressed.

xiii
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xiv Authors’ Preface

There are two general principles that inform the positions we have
taken in the book:

1. Task-based pedagogy and task-based research are complementary.
There is perhaps no area of language teaching where pedagogy and
research have been so closely intertwined. The practice of TBLT in
real classrooms has raised questions that are not just important for
teachers but also of interest to researchers. For example, teachers
have expressed concern about learners’ use of their first language
(L1) when they are performing speaking tasks while researchers
have investigated specific ways in which the use of L1 can facilitate
both the performance of a task and second language (L2) learning.
Research-directed activity has also fed into the practice of teaching.
For example, the usefulness of having learners plan before they
perform a task has been clearly established through the research
that has investigated pre-task planning. As Pica (1997) noted
teachers, methodologists and researchers have a shared interest in
the use communication tasks. This shared interest is what informs
the book.

2. We view TBLT as an approach, not a method. That is, TBLT is
based on a set of general principles that inform how a language is
best taught and learned but it is not prescriptive of either how to
design a task-based course or how to implement tasks in the
classroom. Nor is the approach monolithic. There are different
versions of the approach. We acknowledge these differences and
consider how TBLT can be adapted to take account of the needs of
teachers and learners in different instructional contexts. This
acknowledgement of the diversity in TBLT is a key feature of the
book that distinguishes it from the narrower, more circumscribed
view of TBLT found in some other publications.

Each part of the book approaches TBLT from a different angle while
always maintaining the interface between pedagogical concerns and
research and acknowledging the diversity within TBLT. Part I provides
the general background to TBLT and serves as a foundation for
subsequent parts. Part II focuses on the theories and research that
have informed task-based research. It examines a number of different
perspectives by addressing the theoretical constructs that underlie each
perspective and the research methodologies that have been utilized in
investigating them. In Part III the focus switches to pedagogy, drawing
on relevant research and emphasizing the diversity in TBLT. It
addresses the principles that inform the selection and sequencing of
tasks in a task-based course, the methodological principles that



Authors’ Preface XV

underlie proposals for implementing a task in the classroom, and the
kinds of assessment that are compatible with TBLT. Part IV looks at
the research that has investigated complete TBLT courses. It considers
whether the claim that TBLT is more effective than traditional, struc-
tural approaches to language teaching is justified and reports on
evaluation studies that have examined the viability of introducing
TBLT in different instructional contexts. Part V concludes the book
by first examining the criticisms of TBLT that have been made and
suggesting the lines of research needed to further understanding of the
relationship between tasks and learning. Finally, we return to con-
sidering how task-based research and task-based teaching can most
profitably interface.

The primary readers of this book will be researchers, postgraduate
students and teachers who are interested in using TBLT in their
classrooms. It seeks to be accessible to readers who are not familiar
with the research and theory that inform TBLT but it is not a ‘how-to-
do-it’ book. Our aim is to survey the field in order to provide a wealth
of information that can inform the design of task-based courses, the
planning of task-based lessons, the assessment of learning and the
evaluation of courses.
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Part |

Introduction

Task-based language teaching (TBLT) constitutes an approach to
language teaching that prioritizes meaning but does not neglect form.
It emphasizes the importance of engaging learners’ natural abilities for
acquiring language incidentally as they engage with language as a
meaning-making tool; it thus contrasts with structural approaches that
emphasize language as an object to be systematically taught and
intentionally learned.

The purpose of the chapter in Part I of the book is to provide a
general introduction by outlining a number of key issues that will be
addressed more fully in subsequent parts. We begin by providing a
historical sketch of TBLT, showing its pedagogic origins in communi-
cative language teaching (CLT) and its theoretical foundations in
second language acquisition (SLA) research and principles of sound
education. We then trace the development of TBLT from its early
days, pointing to the multiple influences that have helped to shape its
evolution. We address key issues such as how to define ‘task’, how
tasks have been classified, how they can be sequenced into a syllabus,
how a complete lesson can be built around a task, the use of tasks
in computer-mediated (CM) language teaching, and task-based assess-
ment. We introduce the key construct of ‘focus on form’ and
explain its importance in TBLT and consider the difference between
‘task-based’ and ‘task-supported’ language teaching.

TBLT constitutes a major innovation in those instructional contexts
where language has been taught through a structural syllabus. For this
reason, the evaluation of task-based courses plays an important role in
understanding how TBLT can be made to work efficiently and effect-
ively in different contexts. TBLT has not always been welcomed by
members of the language teaching profession. We are aware of the
critiques that have been mounted against TBLT and briefly address
them. We point out that these are often based on misunderstandings of
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TBLT, but we also acknowledge the need to demonstrate that TBLT is
in fact more effective than traditional approaches.

As noted in the Preface, the position we have taken in this book is
that TBLT is not a monolithic, tightly defined approach but quite
diverse. There are many issues relating to the design and implementa-
tion of task-based courses that continue to be debated. It is appropri-
ate, therefore, that the chapter ends with a set of questions rather than
a summative statement about TBLT. These questions are addressed in
subsequent chapters of the book.
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4 Introduction

a ‘synthetic’ way of teaching founded on an inventory of grammatical
structures to an ‘analytic’ approach based on language functions such
as ‘expressing agreement or disagreement’ and semantic notions
such as ‘time’ and ‘space’. However, the language teaching materials
based on a notional syllabus (e.g. Abbs and Freebairn, 1982) did not
differ greatly from those based on a structural syllabus. That is, the
linguistic forms for expressing each notion were mainly presented
in situations and then practised in controlled exercises. Thus, while
the organizational framework of a language course had changed, the
methodology had not.

There was, however, a growing recognition of the need for a com-
municative methodology. Johnson (1982), for example, advocated
what he called the deep-end strategy, where ‘the student is placed in
a situation where he may need to use language not yet taught’ so as to
activate ‘the ability to search for circumlocutions when the appropri-
ate language item is not known’ (p. 193). This called for communi-
cative tasks where the learner’ use of language was judged not in terms
of whether it was grammatically correct but in terms of whether the
communicative outcome of the task was achieved.

CLT never developed into well-defined ‘method’. Howatt (1984)
distinguished a weak version, where teaching content was defined in
terms of the linguistic realizations of notions and functions, but the
methodology remained essentially the same as in the traditional struc-
tural approach, and a strong version, where the content of a language
programme was specified in terms of communicative tasks and the
methodological focus was on fluency. TBLT grew out of the strong
CLT approach.

SLA Research

The SLA research that started in the 1960s and 1970s fed into the
emergence of TBLT. Cross-sectional studies of learners acquiring a
second language (L2) naturalistically (e.g. Dulay and Burt, 1973)
provided evidence that there was an acquisition order that was
common to all learners irrespective of their first languages (L1) or
their age. Furthermore, a very similar order was found in classroom
learners, suggesting that instruction did not have a major impact
on the developmental route learners followed. Longitudinal studies
(e.g. Cancino, Rosansky and Schumann, 1978) showed that learners
passed through a series of stages involving ‘transitional constructions’
en route to the target form. Progress was gradual and often very slow,
and at any one stage of development considerable variability was
evident in those constructions that had been acquired up to that point.
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Furthermore, it was clear that learners did not set about achieving
target-like use of grammatical structures in linear fashion. Rather, they
worked on several structures concurrently. This research led to the
claim that there was a ‘natural route’ for mastering the grammar of a
language and that learners had their own ‘built-in syllabus’ for learn-
ing it (Corder, 1967).

Drawing on this research, Krashen (1985) argued that true profi-
ciency in an L2 depends on ‘acquisition’, defined as ‘the subconscious
process identical in all important ways to the process children utilize in
acquiring their first language’ and not on ‘learning’, defined as ‘the
conscious process that results in “knowing about” language’ (p. 1).
The Natural Approach (Krashen and Terrell, 1983) constituted an
attempt to apply Krashen’s ideas about how languages were ‘acquired’
to pedagogic practice. It emphasizes activities that focus learners’
primary attention on meaning and caters to incidental acquisition.
TBLT is based on the same principle.

Early TBLT Proposals

‘Tasks’ figured in both early CLT and the Natural Approach but in
neither were they conceived of as the units around which a complete
language course could be built. It was not until the mid- to late 1980s
that the first proposals for a task-based approach appeared. These
early proposals (Long, 1985; Candlin, 1987; Breen, 1989) were
largely programmatic in nature. They focused on the rationale for a
task-based syllabus and outlined how to design and evaluate a task-
based curriculum. Prabhu (1987) provided the first complete account
of a task-based course while Nunan (1989) gave practical advice
about how to design tasks."

Rationale for TBLT
These early proposals were based on:

e research in SLA (Long, 1985);

o general educational principles (Candlin and Breen);

o dissatisfaction with structural-based teaching and the intuition that
the development of grammatical competence was best achieved
through the effort to cope with communication (Prabhu);

o the utility of ‘task’ as a unit that integrates what learners will learn
(i.e. the syllabus) with how they learn (i.e. methodology) (Nunan).

From the start, therefore, there were multiple inputs into the rationale
for TBLT.
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Drawing on research in SLA, Long (1985) argued that ‘there is no
reason to assume that presenting the target language as a series of
discrete linguistic or sociolinguistic teaching points is the best, or
even g way to get learners to synthesize the parts into a coherent
whole’ (p. 79). He saw an approach based on tasks as providing an
‘integrated solution to both syllabus and methodological issues’
(p. 89).

Candlin (1987) critiqued traditional approaches from an educa-
tional standpoint. He argued that they failed to ‘emphasize educa-
tional goals ... in their pursuit of cost-effective training’ (p. 16).
Along with Breen (1989), he emphasized the importance of teachers
and students jointly negotiating the content of a course and argued
that tasks provided the best means for achieving this. Candlin
claimed that an approach based on tasks would enable learners ‘to
become more aware of their own personalities and social roles’
(p. 17), foster self-realization and self-fulfilment and enhance their
self-confidence.

Prabhu’s (1987) starting point was dissatisfaction with the
Structural-Oral Situational Method which was dominant in his
particular teaching context (India) at that time. He argued that
‘the development of competence in a second language requires not
systematization of language input or maximation of planned prac-
tice, but rather the creation of conditions in which learners engage
in an effort to cope with communication’ (p. 1) and that this could
be best achieved by having students perform tasks.

Nunan (1989) sought to provide teachers with a practical introduc-
tion to the design and use of tasks. He claimed that basing teaching
on tasks avoided the traditional distinction between syllabus and
methodology. Traditional syllabuses did have a role, but as check-
lists rather than as directives about what to teach. Thus the starting
point was the selection of the task(s) for a particular lesson.

Defining ‘“Task’

a

The early proposals for task-based teaching all provided definitions of
‘task’ but these varied in a number of ways. Breen’s (1989) definition
was the most encompassing. A task is ‘a structured plan for the
provision of opportunities for the refinement of knowledge and cap-

abilities entailed in a new language and its use during communication’.

According to this definition, a task could be both a brief practice

exercise and ‘a more complex workplan that requires spontaneous
communication’. Other definitions emphasized four important aspects
of a task:

eltshop.ir
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e A task is a meaning-focused activity. It requires learners to focus on
meaning rather than form (Nunan, 1989).

o A task does not specify the exact meaning-content to be addressed as
this will be subject to modification when it is performed. The language
needed to perform a task is negotiable as the task is performed.

o A task should bear some resemblance to a task that people perform
in real life. Long (1985) defined tasks as ‘the hundred and one things
people do in everyday life, at work, at play and in between’ (p. 89).

e A task should have ‘a sense of completeness’ and ‘stand alone as a
communicative act in its own right’ (Nunan, 1989, p. 10).

One of the problems with these early definitions is that they conflated
two senses of ‘task’ — task-as-workplan and task-as-process (Breen,
1989). It was the failure to make this crucial distinction that led to
the claim that the traditional distinction between ‘syllabus’ and ‘meth-
odology’ loses relevance. We will argue later, however, that this dis-
tinction is very relevant to TBLT and that it is best to define task as a
workplan.

Classifying Tasks

We find a mixed bag of suggestions for distinguishing different types
of task in these early proposals. Candlin commented that it is not
possible to ‘offer anything other than implicit suggestions that tasks
might be catalogued under several distinct types’ (1987, p. 14) and
that as a result ‘a typology is bound to be fuzzy-edged and at most a
managerial convenience’ (p. 15). Long distinguished ‘target tasks’ (i.e.
real-life tasks such as ‘selling an airline ticket’), ‘task types’ (i.e. general
tasks such as ‘selling an item’), and ‘pedagogic tasks’ (i.e. the actual
tasks that teachers and students work with). Nunan presented a
number of task typologies drawn from different sources, the most
useful of which is Prabhu’s (see Table 1.1). This is based on how the
information in a task is handled by the participants.

Grading and Sequencing Tasks

The early proposals for TBLT identified a number of criteria for
determining the difficulty of pedagogical tasks:

The linguistic complexity of the input provided by a task.

The amount of input provided in the task.

The number of steps involved in the execution of a task.

The degree of structure in the information presented or required by
the task.
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Table 1.1 A typology of task types

Type of task Definition

Information gap  This type involves ‘a transfer of given information from one
person to another — or from one form to another, or from
one place to another’.

Reasoning gap This type involves ‘deriving some new information from given
information through the processes of inference, deduction,
practical reasoning, or a perception of relationships or
patterns’.

Opinion gap This type involves ‘identifying and articulating a personal
preference, feeling, or attitude in response to a given
situation’.

Source: Based on Prabhu (1987, pp. 46-7).

e The number of objects, events or people that need to be distin-
guished when performing the task.

e The extent to which the task requires reference to present or past/
future events.

e The extent to which reasons for actions or decisions need to
be given.

e The intellectual challenge posed.

e The learners’ familiarity with the topic of the task.

It should be immediately apparent that while such factors can clearly
influence the difficulty of individual tasks, they cannot be easily used
to grade tasks. It is not evident, for example, how one factor should be
balanced against others. Prabhu found that the grading and
sequencing tasks in the Communicational Teaching Project was more
a matter of intuition than precise measurement and therefore largely a
matter of trial and error.?

Evaluating Tasks

The importance of evaluating tasks was also recognized in these early
proposals for TBLT. Long made the point that the success of a task
needs to be judged in terms of task accomplishment rather than target-
like linguistic production. He suggested that specialists should assess
whether learners had mastered the ability to perform a ‘target task’.
Candlin proposed three general areas to be considered in evaluating
the utility of a task — its diagnostic value, its implementability in the
classroom and the extent to which it fits in with and leads to other
tasks. Nunan offered the most detailed proposal in the form of a
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checklist of questions to be asked about a task (see pp. 135-7). This
list includes questions relating to the design of the task (e.g. ‘Is there an
information-gap?’), its implementation (e.g. “What type of language is
stimulated by the task?’), and the learners’ affective response to the
task (e.g. ‘Does the task engage the learners’ interests?’). As with the
other aspects of TBLT, these suggestions were insightful but clearly
programmatic.

Subsequent Developments

Over time, the issues raised in the early proposals were built on and
new issues emerged. The rationale for TBLT was further expanded to
incorporate general educational principles. The thorny issue of the
definition of a task was revisited. The assumption that the traditional
distinction between syllabus and methodology was no longer applic-
able in TBLT was challenged as it became clear that the issues relating
to the design and implementation of tasks remain distinct and thus
warrant separate consideration.

Broadening the Rationale for TBLT

We have seen that the underpinnings of TBLT lay in CLT (the ‘strong
version’) and in SLA research and theory. With the exception of
Candlin (1987), little attention was initially paid to broader educa-
tional principles. One of the major developments that followed was an
attempt to align TBLT with general theories of education. Samuda and
Bygate (2008) drew on Dewey’s (1938) critique of the traditional
classroom with its view of learning as the mastery of ready-made
products and his emphasis on the importance of learning that connects
with experience of the real world. They pointed to Bruner’s (1960)
emphasis on ‘learning for use’ where the learner is positioned not just
as a ‘student’ but as a ‘practitioner’. TBLT is highly compatible with
the holistic, experience-driven pedagogies advocated by these promin-
ent educationalists.

Defining “Task’

Definitions of tasks have proliferated over the years. Van den Branden
(2006) reviewed a total of seventeen different definitions which
he divided into two groups, depending on whether they were
viewed as tasks in terms of language learning goals or educational
activity. We do not find this proliferation of definitions helpful
and argue that there is a need for a definition that is applicable across
contexts and purposes.
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The problem in arriving at such a definition originates in the failure
to distinguish task-as-workplan and task-as-process. This is evident
in the meaning attached to the word ‘activity’, which figures in many
of the definitions. This term is ambiguous as it can refer to both
the actual materials that constitute a task (i.e. the workplan) or
to the language use resulting from the performance of the task (i.e. the
process). We argue that a task cannot be defined in terms of process
as this is, to some extent, unpredictable. Moreover, from the perspec-
tive of course design as well as language testing and research, the
starting point needs to be the task-as-workplan, namely the design
materials that will create a context for the communicative use of the
L2. Whether this is in fact achieved (i.e. whether the task-as-workplan
results in the activity intended) is an important question which can
only be answered by investigating the task-as-process.

We propose, therefore, a definition based on criteria that can be
used to distinguish whether a given workplan is a task or not a task
(i.e. an ‘exercise’). We nevertheless acknowledge that some workplans
may satisfy some but not all the criteria and therefore can be more or
less ‘task-like’. The criteria are listed in Table 1.2.

Table 1.2 Criteria for defining a task-as-workplan

Criteria Description
The primary focus is The workplan is intended to ensure that learners are
on meaning primarily concerned with comprehending or/and

producing messages for a communicative purpose
(i.e. there is primary focus on meaning-making).
There is some kind of gap ~ The workplan is designed in such a way as to
incorporate a gap which creates a need to convey
information, to reason or to express an opinion.

Learners rely mainly Learners need to draw on their existing linguistic
on their own linguistic resources (potentially both L1 and L2) and their
and non-linguistic non-linguistic resources (e.g. gesture; facial
resources expressions) for comprehension and production.

There is therefore no explicit presentation of
language.

There is a clearly defined The workplan specifies the communicative outcome
communicative of the task. Thus task accomplishment is to be
outcome assessed not in terms of whether learners use

language correctly but in terms of whether the
communicative outcome is achieved.

Source: Based on Ellis and Shintani (2014).
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Issues Relating to Task Design

TASK TYPES

There is still no generally accepted way of classifying tasks. By and
large, pedagogical accounts have continued to distinguish tasks in
terms of the operations learners are required to carry out when they
perform them. Willis (1996), for example, distinguished six types —
listing, ordering and sequencing, comparing, problem solving, sharing
personal experiences and creative. Other ways of classifying tasks
have emerged from research that has investigated the communicative
and cognitive processes involved in performing different tasks leading
to a set of features (see Table 1.3) that may impact on the language a
task elicits. Any particular task can be described in terms of the specific
features it incorporates. For example, an information-gap task that
requires one learner to provide detailed descriptions of a set of pictures

Table 1.3 Features of different tasks

Task type Description

One way versus two  In a one-way information-gap task, one participant holds
way all the information that needs to be communicated and

thus functions as the information-provider while the
other functions primarily as the receiver of the
information but may interact if communication
becomes problematic. In a two-way task, the
information is split between the participants so both
need to function as the providers and receivers of the

information.
Monologic versus A monologic task places the burden of performing the task
dialogic entirely on a single speaker and therefore involves a

long, uninterrupted turn. A dialogic task is interactive
and thus necessitates interaction between the
participants and typically results in shorter turns.

Closed versus open  In a closed task there is single (or very limited set of )
possible outcomes (i.e. solutions). In an open task there
are a number of possible outcomes. A closed task is
typically an information-gap task whereas an open task
is typically an opinion-gap task.

Convergent versus Opinion-gap tasks can require learners to converge on an
divergent agreed solution to the task or can allow learners to
arrive at their own individual solutions.
Rhetorical mode The task can involve describing, narrating, instructing,

reporting or arguing.
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in order for another learner to identify the objects referred to is one-
way, monologic, closed, convergent and descriptive. An opinion-gap
task where learners are given information about four people who need
a heart transplant and have to decide which person will be given the
one heart available is two-way, dialogic, open, potentially divergent
and argumentative.

Another important distinction is between real-world and pedagogic
tasks. The former are based on target tasks and so have situational
authenticity. An example might be a task where two students take on
the roles of hotel receptionist and prospective guest where the latter
has to make a booking for a room based on the information provided
by the former. A pedagogic task lacks situational authenticity but must
still display interactional authenticity (i.e. result in the kind of natural
language use found in the world outside the classroom). An example is
the picture-description task described in the previous paragraph. An
issue of some debate (considered below) is whether a task-based
course should consist only of real-world tasks or whether pedagogic
tasks also have a place.

A task can be input-based, requiring learners to simply process
the oral or written information provided and demonstrate their
understanding of it (for example by drawing a picture or making
a model), or it can be output-based, requiring the learner to speak
or write to achieve the task outcome. This distinction is important
because, as Prabhu (1987) noted, beginner learners cannot be
expected to use the L2 productively so task-based learning must
initially be input-driven.

Tasks can also be unfocused or focused (Ellis, 2003). An unfocused
task is intended to elicit general samples of language. In the early
proposals for TBLT it was generally assumed that tasks would be
unfocused. A focused task must satisfy the general criteria for a task
but is designed to orientate learners to the use of a particular linguistic
feature — typically but not necessarily a grammatical structure. This
possibility was explored in an important article by Loschky and Bley-
Vroman (1993). They suggested that a task could be designed in such
a way that it made the processing of a particular grammatical
structure:

1. ‘natural’ (i.e. the task lends itself, in some natural way, to the
frequent use of the structure (p. 132),

2. ‘useful’ (i.e. the use of the structure is very helpful for performing
the task) or

3. ‘essential’ (i.e. successful performance of the task is only possible if
the structure is used).?
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The incorporation of focused tasks into a task-based curriculum need
not result in a return to a structural approach if there is no attempt to
teach the target structure directly, only to create a communicative
context for its use. Some proponents of TBLT (e.g. Skehan, 1998;
Long, 2015), however, favour a curriculum consisting only of
unfocused tasks. Focused tasks, though, have a role in directing
attention at those specific linguistic features that learners have shown
they have difficulty in using accurately. Also focused tasks have been
used frequently in researching tasks.

TASK SELECTION

Long (1985) proposed that the tasks to be included in a course should
be needs-based, that is, the starting point is the target tasks that a
specific group of learners need to ‘function adequately in a particular
target domain’ (p. 91). Once identified these target tasks can be
grouped into task types. The obvious advantage of such an approach
that it ensures the relevance of a task-based course. However, it may
prove very difficult to identify the target task needs of some groups of
learners (e.g. learners in foreign language settings). Cameron (2001),
for example, argued that for young foreign language learners a needs-
based syllabus is not feasible.* Van Avermaet and Gysen (2006) also
questioned whether any transfer of learning from the performance of
one task to another task of the same type can be expected. It does not
follow, for example, that because learners can ‘buy a railway ticket’
then can also ‘buy an airline ticket’ even though both belong to the
same task type (i.e. ‘buying a ticket’).

Arguably, what is needed for general purpose learners are peda-
gogic tasks that draw on interesting and familiar content. Estaire and
Zanon (1994), in one of the earliest attempts to provide practical
guidance in how to plan a task-based course, suggested that task
selection should be based on ‘themes’, which they classified in terms
of how close or remote these are to the lives of the learners — the
students themselves, their homes, their school, the world around
them and fantasy and imagination.” They suggested that those
themes closer to their everyday lives would be more appropriate for
beginner-level learners and more remote themes for more advanced
learners. However, there are dangers in materials writers or teachers
deciding what their students will find familiar, relevant or interesting.
Park (2015), for example, reported a marked gap between the topics
that Korean middle school teachers considered ideal and the
topics preferred by their students.
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TASK COMPLEXITY

The early TBLT proposals identified a number of factors that influ-
ence the complexity of a task but gave no guidance as to how these
factors could be applied in the practical business of grading tasks. In
Chapter 3 we will examine what light theories of task complexity and
the research they have generated shed on the problem of grading
tasks. There is, however, little evidence that these theories have had
much influence on the design of task-based courses. Willis and Willis
(2007), for example, offered a list of variables for assessing task
difficulty but then, like Prabhu, concluded that teachers have to rely
on their own intuition. They suggested that teachers will in general
have an idea about whether a particular task is suitable for their
students but that referring to a list of variables can help to sharpen
their intuitions.

However, there have been attempts to develop explicit guidelines for
determining task complexity. Duran and Ramant’s (2006) ‘complexity
scale’ for input-based tasks distinguishes three categories of task
complexity: (1) the world represented in the task, (2) the processing
demands required for task performance and (3) the linguistic input
features. Parameters relating to each of these categories are identified
and arranged on a three-point scale (from simple to complex). For
example, for (1), the parameters are ‘level of abstraction’ (i.e. whether
the topic is concrete or abstract), ‘degree of visual support’ (i.e.
whether visual support is provided and supports task performance)
and ‘linguistic context’ (i.e. whether the linguistic context is available
and supports task performance). There have also been attempts to
investigate the effects of specific variables predicted to influence the
complexity of a task on both learners’ actual performance of a task
and on their subjective appraisal of its difficulty. We will consider this
research in Chapters 3 and 7.

Research may lead to a theory of task complexity that can inform
the grading and sequencing of tasks. However, tasks are conglomer-
ates of variables and complexity is therefore influenced by the inter-
section of countless variables in ways that may make codification
difficult if not impossible. Also, complexity depends on how the task
is implemented (e.g. whether there is opportunity for learners to plan
before they perform the task) as much if not more than on the design
of the workplan. The grading and sequencing tasks remain a major
challenge in TBLT. Perhaps the best that can be done, as Prabhu and
Willis and Willis have suggested, is for teachers and course designers
to rely on their experience and intuition while loosely guided by what
research and theory has shown can affect task complexity.
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Methodological Issues

The early proposals had little to say about how a task should be
implemented and, with the exception of Prahbu, even less about how
to plan a task-based lesson. Subsequently, however, greater attention
has been paid to methodological issues in TBLT.

THE TASK-BASED LESSON

In the Communicational Language Project, a task-based lesson con-
sisted of a pre-task, which served as a preparation for a main task of
the same kind. The pre-task was performed in a whole-class context
while the main task was completed by the students working individu-
ally. In other words, there was no small group work. In the pre-task
the teachers guided learners’ performance of the task by simplifying,
repeating and paraphrasing their input to make it comprehensible and,
where necessary, by reformulating the learners’ own attempts to use
the L2 in a target-like way. Prabhu rejected group work on the
grounds that it would expose learners to poor models of English.
Willis (1996) proposed a very different framework for a task-based
lesson, one that prioritized learner—learner interaction. This framework
is shown in outline in Figure 1.1 and an example of a lesson plan based
on it can be found in the Appendix to this chapter. It established the
standard format for a task-based lesson, namely a pre-task stage, a
main-task stage and a post-task stage. Willis prioritized small group
work in the main task phase (called the ‘task cycle’) but allowed for
teacher-centred activity in the pre-task and language focus stages.

Pre-task

Introduction to topic and task

Task cycle

Task —  Planning —  Report

Language focus

Analysis; Practice

Figure 1.1 Outline of the task-based learning framework
Source: Based on Willis (1996, p. 52).
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FOCUS ON FORM

Willis (1996) advised teachers to ‘stand back and let the learners get
on with the task on their own’ (p. 54) and argued they should resist the
temptation to provide language support or correct learners’ produc-
tion while they are performing a task. She suggested that a concern
for accuracy would arise naturally in the reporting stage of task cycle
and could be addressed directly in the language focus stage. Long
(1991), however, argued that there was a need to draw learners’
attention to form during the performance of a task. He coined the
term ‘focus on form’ to refer to a teaching strategy that ‘overtly draws
students attention to linguistic elements as they arise incidentally in
lessons whose overriding focus is on meaning or communication’
(pp. 45-6).

Long (2015) saw focus on form as essentially reactive but in fact it
can take place both pre-emptively (e.g. when a teacher or student
anticipates the need for a specific linguistic item as they perform the
task) and reactively in response to students’ comprehension or pro-
duction problems. It can also be very implicit, as when the teacher
quickly recasts a learner utterance, or very explicit, as when the
teacher points out an error and corrects it. In other words there are
a variety of strategies available to teachers to attract learners’ attention
to form while they are performing the task (see Ellis, Basturkmen and
Loewen, 2002).

The recognition that task-based teaching does not necessitate an
exclusive focus on meaning but also allows for (indeed requires in the
opinion of many commentators) attention to form during the perform-
ance of a task constitutes one of the major developments in TBLT.
Nevertheless, the belief that teachers should not intervene either pre-
emptively or reactively in a ‘fluency’ activity still holds sway in popular
teacher guides. Hedge (2000), for example, observed that the teacher
notes accompanying course books frequently instruct teachers to
avoid correcting learners until the end of a fluency activity. There is,
however, growing evidence that focus on form facilitates acquisition
(see Ellis, 2015a).

According to Willis (1996), the point of the pre-task stage of a
lesson ‘is not to teach large amounts of new language and certainly
not to teach one particular grammatical structure’ (p. 43). Tomlinson
(2015) took an even stronger stance, arguing against the pre-teaching
of any language on the grounds that it ‘risks changing the task into a
language activity’ (p. 329). These commentators adhere to the general
principle of task-based teaching, namely that there should be no direct
teaching of the language needed to perform a task. However,
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opportunities for introducing a focus on form in the pre-task phase are
available. One possibility is to give learners the opportunity to plan
before they perform a task. This will involve them in both conceptual-
izing what they wish to communicate and formulating the language
they will need. Pre-task planning places the burden of working out
how to perform the task squarely on the learner and thus is compatible
with a key principle of TBLT, namely that the learners should be free
to choose from their own linguistic repertoires. See Chapters 3 and 8
for research on planning in TBLT.

The post-task stage offers the clearest opportunities for form-
focused activities including traditional ones. Willis and Willis (2007)
suggested that when the task cycle is complete the teacher is free to
isolate specific linguistic forms for study and work on these forms
outside the context of the communicative activity. Selection of the
linguistic forms for instruction can be based either on the task work-
plan — for example, by identifying specific items from the texts
included in a workplan and preparing activities to practise or develop
awareness of the use of them — or on linguistic features the learners
experienced actual difficulty with when they performed the task.

The methodology of TBLT is now well articulated but there is no
consensus about which methodological procedures are appropriate.
There is a growing consensus that attention to linguistic form is
needed as long as the primary focus remains on meaning. There are
differences in opinion, however, regarding whether a focus on form is
desirable during the performance of the task and also what strategies
should be used to draw attention to form.

Content-Based Language Teaching and TBLT

Content-based instruction (CBI) and content-integrated language
learning (CLIL) share with TBLT the assumption that a language is
best learned when learners are primarily focused on using language. In
CBI and CLIL learners learn language through the process of
mastering the content of (typically) academic subjects (e.g. history,
science, mathematics) and this can include completing subject-relevant
tasks. It might seem, then, that CBI/CLIL and TBLT are just versions
of the same overall approach. Ortega (2015), however, points out that
‘the two fields are pre-occupied with quite distinct issues’ (p. 103).
Table 1.4 summarizes the differences Ortega identified. These differ-
ences are by and large contextual in nature, reflecting the importance
of context and pedagogic purpose in shaping meaning-oriented
approaches to language teaching. However, the differences are histor-
ical, reflecting how the two fields have evolved, rather than
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Table 1.4 TBLT and CLT/CLIL compared

Task-based language teaching Content-integrated language learning
Emphasis on college-level learners Mainly implemented with school-level
learners

Easier to implement in second Common in foreign language contexts
language contexts

Experimental research carried out Descriptive research of intact classrooms
in laboratories

Emphasis on transfer of learning Emphasis on demonstrating balanced
from pedagogic tasks to real-life gains in language learning and content
(target) tasks. learning

Source: Based on Ortega (2015, p. 104).

fundamental. For example, there is growing recognition that TBLT is
highly relevant for foreign language contexts and for young children.

Lyster (2007) provides an example of the kind of task that figures in
a CBI Students were asked ‘to create a continent, identifying its name
and illustrating its geographical features on a map, which they then
presented to their teacher and classmates with a detailed explanation
of how the various geographical features influence the continent’s
overall climatic conditions’ (p. 74). This task illustrates one advantage
that CBI has over TBLT: the choice of topics is determined by the need
to follow the syllabus for a particular academic subject. However,
CBI/CLIL do not rely exclusively on tasks to provide language-rich
content. Teachers may engage in types of classroom interaction
(e.g. initiate-response exchanges) that TBLT is designed to replace.
This reflects the final point in Table 1.4, namely that in CBI/CLIL
content learning is of equal importance to language learning and that
tasks are not the only (or in some cases perhaps not even the best) way
of teaching content.

Technology-Mediated TBLT

One of the major developments in the last thirty or so years has been
the use of technology in language teaching — micro-computers in
particular, but also mobile phones, telecommunication systems and
social media sites. Computer-mediated language learning (CALL)
appeared on the scene in the 1980s at much the same time as the early
proposals for TBLT. While the initial proposals for TBLT had the
face-to-face classroom very much in mind, it was not long before
suggestions appeared for CM task-based teaching. Developments in

eltshop.ir



Pedagogic Background to TBLT 19

CALL mirrored those in language pedagogy in general. There was a
structural/behaviourist phase that gave way to a communicative phase
and finally to a more integrative stage with the ‘centrality of task-
based authentic learning moving increasingly into the foreground’
(Thomas and Reinders, 2010, p. 6).

Technology-mediated TBLT has a number of advantages. Lai and Li
(2011) emphasized the natural synergy of technology and TBLT:

On the one hand, technology facilitates and enhances TBLT both in terms of
its effectiveness and its contribution to our understanding of TBLT; on the
other hand, TBLT serves as a useful pedagogical framework and set of
principles that can enrich and maximize the use of technology for language
learning. (p. 499)

Technology affords multi-modal opportunities for presenting complex
workplans (aural, written and visual) and for performing them syn-
chronously and/or asynchronously. Appel and Gilabert (2002)
describe a task that involved planning a route and budget for a one-
night trip that required email exchanges, the use of web pages and
synchronous communication. Technology allows the input materials
for a task to be fed into the performance of the task in steps. This is
also possible in the face-to-face classroom but is much easier in a
technologically mediated environment. In short, technology makes
tasks that require complex outcomes possible and it can make rich,
multilayered input available for achieving them. It not only enriches
learners’ opportunities for language learning but also helps to foster
electronic literacy and increase learners’ ability to handle multi-modal
communication.

By and large the model of TBLT presented in the previous sections
of this chapter is premised on a set of more or less disconnected tasks
which provide the basis for individual lessons — as, for example, in the
Communicational Language Project. Ortega (2009) suggested that
technologically driven TBLT should be reconceptualized as project-
based, where there is a series of interlocking tasks relating to the
overall goal of the project. Again, this is possible in a face-to-face
environment — in fact Skehan (1998) proposed just this — but it is
arguably easier to organize with the assistance of technology.

The increasing interest in technology-mediated TBLT is reflected in
the growing literature on the subject (e.g. Gonzalez-Lloret and Ortega,
2015; Thomas and Reinders, 2015) and in the appearance of online
TBLT courses (e.g. Duran and Ramault, 2006). There are also prob-
lems and challenges. Learners may lack the necessary technical skills to
exploit the multi-modal resources made available to them. Teachers
often lack training in how to handle tasks in a technologically
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mediated environment while the emphasis on learner-centredness can
leave them uncertain of their own role.

Task-Based Language Assessment

The development of TBLT ran in parallel with ‘a general move away
from discrete-point, indirect testing, and towards more integrated,
direct performance assessments’ (Norris et al., 1998, p. 54) based on
tasks. In fact, though, as Bachman (2002) pointed out, the use of tasks
for assessment purposes had figured in direct language testing for
some time. What was new was the idea of using tasks not as a means
of eliciting learner performances as basis for assessing learners’ general
abilities (i.e. their language proficiency) but for determining whether
they were capable of performing specific target tasks. When tasks are
used to assess L2 general proficiency, the assessor makes a judgement
of the learner’s performance of a task based on a rating scale that
specifies the different abilities being assessed and the level achieved.
Popular tests such as TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language)
and TELTS (International English Language Testing System) assess
proficiency in this way. In task-based language assessment, however,
task performance is assessed in terms of task accomplishment.

The basic principle of task-based assessment was clearly stated by
Long and Norris (2000):

Task-based assessment does not simply utilize the real-world task as a means
for eliciting particular components of the language system, which are then

measured or evaluated; instead the construct of interest is performance of the
task itself. (p. 600)

For Long and Norris — in line with Long’s (1985) views about TBLT -
the tasks used for assessment should reflect target tasks (i.e. real-life
tasks). They proposed using needs analysis to identify the specific
target tasks relevant to a particular group of learners and deriving
authentic assessment tasks from these. Douglas (2000) developed a
framework for analysing target tasks as communicative events with
the aim of achieving a high level of correspondence between the target
task and the assessment task.

There are, however, problems with such an approach (see Bachman,
2002). As we have already pointed out, a needs-based approach is not
appropriate for all learners. Situational authenticity is clearly import-
ant if the purpose of the test is to assess learners’ ability to perform the
tasks in a specific target domain but it is less relevant when the purpose
is to assess the communicative abilities of general purpose learners for
whom there is no clearly defined target domain. For such learners a
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more realistic aim is interactional authenticity in the assessment tasks.
However, guaranteeing interactional authenticity is not easy. The very
fact that learners know they are being assessed encourages them to
display what they know rather than to interact in a natural way.

Teachers, however, are more likely to be concerned with formative
rather than summative assessment. Formative assessment is an essential
part of TBLT and involves obtaining information about how learners
perform tasks. The information needed relates to both the product of
the task (i.e. did the students succeed in achieving the outcome of the
task?) and its actual performance (i.e. did the students engage actively
when they performed the task?). Van Gorp and Deygers (2014) pro-
vide a detailed account of a formative assessment of a reading task
designed for primary school students in Belgium. It was based on a set
of key questions that addressed whether (1) the students’ reading of the
task-based material was goal oriented, (2) they could find the infor-
mation they were looking for, (3) the teacher could identify and address
any problems the students experienced and, more generally, whether
(4) the students demonstrated self-reliance, positive attitudes to the task
and reflective ability. Such a formative assessment can shed light not
just on the students’ abilities and the teacher’s contribution to their
development but also on how the task itself might be improved
for future use. There is a strong case for student self-assessment.
After completing a task, learners can be guided to self-assess their
own performance of it. Butler (2017a) was able to show that not only
are quite young children capable of this but that their self-assessment
correlates well with more objective assessment.

Task-based assessment is discussed in Chapter 9.

Evaluating TBLT

We have seen that TBLT grew out of CLT but developed into a distinct
approach to language teaching. By rejecting the premise that a language
can be taught piecemeal in linear fashion and by proposing instead an
approach catering to the learner’s natural propensity for learning a
language, TBLT can be seen as a radical alternative to traditional forms
of language teaching — what Long (1991a) called ‘focus on forms’.
There is plenty of evidence of the uptake of TBLT. Starting in
20035, there has been a biennial TBLT conference where task-based
educational ideas and research are presented and discussed.
A number of countries have officially mandated the use of TBLT.
In 1999 the Education Department of Hong Kong launched
the Target Oriented Curriculum, which was underwritten by a
task-based approach. In Belgium task-based syllabuses and materials
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were developed for teaching Dutch both as a first and second lan-
guage at the primary, secondary and adult education levels (see Van
den Branden 2006). The new English curriculum in China does not
specify any particular teaching approach but recommends the use of
task-based teaching as the means for achieving integrated skills
development, problem-solving abilities and cooperative learning
(Wang, 2007). There have also been countless small-scale implemen-
tations of TBLT in contexts where teachers are free to choose their
own approach (see, for example, Leaver and Willis, 2004 and
Edwards and Willis, 2005). TBLT has progressed well beyond theory
into actual practice but it is clearly important to evaluate to what
extent TBLT has been successfully implemented in different instruc-
tional contexts.

There have been a number of evaluations of TBLT programmes.
One of the first was Beretta and Davies’ (1985) evaluation of Prabhu’s
Communicational Teaching Project. This reported results that lent
support to the effectiveness of task-based teaching. Beretta and Davies
concluded that task-based instruction produces significantly different
learning from traditional form-focused instruction. In a follow-up
evaluation, however, Beretta (1990) questioned whether the methodo-
logical innovations required by the project were actually implemented
by the teachers involved. He concluded that the principles and meth-
odology of task-based instruction had not been fully assimilated by the
regular classroom teachers involved in the project.

Later evaluations of TBLT carried out in different teaching contexts
pointed to a number of difficulties in implementing it:

e teachers’ misunderstanding about the nature of a ‘task’

e problems with oral use of the target language in the case of teachers
for the whom the target language was also an 1.2

overuse of the L1 by the students when performing tasks

difficulty in adjusting tasks to the students’ level of proficiency
difficulty in implementing tasks in large classes

lack of task-based teaching resources and limited time for teachers
to develop their own resources

uncertainty about how grammar was to be handled in TBLT

o the need to prepare students for formal examinations

e lack of training in TBLT.

This list paints a bleak picture of the viability of implementing TBLT.
However, many of the same problems are likely to arise whenever
teachers are faced with an innovation of any kind and are addressable
by ensuring that the appropriate conditions for innovation have
been established — in particular through teacher training programmes.
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Also, there are cases showing the successful uptake of TBLT.
Gonzalez-Lloret and Nielson (2015), for example, report a carefully
planned evaluation of a TBLT course for agents in the US Border
Patrol Academy who needed to use Spanish in their daily work. The
students in the task-based course outperformed students in a trad-
itional grammar-based course in terms of fluency and also achieved an
equivalent level of grammatical accuracy. They all passed the
performance-based assessments. The students also reported finding
the course useful and relevant to their work. In Chapter 10 we exam-
ine a number of experimental studies that have compared TBLT and
other approaches, while in Chapter 11 we look at evaluation studies
that have examined how TBLT has been implemented in a range of
different instructional contexts.

Critiques of TBLT

The advocacy of TBLT has to a large extent been driven from the top
down by teacher educators with a background in applied linguistics, in
particular SLA. For this reason, perhaps, TBLT has met with consider-
able resistance and is the subject of a number of critiques (e.g. Sheen,
1994, 2006; Swan, 2005a). Many of these critiques, however, derive
from a misunderstanding of TBLT (Ellis, 2009a; Long, 2016). For
example, some critics have wrongly assumed that it necessarily involves
learners working in groups to perform speaking tasks. Often critics
have failed to recognize that TBLT is not monolithic but incorporates a
range of possibilities which share the central idea that a language is best
learned through the effort to use it communicatively. The critiques have
also been directed at TBLT for general language teaching and ignore the
obvious suitability of TBLT for specific-purpose language teaching.

However, some criticisms deserve serious consideration. One of the
main criticisms is that there is no evidence that TBLT is more effective
than a traditional focus-on-forms approach. Sheen, in particular, has
argued the need for comparative studies that investigate the relative
effectiveness of the two approaches and attempted such a study himself
(R. Sheen, 2006). Sheen is right in demanding evidence but his own study
was methodologically flawed in several ways and demonstrates the
difficulty in designing comparative method studies. In fact, though, there
is evidence from both evaluation studies and from experimental studies
(e.g. Shintani, 2015) that TBLT can deliver on its promise to foster the
development of both linguistic and communicative competence in an L2
more effectively than traditional ‘focus-on-forms’ instruction.

Another criticism worthy of serious consideration is that TBLT is
incompatible with cultures of learning that are different from those in
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Western settings. Littlewood (2014), for example, argued that CLT
(including TBLT) is ill-suited to the traditional Chinese culture of
learning, where ‘education is conceived more as a process of know-
ledge accumulation than as a process of using knowledge for immedi-
ate purposes’ (p. 653) and which therefore emphasizes knowledge
transmission and teacher-centred instruction. Littlewood came out in
favour of task-supported language teaching, where tasks are used to
provide communicative practice for language items taught in accord-
ance with a traditional structural syllabus — in other words, presenta-
tion, practice, production (PPP).

This last criticism leads to an important question. To what extent
should the choice of teaching approach be determined by psycholin-
guistic or cultural factors? To a very considerable extent the advocacy
of TBLT has been based on the former. Opposition to TBLT has been
based on the need to acknowledge the cultural realities of classroom
life. If the goal is to achieve the ability to use an L2 for real-life purposes
then traditional approaches do not have a good record of success. If,
however, the alternative to these approaches — TBLT — proves difficult
to implement, then, it too is unlikely to be successful. There is no easy
resolution to this conundrum except to note that a modular language
curriculum makes room for both a traditional approach and for TBLT.®

Conclusion

We have seen that TBLT grew out disillusionment with the structural
approach. It was informed by CLT and recognition of the need to
develop fluency in an L2, by theory and research in SLA that pointed
to the difficulty of intervening directly in the process of L2 acquisition,
and by educational theories that challenged traditional transmission-
style teaching and emphasized the need for holistic, experiential instruc-
tional activities. From its starting point in the 1980s fully-fledged
proposals for using tasks as the basic unit for teaching and assessment
have been developed and there are now accounts and evaluations of
complete task-based programmes. There are books that detail how
teachers can set about implementing TBLT in their classrooms. Not
surprisingly there are also critiques that have raised a number of issues
relating to both the rationale for TBLT and its implementation.

We conclude with a list of questions arising from the account of
TBLT in this chapter:

1. How should the central unit of task-based teaching — the task — be
defined?
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. What kinds of tasks are appropriate for different groups of

learners? Is a needs-based approach for identifying target tasks
appropriate for all learners?

. How can the problems of determining the complexity of tasks be

resolved to ensure that learners of different levels of proficiency
are faced with tasks that pose a reasonable challenge?

. How can task-based teaching be made to work for beginner

learners who have no or very little knowledge of the L2?

. Is there a role for focused as well as unfocused tasks and, if so,

how should focused tasks be incorporated into a task-based
syllabus?

. Is there merit in a modular curriculum that includes both a task-

based component and a traditional structural component? How
should such a curriculum be organized?

. What alternatives are there for the organization of a task-based

lesson? Is the lesson format proposed by Willis (1996), which has
proved very influential, the only way?

. How can a focus on form be best incorporated into a task-based

lesson?

. How can teachers carry out formative assessments of task-based

lessons to gather evidence of whether learning is taking place and
what changes may be needed to the task?
What problems do teachers face in implementing task-based
teaching and how can these be addressed?

This chapter has offered provisional answers to these questions based
on our own views about TBLT but, as we have also pointed out, there
are alternative positions. These questions are revisited throughout the
book and in particular in the concluding chapter.

Appendix: Example of a task-based lesson plan (based on
material developed by Tom Marchand - see http://willi-elt
.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/1StrictParents.pdf

Talking about Families—How Strict Are/Were Your
Parents?

1 Introductory questionnaire:

When you were a child:

a) Do you think your parents were strict or easy-going?
b) Did they allow you to stay out late at night?
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c¢) Did they let you go on holiday on your own?

d) When you went out did you always have to tell them where you
were going?

e) Did you always have to do your homework before supper?

f) Did your parents make you help about the house?

g) What jobs did they make you do?

h) Did you have to wash the car?

PREPARATION: Teacher makes sure that learners understand the
questionnaire.

TASK: Learners work in groups to answer the questions.

PLANNING: Teacher tells learners that a spokesperson from each
group will be asked to report the results of their discussion to the class
as a whole. Learners are given time to help the spokesperson plan the
report.

REPORT: Spokespersons for two or three of the groups deliver their
reports. The other groups listen and make notes comparing the report
with their own results. Teacher leads a round-up discussion which will
include contributions from groups which did not report.

2 Discussion: Whose parents were the strictest?

TASK: Learners work in groups to decide which of them had the
strictest parents.

PLANNING: Teacher tells learners that a spokesperson from each
group will be asked to report the results of their discussion to the class as
awhole. Learners are given time to help the spokesperson plan the report.

REPORT: Spokespersons for two or three of the groups deliver
their reports. The other groups listen and decide which parents were
the strictest. Teacher leads a round-up discussion which will include
contributions from groups which did not report.

3 Listening: Tim made recordings of some of his friends talking about
how strict their parents were. For example:

My Dad is a quiet man really, so he didn’t really make me do much at home. He
sometimes asked me to wash his car or cut the grass, but | was never forced
to do it, and | could usually get some pocket money for it as well. | think my
Mum was also pretty easy-going; she let me stay out late with my friends. As
long as she knew where | was, she wouldn’t mind so much what | did.

4 Language practice:

For the form-focused work, the final stage in a task-based cycle,
activities focusing on expressions of permission and compulsion were
devised.



Part II

Theoretical Perspectives

This section focuses on the theories and research that afford different
perspectives on task-based research. It aims to address the following
questions:

1. What theoretical view of language performance and learning
underlies each of these perspectives?

2. What key theoretical constructs inform the investigation of tasks in
the different perspectives?

3. What research methodology is used to investigate tasks in each
perspective?

4. What differences are there in the way acquisition/language use is
conceptualized and operationalized in these perspectives?

Chapter 2 presents the theory and research related to the cognitive-
interactionist perspective, which was introduced in Chapter 1. It
examines how different kinds of tasks create opportunities for inter-
action that foster the processes involved in second language (L2) and
thereby highlights the importance of social interaction for task-based
language teaching (TBLT). It addresses the role that the negotiation of
meaning and form play in the implementation of tasks and how
negotiation is achieved through interaction, especially when there is
corrective feedback (CF). This chapter also examines to what extent
and how interaction fosters acquisition when tasks are performed. It
concludes with an evaluation of this approach to investigating tasks,
pointing out both its strengths and weaknesses.

Chapter 3 presents theory and research that examine tasks in rela-
tion to the cognitive processes involved in second language (L2) pro-
duction in what we have called the psycholinguistic perspective. The
chapter explores and critiques two models of task-based performance —
the Limited Attention Capacity Hypothesis (LACH) and the Cognition
Hypothesis (CH) — which have informed a large body of research. The
chapter reviews studies that investigated how task design and
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implementation variables impact on task performance in terms of the
complexity, accuracy, lexis and fluency of the learners’ production.
The chapter also considers a key issue for TBLT, namely the relation-
ship between task performance and L2 acquisition.

Chapter 4 offers a sociocultural perspective on tasks. In sociocul-
tural theory a ‘task’ is viewed an artefact for mediating learning
through interaction. It views ‘task’ as always interpreted by the par-
ticipants so that what the task is intended to achieve (i.e. the task-as-
workplan) may well not match what the task actually achieves when it
is performed (i.e. the task-as-process). Like the cognitive-interactionist
perspective, the sociocultural perspective views tasks in terms of the
interactions to which they give rise, emphasizing the importance of the
collaborative nature of the interaction for ‘learning’ (defined as other-
regulation) and for ‘development’ (defined as self-regulation). It
reviews a range of research that has investigated tasks from a socio-
cultural perspective, including studies involving ‘languaging’, dynamic
assessment and concept-based language instruction.

Individual learner factors play an important role in how a task is
performed. This requires a perspective that draws on the theory and
research that addresses the psychology of the learner — what we call
the psychological perspective on TBLT. Chapter 5 surveys the large
body of research on the role of cognitive aptitudes (including working
memory) in mediating the effects of different instructional tasks on
language performance and acquisition. The chapter will also discuss
the influence of affective factors such as motivation and language
anxiety on task performance and outcome. A key focus of this chapter
is how these psychological variables mediate the performance of a task
and the learning that results.

In Chapter 6, the final chapter in this section, we adopt and educa-
tional perspective on TBLT. The chapter begins by summarizing gen-
eral educational theories that support an approach to learning that
emphasizes experience and ‘doing’ over knowing and ‘telling’ — such
as those of Dewey (1938) and recent work on complex skill acquisi-
tion and training. It then considers research that draws on educational
accounts of the role of ‘engagement’ in task performance and learning
and the importance of investigating learners’ perceptions of the tasks
they perform as well as their actual performance.



Cognitive-Interactionist
Perspectives

Introduction

According to the Interaction Hypothesis (IH) ‘negotiation for mean-
ing, and especially negotiation work that triggers interactional
adjustments by the NS or more competent interlocutor, facilitates
acquisition because it connects input, internal learner capacities,
particularly selective attention, and output in productive ways’
(Long, 1996, pp. 451-2). In this way, Long captured the symbiotic
relationship between interaction and cognition; that is, interaction
activates the mental mechanisms involved in processing input and
output in ways that result in acquisition. The TH was subsequently
broadened into what Gass and Mackey (2007) called the interaction
approach, which concerns what happens ‘when learners encounter
input, are involved in interaction, receive feedback and produce
output’ (p. 176). According to this perspective, tasks will prove
effective to the extent to which they provide input and promote
interaction of the kinds that activate the mental mechanisms involved
in acquisition.

We begin this chapter with the ‘cognitive side’ by examining the
role of attention in second language (L2) acquisition and implicit/
incidental acquisition, which proponents of task-based language
teaching (TBLT) such as Long (2015) and Ellis (2003) see as central
cognitive processes. This is followed by an account of interaction
and how researchers have analysed it. The next sections, which
constitute the core of this chapter, consider how cognitive-
interactionist perspectives have informed the design and implementa-
tion of tasks, how tasks induce noticing, how the interactions
they afford result in acquisition, and how interaction takes place in
small group work. In the concluding section of the chapter we consider
the strengths and limitations of cognitive-interactionist accounts
of TBLT.

29
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Cognitive Processes: Implicit Learning, Incidental Learning
and the Role of Attention

For Long (2015), the essential empirical problem in second language
acquisition (SLA) that needs an explanation is why children are
entirely successfully in acquiring their mother tongue implicitly while
adults are largely unsuccessful. According to Long (1990, 2015), L2
acquisition is maturationally constrained because adults no longer
have full access to the mechanisms involved in implicit learning and
thus are ‘partially disabled language learners’ (Long, 2015, p. 41).
Long maintains, however, that ‘implicit learning is still the default
learning mechanism’ (p. 43) for adults and cites as evidence studies
(e.g. Rebuschat and Williams, 2009; Leung and Williams, 2011) that
demonstrate implicit learning is still possible in adults for some aspects
of grammar such as simple form-meaning mappings and basic word
order. Long also recognizes the need for explicit learning to help
overcome the limitations of adult implicit learning. However, he
rejects the view that explicit, intentional learning constitutes an alter-
native to implicit learning as claimed by skill-learning theory and as
manifested in the language teaching approaches based on that theory.
For Long, explicit learning has a more limited role — to prompt initial
perception of L2 forms in the input and thereby to help learners to
overcome entrenched first language (L1) routines. That is, he sees the
explicit knowledge that results from intentional learning as changing
how learners attend to input and as tuning the implicit processes
involved in acquisition (N. Ellis, 2005). In other words, TBLT, when
supported by strategies that focus learners’ attention on form, pro-
motes implicit learning.

Cognitive models of L2 acquisition also draw heavily on Schmidt’s
(1990, 1994) views about the importance of attention in 1.2 acquisi-
tion. Schmidt distinguishes two levels of attention — a low level which
he calls ‘noticing’ and a deeper level involving ‘understanding’. For
example, a learner may ‘notice’ the plural-s on a noun and register that
this signals ‘more than one’ or the learner may go a step further and
consciously construct a rule for expressing plurality (i.e. add ‘s’ to a
noun to signal ‘more than one’). According to this view, completely
implicit learning is not possible as ‘noticing’ involves consciousness
which is a prerequisite for acquisition to take place. However, Schmidt
(2001) later modified this position. While continuing to emphasize the
importance of ‘noticing’, he acknowledged that detection or what
Gass (1988) called apperception can take place subconsciously as
claimed by Tomlin and Villa (1994). Williams (2013, p. 39) similarly
claimed that ‘whilst attention does appear to be necessary for learning,
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explicit learning — > explicit knowledge

(M «

interaction —————  noticing implicit knowledge

\— implicit learning J

Figure 2.1 Cognitive-interactionist model informing TBLT

awareness might not be’. Schmidt was ambivalent about the role of
‘understanding’, viewing it as potentially helpful for acquisition but
not necessary.

Drawing on these key constructs, we can outline the cognitive-
interactionist model that underscores TBLT (see Figure 2.1). Learners
are exposed to input through interaction. Implicit learning can occur
when learners learn without conscious attention to linguistic forms in
the input (i.e. there is an absence of ‘noticing’) and this results in
implicit knowledge — the kind of knowledge required for easy and
fluent communicative language use. However, adult L2 learners are
limited in their ability to learn in this way but, fortunately, there is
another route to implicit knowledge which can compensate for their
reduced capacity for implicit learning.! This involves the explicit
knowledge they have gained from intentional language learning,
which serves as an activator of noticing and, in this way, facilitates
the development of implicit knowledge. In Figure 2.1 the line linking
explicit knowledge and ‘noticing’ (i.e. the conscious awareness of
linguistic features) is dotted. This is intended to show that this link is
variable, depending on both external factors such as interactive strat-
egies that attract attention to form and internal factors such as
learners’ propensity and ability to attend to form. The model posits
no direct relationship between explicit and implicit knowledge. In
other words, there is no substitute for implicit learning or noticing as
the means for achieving implicit knowledge of a language.

There remain a number of issues that require clarification. First,
implicit and incidental learning are often treated as synonymous but
they are not.”> Whereas the latter is defined as learning without con-
sciousness and involves only detection, the former involves ‘noticing’,
i.e. focal attention and conscious awareness of specific linguistic forms.
The route labelled (1) in Figure 2.1 represents incidental learning and
the route labelled (2) implicit learning. Incidental acquisition can occur
in all kinds of instruction, including explicit instruction. For example,
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learners may incidentally acquire features y and z even when the
instruction is explicitly directed at feature x. This possibility has been
little investigated, however, and is perhaps unlikely given that the focal
attention directed at the target structure may inhibit attention to other
features. Loewen, Erlam and Ellis (2009), for example, found that
learners failed to acquire third person-s incidentally when the explicit
instruction directed attention at the indefinite article. Incidental acquisi-
tion is more likely when learners are primarily focused on meaning-
making and take time out to attend to form when occasion calls for this.
This is what TBLT caters to through various strategies that attract
learners’ attention to form while they are communicating (as discussed
later in this chapter). TBLT aims to foster implicit learning through the
apperception that takes place as learners engage in the communication
needed to achieve the task outcome. However, for adults at least, it is
incidental rather than implicit learning that is central in TBLT.

A second issue concerns the role of output in cognitive-interactionist
theories. Long tends to emphasize input but also acknowledges the role
of pushed output in facilitating noticing. Skehan (1998), drawing on
and extending Swain’s (1985, 1995) arguments in support of compre-
hensible output, lists six roles for production: (1) It serves to generate
better input through the feedback that learners’ efforts at production
elicit. (2) It forces syntactic processing (i.e. it obliges learners to pay
attention to grammar). (3) It allows learners to test out hypotheses
about the target language grammar. (4) It helps to develop automaticity
of existing L2 knowledge. (5) It provides opportunities for learners to
develop discourse skills, for example by producing ‘long turns’. (6) It
helps learners to develop a ‘personal voice’ by steering conversations
onto topics they are interested in contributing to. We would add that
production also provides the learner with ‘auto-input’ (Schmidt and
Frota, 1986) as learners can benefit from the ‘input’ that their own
output provides them with. Output is part of interaction but it can also
occur when learners are not interacting. In Chapter 3 we examine in
detail how learner production contributes to L2 development.

The third issue is controversial. It concerns the nature of the ‘explicit
learning’ in Figure 2.1. For Long (2015), explicit learning is of value
when it is embedded in the communicative interactions that result
from the performance of a task. That is, it involves only ‘brief episodes
of selective learner attention to critical segments of input (focus on
form)’ (p. 53). In other words, Long rejects providing for explicit
learning separately. Ellis (1994, 2018a), however, suggests that the
knowledge that learners gain from explicit language lessons facilitates
the ‘noticing’ of linguistic forms in the input — as indicated in
Figure 2.1 — and is also of value for monitoring output. In other
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words, Ellis argues that an explicit focus on form does not always
have to be contiguous with the performance of a task. While ‘brief
episodes of selective attention’ (Long, 2015) may be desirable,® some
explicit lessons may help learners to acquire those linguistic ‘fragile’
features which are often not learned even when focus on form accom-
panies the performance of a task. From this perspective the ideal
is a modular curriculum involving a primary task-based component
with a secondary structural component, a possibility discussed in
Chapter 7.

Analysing Interaction

Interaction occurs when two or more people engage in communica-
tion. Prototypically it occurs face to face but there is growing interest
in the interaction that arises when tasks are technologically mediated
(e.g. Gonzalez-Lloret and Ortega, 2015; Granena, 2016). Interaction
can be two-way (i.e. all the participants contribute actively) or one-
way (i.e. one person does all the speaking and the other(s) just listens
as in a lecture). In two-way communication, learners have the oppor-
tunity to both receive input and produce output. In one-way commu-
nication, the speaker produces output and the other(s) receives input.
This is an important distinction for task-based instruction because it
underscores a key difference in tasks; as noted in Chapter 1, output-
based tasks aim to provide opportunities for two-way interaction
whereas input-based tasks are essentially one-way.*

However, the input that arises when an input-based task is per-
formed in an interactive situation is not fixed.” Speakers adjust their
choice of language in accordance with their assessment of the listeners’
abilities to comprehend. In other words, input is continuously modi-
fied; often it is simplified but sometimes it can be elaborated, which
Long and Ross (1993) suggest is more facilitative of acquisition. There
is a rich literature documenting the characteristics of the ‘foreigner
talk’ that occurs when native speakers talk to L2 learners (see Gass,
1997; Ellis, 2008) and of the ‘teacher talk’ found in classrooms (Henzl,
1979). Such talk helps to provide learners with the comprehensible
input that Krashen (1985) argued is essential for acquisition. When
teachers perform input-based tasks, they naturally modify their speech
to ensure comprehension. Shintani (2012), for example, showed how
repeating the same input-based tasks with young L2 learners resulted
in changes in the teacher’s input. The teacher gradually reduced her
use of the L1 (Japanese) while increasing the length of her utterances
by elaborating the commands she gave to the children. If it is a learner
who performs a one-way task (e.g. when a learner is describing where
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to locate places on a map), the resulting output is monologic. Never-
theless, when this takes place in an interactive context, learners will
still need to make efforts to ensure they are comprehensible and this
involves discourse management (i.e. deciding how much information
to provide, checking comprehension, repeating, paraphrasing etc.).

In the classroom context, discourse management is evident in the
pre-emptive strategies that both teachers and learners use to anticipate
and prevent problems arising during interaction. Teachers, for
example, pre-empt by asking questions (e.g. Do you know what
‘economy’ means?) or by warning learners to take care (e.g. Remem-
ber — you need to use the past tense when telling the story). Learners
too pre-empt by asking questions (e.g. ‘Do I need past or present tense
here?’). Some researchers (e.g. Long, 2015) have argued that what is
important is the discourse repair work that activates the internal
mechanisms involved in acquisition. That is, interaction works for
acquisition when interlocutors react to problems — communicative or
linguistic — that arise as a task is performed. Other researchers (e.g.
Ellis, 2017a), however, have argued that interaction involving pre-
emptive moves aimed at preventing problems is also facilitative of
acquisition. Arguably, both reactive and pre-emptive interactive strat-
egies can activate the cognitive processes involved in acquisition.

In accordance with the TH, research on two-way tasks has focused
on the discourse repair that occurs when communication problems
arise and negotiation takes place. Varonis and Gass (1985) developed
a model of ‘non-understanding routines’ (see Figure 2.2 and the
example below). This distinguishes the turn that triggers non-
understanding and the subsequent turns where there is an attempt to
resolve the problem. This model allows for the identification of specific
discourse strategies for resolving communication problems. Foremost
among these strategies is corrective feedback (CF).

Example:

S1: Einstein’s scientific work helped Americans make the nuclear bomb. (T)
S2: Clear bomb? (I)
S$1: No nuclear, nuclear, nuclear bomb. (R)
S2: Nuclear bomb. I see. (RR)
(Aubrey, unpublished data)

Table 2.1, based on Lyster and Ranta (1997), defines the principal
types of indicator moves, along with comments on whether they are
input-providing or output-prompting and whether they are implicit or
explicit in nature, although this latter distinction is not clear cut as it
depends more on context and on how an indicator is delivered than on
the type of indicator — an important point which we consider later in
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Trigger T = trigger (i.e. the utterance which causes misunderstanding)

l

I = indicator (i.e. of misunderstanding)
Resolution R =response

RR = reaction to response

Figure 2.2 Model of non-understanding routines
Source: Varonis and Gass (1985)

this chapter. These indicators also differ in the nature of the problem
they are typically used to tackle. Some signal that there is a communi-
cation problem and thus relate to the negotiation of meaning while
others just signal that the problem is linguistic in nature and thus
involve the negotiation of form (Lyster, 2001). The indicator types
constitute the different ways of conducting CF and doing ‘focus on
form’, a major area of interest in the interaction approach. They
connect with cognitive mechanisms in different ways and have differ-
ent implications for language acquisition — see Table 2.1.

Not all indicators require a response. Input-providing indicators
such as recasts place no obligation on the addressee to respond. In
contrast, output-prompting indicators do require a response in accord-
ance with Grice’s (1975) Cooperative Principle, but even in this case
learners may sometimes opt not to respond if, for example, their
linguistic resources prevent them from doing so. The first response
option, therefore, is 7o response. Other indicators — a confirmation
check for example — require no more than an acknowledgement. This
often takes the form of simply saying ‘yes’ followed by a topic-
continuing move, as in this example:

S: lwas in pub
(2.0).
S: lwas in pub.
T: Inthe pub?
S: Yeah and | was drinking beer with my friend.

(Ellis, Basturkmen and Loewen, 2001).



Table 2.1 Indicator types in corrective feedback

Type Definition Example Comment
Repetition The addressee repeats the L1: I felt really chuffed with the  This is implicit and output-prompting.
speaker’s utterance to signal results of my exam. Lyster (1998) pointed out that repetitions
that there is a comprehension  L2: Chuffed. are ambiguous as they can also signal
problem L1: Yes, I did better than understanding. Thus, they may lead to a
I expected. resolution of the problem or they may
not.
Confirmation  Any expressions ‘immediately Learner 1: Ok it’s in the it’s in Like a repetition, a confirmation check
check following an utterance by the the corner the building simply repeats the problematic utterance
interlocutor which are Learner 2: In the corner? or part of an utterance but the rising
designed to elicit confirmation  Learner 1: yeah intonation more clearly signals there is a
that the utterance has been (Gilabert, Baron and Llanes, problem (i.e. makes the move more
correctly heard or understood 2009, p. 377) explicit) and thus may be more likely to
by the speaker’ (Long, 1983, lead to a successful resolution.
p. 137)
Clarification Any expression that elicits Learner 1: Go walking it’s two Clarification requests are output-
request clarification of the preceding apples further two streets prompting. They place the burden of
utterance more it looks. resolving the problem on the speaker who
Learner 2: Two what? created it. They are often viewed as
Learner 1: Two streets further. implicit as they occur naturally in
(Gilabert et al., 2009, p. 376) everyday conversation but they are in
fact quite explicit in signalling that there
is a communication problem.
Metalinguistic A move that provides a S: There are influence person Metalinguistic clues are output-prompting
clue comment or questions some who (i.e. they do not provide the learner with

aspect of the preceding

T: Influential is an adjective
S: Influential person
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the remedy of the problem) and they are
clearly very explicit as they respond to the



utterance, signalling a
linguistic problem

A move that indicates an

utterance is problematic and
at the same time provides the
solution to the problem

A move aimed at extracting the
correct linguistic form from a
speaker.

An utterance that rephrases an
utterance ‘by changing one or
more of its sentence
components (subject, verb or
object) while still referring to
its central meanings’ — Long,
1996, p. 436). Various types
and characteristics of recasts
have been identified (e.g.
partial; versus full) — see

Y. Sheen (2006).

(unintelligible) because of his

power.
(Sheen, 2004, p. 278).

S1: And three pear (sounds like
‘beer’).

S2: Three beer.

T: Not beer. Pear.

An elicitation can take the form
of a question (e.g. How do we
say x in English?), a statement
requiring completion (e.g.
You __) or a request to
reformulate (e.g. Can you say
it another way?) — Sheen
(2004, p. 278).

S: I stand in the first row.

T: You stood in the first row.

S: Yes.

(Y. Sheen, 2006, p. 35)

form of the preceding utterance rather
than its meaning. This type of indicator is
more likely to be used by a teacher than
by a learner.

This type of indicator is explicit and input-
providing. Like metalinguistic clues it is
more likely to be performed by a teacher
although learners have also been
observed to correct each other explicitly.

It is output-prompting and explicitly
corrective. It negotiates form rather than
meaning and is used more or less
exclusively by teachers.

Recasts are input-providing and are
generally considered implicit. However,
they can also be made more explicit,
especially if intonation is used to
highlight the part of the utterance that
has been reformulated.

Source: Based on Lyster and Ranta (1997).
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Learners may respond to an indicator such as a recast by echoing it or
by modifying their initial output in what is called upzake. Lyster and
Ranta (1997) pointed that uptake can be of two kinds depending on
whether the problem is or is not repaired. In uptake-with-repair, the
learner either repeats the indicator move if this is input-providing, as
in this example:

S: | got up late today morning.
T: Today morning? This morning.
S:  This morning.

Or, if the indicator consists of a prompt, the learner may self-repair the
utterance that triggered the negotiation. Uptake-with-repair constitutes
one kind of modified output. However, this construct is broader as it
includes occasions when learners attempt to modify output without
being prompted to do so by feedback. Sometimes, as in the example that
follows, the learner may attempt to repair following feedback but fail to
do so, resulting in what Lyster and Ranta called uprake-needs-repair.

S: |have an ali [bi].
T: You have what?
S: anali [bi] (i.e. S continues to mispronounce ‘alibi’).

Uptake-needs-repair can involve a complete failure to address the
problem or, in some cases, partial repair (i.e. the learner corrects part
of an erroneous utterance).

The various strategies involved in discourse management and repair
constitute the means for conducting focus on form while a task is
being performed (see Ellis et al., 2001). Focus on form is a necessary
feature of Long’s (2015) definition of TBLT. It constitutes the means
for drawing learners’ attention to linguistic features when problems
arise in the communication resulting from the performance of a task.
The linguistic problems that are addressed can be wide-ranging and
unpredictable or they can be pre-determined and therefore predictable.
This will depend on whether the task is unfocused or focused — a
distinction introduced in Chapter 1 (see p. 12). If the task is unfocused
the linguistic features addressed will be whatever happened to cause a
problem. The resulting focus on form will be extensive (i.e. many
different forms will be addressed). There is evidence to show that
problems relating to vocabulary receive more attention than grammat-
ical problems when the negotiation involves meaning (Pica, 1996)
because the wrong or mispronounced word is more likely to lead to
communication breakdown than a missing grammatical morpheme.
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However, when it is form (rather than meaning) that is negotiated all
forms — phonological, lexical and grammatical — are likely to receive
attention. If the task is focused, the focus on form will be directed at
whatever is the target feature of the task with the same feature
addressed repeatedly (i.e. it will be intensive). As we noted in
Chapter 1, some proponents of TBLT favour unfocused tasks. How-
ever, many researchers investigating the effects of CF (e.g. Lyster,
2004; Ellis, Loewen and Erlam, 2006) have elected to investigate
focused tasks because these make pre-testing and post-testing of the
targeted feature possible and thus allow for the effect that focus on
form has on acquisition to be investigated.

Early research in the cognitive-interactionist paradigm focused on the
negotiation of meaning and reactive focus on form but increasingly
researchers have broadened the frame of reference to examine how
learners and their interlocutors attend to form when purely linguistic
problems arise. In particular, language-related episodes (LREs),®
defined as ‘any part of dialogue where the students talk about the
language they are producing, question their language use, or correct
themselves or others’ (Swain and Lapkin, 1998, p. 326), have proved a
popular way of investigating task-based interaction. Plonsky and Kim
(2016), for example, found that 25 per cent of all the interactional
features examined in the studies included in their meta-analysis were
LREs. Studies examining tasks from a sociocultural perspective, which
have increased in number over time, favour LREs. These studies will be
considered in detail in Chapter 4. There have also been attempts to
investigate how tasks impact on other aspects of interaction. Gilabert
and Baron (2013), for example, examined how task type and task
complexity affected learners’ use of pragmatic features (requests and
suggestions). Sato (2017) focused on ‘collaborative sentence comple-
tion’, where one learner helps another learner to complete an utterance.

Task-based interaction studies are of two basic kinds. There are
what Plonsky and Kim (2016) call ‘task-based learner performance
studies’ (p. 74). These are studies that manipulate various dimensions
of task design and implementation conditions in order to investigate
what effect they have on interaction. This type of study was dominant
in early research and is viewed by Plonsky and Gass (2011) as the first
phase of interactionist research. The second kind is ‘task-as-treatment
studies’, where the aim is to investigate what effect a particular task
design or implementation condition has on either the processes
involved in acquisition (e.g. noticing) or on L2 acquisition. These
studies figure in the second phase of interactionist task-based research.
We will begin by looking at task-based performance studies and then
move on to task-as-treatment studies.
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Task-Based Learner Performance Studies

A major research strand in the Interaction Approach has focused on
what kinds of tasks are most likely to result in the types of interaction
that foster language acquisition. Much of the early research, reviewed
in Ellis (2003, 2012) examined how different design features and
implementation strategies impacted on the negotiation of meaning.
Table 2.2 shows the variables investigated.

This research typically involved laboratory-based studies so the
findings may not be applicable to classroom contexts (see Ellis, 2012)
but it provides a clear indication that task design and implementation
influence the level and kinds of interaction that take place. Regarding
task design variables, Ellis concluded that negotiation of meaning was
more likely to occur with tasks that required information exchange (i.e.
information-gap tasks) than with tasks where information exchange
was optional (i.e. opinion-gap tasks ) (Long, 1980; Foster, 1998) and
also more likely when a task was two-way (i.e. the information to be
exchanged was split among participants) than when it was one-way
(i.e. one learner held all the information to be exchanged) (Long,
1989). Closed tasks also led to more negotiation of meaning than
open tasks (Long, 1989). Learners also negotiate more in tasks with
unfamiliar topics than in those with familiar topics (Gass and Varonis,
1984) and more in tasks with human-ethical content than in tasks
with objective-spatial content (Berwick, 1990). Regarding task
implementation variables, the participant role, task repetition, and
interlocutor proficiency were all found to impact on the level of

Table 2.2 Task design and implementation variables investigated in
interaction studies

Design variables Implementation variables

1. required vs. optional information 1. participant role (e.g. listener vs. active
exchange participant)

2. information gap: one-way vs. two- 2. task repetition
way 3. interlocutor familiarity (i.e.

3. task outcome: open vs. participants familiar with each other
closed tasks vs. not familiar)

4. topic (e.g. topic familiarity) 4. interlocutor proficiency

5. discourse mode (e.g. narrative vs.
description)

6. cognitive complexity (e.g. context-
embedded vs. context-reduced)
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negotiation. Learners negotiate more when their role requires them to
speak as well as listen (Gass and Varonis, 1994) in the first perform-
ance of a task than in a repeated performance (Gass and Varonis,
1985), and when the less proficient learner is put in charge of the
interaction (Yule and McDonald, 1990). Pica, Kanagy and Faludan
(1993) attempted to consolidate the findings of these studies into a
general framework that could account for the differential effect that
tasks have on interaction.

More recently, researchers have drawn on Robinson’s (2007b) Cogni-
tion Hypothesis (CH) to investigate how task complexity affects inter-
action, measured in terms of LREs. Robinson argued that more complex
tasks result in more acquisition-rich interaction than less complex tasks.
[7] Task complexity was operationalized in terms of the presence or
absence of specific task features (e.g. +/— there and now; +/— reasoning;
+/— few elements) with simpler tasks being those with - features. A number
of studies (e.g. Gilabert et al., 2009; Kim, 2009; Révész, 2011; Baralt,
2014; Kim and Taguchi, 2015) lend support to Robinson’s claim. For
example, more complex tasks lead to more LREs than simple tasks.

Solon, Long and Gurzynska-Weiss (2017) is a good example of this
kind of study but it also illustrates the danger of over-generalizing the
effect of task complexity on interaction. They investigated seventeen
dyads of intermediate L2 Spanish proficiency performing focused tasks
that were designed to contextualize the pronunciation of Spanish
phonemes built into street names (e.g. Calle Copa vs. Calle Capa).
The tasks were designed to differ in complexity according to the number
of elements they contained. To establish whether this task feature did in
fact distinguish the complexity of the tasks, the actual time and the
learners’ retrospective estimate of the time they had spent on the tasks
were recorded. The learners performed the map tasks in pairs; one
learner held a version of the map showing the route but minus place
names and the other a version with the place names but minus the route.
LREs were identified in all the interactions. Overall, there were more
LREs in the complex task, as predicted. However, pronunciation-
focused LREs were highest in the simple task. Solon et al. (2017)
suggested that whereas learners may be used to consciously reflecting
on grammar they lack experience in reflecting on pronunciation features
and thus are less likely to engage in LREs focused on pronunciation. In
other words, the extent to which task design affects LREs may differ
according to the linguistic features being investigated.

Somewhat surprisingly, there has been very little research that has
investigated tasks in relation to pragmatic aspects of language use.
Gilabert and Baron (2013) compared university-level English as a
Foreign Language (EFL) learners’ performance of two tasks which
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differed in type (one was a two-way split information task with a
convergent goal and the other a two-way shared information task
with a divergent goal) and in complexity (there was a simple and
complex form of both tasks). They found that the divergent task
produced more overall moves and also a greater variety of moves.
The complexity of the tasks affected the number of overall moves but
had no effect on the variety of moves. Given that pragmatic
competence is a key feature of language proficiency, there is an obvi-
ous need for more studies that shed light on how task selection and
task design impact pragmatic aspects of language production.

There has been increasing interest in how computer-mediated (CM)
tasks affect interaction (see, for example, Ziegler, 2016). Studies have
sought to compare the similarities and differences between tasks per-
formed face to face and in a CM context. Ziegler, drawing in particu-
lar on Smith (2003), points out that one difference is that whereas the
response to a communication problem usually occurs immediately
after the trigger in face-to-face interaction, it is often delayed in CM
tasks, especially if these involve text chat. There are also differences in
the effect that different CM modalities (i.e. text chat, audio, or video)
have on negotiation. For example, Jepson (2015) found that repair
moves were more frequent when tasks were performed in voice than in
text chat. Researchers have also been interested in whether the type of
task affects negotiation in CM interaction. Blake (2000) reported that
one-way tasks where the information was split resulted in more nego-
tiation than decision-making tasks where the information was shared,
thus replicating one of the main findings for face-to-face tasks. Ziegler
calls for more research investigating all the issues.

These studies afford a general picture of how task variables can
impact on interaction. But they need to be viewed with circumspection.
Each task involves a cluster of variables that are likely to interact in the
effect they have on interaction. Studies have typically manipulated task
types in terms of pairs of variables (e.g. one-way versus two-ways;
familiar versus unfamiliar topics; closed versus open; +/— reasoning;
+/— here and now; +/— number of elements) but the tasks used in these
studies inevitably involved a cluster of variables. This makes it difficult
to generalize the research findings. We cannot be sure, for example, that
unfamiliar tasks will lead to more negotiation of meaning than familiar
tasks in all cases as other variables — such as the number of elements
involved in the task — may counteract this general tendency. Further-
more, how a task is implemented will also affect the interaction that
results. A one-way task may not result in less negotiation than a two-
way task if the learners are instructed to interact actively and if
the information to be exchanged is held by the less proficient learner.
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The combinations of design and implementation variables are multitu-
dinous. Thus, while it may be possible to design studies that investigate
how two or three variables impact jointly on interaction, taking into
account all the potentially influential variables that make up a task will
prove impossible. At best, then, the research provides only clues as to
how task design and implementation can affect interaction.

Task-as-Treatment Studies

When tasks are used as the means for intervening in the process of L2
acquisition researchers have addressed three key questions: (1) What
do learners pay attention to (i.e. notice) when they perform a task?
(2) What is the relationship between noticing and learning? (3) What
learning occurs when interactive tasks are performed? We will con-
sider studies that have investigated these three questions.

Tasks and Noticing

Researchers interested in whether noticing occurs when a task is
performed have investigated both pre-modified input (i.e. input that
has been specially designed to facilitate comprehension) and interac-
tionally modified input (i.e. input that is modified when a learner
signals a comprehension problem).

NOTICING IN PRE-MODIFIED INPUT

In the case of pre-modified input, efforts are made to draw learners’
attention to specific linguistic features either through (1) ‘flooding’ the
input with exemplars of a specific feature, or (2) highlighting a specific
form in the input. By and large input enhancement of this kind has
been undertaken with written input in reading tasks but it is also
possible with oral tasks. One obvious way in which this can happen
is by repeating the key lexical or grammatical items, using intonation
and stress to highlight them, or by providing additional clues, such as
gesture, to help learners decode their meanings. The input modifica-
tions found in pre-modified oral input are very similar to features
found in teacher-talk (Ellis, 2015b). Overall, the research shows that
input enhancement does facilitate noticing but, as Lee and Huang’s
(2008) meta-analysis showed, its effect is often quite limited. Han,
Park and Combs (2008, p. 600) noted that ‘there are numerous
methodological idiosyncrasies characterizing the individual studies’ —
such as the number of times a specific feature was highlighted, the
number of texts involved, and whether learners received explicit
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instruction on the targeted feature(s) prior to exposure to the input —
all of which can impact on noticing.

NOTICING IN INTERACTIONALLY MODIFIED INPUT

Noticing is arguably more likely to occur in the pre-emptive and
reactive focus on form episodes that arise when interactive tasks are
performed than in pre-modified input. One measure of whether
noticing occurs in such episodes is whether there is learner uptake.
Ellis et al. (2001) investigated the frequency of focus-on-form episodes
(FFEs) when experienced teachers performed communicative tasks
with adult English as a second language (ESL) learners, reporting that
there was an FFE approximately every one and a half minutes. They
investigated whether the different kinds of FFEs resulted in uptake and
whether this uptake was ‘successful’ (e.g. resulted in learners repairing
their own errors).® Learner-initiated pre-emptive focus on form — for
example, when a learner posed an explicit question about a linguistic
form — resulted in a high level of successful uptake. Reactive focus on
form (where the teacher responded to a learner utterance containing
an error) also regularly led to successful uptake. In contrast, teacher-
initiated pre-emptive focus on form , where it was the teacher who
made a linguistic form the topic of the interaction, was much less likely
to result in successful uptake. This study suggests that noticing can
occur frequently in task-based interactions but that this may depend
on what kind of focus on form learners experience.

Other noticing studies have focused solely on reactive focus on
form — in particular, recasts. Recasts, which juxtapose a learner
utterance containing an error with a target-like reformulation of the
utterance, provide what Long (1996) considered the ideal context for
the learner to not just notice the target form but also to compare their
erroneous form with it — what Schmidt and Frota (1986), called
noticing-the-gap. In the exchange that follows, for example, the learner
overgeneralizes the use of the regular past tense (doed) — a common
error — and the teacher immediately recasts the erroneous part of the
utterance. The learner uptakes the correction, repairing the error.
The learner then continues, making another tense error, but this time
he corrects himself without the teacher’s intervention.

L: When he 18 years old he m- if he doed it.
T: Didit.

L: Uhdid it.

T: Yeah.

L:

Must go to the prison? went to the prison.
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Prompts can also result in noticing by inducing learners to attend to
the linguistic problems in their utterances. Prompts in fact are more
likely to result in uptake-with-repair than recasts as they require a
response from the learner (Lyster and Ranta, 1997).

To investigate whether noticing occurs following CF researchers
have either investigated uptake-with-repair as in Ellis, Basturkmen
and Loewen (2001) or elicited retrospective self-report from learners,
for example using stimulated recall (Gass and Mackey, 2000). An
example of the first approach is Ellis and Mifka-Provozic (2013). They
reported that 84.5 per cent of the recasts were followed by uptake-
with-repair, suggesting that in the context of a foreign language class-
room recasts were highly salient to the learners and that the teacher’s
corrections were consistently noticed. However, as Sheen (2004)
showed, the level of uptake-with-repair following recasts varies con-
siderably depending on the instructional context. It is much more
likely to occur in contexts that encourage a focus on form (e.g. foreign
language classrooms) than in contexts where meaning remains pri-
mary (e.g. immersion classrooms).

Egi’s (2007) study is a good example of the use of stimulated recall.
She investigated whether learners paid attention to specific linguistic
forms in the recasts they received by replaying extracts from their
conversations that contained recasts and inviting them to comment on
them. She distinguished comments where (1) they showed awareness
that an error had been made but no awareness of the target-like form in
the recast, (2) awareness of the target-like model but no awareness that
their original utterance was problematic and (3) awareness of both the
error and the target-like model in the recast. No noticing was reported
most of the time for morphosyntactical features. However, Egi reported
that 18.7 per cent of the learners’ comments demonstrated awareness in
terms of (2) and a further 26.05 per cent awareness in terms of (3).

NOTICING IN ORAL, WRITTEN AND CM INPUT

Learners’ ability to engage in noticing and subsequent form-meaning
mapping when the task involves processing oral input may be limited.
The ephemeral nature of input does not allow them time for internal
processing. In contrast, written input ‘may encourage learners to move
beyond simple registration of new forms items and engage in intake
processing’ (Gilabert, Manchon and Vasylets, 2016, p. 125). These
authors point out that many tasks typically combine oral and written
input in an ‘interweaving of modes’ (p. 129). Many decision-making
tasks, for example, include substantial written input to prompt group
discussion. There is a need to investigate how hybrid tasks involving
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both oral and written modes affect key processes such as noticing but,
as Gilabert et al. noted, little has been done to date.

This mingling of oral and written modes is also evident in tasks
involving synchronous text-based communication where interaction
unfolds in real time but affords a visible record in writing (Smith,
2003). CM tasks performed via text chat seem ideal for promoting
noticing as learners can inspect a written record of their interactions.
Text chat also affords an opportunity to use eye-tracking technology
to identify when learners attend to specific forms — an opportunity
that is not possible for face-to-face interaction. Smith (2012) used
this method, reporting that learners regularly attended to the specific
words that had been reformulated in the recasts that followed utter-
ances containing an error. Yuksal and Inan (2014) used stimulated
recall to compare noticing in CM and face-to-face interaction; they
found that while negotiation occurred more frequently in face-to-face
contexts, noticing was more likely to occur in synchronous CM
communication. Other studies (e.g. Gurzynski-Weiss and Baralt,
2014), however, failed to find any clear advantage for noticing in
CM interaction in comparison to face-to-face interaction.

Noticing and Acquisition in Task-Based Interaction

Cognitive-interactionist theories distinguish intake (i.e. the initial regis-
tration of linguistic forms in working memory) from acquisition (i.e. the
modification of the learner’s interlanguage system in long-term
memory) — see, for example, Leow (2015). Intake is likely to involve
noticing (i.e. the conscious registration of linguistic forms). But noticing
does not guarantee acquisition. Evidence for this comes from Mackey
(2006). She found that the level of noticing following recasts or clarifi-
cation requests varied according to target structure, with higher levels
evident for question forms, much lower levels for past tense and inter-
mediate levels for plurals. Eighty-three per cent of the learners who
reported noticing question forms demonstrated acquisition (i.e. they
improved in their ability to form questions in a post-test). However, the
relationship between noticing and the other two target features was not
established. Other studies (Mackey and Philp, 1998; Ellis and Mifka-
Provozic, 2013) also cast doubt on whether uptake-with-repair (the
clearest sign that noticing has occurred) is important for acquisition.
These studies all involved focused tasks. In contrast, Loewen (2005)
investigated the pre-emptive and reactive FFEs that arose incidentally in
lessons based on unfocused tasks. As in Ellis et al. (2001), he first
identified the FFEs and then devised tailor-made tests to assess the
linguistic features addressed in these episodes. He administered the tests
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to the particular learners who had participated in the episodes one day
later and also two weeks later to see if participation in the form-focused
episode had led to learning. Out of the 473 FFEs that were tested, 47.6
per cent of the responses were correct in the immediate test and 39.3 per
cent in the delayed test. Loewen noted that these results were roughly
comparable to other studies (e.g. Williams, 1999; Nabei and Swain,
2001) and felt they were ‘encouraging, given the incidental and gener-
ally brief nature of the FFEs’ (Loewen, 2005, p. 381). Loewen also
investigated whether particular features of the FFEs were more likely to
result in correct test responses. The feature most likely to predict
learners’ correct responses to tests items was successful uptake, suggest-
ing that when noticing had taken place learning also occurred. How-
ever, successful uptake was only predictive of correct responses to the
grammar and vocabulary items in the test. For pronunciation the key
features of the FFEs were complexity (i.e. long FFEs were associated
with more correct responses than brief ones) and source (i.e. FFEs
involving the negotiation of meaning led to more correct responses than
FFEs involving the negotiation of form). However, while successful
uptake can be seen as evidence of noticing, its absence does not preclude
the possibility of noticing having occurred. Arguably, long FFEs and the
negotiation of meaning are exactly those features of interaction likely to
induce noticing. Loewen acknowledged a limitation of his study,
namely that the tests he used most probably measured the learners’
declarative rather than their procedural knowledge.

Tasks and Acquisition

The bulk of the task-based research based on cognitive-interactionist
theories has been entirely product-oriented. That is, it has investigated
whether focus on form results in acquisition without also investigating
what happens when learners perform tasks. A typical study involves
the use of focused tasks. Learners are first tested on the linguistic
feature (typically grammatical) that is targeted by the task, perform
one or more tasks during which they receive some type of focus on
form, and then complete an immediate post-test and, some time later,
a delayed post-test. We begin by considering studies that have investi-
gated input-based tasks followed by a detailed look at research that
has investigated output-based tasks and CF.

INPUT-BASED TASKS

TBLT has generally been seen as involving production-based tasks.
However, as noted in Chapter 1, tasks can also be ‘input-based’.
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An input-based task aims to promote interlanguage development by
directing learners’ attention to L2 input through listening or reading.
One of the key definitional features of a task is that learners are
required to use their own linguistic and non-linguistic resources to
communicate. In the case of input-based tasks, this means that they
have to use their knowledge of the L2 in conjunction with contextual
clues provided by the task to process the input they are exposed to
where ‘process’ refers both to comprehending the meaning of the input
and, potentially, attending to linguistic form (i.e. noticing). It is
important that the outcome of the task can only be achieved if the
learners are successful in comprehending the input. Although input-
based tasks do not require leaners to produce in the L2, learners may
elect to respond to the input they receive using their L1 or, if they are
able, their L2. In other words, production is not ruled out and in fact
has been shown to occur (e.g. Shintani, 2015).

An input-based task often takes the form of a listen-and-do task,
which requires learners to listen to commands or descriptions and then
perform actions (e.g. a physical action or pointing to a picture) to show
they have understood. Early studies of listen-and-do tasks (e.g. Ellis,
Tanaka, and Yamazaki, 1994; Loschky, 1994; Ellis and He, 1999; Ellis
and Heimbach, 1997) showed that they can lead to learning vocabu-
lary. These studies, motivated by the IH, investigated the effect of
exposure to different kinds of input (unmodified, pre-modified and
interactionally modified) on acquisition. They reported somewhat
mixed results, reflecting differences in the design of the studies. In
Loschky’s (1994) study the target items were first presented to the
learners before they listened which may explain why he found no
differential effect for types of input. In Ellis et al. (1994) there was no
prior presentation of the target words. Learners in the interactionally
modified condition were encouraged to signal their non-understanding
if they did not understand the input. The study reported a clear advan-
tage for modified input, especially interactionally modified input. How-
ever, the interactionally modified input typically took longer to
complete than tasks involving pre-modified input. In Ellis and He
(1999), the time taken for the pre-modified and interactionally modified
conditions was the same and in this study there was no difference in
their effectiveness. These studies suggest one reason why interactionally
modified input has been found to assist acquisition — it gives learners
additional time to process the input. If pre-modified input allows
adequate processing time it can be just as effective.

These early studies investigated the effect of performing input-based
tasks on vocabulary acquisition. Later studies included grammatical
features as well as vocabulary in their design. The tasks were designed
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to force attention to the target grammatical features. For example, in
Shintani and Ellis (2010) and Shintani (2015), the learners (six-year-
old Japanese children) needed to attend closely to the input to distin-
guish English singular and plural nouns and could only complete the
tasks successfully if they did so. In Erlam and Ellis (2018) the learners
were required to distinguish L2 French singular and plural forms.
These studies, like the earlier ones, showed that performing input-
based tasks results in the acquisition of vocabulary. They also showed
that they can help grammar acquisition. They were clearly effective in
developing learners’ receptive knowledge of the target grammatical
features but less so in developing productive knowledge, possibly
because the tasks did not provide the amount of exposure needed to
develop productive use of the grammatical forms.[9]

For input-based tasks to work for acquisition they must create a
functional need for learners to attend to the target items and to engage
in form-meaning mapping. It is relatively easy to ensure that this
happens in the case of lexical items as learners will only be able to
do the tasks if they understand the vocabulary in the input. It is more
difficult in the case of grammar. Some grammatical features, for
example, convey no meaning. Shintani (2015) investigated whether
the input-based tasks she designed helped learners attend to English
copula-be as well as plural-s. The input exposed the learners to
numerous exemplars of copula-be but they did not acquire it, which
Shintani suggested was because it is a non-meaning bearing feature so
they could understand the directions without having to process it. This
is, of course, a limitation of focused production-based tasks as well
and, in fact, as Loschky and Bley-Vroman (1993) pointed out, it is a
lot easier to design input-based tasks that make the processing of
specific grammatical features ‘necessary’ (as opposed to ‘natural’ or
‘useful’) than production-based tasks.

Considerable skill on the part of the teacher is required to ensure that
input tasks are effective. Learners need instant feedback on whether
their efforts to understand have been successful. The teacher needs to
utilize a variety of strategies to help learners to understand — using
repetition, highlighting key items intonationally, utilizing contextual
clues etc. The extract from Shintani (2016) that follows illustrates the
skills involved. The teacher is instructing learners to find the picture
cards representing different animals and to take them to the ‘zoo’
(depicted in a frieze on the wall of the classroom). To select the right
card the learners need to be able to distinguish ‘squirrels’ from ‘squirrel’
(for which there was a separate card). The teacher first ensures the
learners’ attention, then gives the direction, repeating the key item
(‘squirrels’) three times. When a learner uses Japanese (his L1) to check
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understanding, the teacher immediately confirms. When the students
mention colours to help them identify the correct animal, she corrects
them and provides a contextual clue by pointing at a brown object in
the classroom. The learners performed the task successfully, demon-
strating their ability to process plural-s.

T:  Okay the next. Okay, listen. please take the squirrels, squirrels to the zoo.
Squirrels.

S2: Doubutsuen [the zoo]?

T:  Zoo, that's right.

S5: Green? Blue?

S1: White?

T:  No, no, no, not white. Not green. Not blue. Brown (pointing to a brown
item in the classroom)

S2: Brown.

S3: (Showing ‘two’ with his fingers) two?

T:  Two, yes. Three (.) two (.) one (.) go.

Ss: (Al the students showing the correct cards)

T:  Yes everyone is correct.

Input-based tasks have an important role to play in TBLT. In the
case of beginner-level learners they are essential as learners cannot
be expected to produce in the L2 until they have built up a linguistic
repertoire receptively. But they also have an important role to
play in later stages of L2 development. Apart from their contribution
to acquisition, they facilitate what might be called ‘input-processing
fluency’ — the ability to rapidly and effortlessly segment input
and derive meaning from it. This is an essential element of L2
proficiency.

OUTPUT-BASED TASKS AND CORRECTIVE FEEDBACK

The bulk of the research investigating the effect that performing
output-based tasks has on acquisition has focused on the implementa-
tion rather than the design of the tasks — in particular, the role of CF.
The research has been experimental in design and has almost invari-
ably involved focused tasks and reactive focus on form (i.e. CF). Sato
and Loewen (2018) refer to ‘the burgeoning body of research investi-
gating variables that moderate the effectiveness of corrective feedback’
(p. 536). These variables include:

e Feedback versus no feedback
e Extensive versus intensive feedback
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Type of CF (e.g. input-providing versus output-prompting; explicit
versus implicit)

Immediate versus delayed

The target structure

Effect of pre-teaching the target structure

Moderating role of learner factors (e.g. working memory).

We will briefly consider each of these variables but will leave the
moderating role of learner factors to Chapter 5.

Feedback versus No Feedback

Several of the studies involved a task-control group —i.e. a group that
performed the task(s) but without receiving any CF. These studies
enable us to address whether CF has any additional value for acquisi-
tion. This is an important question and one clearly relevant to theory-
building. According to theories that reject a role of negative evidence
in acquisition and view acquisition as driven entirely by positive
evidence (see, for example, Schwartz, 1993), performing tasks without
CF will be as effective as performing them with it. In contrast,
cognitive-interactionist theories predict that CF will enhance the
effectiveness of tasks by facilitating noticing and modified output. As
already noted, for Long (2015) reactive focus on form is necessary to
help adult learners overcome their limited capacity for incidental/
implicit language learning especially if the grammatical features lack
saliency and/or acquisition is blocked by their L1.

The research indicates that acquisition can sometimes take place
simply as a result of performing tasks. As we will see in Chapter 3, this
is an underlying assumption of the cognitive theories of Skehan (1998)
and Robinson (2007b). High-proficiency learners in particular may
benefit just as much from just performing tasks as performing them with
feedback (e.g. Ammar and Spada, 2006). However, some studies (e.g.
Lyster, 2004) have found that performing tasks without CF does not lead
to acquisition. The most general finding is that CF results in greater
acquisition than no CF. Meta-analyses of CF studies, for example, report
a clear effect for CF. Lyster and Saito’s (2010) meta-analysis — arguably
the most relevant here as it was restricted to classroom-based studies —
reported a medium-sized mean effect size (d = 0.74) for comparisons
involving groups that received and did not receive feedback. The
research, then, lends clear support for CF when learners perform tasks.

Extensive versus Intensive Corrective Feedback
As we have noted, intensive CF is possible when the task is a focused
one because it makes it possible for the teacher to focus correction on
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the features targeted by the task. In contrast, CF is extensive when the
task is an unfocused one and the teacher corrects whatever errors
learners happen to make as they perform the task. Researchers have
opted to investigate focused tasks and intensive CF. Pre-testing is
possible if there is a pre-selected target but problematic if there is not.

In an interesting study, Nassaji (2017) compared the relative
effectiveness of intensive and extensive CF. Three groups of
intermediate-level ESL learners completed two tasks. One group
received intensive recasts directed at article errors, a second group
received extensive recasts directed at a range of errors, and a third
group performed the tasks with no CF. The main finding was, some-
what surprisingly, that the extensive recasts were more effective than
the intensive recasts in enabling acquisition of English articles. It
should be noted, however, that both experimental groups received
almost the same number of corrections of their article errors. The
difference lay in the fact that the extensive group received an add-
itional 122 recasts directed at other errors. Nassaji suggested that
the advantage found for extensive CF might have been because its
sheer frequency oriented the learners to pay greater attention to the
corrections. This study, then, is not a good test of the relative effect-
iveness of extensive and intensive CF. For a grammatical feature such
as articles, extensive feedback is likely to be effective because it is in
fact intensive. But this will not be the case for grammatical structures
that occur infrequently with unfocused tasks. There is an obvious
need to investigate whether extensive feedback is effective and this
will call for longitudinal studies.

Type of Corrective Feedback

We have noted that CF strategies can be distinguished in terms of two
dimensions — input-providing versus output-prompting and implicit
versus explicit. We also noted that in fact strategies can vary in terms
of how implicit/explicit they are. Figure 2.3 shows how the two
dimensions intersect. Researchers initially focused on these two dimen-
sions but more recently have begun to examine how varied execution
of the same strategy can affect acquisition.

Both input-providing (typically recasts) and output-prompting CF
have been found to be effective but overall output-prompting CF has a
stronger impact on acquisition than input-providing (Lyster, 2004;
Ammar and Spada, 2006; Ellis et al., 2006; Mackey, 2006; Loewen
and Nabei, 2007; Yang and Lyster, 2010; Sato and Loewen, 2018).
Lyster and Saito’s meta-analysis of classroom-based CF studies
reported a large effect size for comparison of prompts and control
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[ OUPUT-PROMPTING |

Clarification Repetition Elicitation Metalinguistic
Requests Clues
IMPLICIT EXPLICIT
Recasts Explicit Correction

INPUT-PROVIDING

Figure 2.3 The explicit/implicit continuum
Source: Slightly modified from Lyster and Saito, 2010, p. 278.

group (d = 0.83) and a medium effect size for the same comparison for
recasts (d = 0.53). However, Lyster and Saito also pointed out that the
standard deviations and confidence levels for these contrasts varied
widely, which they suggested was because of the difficulty of imple-
menting these CF strategies consistently in a classroom setting. In fact,
the comparison between recasts and prompts is conflated with that
between implicit and explicit CF. While recasts might be considered
generally implicit (but see later in this section), prompts vary consider-
ably, with some (e.g. clarification requests) implicit and others (e.g.
elicitation) much more explicit. Thus the superiority of prompts may
be due to their explicitness rather than to the fact that they lead to
learners modifying their output. Some recent studies, however, have
attempted to address these design problems by comparing a single,
implicit input providing strategy with a single output-prompting strat-
egy. Mifka-Profozic (2013) compared recasts with an implicit type of
prompt (clarification requests) and found the former more effective in
enabling high school learners of L2 French to improve accuracy in the
use of passé composé and imparfait. Sato and Loewen (2018) investi-
gated the same two implicit corrective strategies on Chilean university
students’ acquisition of English third person-s and possessive deter-
miners (his/her), reporting that the output-prompting strategy proved
more effective but only for possessive determiners. To my mind the
jury is still out regarding the relative efficacy of input-providing and
output-prompting CF and is unlikely to be resolved quickly given the
multitude of learner and contextual factors that can impact on how
these two types of CF are implemented and how they are perceived
and responded to by learners.



54 Theoretical Perspectives

The distinction between implicit and explicit types of CF is also
problematic. Li (2013a) noted that it is important to distinguish the
perspective of the instructor/researcher from that of the learner. From
the perspective of instructor, the difference depends on whether the
feedback directs or just attracts attention to the linguistic form that is
the focus of the feedback. From the perspective of the learner, it
depends on whether or not the learner perceives the feedback as
corrective. Li argued that the explicit/implicit distinction should be
viewed from the perspective of instruction. CF is implicit if it is
implemented in such a way that it does not aim to make learners
aware they are being corrected (irrespective of whether they do in fact
become aware); it is explicit if it is implemented in a way that overtly
signals a correction is being made. In other words, the difference lies in
how the CF is implemented.

There are two ways of investigating the relative effectiveness of
implicit and explicit CF. One way is to compare different types of CF
that are generally accepted to be either implicit or explicit. The other
way is to compare the same CF type when it implemented in an
implicit and explicit way. Most of the studies to date have adopted
the first approach. Ellis et al. (2006) reviewed a number of early
comparative studies of explicit and implicit feedback. The implicit
feedback typically consisted of recasts in these studies. Explicit
feedback was operationalized by means of explicit correction or
metalinguistic clues. Ellis et al. concluded that overall the studies
pointed to an advantage for explicit feedback. Their own study also
reported that explicit CF was superior. Ellis (2019) reviewed a
number of later studies (e.g. Varnosfadrani and Basturkmen, 2009;
Li, 2010; Yilmaz, 2013a, 2013b) and confirmed the superiority of
explicit CF, which is evident in both immediate and delayed post-
tests and in also in tests that require controlled and more automatic
processing. Not all the studies reported in favour of explicit CF. For
example, Goo (2012) found no difference between the effects of
metalinguistic feedback and recasts. Li (2014) also reported that
implicit CF (recasts) were more beneficial for low-proficiency
learners of a complex Chinese structure.

Arguably, the more interesting comparisons of implicit and explicit
CF are those where the comparison involved the same CF strategy
implemented in different ways. Nakatsukasa (2016), compared a
group that received recasts with a group that received recasts accom-
panied by gestures. Nakatsukasa was interested in whether gestures
enhanced the effect of recasts but her study can also be seen as investi-
gating the relative effects of implicit-type recasts and recasts made
more explicit through gestures. She reported that only the group that
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was exposed to recasts with gestures outperformed the control group
on the delayed post-test. Nassaji (2009) distinguished implicit and
explicit variants of both recasts and prompts in the interactions that
arose in a task-based lesson. Learning was measured in terms of the
learners’ ability to correct their errors in a written task that they had
completed prior to interacting with the teacher. The more explicit
forms of recasts and prompts led to higher rates of correction than
the more implicit forms of both strategy types. Both these studies
suggest that explicit CF is more effective than implicit. Zhao (2015),
however, reported that implicit and explicit recasts were equally
effective for Chinese university students’ acquisition of English third
person-s and argued that this may have been because the sheer fre-
quency of the implicit recasts, along with the students’ predisposition
to attend to form, made them perceptually salient to the students.

It is important to recognize that all these studies reported that CF
helped acquisition. But it is not easy to come to clear conclusions
about the relative effectiveness of different types of CF or of different
ways of implementing the same CF strategy. This is not so surprising
given differences in the participants, the context and the design of the
studies. Attempts to compare their results runs into the apples-and-
oranges problem. Recasts may be less effective than prompts in
immersion classrooms, for example, but very effective in classrooms
where learners are focused on form (Lyster and Mori, 2006; Zhao,
2015). It may be desirable from a theoretical perspective to tease out
the relative contributions of different types of CF, but from the peda-
gogic perspective (which is must be the primary concern in a book
about TBLT) it is sufficient to acknowledge that all types can be
effective and that the best advice that can be given to teachers is to
opt for a variety of strategies as Lyster and Ranta (2013) proposed.

Immediate versus Delayed CF

Some proponents of TBLT (e.g. Willis and Willis, 2007) recommend
delaying correction until learners have completed a task. Cognitive
theories of L2 acquisition suggest that CF will work best when it is
offered in a ‘window of opportunity’ (Doughty, 2001) (i.e. immedi-
ately after an error has been committed). However, there are grounds
for believing that delayed CF can foster metalinguistic understanding
by encouraging learners to reflect on the corrections they receive. One
clear advantage of delayed feedback is that makes it much easier for
the teacher to select which type of CF to implement. Delayed feedback
is, of course, inherently explicit even if it involves recasting learners’
errors.
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Despite the theoretical and pedagogic relevance of this issue, there has
been relatively little attention paid to it by researchers. Rolin-Ianzati’s
(2010) study of delayed CF distinguished two different approaches
corresponding to the input-providing and output-prompting types of
feedback found in immediate CF. In one approach the teacher provided
the corrections while in the other the teacher elicited corrections from the
students. Drawing on sociocultural theory, Rolin-lanzati suggested that
eliciting correction will be more effective but she did not investigate this.
In a laboratory-based study (Quinn, 2014), ninety intermediate-level
adult ESL learners were randomly assigned to immediate, delayed or
no CF conditions. The grammatical target was English passive construc-
tions. The immediate and delayed feedback consisted of a prompt that
pushed the learners to self-correct followed by a recast if needed. There
were statistically significant improvements resulting from both feedback
conditions but no differences between them. The task-only condition (no
CF) was just as effective as the CF conditions. Li, Zhu and Ellis (2016)
compared the effects of immediate and delayed CF involving prompts
followed by recasts on Chinese high school learners’ acquisition of past
passive constructions. Both types of CF resulted in gains on a grammat-
icality judgement test (GJT) but no effect for either type of CF was found
on an elicited imitation test (EIT). A slight advantage was found for
immediate feedback on the GJT, which was explained in terms of the
learners using the feedback progressively in the production of new past
passive sentences as they performed the tasks. These studies do not allow
any clear conclusion to be reached about the relative effects of immediate
and delayed CF and point to the need for further research.

Target Structure

Another variable potentially affecting the learning that results from CF
when learners perform tasks is the linguistic feature(s) targeted by the
CF. In the case of grammatical targets, it is quite likely that CF will
vary in how effective it is. Studies that have investigated this have
compared the effect that CF has on grammatical structures hypothe-
sized to differ in terms of their difficulty.

Several studies suggest that the difficulty of the target structure is a
factor influencing how effective CF is. Ellis (2007) compared the
effects of two types of CF (recasts and metalinguistic comments)
on two grammatical structures — comparative adjectives and past tense
(-ed). He evaluated the learning difficulty of these two structures using
a variety of criteria (e.g. input frequency, processability, reliability of
the explicit rule) and concluded that overall the comparative was likely
to pose a greater learning burden than past tense (-ed). The effect of
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the recasts on the acquisition of these two structures did not differ but
the effect of metalinguistic comments was more evident on the com-
parative structure. Li (2014) also compared the effect of recasts and
metalinguistic corrections. The target structures were Chinese classi-
fiers and perfective aspect markers with the former deemed more
salient and therefore the more easily learned. Results for the two
structures only differed for recasts. In the immediate post-test recasts
had stronger effect than metalinguistic comments on the more salient
structure in the delayed post-test for low-proficiency learners. In the
post-test, however, recasts had a greater effect on the less salient
structure for high-proficiency learners. Yang and Lyster (2010) com-
pared the effects of recasts and prompts on regular and irregular past
tense forms in English. Prompts were more effective for regular -ed but
there was no difference for irregular forms. Finally, Sato and Loewen
(2018) compared the effects of two implicit types of CF (recasts and
clarification requests) on the acquisition of third person-s (considered
non-salient) and possessive determiners (considered salient). They
reported that the group that received clarification requests outper-
formed the group receiving recasts but only for possessive determiners.

Perhaps the only clear conclusion that can be reached from these
studies is that the nature of the grammatical structure does indeed
mediate the effect of CF as Long (2007) claimed would be the case.
However, the results of these studies do not allow for any firm conclu-
sions about the interaction between CF type and grammatical struc-
ture. Again, this is perhaps not surprising given that the grammatical
targets in these studies varied greatly and there is a lack of an agreed
set of criteria for evaluating their difficulty. Li’s (2014) study also
suggests that the learners’ proficiency level moderates the interaction
between CF types and grammatical structure. From a practical point
of view, it is difficult to see how teachers should take account of the
grammatical target in deciding what type of CF to provide. At best, all
they can do in intensive CF is select a structure that they deem is within
the developmental level of their students, e.g. a structure that students
have started to deploy but often erroneously.

Effect of Pre-teaching the Grammatical Target

An important issue for TBLT is whether teachers should explicitly
teach the grammatical target of a task in the pre-task phase of a lesson
(see Chapter 1). Long (2015) is adamantly opposed to this on the
grounds that it constitutes a return to focus on forms. However, in
many CF studies (e.g. Lyster, 2004; Sato and Loewen, 2018) explicit
instruction was included in the pre-task phase.[10] Two questions
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arise. First, does pre-teaching the grammatical structure have an
impact on how the task is performed? Second, does pre-teaching the
grammatical structure enhance the effect of the CF?

The first question is of interest because of the claims made for how
task performance assists acquisition. This is dealt with in Chapter 3,
where the effect of task design and conditions on the complexity,
accuracy and fluency (CAF) of learners’ production is considered.
Does pre-teaching a grammatical structure affect CAF? Again, there
is little research that has addressed this. In Mochizuki and Ortega
(2008) there were three treatment conditions — a no-planning condi-
tion, an unguided planning condition and the condition of greatest
interest here — a guided planning condition, where the participants
(first-year high school students in Japan) were given a handout about
English relative clauses, listened to a pre-recording of the task per-
formance, and then had five minutes to plan before they performed
the task. The performance of the task, which was designed to elicit
use of relative clauses, was analysed in terms of amount of relative
clause use, the accuracy of relative clause use, and the global com-
plexity and global fluency of the language produced. The guided
planning group produced more than twice as many relative clauses
as the other two groups and their relative clauses were also more
target-like. However, there was no difference in global complexity
and fluency in the three conditions. This study, then, suggests that
pre-teaching does not impact negatively on how a task is performed
and in fact can have a positive effect on production of the target
feature.

Another study, however, suggests otherwise. In Ellis, Li and Zhu
(2018) one group of Chinese high school learners received a brief
grammar lesson on the English passive voice followed by five minutes
of practice activities prior to performing two dictogloss tasks while
another performed the same task but with no pre-task instruction or
practice. The learners’ task performance was coded in terms of their
production of the target structure and on global measures of CAF. The
results showed that the pre-task instruction led to more frequent but
not more accurate use of the target structure, but that it had detrimen-
tal effects on CAF.

The second question was addressed by Li et al. (2016). Using
the same learners as in Ellis et al. (2018), they compared the effects
of performing the tasks (1) without pre-task explicit instruction,
(2) with pre-task explicit instruction, (3) with CF but no explicit
instruction and (4) with both explicit instruction and CF on acquisi-
tion of past passive constructions, as measured by means of a GJT
and an EIT. On the GJT, conditions (2), (3) and (4) led to significant
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gains with explicit instruction plus feedback showing the largest
effects. On the EIT, there was no effect for any of the three treatment
groups when the data were analysed for the whole cohort. However,
when the learners were subdivided into those with zero and some
prior knowledge based on their pre-test EIT scores, condition (4) was
more effective than the others.

It would be premature to advise teachers about whether to include
explicit instruction in the pre-task phase of a lesson but the evidence
suggests that it is likely to result in more attempts to use the target
structure and may sometimes be beneficial for learning. It may,
however, interfere with the general performance of a task. There
are, of course, other ways of providing explicit instruction — during
the performance of the task if learners fail to use the target structure
(as in Samuda, 2001) or after the task has been completed in the post-
task stage (as suggested by Ellis, 2003). These are considered in
Chapter 8.

Task-Based Interaction in Small Group Work

All the research we have considered to date has examined interaction
in tasks performed in a teacher—class participatory structure. In some
ways this runs contrary to a general understanding of what TBLT
entails. Mainstream accounts of TBLT assume that tasks will be
largely carried out in small group work. We need to ask, therefore,
whether the interactions that arise in small groups when tasks are
performed manifest focus on form similar to that found in teacher-
led lessons and whether learning results.

Group work is generally seen as advantageous for language learn-
ing. In an early study, Long et al. (1976) reported that students
working in small groups produced a greater quantity of language
and also better quality language than students in a teacher-fronted,
lockstep classroom setting. Small group work provided more oppor-
tunities for language production and greater variety of language use in
initiating discussion, asking for clarification, interrupting, competing
for the floor and joking.

Group work has been found to result in more interactional adjust-
ments than in teacher—class interaction but only if the task is of the
required information exchange type (Pica and Doughty, 1985a,
1985b). In an often-cited article, Long and Porter (1985) pointed to
a number of advantages of group work:

1. Quantity of practice (i.e. there is more opportunity for language
practice in group work than in lockstep lessons).
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2. Variety of practice (i.e. in group work learners can perform a wide
range of language functions).

3. Accuracy of student production (i.e. learners have been shown to
use the L2 just as accurately in group work as in lockstep lessons).

4. Correction (i.e. students engage in self- and other corrections to a
greater extent in group work than in lockstep teaching).

5. Negotiation (i.e. students engage in more negotiation of meaning
sequences when performing communicative tasks in group work
than in teacher-led lessons).

6. Task (i.e. group work lends itself to the performance of two-way
tasks that elicit negotiation of meaning sequences).

Nassaji (2009) also found a clear advantage for group work. He
compared the interactions occurring in three participatory structures —
whole class, group work, one-on-one (all involving a teacher). The
study involved fifty-four hours of communicative lessons in seven intact
classes. Overall 1,986 FFEs were identified — 1,325 in whole class,
511 in group work, 150 in one-on-one interactions. He found that
reactive FFEs are more likely to occur in individual and small group
interactions than in the whole class context but pre-emptive FFEs,
which were more frequent overall, were more likely in a whole class
context. FFEs in small group work and in one-on-one interactions are
more likely to lead to correct responses in tailor-made tests administered
after class than FFEs in a whole class context (69% and 66% vs. 48%).
Nassaji concluded that focus on form is a socially mediated process.
However, not all researchers provide such a favourable account of
group work. Researchers have noted that learners sometimes overuse
their L1 when performing tasks in groups (Carless, 2004). Adams,
Nuevo and Egi (2011) observed that the studies vary in how fre-
quently CF occurs in learner—learner interactions, with some showing
that it is very infrequent. Toth (2008) noted that learners in groups
tend to use a limited range of feedback strategies and, in contrast to
teachers, they tend to focus on a wide range of linguistic features.
Few studies have actually investigated whether group work inter-
action results in acquisition. Adams et al. (2011) investigated whether
the implicit and explicit feedback in learner—learner interactions was
related to acquisition. Learners in high-intermediate classes in an adult
ESL school in the United States worked in pairs to complete tasks
designed to elicit the use of past tense and locatives. They were not
instructed to provide CF. The interactions were coded for all instances
of feedback, whether the feedback was implicit or explicit, and whether
the learners modified their output when they were corrected. Acquisi-
tion was measured by means of a GJT and an oral production test.
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Adams et al. reported that a third of the feedback was non-target-like
and that there was relatively little output-prompting feedback. There
was no evidence that either implicit or explicit corrections promoted
acquisition of past tense but recasts were related to scores for the
locative in the delayed post-test. They concluded ‘it seems likely that
feedback may not play as important role in learner—learner interactions
as it plays in NS-learner interactions [native speaker—learner inter-
actions]’ (p. 56). They suggested that the widely focused nature of the
feedback may have made it less salient and that the learners may have
been hesitant in accepting that the feedback they received was correct.

The difference in the accounts of group work interaction found in
these studies is not so surprising as its effectiveness must surely depend
on the particular learners involved. What may be crucial is the mindset
of the learners. Sato (2017) defined mindset as ‘a disposition toward
the task and/or interlocutor prior to and/or during the interaction’
(p. 255). His study indicated that learners with a positive mindset
engaged in more correction, language-related collaboration and col-
laborative sentence completion than learners with a more negative
mindset. One way of inducing a positive mindset is through training.
Sato and Lyster (2012) reported that training Japanese university
students to make use of CF during group work led to them providing
both more and more effective CF (prompts) and also to more repair
work. For group work to deliver on its promises in TBLT, then,
learners may require guidance in the behaviours that are needed to
ensure that it is effective for acquisition.

Conclusion

Cognitive-interactionist theories support TBLT by emphasizing that
(1) acquisition of an L2 occurs incidentally/implicitly when learners
are focused on meaning as they perform tasks, but that (2) focus on
form is needed to ensure that learners attend to the linguistic forms
they are exposed to in the input. Interaction facilitates learning when it
promotes noticing and noticing-the-gap. To examine whether and to
what extent this happens, researchers have utilized discourse analysis
to identify those features of interaction that theory predicts will facili-
tate acquisition. Key overlapping constructs are negotiation of
meaning, negotiation of form, and pre-emptive and reactive focus on
form. Interaction works for acquisition when it enables learners to
map form onto meaning in a context where they are communicating
purposively as they perform tasks.

We distinguished two strands of research — (1) task-based learner per-
formance studies and (2) task-as-treatment studies. The former sheds light
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on how task design and implementation features affect the kinds of inter-
action that result from a task. The latter shows how performing tasks can
induce noticing and facilitate acquisition. A major focus of research that has
drawn on cognitive-interactionist theories is CF. We discussed various
aspects of this research — whether CF has add-on value to performing a
task, extensive versus intensive feedback, type of feedback, immediate
versus delayed, choice of target structure and the effect of explicit instruction
in the pre-task phase. We also considered interaction in group work.
What then do we know?

o Closed tasks of the required information exchange type are best for
promoting negotiation of meaning.

e Interactionally modified input (including in text chat) is more likely
to induce noticing of linguistic forms than pre-modified input but
this may be because it affords learners more time to process input.

e Participating in FFEs helps acquisition especially if learners have
opportunities to repair their errors.

e Input-based tasks work for acquisition providing that they create a
functional need for learners to map forms onto their meanings. This
is more likely to occur if learners have an opportunity to interact
when they do not understand the input.

o Intensive CF facilitates acquisition.

e On balance, explicit feedback is more effective than implicit
feedback and, in the eyes of some researchers, output-prompting
feedback is more effective than input-providing.

o CF can work for acquisition even when it is delayed until the post-
task stage of a lesson.

o The effectiveness of feedback depends on the grammatical targets to
which the correction is directed.

o Explicit instruction in the pre-task phase may help to elicit use of the
target structure when the task is performed and assist acquisition
but may also impact on the overall quality of learners’ production.

e While group work may be generally beneficial, learners may not
always engage in much correction unless they are trained to do so.

Many of these conclusions are necessarily tentative — partly because in
some cases the research is still very limited and partly because the
available research findings are not always consistent. Also, as we have
noted, the complexity of interactional phenomena such as CF makes it
difficult to arrive at clear conclusions based on studies that investigate
just one or two variables at a time and cannot take account of the
intertwined relationships among a host of variables.

There are some obvious limitations in the research we have
reported. One concerns how learning is measured. Uptake-with-repair
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may serve as a measure of noticing (intake) but it cannot be used as a
measure of learning, which requires administering tests. A great var-
iety of tests have been used. In some studies (e.g. Ellis et al., 2006; Li,
2013a) care was taken to include tests that measured both declarative
and procedural knowledge of the target structures. This is important
as the aim of TBLT is to develop learners’ procedural L2 ability so
GJTs or tests that tap into controlled language cannot be used to assess
whether tasks have worked as they are intended to. We are still a long
way off knowing whether TBLT enables learners to develop the impli-
cit knowledge of an L2 that Long (2015) saw as the goal.

Interaction is a complex phenomenon with many facets. In this
chapter we have focused quite narrowly on those constructs that
SLA researchers have deemed theoretically important for understand-
ing how interaction ‘connects input (what learners hear and read);
internal learner capacities, particularly selective attention; and output
(what learners produce) in productive ways’ (Long, 1996, pp. 451-2).
It should be noted, however, that the acquisition potential of inter-
action does not rest solely in the fairly narrow set of constructs that we
have considered. Other aspects of interaction — for example, the extent
to which learners have the opportunity to play an initiating as well as a
responding role in interaction (see Ellis, 1999) or the extent to which
learners have the opportunity to produce long turns — are also import-
ant. Some researchers are moving away from the narrow approach we
have adopted to consider how ‘engagement’ is evident in interaction.
This more encompassing approach is considered in Chapter 6.

Another limitation of the research that the cognitive-interactionist
perspective has spawned is that it has focused almost entirely on the
short-term effects of performing interactive tasks. Thus we know
almost nothing about how interaction feeds acquisition over time.
There is an urgent need for longitudinal studies that investigate how
patterns of interaction change and what the accumulative effects of
engaging in interaction over time are. More studies, such as those of
Shintani’s (2016) five-week classroom-based study of TBLT and Saito
and Akiyama’s (2017) one-semester study of video-based interaction,
are needed. These studies revealed that task-based interaction does
help acquisition in the long term but also point to possible limitations.
Shintani’s young learners demonstrated little productive ability. Saito
and Akiyama’s adult learners demonstrated no improvement in
aspects of language that only develop slowly and gradually (e.g.
pronunciation), leading these researchers to suggest that explicit
instruction may be needed to complement interaction.
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3 Psycholinguistic Perspectives

Introduction

The focus in this chapter is on the work that has been done, both
theoretical and empirical, to understand what happens in task perform-
ance from a psycholinguistic perspective. This does not, in any way,
conflict with the more socially oriented chapters in Part II of the book,
but it does reflect the considerable work with a more purely cognitive
perspective that has been done. First, typical methods of measuring task
performance are described, essentially because these become the touch-
stone for the more substantive discussions which follow. Then two
approaches are covered which account for a considerable amount of
the recent research: the Limited Attentional Capacity (LAC) approach
(Skehan, 2014¢) and the Cognition Hypothesis (CH)/Stabilize, Sim-
plify, Automatize, Restructure, Complexify (SSARC) model (Robinson,
20135), focusing on tasks themselves — task design, task characteristics
and so on. The discussion attempts to address six questions:

e What is the main focus of the approach, and correspondingly, what
is de-emphasized?

What is the role of acquisition?

How important are performance issues?

What theoretical accounts are provided?

What is the research base?

What research methods are typical for the approach?

The following section compares the two approaches and explores
strengths and weakness with each. Then the final section of the chapter
focuses on current issues with psycholinguistic approaches.

Measuring Task-Based Performance

It may seem odd to start the chapter with a concern for the rather
‘technical’ area of measurement, but there are issues to be resolved in
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this area, and these have an impact on the more substantive discus-
sions which follow. So the section is necessary, but only to prepare the
ground for what comes later.

Cognitively oriented task research has been remarkably focused on
a limited number of performance areas. Initially (Ellis, 1987; Crookes,
1989) these were complexity, accuracy and fluency (CAF). More
recently the area of lexis has been added to this list, and so, strictly
speaking, we should now be concerned with structural complexity and
lexical complexity separately, although the acronyms CAF (Housen
and Kuiken, 2009) and CALF (Skehan, 2009a) are common in refer-
ring to this approach to measurement. There are several justifications
for this approach:

o Statistically, the four areas have distinctness as shown by factor
analyses of datasets that generate separate factors (Skehan and
Foster, 1997; Tavakoli and Skehan, 2005). In other words, it is
quite possible that someone will obtain high scores in one dimension
of performance and not in others: there is no guaranteed proficiency
effect leading to even performance in each area.

e The four areas, as will be shown in more detail throughout this
chapter, can be influenced by different variables, so that what raises
one (e.g. complexity), may not generalize to other areas, and may
even lower it (e.g. fluency).

o It has been argued (Skehan, 1998, 2014c) that there is an acquisi-
tional sequence consistent with the four areas, with complexity
(structural or lexical) coming first, as an interlanguage system is
destabilized and grows, followed by greater control, first through
the reduction and even elimination of error and then followed in
turn by the development of fluency, as not only is accuracy
increased, but this is done at reasonable speed of production.

e There is some evidence of the four areas reflecting different prior-
ities, of personal styles, with some learners emphasizing accuracy or
fluency, and others complexity (Skehan and Shum, 2017).

Given this background, it is worth exploring each of the areas, and the
progress that has been made in measurement in recent years.

Structural Complexity

Early research in this area focused on two approaches. These were to
explore the range of structures that were used in a task, on the one hand,
and to compute a measure of subordination, on the other. The former
emphasizes structural variety, assuming that this reflects a greater under-
lying structural repertoire. The latter takes subordination to be an
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effective surrogate for general complexity, on the assumption that the
more speakers can pack more information into what they say or write
through this linguistic device the greater the underlying structural system
that they have available. Although the former, range, has generated
considerable interest, it has not been used nearly as widely as subordina-
tion-linked measures. These have become fairly routine in task-based
research. There is even a journal article (Foster, Tonkyn and Wiggles-
worth, 2000) which has been very influential in the field in the attempt to
standardize the measures used to facilitate cross-study comparisons.

As operationalizations of complexity, the subordination-based
measures have been very useful in task research. More recently an
alternative approach has been proposed. Norris and Ortega (2009)
suggest that, for more advanced levels, the subordination-based meas-
ures do not discriminate so well, and they propose such measures
should be supplemented by indices based on the average number of
words per clause. Since this proposal such measures have been used in
many research studies, so it is interesting to explore what the relation-
ship is between these two types of measure. Inoue (2013), Pang and
Skehan (2014), Skehan and Shum (2017), and Wang and Skehan
(2014) all report correlations on this issue: the typical correlation from
this range of studies, over different proficiency levels and with different
research designs, is less than 0.20. In other words, the two measures
are clearly concerned with different constructs, and so research studies
need to include both. Reviewing this area, Skehan (2018) also pro-
poses that there are indications of systematic influences. Narrative (vs.
interactive) tasks and planned conditions raise both subordination and
words-per-clause. Structured tasks and there-and-then conditions raise
subordination only. Low proficiency (possibly surprisingly), native-
speaker status, a here-and-now condition and less structure raise
words-per-clause only. This is clearly an area where more research is
needed to account for these emerging generalizations. But for now, it is
clear that both types of measure are independently essential.

Accuracy

As with complexity, there are also some alternative choices with
regard to measures of accuracy. Prominent amongst these are: (1)
the proportion of error-free clauses, (2) errors per (usually) 100 words
and, more recently, (3) error gravity (Foster and Wigglesworth, 2016).
The use of each of these can be defended on theoretical and/or prac-
tical grounds. Perhaps the first has accumulated most findings in
existing research, and so one can have confidence in it on that basis.
The second has been advocated as more appropriate for some
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languages, such as German (Mehnert, 1998). The third has been
proposed as having more construct validity, since it is argued that
treating all errors as equal is inappropriate since some impact on
communication more than others (Foster and Wigglesworth, 2016).
In an examination of the functioning of all of these measures, through
the examination of a number of datasets, Skehan (2018) proposes
that, empirically, it does not matter which is used: unlike the structural
complexity measures, which do not intercorrelate highly, all the
accuracy measures show very high correlational levels — almost always
above 0.80, and often clearly above that. So in this case, we appear to
have simplicity of measurement — the choice that is made does not
seem to have a severe impact on results.

Lexical Complexity

Two measures of lexical complexity have been widely used in task
research. Lexical diversity measures are based on type-token ratios.
Given the well-established and strong relationship between text length
and type-token ratios (correlations of —0.70 are typical — Foster and
Skehan (2012) — demonstrating that the longer the text, other things
being equal, the lower the type-token ratio), there needs to be a
correction made to compensate for text length. Typical, but by no
means the only alternatives, would be the mean segmental type-token
ratio, and D, computed by the Child Language Analysis (CLAN) suite
of programmes (Macwhinney, 2000). Lexical sopbhistication aims
more at the construct of lexical richness, and is based on the propor-
tion of words that are used in a spoken or written performance which
are deemed difficult. Difficulty is usually defined in terms of frequency,
and so the claim is that ‘penetration’ of a text by more difficult words
is reflective of a more extensive mental lexicon.

As with the structural complexity measures, it is interesting that the
different lexical measures do not intercorrelate highly (Skehan,
2009b). Each appears to be doing something different. High lexical
diversity reflects speakers or writers who do not reuse the same words
so much in a text, and this seems distinct from second language (1.2)
users who draw upon less ‘obvious’ words, the target of lexical
sophistication. There is no literature yet on what influences each of
these measures selectively (in contrast, as we have seen, to the different
structural complexity measures). Lexical diversity, though, does dis-
tinguish very clearly between native and non-native speakers (Skehan
and Shum, 2017), whereas lexical sophistication does not. The former
seems to be a capacity of the speaker, whereas the latter seems more
task-influenced (Skehan and Shum, 2017).
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Fluency

In some ways this is the most complex sub-dimension of performance.
It has been argued that fluency can be subdivided into breakdown-
linked fluency, repair-linked fluency and speed (Tavakoli and Skehan,
2005). The first is typically measured through pausing, the second
through behaviours such as reformulation, replacement, repetition
and false starts. Speed is typically measured through words or syllables
per minute, but De Jong et al. (2013) advocated the use of mean
syllable duration, i.e. inverse articulation rate, since it is more nor-
mally distributed. There are also composite measures such as length of
run and phonation time, as well as, possibly, double occurrences, e.g.
the number of times that pauses and repair coincide (Kahng, 2014).
The sub-dimensions of fluency intercorrelate at a level between the
correlations reported for accuracy and structural complexity. In other
words, the relationships are positive, but not necessarily strong. In
addition, there are several emerging issues in fluency measurement.
First, there is the issue of pause or repair location. Skehan (2009b,
2018) argued that end-of-clause dysfluencies should be considered to
be distinct from mid-clause dysfluencies, and indeed it may be the case
that mid-clause pausing is similar to repair, more generally. Second,
there are also concerns about surrogate measures, as, for example,
with mid-clause filled pauses being taken as a surrogate (easier to
measure) for unfilled mid-clause pauses (notoriously more difficult to
measure). Lambert, Kormos and Minn (2016) use them in this way
whereas Skehan (2018) reports quite low intercorrelations between
filled and unfilled mid-clause pauses. Most challenging and exciting of
all, linkages have been proposed between different types of dysfluency
and the detail of psycholinguistic speech production processes (Lam-
bert et al., 2016) from Levelt’s model of speaking, and we will return
to this in the section on the Limited Attentional Capacity Approach.

General vs. Specific Measures

All the measures we have considered so far have been generalized in
nature, taking an entire speech sample and then measuring the various
sub-dimensions of performance while drawing on the entire sample.
Specific error types, e.g. of aspect or agreement, do not figure in this
analysis. Such generalized approaches have the advantage that they
are based on the largest amount of data possible. They also enable the
sub-dimensions of performance to be measured separately. As a result
they are, perhaps, the most effective way of detecting differences
between experimental conditions that affect task performance.
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But they are also crude, and so there is a strong case for using more
specific measures. R. Ellis (1987), for example, used the different
forms of the English past tense (regular, irregular, copula) to try to
capture differences between rule-based and lexical forms. Using spe-
cific measures of this type connect more naturally with acquisitional
processes, and, perhaps, patterns of development of different interlan-
guage subsystems. They also enable more precise hypotheses to be
framed. Robinson (2015), for example, makes linkages between spe-
cific measures which derive from cognitive linguistic analyses of per-
formance, linked to different experimental conditions. But the major
disadvantage here is that the use of specific measures risks reducing the
amount of data that can be analysed. Specific hypotheses, while desir-
able, mean that particular tokens have to be generated, and in suffi-
cient quantities to confirm or disconfirm the hypotheses. Engineering
research designs which do this are not at all easy and there is the
danger that such a design may compromise the ‘taskness’ or natural-
ness of the data collection by constraining too narrowly what needs to
be done. As a result, the researcher has a considerable dilemma. Both
types of measure, generalized and specific, have their uses, and so
where possible, using both is desirable. It is simply that, for much of
the time, specialized measures will not be feasible to enable effective
statistical testing. Where it can be done, however, it is highly desirable.

Models of Task-Based Performance

This, the main section of the chapter, will consider first Skehan’s LAC
approach, followed by Robinson’s CH, and in its most recent form the
SSARC model.

Part One: The LAC Approach

Skehan’s LAC approach arose out of a series of studies conducted with
Pauline Foster (Foster and Skehan, 1996, 1999; Skehan and Foster,
1997, 1999). The results of these studies suggested (bearing mind that
they used measures of structural CAF) that there was often a trade-off
between the performance areas, particularly between accuracy and
complexity. For example, in one study (Foster and Skehan, 1996)
exploring planning, a group simply given planning time produced
the highest level of accuracy, whereas a group given planning time
and instructions which emphasized ideas to be expressed, produced
the highest levels of structural complexity and lower accuracy.
A factor analysis conducted in Skehan and Foster (1997) confirmed
this separation between complexity and accuracy. These findings
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contributed to the development of the importance of trade-off, against
the background of limited attentional resources and working memory.
In other words, given such limitations, if one is performing close to
one’s limit (as these tasks were designed to provoke) there is the strong
possibility that prioritizing one performance area may well be at the
expense of another. Since this start, a wide range of studies that are
consistent with this interpretation have appeared (Foster and Skehan,
1999, 2013; Skehan and Foster, 1999, 2005, 2007).

This general approach is still actively pursued, as in Tavakoli and
Foster (2008), Foster and Tavakoli (2009), Foster and Skehan (2012,
2013) and the chapters in Skehan (2014a). But it has changed over the
years, not least since the emphasis has moved away from trade-off,
since this term implies inevitability, and that there will always be a
tension between accuracy and complexity. Now it is more appropriate
to refer to the LAC approach, since this emphasizes the importance of
attention and working memory constraints, but not that these con-
straints cannot be overcome. The approach is characterized through a
series of principles (Skehan, 2015, 2018). These are:

Principle 1: Working memory and attention are limited. The working
memory literature is huge, and demonstrates quite clearly that this
aspect of memory, effectively current consciousness, has limited size
and that this limitation has an impact on attention (Wen, 2015;
Skehan, 2016). In working memory research there may be dispute
about the exact size of the memory, but the disagreements are so
slight that this does not really change the impact this limitation has
on the field of L2 acquisition and performance (Cowan, 2015).
LAC also assumes limited attentional availability, and while it is
accepted there may be variation in how much attention is available
(e.g. for motivational reasons, more, or less, attention may be
mobilized at a particular time), there is still a maximum and this
maximum is assumed to represent a significant functional con-
straint for the L2 user.

Principle 2: The CALF framework is useful. Essentially this is a
restatement of the first section of the chapter. The claim is simply
that viewing performance in this way, with these sub-dimensions, is
revealing about the different influences, e.g. task characteristics,
task conditions and the effects they have on performance. The areas
are particularly important in capturing the effects of different inde-
pendent variables, and of tensions between them.

Principle 3: Tasks are analysable, but difficult to work with. Much
research with tasks explores broad task types (e.g. personal infor-
mation exchange, narrative, interactive) or more specific
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characteristics (structured or not; requiring information transform-
ation versus simple retrieval). The aim is to establish generalizations
about performance on such tasks which would be useful to predict
future performance or to understand development and acquisition.
These analytic schemes have been productive, and have contained
considerable promise, delivering a number of very useful results,
practically and theoretically. But tasks are also difficult to work
with, since there may be a fundamental distinction between the
intended task and the actual task (Breen, 1984; see also the discus-
sion in Chapter 1). In other words, individuals doing tasks can take
the task in different directions to those anticipated, and so one of
the fundamental problems in working with tasks is that analytic
schemes do not always transfer into actual task performance in
straightforward ways. This is discussed more extensively in the
Issues part of the chapter, particularly the section on Task Condi-
tions, where it is also argued that task conditions are more depend-
able sources of influence (Skehan, 2016).

Principle 4: Linking task performance (as well as notions of atten-
tional limitations, CALF-measured performance and task
characteristics) to the Levelt model of speaking is productive and
a potential basis for effective predictions. Levelt (1989, 1999) dis-
tinguishes between three major stages of speaking. These are
intended to account for the case of first language (L1) speaking,
but they are generalizable, with modification, to the L2 case (De
Bot, 1992; Kormos, 2006; Skehan, 2014c). The three stages are
conceptualization, formulation and articulation. The first is con-
cerned with developing the ideas to be expressed, working out, in a
conversational context, what needs and is appropriate to be said.
This stage ends with the development of the pre-verbal message.
Formulation is concerned with clothing the pre-verbal message
(propositional rather than linguistic in nature) with language. The
first sub-stage is to retrieve appropriate lemmas from the second
language mental lexicon (SLML), the second is to use the rich
information contained in the lemmas as the basis for syntax-
building, and the third is to take the semi-assembled message and
to access relevant phonological information, again from the
lemmas. This information is then fed to the final stage, Articulation,
which converts the phonological outline into actual speech. In
addition, the process of speaking is also accompanied by the cap-
acity to monitor (and therefore modify) what is being assembled,
although according to the Levelt model this can only be done at
particular points in the speech production process. It is also import-
ant to clarify that the different components in this model,
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conceptualization, formulation, articulation, are encapsulated and
modular. What this means is that each gets on with its job, operat-
ing simultaneously to the other modules within the system. Each
module is working on something different. The Conceptualizer
delivers the pre-verbal message to the Formulator, and then gets
on with the next communicative cycle at the very same time as the
Formulator is operating upon the input it has received from the pre-
verbal message. The same applies to the Articulator, which also gets
on with its job in parallel fashion. This simultaneous operation of
each stage is vital for the smooth capacity we have to use our L1.
The LAC approach, though, is concerned with L2 speaking.
Crucial for this is the SLML. This is smaller, slower, less well organ-
ized and, importantly, often not as rich in the information that is held
in a lemma (information such as appropriate syntactic frames, mul-
tiple potential meanings, phonological information, collocates, dis-
course functioning and so on). As a result, during speaking (or
writing, come to that), the Conceptualizer may make demands upon
the SLML to underpin Formulation, but these demands cannot be
met at all, or only partially, or cannot be met quickly enough. As a
result, parallel functioning, the norm in L1 language, cannot be
sustained, and effortful, attention-consuming serial-processing
results, as problems at one stage of the speech production process
divert attention from the others, until the problem is solved. Then the
thread of discourse has to be (painfully) retrieved.
final point in this regard is that there are connections between CALF
and the stages within the Levelt model. Conceptualization does map
reasonably on to structural and possibly lexical complexity, and
Formulation has stronger links with accuracy and fluency. These
mappings are not, by any means, exact. Conceptualization, for
example, is likely to link with fluency also, when it underpins a more
macro approach to discourse, spanning several clauses or sentences
(Skehan, 2018). It may also, as when Conceptualization is assisted by
planning opportunities (Pang and Skehan, 2014), help accuracy by
avoiding more difficult language. But in the main, there is something
of a connection between CALF and the Leveltian stages.

Principle S: Task characteristics and task conditions influence per-

formance separately and in combination. This may seem simply a
statement of the obvious, but in the LAC approach it does have
some theoretical importance! Recall the claim that attentional
limitations are a constraint, not an inevitability. The point is that
allocating attention to one area may have a negative impact on
other dimensions of performance (a statement, in itself, consistent
with a trade-off interpretation). But essentially this represents a
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challenge — the need to overcome attentional limitations by judi-
cious task design/choice and implementation through task
conditions. A task ‘event’ is a bundle of things: a combination of
task characteristics (because tasks are not characterized by one
feature only) and combinations of task conditions as well. Task
and task condition research has delivered a range of generaliza-
tions. Briefly and incompletely, but relevant to the present argu-
ment, these are:

e structured tasks raise accuracy

e tasks requiring information transformation or integration raise
complexity

o tasks based on familiar and concrete information increase fluency

e pre-task or strategic planning raises complexity and fluency and
to a lesser extent, accuracy

e online planning, if there is room for conceptualizer use, raises
accuracy

e repetition raises CAF

e post-task conditions raise accuracy.

These generalizations relate to the point, just made, that task
characteristics and conditions influence performance separately. In
themselves, they could be consistent with a trade-off interpretation
(with the exception of task repetition, to which we return later in
this section). But the important point is to consider combinations of
task characteristics and conditions. Careful combinations can lead
to increases in more than one dimension of task performance. For
example, Tavakoli and Skehan (2005) and Tavakoli and Foster
(2008) report that structured tasks which also require information
integration (in both these cases linking background and foreground
information) raise accuracy and complexity. The push to accuracy
comes from the structured nature of the task while complexity is
induced by information organization. Foster and Skehan (2013)
report that a complex (interactive decision-making) task allied to a
post-task condition raises complexity and accuracy. The decision-
making nature of the task raises complexity, and the post-task is
important for accuracy. Such results suggest that attention alloca-
tion can be manipulated, and that, within the constraints of the total
amount of attention available, more than one performance area can
be raised. The central claim (and this is important in relation to the
CH discussion below) is that the LAC approach contends that
careful combinations of tasks and conditions are all that is needed
to produce the joint raising of accuracy and complexity, and that it
is the separate but interacting influences that produce this effect.
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Repetition is an interesting part of the task literature (Bygate,
2001). Wang (2014) shows how it raises all aspects of performance.
Lambert et al. (2016), in a study with multiple repetitions, also
report positive effects. It appears that repetition is a technique which
enables more effective conceptualization and formulation and that
these translate into raised structural CAF. Lambert et al. (2016) link
successive repetitions with different Leveltian stages. Wang (2014),
in slight contrast, suggests that one repetition, provided that it is
immediate, allows all performance areas to benefit. Her argument is
that the first performance engages the Conceptualizer, the Formula-
tor and the Articulator, and this underpins raised CAF. So this task
condition, in itself, seems to contain all the ingredients needed to
raise three performance areas.

Principle 6: Task difficulty needs to be analysed distinctly for the
Conceptualizer and the Formulator. The LAC approach does use
the concept of difficulty (cf. the different approach taken by the CH
below), and regards this as inherent within the task. Obviously
people will respond to this difficulty differently, but it is contended
that it is useful to regard tasks as more or less difficult than one
another. But the major complication is that what makes a task
difficult in terms of the Conceptualizer may not be the same as
what makes a task difficult in terms of the Formulator. The first is
likely to emphasize the ideas within a task, their accessibility, their
need for manipulation and so on. The second is concerned with
how the SLML is accessed, is adequate and can respond to the
demands that are made upon it by the Conceptualizer. Obviously
this also links with the conditions under which a task is done, e.g.
time pressure, so it is not simply the task itself. But the task itself is
central and influences how the speaker or writer has the SLML
resources to respond to the demands of the task. Potentially, there-
fore, there are separate variations in difficulty for the Conceptuali-
zer and the Formulator. This is developed further in Chapter 9,
when task-based assessment is considered.

Acquisition

LAC addresses this in two ways (Skehan, 2007, 2012, 2013). First, it
is assumed that the CALF categories can represent an acquisitional
sequence, and so tasks which promote greater complexity are pushing
for new language, while tasks which promote accuracy or fluency
are supporting control of an existing interlanguage level. In this view,
first there is destabilization, and then there is a concern for control
(eliminating inaccuracy first, and then achieving fluency second).
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But second, and more fundamentally, LAC regards the task itself as
having the important function of making some aspect (or aspects) of
language salient. It is assumed that the teacher records what language
has been made salient in this way, as when some language has been
noticed (Schmidt, 1994), or a gap has been noticed through the
creation of ‘a need to mean’ (Samuda, 2001). Then it is assumed that
important acquisitional work takes place at a posi-task stage, where
the teacher can react to the language which has emerged in this way,
and use pedagogic techniques to bring understanding, or extension, or
integration or consolidation, as appropriate. The important point is
that this language is what has emerged when the learner has transacted
a task. The language is not pre-selected, but comes into focus because
of the needs of the learner.

The Research Base

The research base for the LAC approach is not enormous and its
claims focus on consistency with the underlying principles, rather than
on predictions followed by confirmation through controlled experi-
mentation. The initial impetus for the approach, as mentioned, came
from a series of studies done by Skehan and collaborators. A first set of
studies explored issues of task type (personal information exchange,
narrative retelling, decision-making[interactive] tasks) and task
characteristics (e.g. task structure, information organization), as
well as task conditions such as planning and post-task conditions.
The results of the studies were interpreted as suggestive of limited
attentional capacities. In addition, various generalizations were appar-
ent, such as familiarity of information and task structure being associ-
ated with raised accuracy; interactive tasks associated with raised
complexity; information distribution being associated with
raised complexity also; and a series of influences (familiar information
and structure again) with greater fluency. But beyond these general-
izations, there seemed to be tensions such that different performance
areas might be associated with different influences, and if one was
raised, others were often lowered. A major competition for resources,
evident in these studies, was between accuracy and complexity (Foster
and Skehan, 1996; Skehan and Foster, 1997), but competition
between fluency and other areas, usually accuracy, also occurred.
(Lexis did not come into sharp focus in this earlier set of studies, and
so does not figure in any of these claims.) Hence the notion of trade-off
at that time, and more recently the notion of LAC.

The same research team also reported occasions when accuracy and
complexity were jointly raised, which might appear to challenge a
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limited attention account. Two studies by Foster and Skehan (1999,
2013) showed this pattern. Skehan (2014c¢) provides an interpretation
of these results, in effect what is covered as Principle 5: that separate
influences on accuracy and complexity combine to raise each of these
areas. In Foster and Skehan (1999), with several planning conditions,
it was the teacher-led planning which produced the joint raising, and it
was argued that teachers pushed learners to engage with both
accuracy and complexity. In Foster and Skehan (2013) it was the
conjoint influence of a decision-making format (which led to raised
complexity) linked with a post-task condition (which raised accuracy).
There is one important additional point to make here. Skehan (2014c¢)
argues that to establish that accuracy and complexity are jointly raised
in a way that questions the relevance of limited attention being rele-
vant, one has to report the correlation coefficient between accuracy
and complexity and this needs to be at least reasonably high. This
would indicate that the same individuals can sustain higher accuracy
and complexity. In the studies in question, despite the joint accuracy-
complexity effect evident through group mean scores and inferential
statistics, the accuracy-complexity correlations were either very low or
low. In other words, it appears as though some participants prioritized
accuracy while others prioritized complexity, but not often both. In a
way, this is indirect evidence of a trade-off effect.

More recently there have begun to be studies which explore the
LAC approach from a more prediction-oriented standpoint, exempli-
fying Principle 4 — the connection with the Levelt model. Typical here
is Wang and Skehan (2014). They manipulated the two variables of
task structure and time perspective. The former was operationalized
and interpreted as a general problem-solution structure in a video
narrative retelling compared to non-structured narrative stories. The
latter was operationalized broadly as in the Cognition Hypothesis
(CH), through video-based narrative retellings, simultaneously or
delayed, to achieve time perspective difference. But the interpretation
of the two time perspective conditions was very different to the CH
proposals. The here-and-now condition was interpreted as low in
longer-term memory demands but higher in working memory and
general pressuring demands through less negotiability of content.
The there-and-then condition was interpreted as higher in long-term
memory demands but lower in working memory demands. It was also
regarded as much more negotiable. Predictions were therefore made
that structure and time perspective (there-and-then) would have posi-
tive influences on accuracy and complexity and that they would inter-
act. These predictions were clearly upheld for complexity. Accuracy
was more mixed in that main effects were not evident but there was an
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interaction, with the least error in the there-and-then structured con-
dition. So in this case, the LAC approach led to testable predictions,
and reasonable, if not total confirmation.

An Evaluation of the LAC Approach

The LAC approach is essentially bottom-up in nature. It attempts to
account for task characteristic and task condition effects as they
emerge from research studies. Tasks are not seen as the result of
overarching conceptual categories but rather accumulate from a range
of sources. Foster and Skehan (1996), for example, based the three
task types they used (personal information exchange, narrative retell-
ing, problem-linked decision-making) on a survey of language teach-
ing materials. The previous literature is also important in identifying
researchable tasks — as in the impact of R. Ellis (1987) and Crookes
(1989), whose findings on planning were suggestive of the fertility of
this research area. Similarly, post hoc analyses of research results may
be suggestive of important patterns which need to be confirmed and
extended. Typical examples here would be a focus on structured tasks,
as well as the importance of information integration, since these
variables were apparent only after reflection on research results. Any
general analysis of task types then is based on the pattern of studies
and results which accumulate, interpreted through the six principles
that have described.

Inevitably, as results accumulate, and confirm or disconfirm or
modify, so generalizations may change. This, clearly, is a post hoc
approach, which can be criticized as such (Robinson, 2007b). In other
words, the LAC has not been strong on predictions, and accordingly is
weakened in face of the criterion of falsifiability. Indeed, one of the
central concepts, limited attention leading to trade-offs in perform-
ance, is rather elastic. If a particular set of results occurs indicating
trade-offs in performance, a ready-made account is available, just as, if
they do not occur, one can say that attentional limitations were not
relevant and trade-offs did not occur. At the very least, therefore,
replication becomes more important to at least demonstrate that any
effects of trade-off are consistent, even if they are not strongly motiv-
ated by any particular theory.

It is important, therefore, to consider whether the LAC approach
could make predictions and be falsifiable. There are, perhaps, two
responses that can be made in this regard. First, there is the possibility
of what might be termed mini-theories. The range of generalizations
that has emerged from task research may be disappointingly small (see
discussion below), but we do now have several. The various
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generalizations can then be the basis for predictions. For example,
structure has been reported as raising accuracy and fluency. Skehan
(2018) offers an analysis as to why this is so, involving the connection
between wider discourse functioning (macro processes) and detailed
focus on the surface of language at the clause level (micro processes).
All of this is based on a particular interpretation, specifically problem-
solution, of task structure (Winter, 1976; Hoey, 1983). But this is only
one way of structuring a task. The prediction could then be that other
forms of structure will produce a similar impact on performance. The
same approach could be taken with other generalizations which have
emerged in the task literature, such as the role of information integra-
tion and transformation. Other tasks could be analysed through these
concepts, exploring other forms of information integration and trans-
formation, and the predictions made for the new contexts which are
based on existing findings.

This is rather opportunistic and particular, though. More relevant
would be a wider framework within which to locate the different sorts
of tasks and conditions which have been used. It is here, once again
(see Principle 4), that the use of the Levelt model (1989), applied to the
L2 case (Kormos, 2006), is vital. The model proposes three stages in
speech production, as we have seen, and it suggests a structure for the
Formulator which makes the SLML central. Already this suggests
ways in which predictions can be made regarding tasks and task
conditions. The mini-theories mentioned, regarding structure and
information organization, fit in nicely. The former, task structure,
unites Conceptualizer work (to develop a macrostructure to the task)
with Formulator work (as attention is more available for SLML
operations, given the easing effect on attention of a broader
macrostructure). The latter, information organization and transform-
ation, makes it clear that Conceptualizer work is going to be more
intensive, as information is manipulated, leading to higher structural
complexity.

Drawing on the Levelt model in this way enables predictions
regarding more than task characteristics and task conditions. The
SLML is, as we have seen, central to the LAC. One implication of this
is that, as proficiency develops, it is likely that the SLML will also
grow, in size, organization, richness and speed. This development has
the potential to recast the relationship between the Conceptualizer and
the Formulator for the L2 speaker. A more effective SLML means that
Conceptualizer demands can be greater and still be met, and Formula-
tion can proceed more effectively. This, in turn, allows an interesting
connection with the CH, which, amongst other predictions, argues
that complexity and accuracy of performance can be jointly raised.
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The LAC approach, too, could predict that accuracy and complexity
could be more easily jointly raised — but only at higher proficiency
levels. Indeed, this possibility has confirmation in Malicka and Lev-
kina (2012), who report that the accuracy—complexity relationship is
higher in precisely this way.

Part Two: The CH and the SSARC Model

The CH was developed by Peter Robinson to account for task per-
formance, again broadly using a CAF framework. In addition, the CH
makes proposals regarding pedagogic issues, such as task sequencing
and syllabus design, as well as the role of tasks in catalysing feedback
and acquisitional processes (Robinson, 2011). The basic CH approach
underwent significant change with the development of the SSARC
model (Robinson, 2015), and so the present account will first deal
with the earlier phase, which only implicated the CH, before going on
to explicate the newer approach, incorporating SSARC.

The CH has a more prominent foundation in linguistic analysis than
the LAC. In earlier formulations the main influence was Givon (1985)
and functional linguistics. More recently there has been greater
emphasis on cognitive linguistics (Ellis and Robinson, 2008). With
both, the assumption is that communication is meaning-driven and that
linguistic exponents respond to the functional/cognitive demands placed
upon them. In addition, Robinson (2011) takes a radically different
view of attentional functioning to the LAC. While limitations in
working memory are accepted, the same is not so true for attentional
resources. Following Wickens (2007) and Sanders (1998), Robinson
proposes that attention can expand to meet the demands placed upon it
and that it is more appropriate to speak of ‘resource pools’ which can be
drawn on provided that they do not compete for exactly the same
resources. Hence, for example, separate demands on different modal-
ities should not compete for resources. Thus, the trade-off aspect of the
LAC does not function as a constraint in the same way.

As one moves to detail, Robinson proposes a triadic componential
framework, subsuming task complexity, task conditions and task
difficulty. The first of these focuses on the task itself, and its
complexity: this is the central feature of the CH (and see below). Then
task conditions are concerned with participation variables, while task
difficulty involves what the speaker (or writer) brings to the task, a set
of characteristics which may change how the task is approached, given
that some people may have more relevant abilities than others. Each of
these will now be described in more detail. Chapter 5 focuses narrowly
on the learner factors involved in task difficulty.



80 Theoretical Perspectives

Task complexity is concerned with the cognitive demands of a task
and how these connect with actual performance. First of all, there is a
major distinction between resource-directing variables and resource-
dispersing variables. Resource-directing variables are hypothesized to
push the speaker towards engagement with language itself. The con-
sequences of this are that accuracy and complexity are both raised,
with this linking with the way attention expands to meet functional
needs. One performance area does not have a negative influence on
the other because each is a reflection of the engagement with lang-
uage. Another consequence is that it is hypothesized that there is
greater likelihood of noticing, and of generating, interactional feed-
back and negotiation for meaning. Resource-directing variables are
exemplified by:

time perspective (here-and-now vs. there-and-then)
intentional reasoning

spatial reasoning

causal reasoning

number of elements

perspective-taking.

AL

In contrast, there are resource-dispersing variables. These do not push
the speaker towards language engagement, but they do affect the
general dispersal of resources. They do not connect with predictions
such as the accuracy—complexity relationship. Their impact on per-
formance is consequently not linked to language itself. Typical
resource-dispersing variables are:

planning time, or not
single vs. dual task
task structure, or not
number of steps
independence of steps
prior knowledge.

AnPE L=

The discussion so far is, then, in terms of task complexity and its
impact on language performance. Task conditions, in Robinson’s
model, in contrast, are concerned with the interactional demands of
tasks. These are of two general sorts: participation variables and
participant variables. The former are concerned with the nature of
the task outcome, the number and relationship of the participants in
the task, and the scope for negotiation within the task. The latter are
concerned with how the participants relate to one another, in terms of
things like proficiency level, gender, degree of familiarity with one
another and the relevant world knowledge that each of them has.
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Task difficulty, finally, is concerned with learner factors. Note here
that difficulty is not seen as a quality of a task (since it is complexity
that is emphasized in that regard). Instead task difficulty involves the
qualities (both ability and affective) that the participant brings to the
task. Ability factors concern things like working memory, capacity to
switch attention, reasoning ability, mind/intention reading, aptitude
and field independence. Affective variables consist of task motivation,
anxiety, willingness to communicate, openness to experience, control
of emotion and self-efficacy. The difficulty of an actual task is then a
result of the interaction between task complexity and task difficulty
factors.

The heart of the CH is task complexity, but it is clear that the
enumeration of task condition and task difficulty variables contains
massive potential for a research programme. Each of the condition or
difficulty variables represents a hypothesis as to what influence they will
have, e.g. the effect on performance of a task with an open solution, or a
convergent solution and so on (and see discussion in Chapter 2).
Largely, this potential research programme is embryonic rather than
realized, but there are many interesting possibilities here. In the SSARC
model, the task difficulty variables are discussed a little more extensively
than before, and linked to different ways that task complexity resource-
directing variables might function. Several of the resource-directing
variables involve reasoning, and the task difficulty reasoning-ability
variable is related to these, with the suggestion that tasks which require
different sorts of reasoning might function more effectively with partici-
pants higher in reasoning ability. This is, as yet, untested.

The CH model has generated a considerable amount of research (see
below). It has lent itself to predictions and to research designs which
probe, particularly, the impact of resource-directing variables. But
there are pedagogic implications of the CH also and, more recently
(Robinson, 2015), the CH has been extended in this direction. Two
principles pave the way for this, and each is concerned with task
sequencing;:

Task Sequencing Principle 1: Only the cognitive demands of tasks
relating to intrinsic conceptual and cognitive-processing complexity
(i.e. resource-directing and resource-dispersing variables) are
involved in task sequencing. Task condition and task difficulty
variables, while important, do not influence sequencing itself.

Task Sequencing Principle 2: In sequencing tasks, resource-dispersing
variables should be increased first, and only then should resource-
directing variables be increased. The intention here is to guide
learners from the known, through the development of automaticity,
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to the need to develop new form-function mappings and to
restructure-complexify.

This leads to the SSARC model, expressed in three equations, as in
Robinson (20135, p. 94):

Step 1, SS (stabilize, simplify) = i x e [(‘s’rdisp) + (‘s’rdir)]"
Step 2, A (automatize) =i x e [(‘C’rdisp) + (‘s’rdir)]"
Step 3, RC (restructure, complexify) = i x e [(‘c’rdisp) + (‘C’rdir)]"

where i = current interlanguage state, e = mental effort, ‘s’= simple task
demands, ‘¢’ = complex task demands, rdisp = resource-dispersing
tasks, rdir = resource-directing tasks and " = potential number of
practice opportunities on tasks.

To expand on these equations:

SS (Simple, stable): This level involves the use of current interlanguage.
Demands from the task are kept low so there are low resource-
dispersing demands and low resource-directing demands.

A (Automatization): The point here is to increase resource-dispersing
demands. This in turn is seen as promoting speedier access to
resources and also automatization.

RC (Restructuring, complexifying): At this stage, the increase in
resource-directing demands is hypothesized to promote restructur-
ing and lead to new form-function mappings. Increasing complexity
then is intended to destabilize interlanguage.

The development of the SSARC model is, then, intended to expand the
CH and make it relevant to pedagogic decision-making regarding
syllabus design.

Acquisition

The CH offers two basic influences on acquisition. First, there is a
performance-supporting role. Task complexity pushes for raised
complexity and accuracy as attention responds to functional needs.
In this way the learner is pushed to develop abilities to use language,
and possibly, through the greater complexity of language, to
restructure and become a more effective communicator. Second, tasks
of greater complexity are seen as more likely to generate negotiation of
meaning and noticing. In other words, they are seen as nurturing the
sort of personalized, timely feedback that the Interaction Hypothesis
(TH) advocates, as described in Chapter 2.

The development of the SSARC model extends this picture. Recall
that the sequence embodied in this acronym is:
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Table 3.1 Potential sequences in the SSARC model

Possible Possible Possible
sequence 1 sequence 2 sequence 3
Low res. dis., low  Structured, here- Planned, few Few steps, no
res. dir. and-now elements reasoning
High res. dis., Unstructured, Unplanned, few More steps, no
high res. dir. here-and-now elements reasoning
High res. dis., Unstructured, Unplanned, more  More steps,
high res. dir. there-and-then elements reasoning

1. stabilize, simplify
2. automatize
3. restructure, complexify.

These stages, portrayed through equations, also have terms in the
equations for the amount of potential effort, and the number of
practice opportunities at each stage. This system is then consistent
with the sorts of sequences exemplified in Table 3.1.

The Research Base

It is too early to draw on a research base for the SSARC model so the
focus here is on the CH. The CH is more straightforward to deal with
in this regard. This is because it makes some predictions which are
much clearer than the LAC approach, principally that task complexity
will raise both accuracy and complexity.

There are two major strands to the research base: individual
research studies and meta-analyses. Regarding individual studies, the
CH has generated a very large number of examples. Typically the
research design is to manipulate one or more of the resource-directing
variables to explore whether the more complex task (judged on this
basis) generates raised accuracy and complexity. Sometimes a
resource-directing variable is combined with a resource-dispersing
variable, although this can be a difficult design to manage because
the two types of variables can make conflicting predictions (Inoue,
2016). Typical studies of this sort (and there are many more, but
essentially more of the same) are Niwa (2000: cited in D. Ellis,
2011), where task complexity only influenced lexical density; Robin-
son (2001), where accuracy and fluency were affected by task com-
plexity, but not structural complexity; Kuiken and Vedder (2008),
where accuracy was affected but structural and lexical complexity
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were not; Gilabert, Barron and Levkina (2011), where again accuracy
was affected but complexity was not; and Michel (2011), where no
effects were found. The generalization which emerges from these (and
many other studies) is that there is a link between task complexity and
accuracy, but that is all, and finding studies which report increases in
both is very difficult to do, although Ishikawa (2007) does report such
results, albeit for a writing-based study. This consistency of results is
important, since a central and innovative claim of the CH is that
accuracy and complexity can be raised simultaneously.

There have been two major meta-analyses of the CH. These will be
developed at greater length in the first of the Issues sections (on Tasks
and Conditions), and will only be summarized here. Jackson and
Suethanapornkul (2013) report results which essentially focus on
resource-directing variables, and even within these, largely the variable
of time perspective. They report average effect sizes of —0.16 for
fluency, 0.28 for accuracy and —0.02 for complexity as well as 0.03
for lexis (all Cohen’s d). This confirms the pattern given. There is no
joint raising and the one effect size of note has to be regarded as small.
A much larger meta-analysis, with more studies and a wider range of
variables, is provided by Malicka and Sasayama (2017). They ana-
lysed enough studies to be able to provide average effect sizes for two
resource-directing variables. With time perspective they report values
of —0.03 for fluency, 0.15 for accuracy and 0.41 for complexity. Lexis
gives an average effect size of 0.12. With reasoning demands, the
values are —0.12, fluency; 0.12, accuracy; 0.09, complexity; and
0.34, lexis. Again the typical result is a close-to-zero effect size, with
the exceptions of 0.41 for complexity, time perspective, and 0.34 for
lexis, reasoning demands. There is also the point that the pattern here
does not totally agree with Jackson and Suethanapornkul’s (2013)
findings: they found their higher value for accuracy (principally based
on time perspective) whereas Malicka and Sasayama (2017) report
their highest value for complexity, also for time perspective. The
general conclusion has to be that resource-directing variables do not
generate high values, that there is inconsistency in the results. Basically
there is little evidence of joint raising of accuracy and complexity.

An Evaluation of the CH/SSARC Model

The first point to make is that the CH has been extremely successful in
generating research. The number of CH-oriented studies is now more
than a hundred. Connected to this, a considerable strength of the
hypothesis is that it makes predictions, particularly that of task
complexity raising accuracy and complexity together. The main
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hypothesis also has interesting supporting hypotheses, such as the
functioning of attentional resources. All of these features have to be
evaluated positively.

But there are also some problems with the CH, both logical and
empirical. First, the distinction made between resource-directing and
resource-dispersing variables, central to the hypothesis, is not entirely
clear. There are resource-directing variables which do not seem
to sit comfortably with the others. Time perspective, for example,
which contrasts the (less complex) here-and-now condition with the
(more complex) there-and-then condition, on the basis of memory
demands, could be viewed quite differently to the CH interpretation.
The former condition may also have greater and less avoidable input-
processing problems, through the presence of visual material, with all
its detail. The latter, although requiring memory, enables considerable
negotiability in how to select and organize material. Different per-
formances might be down to these non-resource-directing influences.

More generally, there is scope to clarify the unity that is intended to
link the various resource-directing variables. There is an obvious
connection between the different reasoning-based variables (inten-
tional, causal, spatial). But the relationship of these to perspective-
taking and number of other elements would benefit from greater
clarification, as would how all these variables impact upon language
involvement. Conversely, it could be argued (Skehan, 2015, 2018)
that the resource-dispersing variables of planning and task structure
could lead to language involvement akin to resource-directing vari-
ables. Qualitative research with planning (Pang and Skehan, 2014)
suggests that some people use the time to engage with ideas (which
have language implications) or even language itself. Structure may
push speakers to engage with the language required to do justice to
this design feature. The problem-solution structure, a key feature of
LACH research studies (Tavakoli and Skehan, 2005) is fundamentally
concerned with causal reasoning. So in these cases it is difficult to
argue that a resource-dispersing variable is only concerned with pro-
cessing. One has to conclude that there is potential for realignment of
what should be considered resource-directing and resource-dispersing.

There is also the issue of evidence. As we saw in the section “The
Research Base’, the clear majority of studies report a resource-
directing variable impact on either complexity or accuracy, usually
accuracy. This applies when one examines individual studies. It also
applies to the meta-analyses which are available; there is a slight
contradiction between Jackson and Suethanapornkul (2013) and
Malicka and Sasayama (2017) in that the former reports a
small accuracy effect but no complexity effect, while the latter larger
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meta-analysis reports the reverse. This is damaging for the CH since
the hypothesis predicts joint raising as central to the hypothesis. To
discover that only one area is raised suggests little more than the
proposition that tasks and task condition can influence performance,
which is, really, the starting point for all task research.

It is too early to offer much of an evaluation of the extension to the
SSARC model. The model seems largely a set of proposals which need
fleshing out. For example, the formulae which are used are currently
rather opaque, without any detail regarding terms such as ‘e’ for
mental effort and ‘n’ for number of practice opportunities. In addition,
while the model clarifies how one might sequence particular combin-
ations of resource-directing and resource-dispersing variables (e.g.
time perspective and planning), it does not clarify how particular
combinations like this would fit into a longer sequence as one would
expect from a practical syllabus. Finally, the sequence of stabilize —
simplify — automatize — restructure — complexify seems unclear, and
possibly conflicts with some theories of learning. It seems to propose
automatization before restructuring-complexifying, rather than the
other way around. Perhaps connected with this, it lacks clarity as to
what happens after the restructuring-complexification has taken place.
One wonders if there is need for consolidation or practice at this point.

Comparing the Two Approaches

As a first view of the comparison between the two approaches,
Table 3.2 presents a series of categories drawn from questions raised
in the introduction to this chapter, and then a capsule description of
the LAC approach and the CH/SSARC model in each case. The table
will be the basis for the subsequent discussion.

The first two categories in the table bring out clear differences
between the two approaches. What comes across is that the LAC
approach is firmly rooted in psycholinguistic approaches to L1 pro-
duction applied to the L2 case while the CH emphasizes more linguis-
tic approaches of a functional/cognitive persuasion, and then does not
elaborate any particular model of speaking as relevant (though see
Kormos, 2011). The hinterland for each approach, in other words, is a
long way apart.

The different performance influences similarly show marked differ-
ences. The LAC approach is somewhat opportunistic and accumulates
influences through research findings. There are some more general
categories (complexifying, pressuring, easing, focusing: see Skehan,
2009¢) and these are relatable to the extension of the Levelt model
but there is no subsystem of influences. In contrast the CH has, as



Table 3.2 A comparison between the LAC approach and the CH/SSARC model

Area of similarity/
difference

LAC

CH/SSARC

Linguistic underpinning/
model of speaking

Analysis of memory and
attention

Performance and
influences upon it

Measuring performance

Acquisition

Pedagogy

o Levelt model is central
e No specific linguistic analysis

¢ Both working memory and attention are limited
e They are a constraint that has to be worked
around

e Task and task condition are individual
influences which then combine

o Influences largely emerge through research

o The constraint of limited attention pervasive

o Generalized measures of CALF

o Transacting tasks makes language salient. This
language needs to be recorded and worked on
at the post-task stage

e Methodology influenced by above view on
acquisition
o No suggestions on syllabus design

o Cognitive linguistics
o Little emphasis on a psycholinguistic model of
speaking (but see Kormos, 2011)

o Expandable attention
e Resource pools

e Fundamental role for resource-directing and
resource-dispersing variables

o Prediction of accuracy —complexity relationship
influenced by task complexity

o General and specific measures, usually of CAF
e Some importance for noticing, feedback and
interactional moves

e Resource-directing tasks push for greater
interaction and uptake of task-relevant input.
SSARC sequence to promote interlanguage
development

o Clear SSARC sequence advocated in focused
areas within syllabus design, but little on a
general syllabus
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central, the contrast between resource-directing and resource-
dispersing variables. There are three aspects to this. First, there is the
different functioning of the two classes of variable, one claimed to
have language implications, and the other claimed to have processing
implications. Second, there is the issue that the different variables
within the resource-directing heading are seen as similar, just as the
variables within the resource-dispersing heading are seen as similar to
one another, but obviously different from the resource-directing vari-
ables. The third CH aspect in relation to performance concerns general
vs. specific measures. LAC, as we have seen, focuses on general meas-
ures. These are an important component for the CH/SSARC model,
but, in addition, there are proposals that particular measures should
also be used. So it is proposed that a resource-directing variable like
complex reasoning links with cognitive state terms, or spatial
reasoning with expression of motion events, or time perspective to
tense and aspect in the present (here-and-now) compared to events
happening elsewhere in time and space (there-and-then).

The two approaches have fairly distinct approaches to the process
of acquisition. LAC addresses this in two ways (Skehan, 2007, 2012,
2013). First, it is assumed that the CALF categories can represent an
acquisitional sequence, and so tasks which promote greater complex-
ity are pushing for new language, while tasks which promote accuracy
or fluency are supporting control of an existing interlanguage level. In
this view, first there is destabilization, and then there is a concern for
control (eliminating inaccuracy first, and then achieving fluency
second). But second, and more fundamentally, LAC regards the task
itself as having the important function of making some aspect (or
aspects) of language salient (Willis and Willis, 2007). It is assumed
that there will be a record of what language has been made salient in
this way, as some language has been noticed (Schmidt, 1994) or a gap
has been noticed through the creation of a need to mean (Swain, 1995;
Samuda, 2001). Then it is assumed that important acquisitional work
takes place at a post-task stage, where the teacher can react to the
language which has emerged in this way and use pedagogic techniques
to bring understanding, or extension, or integration or consolidation,
as appropriate. The important point is that this language is what has
emerged when the learner has transacted a task. The language is not
pre-selected but has emerged because of the needs of the learner. In
contrast, the major emphasis within the CH/SSARC is towards the use
of interaction leading to feedback and noticing. It is assumed that
greater task complexity through resource-directing tasks leads to a
greater engagement with language and that part of this will mean that
learners will be more likely to negotiate, more likely to provoke and
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process relevant feedback, more likely to notice and, therefore,
following the TH (see Chapter 2), more likely to make progress.

Linked to this is what can be said about syllabus, and the
sequencing of pedagogic activities. Essentially, the LAC has very little
to say here. There is a broad commitment to tasks varying in difficulty
(note: not Robinson’s analysis of difficulty — more his analysis of
complexity), and the suggestion that simple tasks should come first
and lead subsequently to greater difficulty. In this respect, the range of
task characteristics and task conditions would come into play here.
One interesting point is that LAC proposes that difficulty is different
for the Conceptualizer and Formulator, and this would then have an
impact on how pedagogic tasks might be sequenced. Complexification
and destabilization would come first, and this would be followed by
the development of control. In contrast, the CH/SSARC has more to
say about sequencing. This is particularly so in the SSARC model, as
described, with the move from low resource-directing and dispersing
to low resource-directing but high resource-dispersing, to high
resource-directing and dispersing. This is linked to the engagement
of existing interlanguage at the first stage, then the development of
automatization, followed by a push for restructuring and complex-
ification and a challenge to the existing interlanguage system.

There are, then, many points of difference between the two
approaches. They differ clearly in their connections with linguistics,
psycholinguistics and attentional functioning. They also contrast in
their views of acquisition (provoking and using feedback compared to
counterpunching at the post-task stage). But there are other areas
where, although differences are clear, there might be scope to argue
that the differences may not be as great as first sight would suggest.
Both, for example, are committed to basing claims about tasks on
research evidence. Both, also, are committed to understanding how
tasks have an impact on performance, and also how they might be
used in pedagogic contexts.

An interesting way of bringing them closer together is to relate them
to proficiency level, as we have seen, and also modality. LAC essen-
tially offers a view of language production where Conceptualization
makes demands upon the Formulator which are met, or not, through
the operation of the SLML. The impact of attentional limitations is
clearest at this point. If the SLML is not large enough, or rich enough,
or fast enough, processing difficulties will occur. When this happens,
parallel performance is derailed, and the speaker (or writer) has to deal
with the problem which has arisen (need to find alternative expression
because a needed lemma does not exist; repair because an existing
lemma does not contain enough information, e.g. syntactic frame,
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collocation; or repair because the Formulator does not handle its work
in time). These problems, first of all, are not so acute when writing is
involved. One of the central claims of the CH is that accuracy and
complexity are jointly raised, in response to (resource-directing) lan-
guage demands. When less communicative pressure is involved, as in
writing, or online planning, this may be more achievable. Exactly the
same would apply at higher proficiency levels. As the SLML grows (as
proficiency grows) the sorts of problems that the speaker has when
Conceptualizer demands create pressure for the Formulator, will be
lessened and so parallel function (and perhaps jointly raised complex-
ity and accuracy) is more likely. One could even add to this a task
difficulty factor from the CH: if working memory is greater, this too
might ease the functioning of Formulator use during communication.
Indirect evidence for this comes from studies (reviewed in Skehan,
2018) that working memory has an impact with online planning but
not with strategic planning. So one can conclude that the two
approaches may not be so far apart on the accuracy-complexity issue,
depending on the proficiency level, modality and relevant individual
differences.

Issues in Psycholinguistic Analyses of Tasks

So far the discussion has been very much through the lenses of the
LAC approach and the CH/SSARC model, considered separately and
also together. The two approaches have been influential and generated
a lot of research, generally from one perspective or another. But a
good deal of research has been conducted from more neutral stand-
points, and interesting issues have emerged. Five such issues will be
considered in this last section.

Tasks and Conditions: Perspectives from Meta-Analysis

It is useful, at the outset, to explore the general evidence relating to the
effects of tasks on L2 performance. Malicka and Sasayama (2017)
report on a meta-analysis of task-related studies. The motivation for
this research was to gain greater understanding of task complexity,
the central part of the CH. But the analysis makes important contri-
butions, beyond its specific focus on the CH, because it includes a
wide range of variables, including resource-dispersing variables
(in contrast to Jackson and Suethanapornkul (2013) who focused
only on resource-directing variables in their meta-analysis). Malicka
and Sasayama’s (2017) results are shown in Table 3.3. The table
shows the results arranged by CALF area, in columns, and then
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resource-directing and resource-dispersing variables, in rows. The
values shown in the table are effect sizes, using Cohen’s d. The data
represents the most comprehensive analysis presently available of
general task effects on performance. By way of clarification, with
resource-directing variables, a negative sign means that the variable
in question reduces the level of performance. With resource-dispersing
variables, a negative value indicates that the ‘simpler’ condition
(planning, a repeated task, a structured task, a task with familiar
information, a task with support) produced the higher level of
performance.

Several generalizations emerge from Table 3.3. The analysis which
follows takes effect sizes greater than 0.30 as worth commenting on.

1. Resource-dispersing variables clearly have stronger and more con-
sistent relationships with performance than do resource-directing
variables.

2. None of the variables, resource-directing or resource-dispersing,
raise all performance areas. Resource-dispersing variables, in gen-
eral, raise three areas (CAF) as do the specific resource-dispersing
variables of repetition (CAF) and task structure (C, L, F).

3. No resource-directing variables have large effect sizes for accuracy
whereas two resource-dispersing variables (planning, repetition) do.

4. Resource-directing variables are rather inconsistent in their effects,
with reasoning raising lexis, and time perspective (i.e. the there-
and-then condition) raising structural complexity.

5. In general, modality (i.e. oral vs. written performances) suggests that
written performances respond more positively to the range of vari-
ables for complexity; that accuracy shows lower response, and that
fluency is more affected by resource-dispersing variables. (However,
it is important to point out that the measurement of fluency is most
altered when one moves from oral to written modes.)

The results broadly agree with the existing literature but with some
points where additional claims might be made. After all, Malicka and
Sasayama’s (2017) work derives from a meta-analysis and this means
that a sufficiently large number of studies on a particular task feature
have to be available to enable any sort of effect-size-based generaliza-
tion. There is room, in other words, to draw on other studies as well,
which probe variables not investigated sufficiently widely to be
included in the meta-analyses. So, based on such a wider reading,
and on a synthetic basis, one might add:

e tasks based on more concrete information tend to raise fluency
o tasks which require integration of information tend to raise
complexity



Table 3.3 Malicka and Sasayama’s analysis of CH-linked variables

Task feature Complexity Accuracy Lexis Fluency
Resource-directing 0.13 0.13 0.28 —0.09
Reasoning 0.09 0.12 0.34 —-0.12
HnoN/TnT 0.41 0.15 0.12 —0.03
Referential demand 0.08
Resource-dispersing —-0.77 -0.73 —-0.27 —0.34
Planning —0.88 -0.87 -0.21 -0.25
Repetition -0.57 —0.61 -0.11 -0.59
Structure -0.53 —0.16 -0.5 —0.62
Familiarity -0.12 -0.19 -0.22
Support -0.56 —0.66
All Oral ~ All Written ~ All Oral  All Written All Written All Written
Tasks Tasks Tasks Tasks Tasks Tasks
Resource-directing .02 26 17 .06 .19 -.07
(all combined)
Resource-dispersing -.75 -.91 -.80 —.47 -.33 -.83
(all combined)

Note: HnN/TnT = Here-and-now/There-and-then.
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o tasks which require transformation of material also tend to raise
complexity
e post-task conditions raise accuracy, and sometimes complexity.

In addition, there are some inconsistencies between other research and
the findings reported in Table 3.3. Jackson and Suethanapornkul
(2013, p. 15), in their meta-analysis, also motivated by the CH, and
based only on resource-directing variables, focused mainly on time
perspective. They reported mean effect sizes of complexity: —0.02;
accuracy: 0.28; lexis: 0.03; and fluency: —0.16. The accuracy effect
here may not be large but does contrast with the smaller finding in
Malicka and Sasayama. In a reverse direction this is also true for
complexity, but here Malicka and Sasayama (2017) report the higher
value, at 0.41. Even so, the prevailing impression from Jackson and
Suethanapornkul (2013) is of quite low mean effect-size values.

The most important conclusion one can draw from Table 3.3 is that
the resource-dispersing variables generally are associated with consist-
ently higher effect sizes: planning (strategic and online) and repetition
are very clearly involved here, as are task support and task structure.
In fact, though, three of these resource-dispersing variables are task
conditions, and so it may be more appropriate to think of them as
more clearly defined by this aspect. This leads to the possible claim
that task conditions are more consistent influences on performance — a
point developed in Skehan (2016). Correspondingly, and more con-
tentiously, task characteristics themselves, with exceptions, such as
structure, have been something of a disappointment. It is to examining
why that might be so that we now turn. First we will re-analyse the
notions of tasks and task characteristics. Then we will explore the
nature of task conditions more generally.

The Feasibility of Analysing Tasks

In a study of the impact of the resource-directing variable concerning
the number of participants, Sasayama (2015) used narrative picture
series to compare performance with the four values of one, two, four
and nine participants. She argued that most studies with this variable
typically only use two values, and with possibly no great difference in
the number of participants. Using a range from one to nine was then a
response to this — a greater overall range plus the inclusion of inter-
mediate numbers of participants. Although she did find a broad effect
for the number of participants, this general finding was complicated by
the issue of clarity. For the manipulation to work, the number of
participants in a picture series has to be interpreted in the way that
was intended. This was not the case in her study, with the result that
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there was confusion as to the roles and relationships involved in some
of the picture series. The largest number of participants did make a
difference, but the intermediate values presented much less clear a
picture, since misinterpretation (given the time available for the task)
occurred.

Another issue emerges from work by Inoue (2016). She explored, in
a testing context, whether two picture narrative retellings could be
established to be equivalent. Despite careful attention to task design,
she found that although in many ways the picture series did seem to be
equivalent, the performances that they elicited differed in significant
ways (and this would have implications for their satisfactoriness in a
testing context). It turned out that in one case the amount of inference
was greater, while in the other, in addition to greater clarity of how the
story developed (cf. Sasayama, 2015), one could analyse the story as
being structured (i.e. there was a disguised variable involved). These
unforeseen aspects of the two narratives led to different methods of
using complex language. The ‘structured’ narrative led to more
subordination while the higher-inference narrative elicited higher
words-per-clause measures. So once again, two initially well-analysed
narratives produced different results through unforeseen design
factors, and these were only revealed clearly by careful data analysis.

The studies by Sasayama (2015, 2016) and Inoue (2013, 2016)
provide particular examples of how tasks may not produce the per-
formances that were intended. The Sasayama (2015) study provides
another insight because she also used qualitative techniques to probe
why her participants did not respond in the predicted way to the one,
two, four and nine participants in the picture-based narratives they
were given. This data was very revealing. In general, the participants,
if they saw clarity in the narrative, got on with telling the story. If they
did not, they simply made the best of things, and developed hypotheses
about the characters in the stories, their relationships and their
motivations. If something did not seem to fit in to their interpretation,
the participant ignored it. The question then arises as to whether these
two studies, each very careful investigations of task functioning, were
simply untypical in the unforeseen results they obtained, or whether
they connect with more general and fundamental issues in the use
of tasks.

There is a link here with a major generalization that comes out of
contemporary cognitive psychology. Kahneman (2011) offers a gen-
eral analysis of problem-solving and typical cognitive behaviour.
He distinguishes between two systems. System 1 is intuitive, fast
and does not require much effort. System 2 is logical, slower and
requires conscious effort and thought. System 2 is, of course,
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fundamentally superior (if slower), but human beings are lazy. The
result is that we default to System 1 even when this is not appropri-
ate. Worse, when we are confronted by a difficult problem, a typical
response is not to engage System 2 and solve the difficult problem in
a logical way. Instead we change the problem to make it easier, and
best of all, easy enough for System 1 to (appear to) work. Kahne-
man (2011) reviews a massive literature in cognitive psychology
which supports these claims. In L2 task-based performance, we
need to take this literature seriously. Its implication is clear, and
entirely consistent with Inoue’s (2013) and Sasayama’s (2016) find-
ings — the more a research design introduces more difficult tasks,
especially ones based on cognitive analysis and rather subtle differ-
ences between conditions, the more likely it is that their will not be
a focus on the full range of the details of the task (since this would
require System 2), and instead System 1 will be brought into play.
This is not to say, remotely, that these designs are wrong. It is,
fundamentally, the problem that the predictability of tasks is by no
means an exact science. This difficulty can be overcome, to some
extent. Piloting may give some confidence if it can demonstrate that
the intended task and the actual task coincide sufficiently. Gathering
qualitative data can also help in this regard, and even give indica-
tions as to how a task can be modified to achieve the intended goals.
But for now, the possible lack of convergence of intended and actual
tasks remains a nagging worry.

There are still two troublesome aspects of task research that need to
be considered. The first of these concerns the importance of negoti-
ability. There is always the paradox that the essence of taskness is that
participants are expressing meanings, and if this is the case, there is the
likelihood that they will want to express their own meanings! But in
doing this, they may take a task away from what the task designer
intended. But also, if a task participant is able to exert some personal
control and direction when they are doing a task, in addition to
introducing a lack of standardization in the language the task elicits,
there is also the major factor that the speaker can nudge the task into
areas where they feel more comfortable, or more knowledgeable, or
have relevant linguistic resources. They may not be so ‘imprisoned’,
that is, within the tight designs of a particular task (e.g. a narrative
picture series). This may not be so important within a study based
on only one task type, but where different task types are compared,
if one task type has potential for negotiability while the other does
not (or less so), this has a problematic effect on comparisons.
Consider, for example, a here-and-now task, where the stimuli are
clearly present, and have to be attended to, with a there-and-then task,
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where the stimuli are no longer present, but there is the potential to
shape the discourse more freely. The contrast may then not simply
be time perspective, but also the speaker’s capacity to shape the
discourse.

But it gets worse! A sociocultural account of tasks (see Chapter 4)
would argue that a task, through the interactions of the participants,
has a life of its own, and can be reinterpreted in whatever direction the
participants want to develop. We are back to the point that if a task is
an opportunity to express meanings, then the meanings which are
expressed cannot be preordained or constrained. As just discussed,
the point about negotiation concerned freedom to use whatever lan-
guage elements are preferred. But it was assumed that the broad
parameters of the task were accepted. Here, in contrast, we are con-
cerned with ways in which the task itself is modified, transformed,
ignored or subverted (Coughlan and Duff, 1994). Participants might
simply redefine the task. It can be argued that, if a task is worthwhile,
this is inevitable!

In summary, we see that:

e tasks may be unclear;

e tasks may contain hidden variables other than those under
investigation;

e participants may approach a task from a very different perspective
to the task designer;

o tasks which enable participants to shape the language that they use
may be easier to do, and more richly done, than tasks which
constrain tightly;

o tasks themselves may be changed, subverted and even ignored.

If we reflect upon the findings reported in Table 3.3, one can come up
with the generalization that tasks are a perilous area within which to
research! Effects have been found, with some consistency, but perhaps
less often than one would wish, given the amount of theorizing that
has gone into task design linked to task performance. This is a major
challenge for the future of task research.

Task Conditions

In contrast to task characteristics, the task condition variables in
Table 3.3 (planning, repetition, support) showed appreciable effect
sizes with more than one aspect of performance (taking appreciable
to mean an effect size of 0.30 or more). The exception with task
characteristics, which we will return to at the end of this section, is
task structure, which showed medium effect sizes with three areas
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(complexity, lexis and fluency). This raises the interesting question as
to why these conditions-linked variables should have such consistent
and appreciable effects.

Skehan (2016, 2018) makes two general suggestions as to why this
is so. The first has already been touched upon: the flexibility that is
associated with conditions regarding the content of what is said or
written. Generally, with planning or repetition, the task concerned is
likely to allow the speaker (or writer) to make choices and select the
emphasis or stance to be used, as well as the content to be included. In
turn, there is the possibility that where language itself is concerned,
there is greater opportunity to shape what is said so that it fits areas of
strength, whether these be organized and possibly previously used
ideas, or the specifics of language, of lexis and so on. The result is
that planning or repetition provide greater opportunity to polish what
is said and to achieve higher levels of performance.

The second point is that condition-type research is more likely
to link naturally with models of speaking. Given the stages of Concep-
tualization, Formulation (syntactic encoding, lemma retrieval) and
Articulation, and the associated process of monitoring (Levelt, 1989,
1999), one can quickly sketch out possible linkages. Strategic planning
enables more effective Conceptualization, as the ideas in the task are
wrestled with and developed. It also facilitates processes of retrieval
and rehearsal (Ortega, 2005), which, if retained, will advantage the
lemma retrieval and syntactic encoding components of the Formula-
tor, as well, possibly, as the Articulator. Online planning can then ease
the operations of the Formulator, as lemma retrieval has a little more
time to function as a deeper and more extensive process, and also,
possibly, as the speaker has time to adapt the message to avoid diffi-
culties. Repetition has all the advantages of strategic planning (organ-
ization of ideas and rehearsal). But in addition the first performance
(or earlier performances if they are multiple) pushes the speaker to
confront the limitations of shallower lemma retrieval, and possibly
leave traces which are undeveloped in the first performance but can be
exploited subsequently. The repeated performance can then be based
more firmly on more native-like lemma retrieval and more efficient
Formulator operation. In addition, and very distinct from strategic
planning, the first performance will have engaged the Articulator and
sensitized the speaker to problems that occur at that stage of speech
production (Wang, 2009).

One other condition in task-based research, not covered in Malicka
and Sasayama (2017) because of the small number of studies, fits this
analysis quite neatly. It is to explore the effects on task performance
itself of anticipation of a post-task. In a series of relevant studies
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Skehan and Foster (1997), Foster and Skehan (2013) and Li (2014)
have shown that if speakers doing a task know that there will be a
post-task (needing to engage in a public performance; being expected
to transcribe a recording of their own performance doing the task)
they are likely to be more accurate in the actual task performance, and
with decision-making, interactive tasks, more complex also. Again, in
Leveltian terms, one can relate the higher accuracy (and complexity) to
the process of monitoring where participants have been induced to
focus on form to a greater degree than they otherwise would have
done. Anticipation of what is to come changes the focus of attention
during the actual task performance. Once more, a standard model of
speaking illuminates the way a task condition can have an effect on
performance.

Interestingly, the task characteristic highlighted here as being con-
sistently successful — task structure — is analysable in Leveltian terms.
The very fact of structure pushes the speaker to be concerned with the
connection between elements (indicating relationships, expressing
causality), essentially describable in resource-directing terms, as
argued earlier in this chapter. This is not particularly Leveltian. But
also important is the complementary influence on macro and micro
processes. The broad macrostructure of a task provides an organizing
framework for the speaker which guides overall structure. This then
allows the speaker to see a clearer relationship between the overall
message and the details of what are being said at any particular time.
This enables more attention to be directed at the surface of language —
essentially a Formulator operation. It also enables the speaker to
recover from any glitches in speaking (e.g. because of lemma retrieval
difficulties) and make links between Conceptualizer and Formulator
(and regain parallel processing after it has been knocked off course).
So a large part of the advantage of structured tasks can be related to a
model of speaking also.

The Challenge of Calibrating Task Complexity

Both the LAC and the CH indicate important roles for task com-
plexity. The LAC is concerned with difficulty, and distinguishes
between Conceptualizer-linked difficulty and Formulator-linked dif-
ficulty. But in each case, task demands are seen as having an impact
on the structural and lexical complexity of the language which is
induced by a task. The CH/SSARC approach makes task complexity
central and the driving force for language development and syllabus
design, with resource-directing influences central for interlanguage
change.
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It has to be admitted, though, that in both cases the approach has
been to analyse tasks from what might be euphemistically called a
‘logical’ perspective and then make inferences about their complexity.
The optimistic hope has been that research results would confirm the
analyses which were the starting point for research studies. Clearly the
pattern of research results in the literature has been rather disappointing
in this regard. There are successes but there are a fairly extensive list of
failures, as the meta-analyses and more narrative accounts of research
are beginning to show. This, in turn, raises the obvious question as
to why the starting point for these enquiries might not have been better
if, first, task complexity had been researched, and then, once tasks of
different complexity have been empirically established, more theory-
based research studies could have been conducted more effectively.

More recently a range of research studies have indeed taken this
more foundational approach. Central here is the need to have some
method of establishing task difficulty/complexity that is independent
of initial theorizing, and a key component of this is the concept of
cognitive load (Sweller, 1988, 1994). This concept originated in cog-
nitive psychology, and proposes that different tasks can exert a differ-
ent load on the cognitive and psycholinguistic processes that underpin
speech. If greater cognitive load can be identified for a task, then we
have an independent means of making claims about task difficulty/
complexity. In that respect a range of secondary measures have been
proposed which could function as indices of cognitive load. These
include:

o self-report of, for example, mental effort required by a task, or of
the difficulty of the task
e expert analysis
e time estimation
o where participants are told ahead of time they will be asked to
estimate how much time a task has taken
0 where participants are not warned they will be asked to estimate
time, but are indeed asked to do so after task completion
e secondary tasks, where participants need to monitor some add-
itional task, such as detecting some sort of colour change. Reaction
time and accuracy in doing so are the major indices
e eye-tracking
e pupillary response, for example where the amount of pupillary
change is measured.

Such techniques are being used more frequently in psycholinguistically
based task research. The approach is little more than ten years old, but
now an increasing number of studies is beginning to convert the
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original promise of such measures into more dependable results. So it
may be possible to make substantial claims of task difficulty/
complexity other than general theory or inferences made only after
research results are obtained. The result of this is that it may be
possible to evaluate competing claims, e.g. the LAC approach, or the
CH/SSARC model, in a more defensible manner.

At present it is too early to offer any major conclusions because,
although research using such techniques is growing, we are not yet to
be able to offer wide-ranging generalizations. A few points are worth
making, though. First, there is broad congruence, and therefore
encouragement, in the way different measures do show some conver-
gent validity. Révész, Michel and Gilabert (2016), for example, report
that accuracy in a colour-change secondary task, self-ratings and
expert ratings give similar results across a series of tasks. We need
more studies to demonstrate such congruence of results. Second, even
s0, there are some less consistent results. Révész et al. (2016) report
that accuracy in colour-change detection worked as intended, but
reaction time in the same secondary task did not. Interestingly,
Sasayama (2015) also used a colour-change secondary task (which
differed in some details) and she found that reaction times did reflect
proposed task complexity, but accuracy did not. There is some way to
go here. Third, many researchers have focused on one secondary
measure, and then compared it to general task analysis and self-rating
measures, of mental effort and/or task difficulty. But there is also scope
to explore how the different secondary measures interrelate, and
whether, for example, time estimation, secondary tasks and physio-
logical measures such as eye-tracking, deliver consistent results. There
is little evidence so far on this point. Fourth, it is possible, at present,
that the intervals that have been used between simple and complex are
rather large. It may be more challenging to explore whether smaller
intervals, or stepped intervals, can generate consistent results also.
Sasayama (2015), for example, found that when she used a narrative
retelling with one, two, four or nine participants, the secondary meas-
ures confirmed the largest difference but were not so effective with the
intermediate values. Finally, there may be scope to broaden the types
of task which have been investigated. So far, entirely reasonably, the
impetus for tasks that are researched has been the CH. But we also
saw that Skehan (2018) proposes that one needs to distinguish
between difficulty (his term) as perceived in the Conceptualizer and
in the Formulator stages. It might be useful therefore to explore
whether the range of secondary measures is equally effective when
tasks independently vary these two speaking stages.
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Native-Speaker Baseline Data

One final area is worth mentioning in terms of psycholinguistically
motivated task research. It is to argue for the relevance of native-
speaker baseline data (D. Ellis, 2011). In general, it is not typical of
task studies to gather such data. This is understandable because to
gather such data would introduce a significant complication in any
research study. Researchers want to get on with investigating the
variables, the tasks, the conditions that are important to them, rather
than find ways of complicating life. But nonetheless to have some
baseline data is very important if we are to make solid judgements
about tasks.

The chapter has provided many examples of variables which have
been studied and linked to different aspects of performance. Similarly,
theoretical accounts also propose that certain tasks, or categories of
task, such as resource-directing or resource-dispersing, will have con-
sistent influence on performance. Claims are then made that some
tasks are more likely to foster acquisition, or to help L2 learners to
achieve higher levels of performance. But one has to consider the
question as to whether the same tasks or the same conditions would
produce the same effects with native speakers. Accuracy is a bit of a
complication here. The point of using native-speaker baseline data is
that native speakers, by definition, have complete language systems.
As a result, one can expect that they will simply be accurate, and so
comparing them with non-native speakers for accuracy will simply
demonstrate that the non-native speakers are non-native speakers. But
the situation is more instructive with structural or lexical complexity
and different aspects of fluency. If a task does not produce change in
performance with native speakers in these areas, then we have to
question what we are doing if the task is used with non-native
speakers. There may be good reasons for using the task, but they are
certainly not so obvious in these cases. Equally, if a task or a task
condition does produce a different level of performance with native
speakers, then we have a touchstone against which to judge the
performance of non-native speakers. Is performance affected in the
same direction? To the same extent? Or even, possibly, to a greater
extent? Without this information, it is difficult to disentangle the
effects of tasks and task conditions, on the one hand, and the effects
of speaker status, on the other.

There are some studies comparing native and non-native perform-
ance. Foster (2001) showed that native speakers use formulaic lan-
guage differently to non-native speakers. They rely on such language
more in unplanned speech, and less in planned speech. Being given
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planning opportunities seems to enable them to produce more creative
language. Non-native speakers are the reverse and use planning
opportunities to access formulaic speech more effectively. Skehan
(2009b) reports that there are very large lexical differences, for lexical
sophistication and for lexical diversity, between these two groups,
with the difference being largest for lexical sophistication with a
narrative task and for lexical diversity with an interactive, decision-
making task. He also reports that planning has little effect for native or
non-native speakers regarding lexical diversity, whereas it does have
an effect for lexical sophistication, for a personal information
exchange task and a decision-making task for non-native speakers,
but a narrative for native speakers. Skehan and Shum (2017), based
on four video-based narrative retellings, which vary in degree of
structure, confirm these results of a native to non-native difference
for lexical diversity but less so for lexical sophistication. There are
slight differences between the two groups for structural complexity,
with native speakers producing higher subordination scores on two
tasks, but the non-natives having a significantly higher value for
words-per-clause on one of the four tasks (and arithmetically higher
scores on the other three). There are also clear differences between the
two groups for fluency, with the native speakers consistently pausing
less, repairing less and speaking faster. As a final point, there is also
interesting evidence of prevailing styles of speaking. Both groups show
strong cross-task consistency for lexical diversity, pausing (both clause
boundary and mid-clause) and repetition. Lexical sophistication
has clear style involvement for the native speakers but not for the
non-natives. Finally, structural complexity scores show much less
evidence of style.

It would be helpful if more research is reported which shows native
and non-native speaker performance of this sort. This should give us a
clearer understanding of how tasks have a contribution to make,
specifically in influencing non-native-speaker performance.

eltshop.ir



4 Sociocultural Perspectives

Introduction

As Zuengler and Miller (2006) noted, the first twenty years (i.e.
1970-1980) of second language acquisition (SLA) research were dom-
inated by a cognitive view of how a second language (L2) is acquired
(i.e. the mental processes involved in the conversion of input into
intake and the role of L2 production in acquisition). This view
informed the previous two chapters. Chapter 2 examined how task-
based language teaching (TBLT) has drawn heavily on the cognitive-
interactionist theories of Long, Gass and Mackey (among others).
Chapter 3 drew on cognitive models of speaking to show how
task design and implementation features impact on the complexity,
accuracy, lexis and fluency (CALF) of learners’ production. Zuengler
and Miller went on to point out that, starting around 1990, an
alternative paradigm emerged in SLA — one that emphasized the social
nature of L2 acquisition. They reviewed a number of social theories —
sociocultural theory (SCT), language socialization, community of
practice, Bakhtin’s dialogic perspective and critical theory — all of
which emphasize the importance of the social context and the central-
ity of participation in explaining how learners use and acquire — or fail
to acquire — an L2. From this perspective, the development of an 1.2
was not a question of taking possession of knowledge but of taking
part in social activity (Sfard, 1998). It rejects the distinction between
‘use’ and ‘acquisition’, which lies at the heart of cognitive theories of
L2 acquisition, and prefers the metaphor of ‘appropriation’ over that
of ‘acquisition’. Of the social theories mentioned by Zuengler and
Miller the one that has been the most fully developed and has the
greatest relevance to TBLT is SCT.

The advent of this ‘social turn’ (Block, 2003) in SLA was not
welcomed by some advocates of cognitive SLA (e.g. Gass, 1998; Long,
1998) and, arguably, its impact on TBLT has been much less than that

103



104 Theoretical Perspectives

of cognitive SLA. Ellis (2003) included a chapter on sociocultural SLA
and tasks in his book Task-Based Language Learning and Teaching
but Long (2015) gives it no space at all in his Second Language
Acquisition and Task-Based Language Teaching. Neither ‘social’ not
‘sociocultural’ appear in the index of his book. Clearly, though, there
is a social dimension to tasks. Also, as proponents of sociocultural
SLA (e.g. Lantolf, 2000; Swain, 2000) take pains to point out, SCT is
not just a social theory; it aims to explain how the social use of a
language serves as both the source and context of the development of
higher-order abilities. In other words, there is an important cognitive
element to sociocultural SLA. Nevertheless, as we will see, not all
proponents see sociocultural SLA as providing a theoretical basis for
TBLT. Lantolf (see Lantolf and Thorne, 2006; Lantolf and Poehner,
2014), for example, sees SCT as supporting the development of
declarative knowledge through the explicit teaching of linguistic forms
in an approach that Long would doubtlessly dismiss as ‘focus on
forms’ and therefore as antithetical to TBLT.

This chapter begins with a brief account of sociocultural SLA and of
activity theory. It then reconsiders the incidental-intentional learning
distinction (so central to an understanding of TBLT) from the perspec-
tive of sociocultural SLA. The next two sections address what insights
SCT has to offer for the design and the implementation of tasks. The
chapter ends with a reconsideration of the role of explicit instruction
in L2 acquisition in the light of the evidence provided by research
based on SCT.

Sociocultural SLA

Sociocultural SLA draws heavily on the work of Vygotsky (1978,
1986), Leontiev (1981) and Wertsch (1985), among others. There
are now a number of accounts of the theory, as applied to SLA (e.g.
Lantolf, 2000; Lantolf and Thorne, 2006; Lantolf and Poehner, 2014;
Storch, 2017). We will draw on the account provided by Swain,
Kinnear and Steinman (2014). Their unique book offers readers a set
of narratives told by L2 learners and their teachers and uses episodes
from these narratives to illustrate and discuss the key concepts. For
readers interested in developing an understanding of sociocultural
SLA, this book is highly recommended.

Swain et al. explain that the most basic concept of Vygotsky’s work
is that ‘the individual cannot be understood in isolation but only as
part of a history, a culture and a society’ (2014, p. x). It follows that in
order to understand how an individual’s mental development takes
place it is necessary to examine how this individual engages with
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people in social activities. They point to Vygotsky’s basic premise,
namely that individuals’ minds develop through the guidance of a
more experienced and knowledgeable person. Vygotsky’s method for
investigating development involved observing individuals performing
tasks that they could not do by themselves,' providing them with help
and noting how these individuals made use of the guidance provided.

Basic Concepts

Swain et al. acknowledge that it is not easy to explain SCT because the
interconnectedness of its concepts make it difficult to know where to
start. Their approach is to distinguish a set of basic concepts that
constitute the core of the theory and a number of related concepts
that figure strongly in sociocultural SLA. Table 4.1 provides a brief
description of these basic concepts along with examples taken from
Swain, Kinnear and Steinman (2011).

Sociocultural SLA explains L2 development in terms of the inter-
relatedness of these concepts. It views learning an L2 as like any other
kind of learning. That is, it is mediated; learning occurs when a learner
has the chance to interact with cultural artefacts, with social inter-
action (one type of cultural artefact) serving as the primary means of
mediation. Learning commences within an interaction between an
expert (a teacher or a more advanced learner) and a learner, resulting
in the co-construction of a ZPD. It is through participating in ZPDs
the learner comes to understand scientific concepts, which are crucial
for higher-order thinking. Non-ZPD interactions also contribute to
learning, but only of everyday concepts. What the learner manifests in
a ZPD may be internalized, allowing the learner to achieve self-
regulation. In other words, there is a progression from intermental
behaviour to an intramental state. The routines and patterns that
figure in social interaction are also internalized and can re-emerge
in private speech (talking to oneself), which serves as means for
self-regulating when a problem cannot be immediately solved.
Mediation and the construction of ZPDs generally occur when the
learner experiences positive emotions.

Scaffolding, Languaging and Imitation

An issue of both theoretical interest and of obvious relevance to TBLT
is how social interaction facilitates the construction of a ZPD. In other
words, what does an expert and a learner have to do when interacting
to create a ZPD? This is analogous to the question we addressed in
Chapter 2 when we considered cognitive-interactionist perspectives on
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Table 4.1 Basic constructs in sociocultural SLA

Concept

Description

Example

Mediation

Zone of proximal
development (ZPD)

Private speech

The material and symbolic tools that organize or

regulate our behaviour. Generally speaking
material tools (e.g. a hammer) are directed
towards the environment whereas symbolic
tools (e.g. language) are directed towards
changing our psychological selves (Swain et al.,
2011, p. 152).

An interaction during mediation enables an

individual to achieve more than he/she could
have achieved working alone. The ZPD is co-
constructed by the learner working with an
expert.”

Speech that is social (intermental) in origin and

form but psychological (intramental) in
function. It is speech addressed to oneself and is
used by individuals to mediate their own
behaviour when they experience a cognitively
complex problem. 1.2 learners typically use their
first language (L1) for private speech.

Mona tells how her father gave her a grammar

book and how Mona’s use of the grammar
book was mediated through interaction with

her father.

A student (Brock) accidentally runs into his

teacher, who expects him to apologize. At first
Brock does not do so but when prompted he
apologizes in English (his L1) rather than
French (the L2). He is reprimanded by his
teacher. Another student (Sarah) then helps
Brock out by whispering Je m1°excuse, which
Brock repeats.

Jody was about to catch a bus when a stranger

asked her which direction the bus was going to
in Chinese. She replied sei (west). On the bus she
begins to question herself in English to try to
decide whether sei was correct. She rehearses
the ingrained sequence dong, lam, sei, bach to
herself until she realizes that it corresponds to
east, south, west, north and that she had given
the man the wrong information. Sei actually
means ‘west” and the bus was going east.



Intermental; intramental;

other-regulation; self-
regulation;
internalization

Everyday concepts;
scientific concepts

Cognition and emotion

Intermental refers to processes that occur between
individuals. Intramental refers to processes that
occur within one individual. Other-regulation is
behaviour that is regulated (i.e. mediated) by
another person; self-regulation is behaviour
where an individual exercises control over him/
herself. Internalization refers to how a social (i.e.
intermental) process is transformed into a
psychological (i.e. intramental) process. It
captures the progression from other-regulation to
self-regulation.

Everyday concepts are ‘understandings individuals
develop from their experiences to solve various
cognitive/emotional problems’ (p. 150). They
do not constitute part of a system, are context-
dependent and are applied without
consciousness. Scientific concepts are
systematic, hierarchical, context-free and
subject to conscious manipulation. They are
acquired through mediation.

Emotions, like cognition, are socially constructed.
The emotional experience arising from a
situation determines what effect it has on a
person’s mental development. Thus cognition
and emotion are interrelated and cannot be
considered separately.

Sarah helped Brock with je 12’excuse when Brock
was unable to say it himself. This constitutes an
example of intermental, other-regulated
behaviour in a ZPD. Brock was then able to
apologize in French to his teacher. However, we
do not know whether he internalized je
m’excuse and thus can use it to apologize in
French in the future. Further evidence would be
needed to demonstrate self-regulation
(internalization).

Thaya read a story he had translated from Tamil
(his L1) into English to a group of postgraduate
students who commented on the story. In their
discussion of Thaya’s story, the students drew
on a variety of scientific concepts (i.e. rhetorical
devices and literary strategies) which they had
appropriated from their readings and
presentations in the postgraduate course they
were taking.

Grace recounted her experience as a bilingual
(Greek-English) when living in Greece and in
Canada. She reported that her sense of a lack of
competence in Greek (a negative emotion) when
living in Greece led her to keep silent. In
contrast, feeling embarrassed in elementary
school in Canada when she inadvertently used a
Greek word led her to learn the equivalent
English word.

% The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is not the same as Krashen’s (1981a) i+ 1 concept, which tied to the notion of a fixed
order of acquisition. See Dunn and Lantolf (1998).
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TBLT, namely what kinds of interaction trigger the internal processes
(such as noticing) involved in L2 acquisition? SCT emphasizes the
joint interactional behaviour of the expert and the learner (or between
learners) as a ZPD is always co-constructed. It defines interactional
behaviour much more broadly than in the cognitive-interactionist
approach. A key construct is scaffolding.

Scaffolding refers to the interactional work by which one speaker
(usually the expert) assists another speaker (usually the novice) to
perform a skill or a linguistic feature that he/she cannot perform
by him/herself. Storch (2017), in her summary of L2 classroom
research based on SCT, emphasizes the importance of scaffolding.
She traces interest in it to Aljaafreh and Lantolf’s (1994) study of the
feedback that a tutor provided on a L2 learner’s writing. The tutor
systematically (and without training) utilized a variety of feedback
strategies, commencing with very implicit strategies and then moving
to more explicit to help the student self-correct his/her errors. The
importance of this study is that it established the necessity — from
a sociocultural perspective — of providing the minimal amount of
scaffolding needed to construct a ZPD. It also indicated that learning
could be measured not just in terms of whether a learner had achieved
self-regulation but also in terms of whether there was a change in
the amount and level of scaffolding needed to mediate the correct
production of a specific feature. The role played by an expert has
been further developed in dynamic assessment, which integrates
assessment and instruction by identifying a learner’s potential for
learning in scaffolded conversations. This is considered in the section
‘Dynamic Assessment’. Other researchers have focused on how 1.2
learners scaffold each other when performing a task. Storch’s work
on effective collaboration is a notable contribution here and will also
be discussed later.

A second concept is related to scaffolding but offers a broader
perspective on how the use of language can mediate the learning of a
language. Swain (2006) coined the term languaging, which she defined
as ‘the process of making meaning and shaping knowledge and experi-
ence through language’ (p. 98). Languaging can occur in social inter-
action or in the individual learner when it takes the form of private
speech. In a whole series of studies — see Ellis (2012) for a review —
Swain and her co-researchers explored how L2 learners used language
(both their L1 and the L2) to address linguistic problems that arose
when they were performing tasks. Learners engaged in language-
related episodes (LREs), defined as any part of a dialogue where they
‘talk about the language they are producing, question their language
use, or correct themselves or others’ (Swain and Lapkin, 1998, p. 326).
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In LREs linguistic features become the topic of talk and the focus of
explicit attention. In this respect, SCT differs from the psycholinguistic
and cognitive-interactionist perspectives by placing a premium on
explicit and intentional learning — a point we will pick up later in this
chapter.

Vygotsky (1986) saw one way in which everyday concepts can be
transformed into scientific concepts as through imitation — the means
by which socially constructed forms of mediation are internalized.
Imitation is not the same as the ‘copying’ that occurs when an individ-
ual mimics a stimulus, as in behaviourist learning theories. Rather it is
a conscious, reflective activity on the part of the learner. A distinction
can be made between ‘simple imitation’ and ‘persistent imitation’
(Lantolf and Thorne, 2006). The former involves the unreflective
attempt to reproduce a model — as, for example, when a learner just
repeats a recast that repairs an error. The latter is intentional and is
related to the goal the learner has for performing an utterance. It is
also cyclical, with each attempt at imitation based not on the original
model but on the previous imitation. Crucially, too, imitation is trans-
formative; it involves modification of the model. For example, to
qualify as imitation a learner would have to not just repeat a recast
but to build on it. Imitation can occur in both social interaction and in
private speech.

These three concepts all relate to the central concept of mediation.
Learners participate in social interaction, which scaffolds the produc-
tion of utterances they are incapable of producing independently,
offers opportunities for learners to ‘language’, and creates contexts
where learners can modify and extend the models they are exposed to
by means of imitation. For mediation to be effective, however, it has to
be goal-directed. This takes us to Activity Theory.

Activity Theory

Activity Theory was a development of Vygotsky’s ideas by Leontiev
(1978). It was extended further by Engestrom (1999). The core of the
theory is represented in Figure 4.1. For our purposes the ‘subject’ is
a language learner. The ‘goal’ can be construed narrowly as the
performance of a single utterance designed to achieve some purpose
(e.g. politely refuse an invitation or deploy a grammatical feature
accurately) or more broadly as the achievement of the outcome of
a task (in the sense of this term in TBLT). The ‘mediational means’
refer to the various artefacts (material and symbolic) that mediate
an activity. The interior of the triangle represents the activity that
takes place. Engestrom’s extended model incorporates three
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Figure 4.1 Activity theory model
Source: Engestrom (1999)

contextual elements that impact on the activity that takes place: (1)
rules (i.e. the norms that govern the use of language in a particular
context, (2) community (i.e. the social group that a learner belongs to)
and (3) division of labour (i.e. how the work done to achieve the goal
is shared out among the participants in the activity). These compon-
ents of an activity system interact among themselves in complex ways.
Neither the components nor the relationships between them are
static. It is this that gives Activity Theory its ‘messiness and power’
(Swain et al., 2011).

An activity has three levels: (1) motive, (2) action and (3) conditions
(or operations). That is, a learner has a motive for performing an
action that is directed at achieving the object (goal) and utilizes appro-
priate operations to achieve this. The motive determines the goal and
also the operations that are used to achieve it. A good example is
Wertsch, Minick and Arns’ (1984) study. They compared how urban
schoolteachers and rural mothers in Brazil mediated children’s per-
formance of a puzzle copying task. Although the task was the same for
both the teachers and the mothers, the activity that resulted was very
different. The teachers’ motive for performing the task was educa-
tional (i.e. the children needed to learn how to function independently)
and the goal was to help the children to carry out the actions them-
selves. Accordingly, they offered the children clues about what parts of
the puzzle they needed to attend to. The rural mother’s motive was to
complete the task as quickly as possible and the goal was to prevent
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their children from making errors.? To this end they gave explicit
instructions about how to build the puzzle. The fact that the same
task can result in very different activities, involving different oper-
ations, has important implications for TBLT, which we will consider
later in this chapter.

Incidental and Intentional Language Learning Revisited

One of the main differences between the cognitive theories that inform
TBLT and sociocultural SLA lies in how they envisage the contribu-
tions of incidental and intentional language learning. Central to
Long’s (2015) cognitive-interactionist theory of instructed language
acquisition is the notion of implicit/incidental learning. He cites
Doughty (2003):

[T]he findings of a pervasive implicit mode of learning, and the limited role of
explicit learning in improving performance in complex control tasks, point to
a default mode for SLA that is fundamentally implicit, and to the need to
avoid declarative knowledge when designing 1.2 pedagogical procedures.

(p. 298)

However, Long also acknowledged adults’ reduced power for implicit
language learning and thus accepted that there might be a need for
‘facilitating intentional initial perception of new forms and form-
meaning connections’ (Long, 20135, p. 49; italics in original). For Long
(and in mainstream views about TBLT) this is not to be achieved by
explicit language teaching but through focus on form as learners
perform tasks (see Chapter 2). Long rejects the explicit teaching of
predetermined linguistic features (i.e. focus on forms). The justification
for Long’s position lies in the attested orders and sequences of acqui-
sition of grammatical structures, which arise because of the way in
which implicit L2 knowledge is acquired and which cannot be altered
through instruction. The goal of instruction is to speed up progression
through the natural route of acquisition by fostering incidental
acquisition.

Sociocultural SLA takes a radically different stance on the role of
incidental and intentional language learning. Social mediation is
directed in helping learners form scientific concepts through both
external guidance, imitation and private speech. In Swain’s research,
when learners perform tasks they engage in LREs, many of which
involve quite explicit attention to linguistic forms and intentional
language learning. Sociocultural theorists such as Lantolf and Swain
focus on how learners develop their conscious understanding of the
meanings encoded by specific linguistic forms and how mediation
helps them to achieve this. The goal of instruction is not implicit
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knowledge (which is rarely referred to in the sociocultural literature)
but declarative knowledge. In other words, they see instruction as
helping learners to go well beyond the incidental perception of new
forms, which result only in everyday concepts, to the conscious for-
mation of scientific concepts about language through intentional
learning.

In taking the position that explicit instruction and intentional lan-
guage learning are not just desirable but necessary for developing an
L2, Lantolf (2009) disputes the empirical basis for Long’s position,
namely the existence of a natural route of acquisition. His view is that
any grammatical structure can be learned at any time provided that it
is appropriately mediated. This claim, however, runs up against
research that indicates instruction is powerless to alter the route
learners follow. To counter this evidence Zhang and Lantolf (2015)
conducted a study designed to test Pienemann’s (1985) Teachability
Hypothesis, according to which instruction directed at a specific gram-
matical feature will only be successful if that feature is next in line to
be acquired in terms of the natural sequence of acquisition. Using
an approach called concept-based language teaching, based on
Vygotskian principles (discussed later in this chapter), they taught
adult learners of Chinese an L2 grammatical structure that lay well
ahead of their current developmental stage and concluded that ‘it is
possible to artificially construct a developmental route different from
the one predicted by natural developmental sequences, in agreement
with the claims of Vygotsky’s developmental education’ (Zhang and
Lantolf, 2015, p. 152). Other studies also provide evidence of variable
developmental routes (see Ellis, 2015b).

A key issue here, however, is whether instruction results in implicit
knowledge, on which claims about developmental sequences are
based. While Lantolf does not deny the existence of implicit know-
ledge, which he correlates with everyday concepts, he argues that the
goal of instruction — for adults at least — is automatized declarative
knowledge, i.e. explicit knowledge that is available for use without the
need for conscious control. This is what Zhang and Lantolf claimed
the instruction achieved in their study. In this way the objection that
Long and others raise to focus on forms is circumvented. There is,
however, a further problem. DeKeyser (1998) questions the viability
of teaching complex grammatical rules. To overcome this objection
to explicit instruction, Lantolf and Thorne (2006, pp. 298-302)
argue that concept-based language teaching, where the focus is
on mediating learners’ conscious understanding of meaning-form
mappings, can result in automatized explicit knowledge of even very
complex structures.
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In short, whereas mainstream TBLT - as reflected in Long (2015) —
is founded on cognitive-interactionist theories that prioritize incidental
acquisition and focus on form, sociocultural SLA supports explicit
instruction — as long as it conforms to Vygotskian principles — and
intentional language learning. In effect, sociocultural theorists such as
Lantolf lend support to task- supported language instruction, where
tasks provide opportunities to apply conscious linguistic knowledge
that has been explicitly taught in meaning-focused activity.

Sociocultural SLA: Task Selection and Design

As we have seen in Chapters 2 and 3, both cognitive-interactionist and
psycholinguistic perspectives afford insights about the selection and
design of tasks in a task-based course. Skehan (2001), for example,
draws on his earlier research to suggest how a number of design
features (e.g. the familiarity of information, the degree of structure
and the complexity of the outcome) affect the complexity, accuracy
and fluency (CAF) of learners’ production. He proposed that such
information is useful because it enables course designers to select a
variety of tasks to ensure balanced L2 development. Robinson (2001)
also identified a number of factors (e.g. whether a task requires
reasoning) that affect the complexity of a task. Researchers working
in the psycholinguistic paradigm (e.g. Sasayama, 2016) have shown
that task factors impact directly on the cognitive load imposed by the
task and indirectly on how the task is performed. Cognitive-
interactionist researchers (e.g. Pica, Kanagy and Falodun, 1993) have
investigated how task design features influence the extent to which
negotiation for meaning takes place. Designers of task-based courses
are able to draw on this research to make informed decisions about the
design of task-based syllabuses, although, as we have seen, neither the
cognitive-interactionist nor the psycholinguistic approach has solved
all the problems associated with task selection and sequencing.

SCT, however, offers no assistance to the course designer. According
to Activity Theory, the same task can result in very different activities
as a result of differences in the motives of the task participants and the
goals they set for the performance of the task. Differences in how
the same task is performed can also arise as a result in differences
in the rules, community and division of labour. Several studies testify
to the fact that the same task can be performed in very different ways.
The most often cited is Coughlan and Duff (1994). They showed
that the same task can be performed differently by different learners
(Hungarian school students and an adult English as a Second
Language [ESL| learner) and by the same learner (the adult ESL
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learner) at different times. Donato (2000) also provided evidence to
show that ‘tasks do not manipulate learners to act in certain ways
because participants invest their own goals, actions, cultural back-
ground, and beliefs (i.e. their agency) into tasks, and thus transform
them’ (p. 44). A similar position can be found in Dynamic Systems
Theory (de Bot and Larsen-Freeman, 2011). From the perspective of
this theory, how learners perform a task cannot be predicted because
of the interconnectedness of all the variables involved in the task itself,
in the learner and in the situation and psychological context. The
activity system created by the interactions among these variables is
inherently dynamic and task performance unsystematic.

It would seem then that, from the perspective of sociocultural SLA
and Dynamic Systems Theory, ‘task’ does not constitute a viable unit
for designing a task-based course or for conducting research because
how it is performed is unpredictable — a view argued strongly by
Seedhouse (2005a). Nevertheless, teachers and researchers do have
to make decisions about what tasks to select. There has to be a starting
point and, in fact, some SCT researchers have made suggestions about
what kinds of tasks are needed. Storch (2017), for example, com-
mented ‘what SCT implies for L2 learning/instruction is the need for
two key ingredients: challenge and effective support’ (p. 77; italics
added). In other words, (1) there is no sense in asking learners to
perform easy tasks because learners will draw on everyday concepts
or the scientific concepts they have already internalized and thus do
not require mediation, and (2) the co-construction of ZPDs requires
tasks that challenge but are not so far beyond the learners’ current
abilities that they cannot be successfully performed through
mediation. Bygate (2018) also suggested that predictability is a matter
of degree and pointed out that Dynamic Systems Theory acknow-
ledges the emergence of ‘patterns’ of behaviour. He suggested that
tasks manifest ‘pragmatic predictability’ and that it would be possible
to select tasks in terms of the trajectories of behaviour they elicit. He
illustrated this idea by pointing out that there were predictable phases
in the performance of a picture story task where learners work in
groups, each holding one of the six pictures that make up the story,
and pass through phases (e.g. description, comparison, interpretation,
narration) to achieve the task outcome.

Research on dynamic assessment (not to be confused with Dynamic
Systems Theory) implicitly acknowledges that there are inherent dif-
ferences in the complexity of tasks. A key issue when investigating
mediated assistance is the extent to which learners are able to transfer
the learning that takes place in the performance of the mediated task
to a new, more complex task (Poehner, 2008). Van Compernolle,
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Weber and Gomez-Laich (2016), for example, investigated the effect
of instruction motivated by SCT on learners’ acquisition of the prag-
matic uses of Spanish # and usted. They deliberately included items of
differing levels of complexity in an appropriate judgement task and a
written discourse completion task in order to see whether the learners’
understanding of these two linguistic forms was generalizable beyond
the specific contexts that figured in the mediated test. Ableeva and
Lantolf (2011) also reported a study in which they sought to demon-
strate transfer from the mediated development of listening comprehen-
sion to a new, more difficult listening task. Notions of task complexity
are inherent in ‘transfer’ and clearly sociocultural researchers do
employ some intuitive sense of what constitutes complexity in a task.

By and large, however, SCT addresses the issue of what constitute a
‘challenging’ or ‘complex’ task in terms of the teacher’s (or researcher’s)
experience of working with tasks with particular learners. In other
words, what tasks to incorporate into a course are not decided a priori
but as the course progresses through an inspection of how learners
perform particular tasks and the teacher’s developing understanding of
what degree of difficulty is needed for the ongoing construction
of ZPDs.

A good example of this approach can be found in Mochizuki’s
(2017) proposal for ‘contingent needs analysis’, which she suggested
can help to identify the gap between the task-as-workplan and the
activity that arises from it. Clearly, if there is no close correspond-
ence between ‘task’ and ‘activity’ as SCT claims, a traditional
needs analysis of the kind that Long (2005, 2015) recommends
makes little sense. Mochizuki’s idea is that an analysis of how
learners perform a task can help to identify the contradictions and
tensions that arise and this information can be fed back into what
teachers need to do to ensure the effective mediation of subsequent
tasks. Mochizuki’s study used Activity Theory to examine how two
different groups of learners participated in feedback sessions on
doctoral students’ writing. The ‘needs’ she identified included the
importance of the facilitators equipping students with the strategies
required for giving and receiving feedback and the need to address
the power relations that suppress some students’ participation in
giving and receiving feedback.

It would seem then, a task-based course informed by SCT will, at
best, just have a provisional syllabus, which is redeveloped as the
course continues. The actual syllabus is the one the teacher ends up
with. We accept that this is always the case but we will argue that
in many instructional contexts there is a clear need for an a priori
task-based syllabus.
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Sociocultural SLA: Task Implementation

SCT has much more to say about how tasks should be implemented
than about task design or selection. Indeed, the focus of SCT is more
or less entirely on how tasks can be implemented in order to mediate
learning effectively. It is in this respect, then, that SCT has the most to
offer TBLT. For reasons of space, we will illustrate what SCT-inspired
research has shown by focusing on three major areas of enquiry —
graduated feedback, collaborative dialogue and dynamic assessment.

Graduated Feedback

In Chapter 2 we saw that cognitive-interactionist views of L2 acquisi-
tion have motivated a number of studies that have investigated
whether one type of corrective feedback (CF) (e.g. explicit feedback)
is more effective in promoting acquisition than another type (e.g.
implicit feedback). We noted that the results of these studies do not
enable a single type of feedback to be identified as the most effective.
This is because there are differences in how learners react to feedback
depending on individual learner factors (such as working memory)
and contextual factors. Such differences are to be expected from the
perspective of SCT and Activity Theory. SCT has taken a radically
different approach to investigating CF, which is conceived of as a form
of mediation aimed at learner development.

Aljaafreh and Lantolf (1994) (see also Lantolf, Kurtz and Kisselev,
2016), examined writing conferences where a tutor provided oral
feedback on students’ written work. They developed a ‘regulatory
scale’ to reflect the extent to which the tutor’s oral feedback was
implicit or explicit. For example, asking learners to find and correct
their own errors constitutes an implicit strategy while providing
examples of the correct pattern is a highly explicit strategy. An inter-
mediate level occurs when the tutor indicates the nature of an error
without identifying it for the learner. This scale reflects a central claim
of SCT, namely that for CF to be effective if must be fine-tuned to the
learner’s development (i.e. provide the minimal assistance needed to
induce a self-correction).

In a study based on Aljaafreh and Lantolf’s regulatory scale, Nassaji
and Swain (2000) investigated two Korean learners of English. One
learner was provided with graduated assistance (i.e. the tutor system-
atically worked through the regulatory scale to tailor the feedback
supplied) while the other learner was given only random help (i.e. the
tutor was supplied with a random list of correcting feedback strat-
egies). Nassaji and Swain reported that systematic graduated feedback
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was more effective in assisting development than the random feed-
back. However, a limitation of this study is that random feedback is
highly unnatural and unlikely to occur in actual teaching. A more
interesting comparison would be one that compared graduated feed-
back with a specific type of feedback that cognitive-interactionist
research has found to be effective.

Erlam, Ellis and Batstone (2013) conducted such a study. They
compared the effects of graduated feedback and explicit correction
on two grammatical structures — English past tense and articles. In
contrast to Aljaafreh and Lantolf (1994), they found no evidence of
any shift in the quality of graduated feedback over the two occasions
that correction was provided on the students’ writing. Evidence from a
post-test showed that graduated feedback resulted in greater gains in
accuracy than explicit correction for articles but not for past tense. It is
possible, therefore, that when the form-meaning mapping is transpar-
ent (as is the case for English past tense), graduated feedback is not
necessary. Responding to Erlam et al.’s (2013) study, Lantolf et al.
(2016) argued that development, as measured by a graduated feed-
back index, is not linear, that unidirectional change from one week to
the next is not to be expected and therefore investigating development
by means of a pre- and post-test as in Erlam et al. is not appropriate.

A strength of the SCT research on CF is that it recognizes that
feedback is contingent on the learner’s response to it. In research based
on cognitive-interactionist SLA, CF is typically construed as of
the one-shot kind. That is, every time an error occurs it should be
corrected by a pre-determined corrective strategy (e.g. recasts or
prompts). In other words, CF is something done to a learner. In
contrast, in SCT, CF is seen as co-constructed between an expert and

novice and as continuing over several turns and times in the search for
a ZPD.

Collaborative Dialogue

Following Swain (2000), we have elected to use the term ‘collaborative
dialogue’ rather than ‘scaffolding’ because it more accurately captures
how social interaction mediates development. The scaffolding
metaphor implies a pre-planned architecture but, according to
SCT, mediation is a jointly constructed activity and is thus flexible
and collaborative. The research on graduated CF is one example of
collaborative dialogue. In this section, we look at other ways in which
it has been investigated in research involving tasks. We will not
attempt an extensive review of the research but rather focus on a few
representative studies.
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Intersubjectivity

Swain et al. (2011) pointed out that for the co-construction of a ZPD
‘there needs to be some level of intersubjectivity’ (p. 24) in the sense of a
shared understanding of the goal of performing a task. Ellis (2003)
illustrated the importance of intersubjectivity in an exchange between
a teacher and a beginning 1.2 learner. To begin with the teacher and
learner have different goals. The teacher’s goal was to help the learner
to describe what is wrong in a picture of a bicycle with no pedals. This
goal was beyond the learner’s linguistic ability, who therefore estab-
lished a simpler, different goal — identifying the colours of objects in the
picture. As a result, in the early part of this sequence, the participants
are functioning at cross-purposes. Eventually, intersubjectivity is
achieved in turn (7) when the teacher accepts the learner’s goal. As a
result, a ZPD is constructed in turn (8) when the learner builds on the
teacher’s preceding utterance to produce what Ellis claimed was the first
instance of a two-word utterance (black taes) in his data for this learner.

1. T. TIwantyou to tell me what you can see
in the picture or what’s wrong with
the picture

L. A /paik/ (= bike)
T. A cycle, yes. But what’s wrong?

L. /ret/ (= red)

It’s red yes. What’s wrong with it?

L. Black.
T. Black. Good. Black what?

PN AW
;_]

L. Black /taes/ (= tyres).
(From Ellis, 2003, p. 181)

The importance of shared goals is obvious. It should be noted,
however, that the rubric for a task cannot guarantee shared goals —
as was the case in this sequence — and as SCT predicts. When learners
work in pairs or small groups, they may need to agree on the goal for
a task before they start to perform it. This can involve meta-talk
about the task, which in monolingual groups may well be carried out
in the L1. Brooks and Donato (1994), for example, described how even
though the teacher carefully explained the task goals, the learners often
felt the need to discuss these between themselves. They argued that this
constitutes a legitimate use of the L1 in task-based teaching.’

Talk in Group Work

According to SCT, development occurs when an expert mediates the
novice’s performance of a task. Accordingly, much of the research has
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investigated how ZPDs are constructed in teacher—learner interaction.
But, in fact, learners can also successfully mediate each other’s devel-
opment. Thus, as in research in the cognitive-interactionist paradigm,
many SCT-motivated studies have investigated how learners perform
tasks in pairs or small groups.

In an early study, Donato (1994) investigated groups of university
students of French performing an oral activity. In a detailed analysis of
an exchange involving the negotiation of the form tu t’es souvenu,
Donato showed how the students jointly managed components of this
structure, compared what they produced with what they perceived as
the ideal solution, and used their collective resources to minimize
frustration and risk. This collaborative scaffolding enabled the joint
construction of the correct form of the verb even though no single
learner had demonstrated knowledge of it prior to the task. This study,
therefore, demonstrated the central claim of SCT, namely that ‘higher
mental functioning is situated in the dialectal processes embedded
in the social context’ (p. 46). Donato also provided evidence of intern-
alization by showing that the joint performance of new structures
on one occasion was frequently followed by individual learners’
self-regulated use of them on a later occasion.

One of the most complete studies of group work from a SCT
perspective is Ohta’s (2001) account of beginner learners in a Japanese
foreign language classroom. Through the detailed analysis of
sequences of talk by these learners, she identified the various
scaffolding techniques they used to help construct ZPDs. For example,
when a listener observed a partner struggling to produce an utterance
he/she would wait to give the partner time to complete it, prompt him/
her by repeating a syllable, co-construct the utterance by providing a
syllable, word or phrase that contributed towards its completion, or
sometimes, provide an explanation in the L1 (English). Ohta empha-
sized the reciprocal nature of assisted performance: ‘This is the key to
peer assistance — that both peers benefit, the one receiving assistance
and the one who reaches out to provide it’ (p. 125).

The quality of collaboration in group work varies, however, so a
key question is what constitutes effective collaboration. Storch (2002)
investigated this by analysing the patterns of dyadic interaction
found in ESL students’ performance of a range of tasks. She identified
four basic patterns based on two intersecting dimensions involving (1)
mutuality (i.e. ‘the level of engagement with each other’s contribu-
tion’) and (2) equality (i.e. ‘the degree of control or authority over a
task’) (p. 127). Storch investigated the extent to which ‘learning’,
as evidenced in the interactions, led to ‘development’, as shown in
the performance of subsequent tasks. She reported that the most
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collaborative dyad (i.e. the dyad manifesting high mutuality and high
equality) achieved the most instances of transfer of knowledge.

SCT prioritizes social interaction as the primary means of
mediation. However, SCT, also acknowledges that a learner can
mediate him or herself by means of private speech. A question of some
interest, therefore, is whether there is any advantage of a task being
performed socially as opposed to individually. Storch (2007) com-
pared ESL students completing a text-editing task in pairs and
individually. She found no difference in the accuracy of their edited
texts. Nevertheless, she argued that performing the task in pairs was
advantageous because it afforded opportunities for using the L2 for a
range of functions that would promote language learning. Other
studies (e.g. Swain and Lapkin, 2007), have shown that interaction
with the self (i.e. private speech) is effective in mediating development.

Languaging

The languaging that occurs when learners focus on linguistic problems
as they perform tasks has been investigated in a series of studies by
Swain and her co-researchers (e.g. Swain and Lapkin 1998, 2001,
2002; Watanabe and Swain, 2007; Swain et al., 2009). The typical
design of these studies involved: (1) transcribing a recording of
learners performing a task, (2) identifying LREs and coding them as
successfully resolved, unsuccessfully resolved or unresolved, and (3)
investigating whether the learners were subsequently able to use the
features they had targeted in the LREs accurately. Swain often chose
tasks that were likely to result in linguistic problems. Swain (1995), for
example, reported a study by La Pierre involving a dictogloss task that
resulted in 140 LREs being identified.

Languaging in Swain’s studies is clearly a collaborative activity. The
analyses of the talk generated by learners reveal the mental processes
that mediated L2 learning (e.g. generating alternatives, assessing alter-
natives through hypothesis testing and applying rules to new L2
contexts). In some of the studies, Swain included pre- and post-tests
in order to see whether the dialogic activity that occurred as learners
performed the tasks enabled them to move from incorrect to correct
responses. There was clear evidence of this happening (see, for
example Swain and Lapkin, 1998).

However, the studies also demonstrated considerable variability in
learners’ ability or preparedness to ‘language’. Watanabe and Swain
(2007), drawing on Storch’s (2002) research on collaboration in small
group work, investigated the patterns of interaction that took place in
pairs of learners and the relationship of these to learning. The pairs of
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learners differed in their L2 (English) proficiency. The learners wrote
an essay in pairs (the pre-test), were given a reformulated version
which together they compared with their own text, and then individu-
ally rewrote their essay (the post-test). Learning was operationalized in
terms of whether the changes that the learners made to their original
text were correct. Proficiency differences in the pairings made little
difference in post-test performance but the extent to which the pairs
engaged in collaborative patterns of interaction did. Swain et al.
(2009) reported that ‘high languagers’ produced more and better
quality LREs, demonstrated greater depth of understanding and had
higher scores in tests than ‘low languagers’.

These studies provide clear evidence of the power of languaging as a
mediating tool. All of the studies involved learners grappling with
language problems, working towards a conceptual understanding in
order to solve them, and thereby learning to use linguistic forms in a
target-like way.

The strength of Swain’s research is that ‘development’ is not investi-
gated solely in terms of the LREs that arise in social interaction or in
the ‘language units’ observed in interaction with the self but also in
transfer to subsequent tasks or tests. There are, however, some limita-
tions. In general, the studies did not convincingly demonstrate full
transfer of learning as they did not show that the learners were able
to generalize their learning to new tasks and new contexts. Nor did
they provide convincing evidence that the learners had automatized
their linguistic knowledge. Many of the studies involved writing rather
than speaking.

Dynamic Assessment

Dynamic assessment also involves mediation through collaborative
talk. It aims to achieve ‘the dialectic integration of instruction and
assessment’ (Lantolf, 2009), thereby overcoming the dualism evident
in much of the applied linguistics literature. Drawing on the idea of
graduated feedback, the tester aims to show both what learners can do
independently and what they can achieve with assistance, the aim
being to measure learners’ potential for future learning as well as their
actual learning.

Dynamic assessment has now become one of the major lines of
research in sociocultural SLA (Poehner and Lantolf, 2005; Poehner,
2008; Lantolf, 2009; Poehner and Infante, 2017). It can be carried out
in two ways — the interventionist and the interactionist. In the former
the training provided by the tester is pre-planned. This makes it well
suited to assessing large numbers of learners and also to the
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computerized delivery of mediation. In interactionist dynamic assess-
ment the mediation provided is highly flexible and tailored to the
individual learner and thus corresponds more closely to the original
idea of graduated feedback. ‘In interactionist DA, the priority that
trumps all others is learner development’ (Poehner, 2008, p. 66).

Interventionist Dynamic Assessment

Poehner (2008) discussed a number of interventionist models of
dynamic assessment. Budoff’s Learning Potential Measurement
Approach pioneered the sandwich format (i.e. there was a pre-test
and a post-test in order to identify to what extent different learners
benefited from the training). Carlson and Widl’s Testing-the-Limits
Approach asked examinees to give reasons for both their correct and
incorrect choices during the training. The resulting learner profiles
included information about the learners’ ability to verbalize their
linguistic choices. In Brown’s Graduated Prompt Approach, transfer
tasks are included to see whether the improvement resulting from
mediation transfers to both similar and dissimilar tasks from those
used in the treatment. These possibilities have been incorporated into
SLA studies involving dynamic assessment.

A good example of an interventionist study is van Compernolle and
Zhang (2014).* They administered a version of the oral elicited imita-
tion test (EIT) (Erlam, 2006). The test consisted of six sets of sentences
with three pairs of sentences in each, one grammatical and one
ungrammatical. Each sentence contained two exemplars of each target
feature (plural -s; past-tense -ed; third person -s). If the learners were
able to imitate a sentence correctly without assistance they scored four
points. The researchers suggested that this indicated that they had
implicit knowledge of the target structure. If they failed to imitate it
correctly, they were given three clues ordered from implicit to explicit
and awarded marks on a declining scale (three, two or one) depending
on the level of assistance they needed to imitate a sentence correctly.
Van Compernolle and Zhang suggested that these clues prompted
learners to use their metalinguistic knowledge. If a learner ultimately
failed to produce a sentence they scored zero. They reported detailed
results for one learner. Interestingly, the unsupported accuracy level
for the three structures was the same as for the natural order of
acquisition (Krashen, 1981a). With assistance, however, the learner
was able to produce all three structures accurately and needed less
assistance as he moved through the sets of sentences in the test.
This study, then, lends support to the central claim of sociocultural
SLA. It demonstrated that the mediation enabled the learner to
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produce grammatical structures accurately when he was unable to do
so independently.

Commenting on their study, Van Compernolle and Zhang noted
‘one of the issues ... is whether, and to what extent, mediation in DA
promotes greater control and speed of access to metalinguistic know-
ledge during performance, or if it supports the development of a
learner’s implicit (unconscious, procedural) competence’ (p. 401).
We will take up this important issue in the conclusion to this chapter.

Interactionist Dynamic Assessment

As Poehner (2008) pointed out, interactionist dynamic assessment
owes much to Feuerstein’s ideas. Feuerstein was concerned with
helping children who were ‘retarded performers’ as a result of their
impoverished social experiences. His work was premised on the
assumption that ‘the more a child is subjected to mediated learning
experiences, the greater will be his capacity to benefit from direct
exposure to learning’ (Feuerstein, Falik and Rynders, 1988, p. 58).
In other words, Feuerstein was not just concerned with helping chil-
dren perform tasks but, crucially, with assisting their general cognitive
development (i.e. their ability to learn). The value of Feuerstein’s work
for dynamic assessment with language learners lies, in particular, in
the very detailed account he provides of how mediated language
experiences can be distinguished from other types of interaction.
He identified eleven attributes of effective mediation. These include
the importance of reciprocity (i.e. the collaborative nature of the
mediation), transcendence (i.e. true development manifests itself in a
child’s ability to perform increasingly complex tasks) and the
mediation of meaning (i.e. the importance of engaging the child in
cause-and-effect and inferential thinking).

Lantolf (2009) provides an example of interactionist dynamic
assessment involving two interactions between a mediator and an
advanced L2 learner of French. In the first interaction where the
learner narrates a scene from a Hollywood movie, the learner experi-
ences problems in deciding whether to use passé composé or imparfait.
She initially opts for imparfait but is challenged by the mediator,
which prompts the learner to try to justify her choice. As she launches
into an explanation, she talks herself into the more appropriate
option and settles on passé composé. In the second interaction a
problem emerges with a complex negative construction. This time
the mediator has to engage in more extensive assistance involving
hints, explicit explanation and finally recasting the learner’s attempt
to produce the structure. Lantolf argued that whereas the choice

eltshop.ir



124 Theoretical Perspectives

of verb aspect lay well within this learner’s ZPD, necessitating
minimal assistance from the mediator, the complex negative construc-
tion was, at best, only in the very early stages of development and thus
necessitated more overt mediation.

The Relevance of Dynamic Assessment to TBLT

Dynamic assessment studies provide some of the richest examples of
how ZPDs can be scaffolded. They illustrate the kinds of strategies
that teachers can use when implementing tasks. These studies also
shed light on assessment involving tasks. Advocates of TBLT are clear
that assessment, like teaching, must be task-based (Norris, 2009a).
The kinds of assessment that have been proposed (see Chapter 9),
however, are based on the unmediated performance of tasks. That is,
the focus is on learners’ solo performances. SCT questions the validity
of such assessments. It proposes that a more valid assessment can be
derived by examining learners’ mediated performance of tasks in order
to demonstrate their potential.

There are problems, however. Where teaching is concerned, inter-
actionist dynamic assessment is not practical in instructional contexts
involving large classes although computer-delivered interventionist
dynamic assessment may be. Where assessment is involved, there
needs to be a way of deriving scores from a dynamic assessment.
Qin and van Compernolle (in press) suggest three scores are possible:
(1) an actual score, (2) a mediated score and (3) a learning potential
score. This, however, is only feasible in interventionist DA where there
is a pre-determined number of mediational clues.

Concept-Based Language Instruction

We have seen that SCT emphasizes the importance of developing
scientific concepts in the learner. Lantolf and Zhang (2017) argued
that ‘discovery learning’ — of the kind that TBLT aims to foster -
cannot ensure that L2 learners will develop the necessary scientific
concepts. They therefore argued for the explicit teaching of grammat-
ical concepts. However, Lantolf maintained that this cannot be
achieved by teaching learners rules of thumb that figure in traditional
grammar teaching. He commented ‘rules of thumb are not necessarily
wrong, but they generally describe concrete empirical occurrences of
the relevant phenomenon in a fairly unsystematic fashion and, as a
result, fail to reveal deeper systematic principles’ (Lantolf, 2007,
p. 36). Accordingly, he set out the case for presenting learners
with conceptually organized grammatical knowledge where the
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links between semantic/functional concepts and linguistic form are
specified in detail. To this end, he saw cognitive linguistics and
systematic-functional grammar as providing the necessary bases for
a ‘developmental education’ involving concept-based language
instruction.

Concept-based language instruction is based on Gal’perin’s (1989)
proposal for systemic-theoretical instruction. Lantolf and Zhang
(2017) identified five phases in this kind of instruction. In the orienting
phase, a clear goal is specified and the means for achieving it estab-
lished. The aim is to create a dissonance between the learner’s existing
everyday knowledge and the new scientific knowledge. In the second
phase, the scientific knowledge is given a material or visual instanti-
ation in the form of Schema for the Orienting Basis of Action
(SCOBA). This can take the form of a diagram, a chart, a picture or
physical objects (e.g. Lego pieces). The aim here is to discourage rote
memorization of the new information and to facilitate its application
in practical activity. The third phase connects the SCOBA to practical
activity. This is where tasks can come in. In the fourth phase learners
engage in overt verbalization by explaining their understanding of the
new information to someone else or aloud to themselves. This is when
‘languaging’ occurs. In the final phase learners demonstrate fluent
control of the new knowledge by performing additional communi-
cative activities (i.e. tasks).

The study that provides the clearest account of concept-based lan-
guage instruction is Negueruela and Lantolf (2006). This study investi-
gated twelve students in a university Spanish as a foreign language
class, which met three times a week for fifteen weeks. The explicit
instruction involved a SCOBA for presenting grammatical aspect. It
consisted of a flow chart that led the learners through a series of
questions to help them understand when to use the preterite and
imperfect tenses in Spanish. The students were asked to verbalize the
Schema six times while carrying out a number of oral and written
communicative activities. Finally, they completed a written communi-
cative task. The students’ verbal explanations of the grammatical
structures were collected at the beginning and end of the course.
Initially these were simplistic and incomplete, reflecting the rules of
thumb in student textbooks with which the students were familiar.
Their explanations at the end of the course, although not always
complete, were generally more coherent and accurate, which Neguer-
uela and Lantolf suggested demonstrated that internalization of the
concepts was taking place. The study also provided evidence to show
that the learners’ improved conceptual understanding was reflected in
improved accuracy in new production tasks.
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By and large, concept-based language instruction studies have
focused on the learning of grammatical features. In an interesting
study, Kim and Lantolf (2018) investigated whether this kind of
instruction was effective in enabling L2 learners to comprehend sar-
casm. They noted that previous research has demonstrated that
learners often fail to detect sarcasm and argued that to overcome this
problem learners needed a full, scientific account of how sarcasm
functions in English. They provided learners with a list of the linguis-
tic, paralinguistic and contextual cues that signal sarcasm and asked
them to view of series of video clips to decide whether they contained
sarcastic utterances and if they did to verbalize the clues they had used
to detect them. Eight out of nine learners increased their scores in the
immediate post-test, maintained improvement in the delayed test and
also were better able to identify relevant cues.

Concept-based language instruction can be seen as a version of task-
supported language teaching. For this reason it will probably be
rejected by proponents of task-based language instruction. Clearly it
involves intentional learning, not the implicit/incidental learning that
TBLT is primarily directed at fostering. The studies to date do not
provide convincing evidence of full automatization of the target struc-
tures as they did not include free oral production tasks, but they do
indicate that the learners were able to use them in activities that allow
for controlled processing. The studies have also typically involved
university-level students, so the suitability of this kind of instruction
for younger learners or even adult learners with low language
analytical ability, who might be less able to handle the very detailed
information provided in SCOBAs, is doubtful.

Conclusion

SCT made a relatively late entry into SLA but since the 1990s it has
become increasingly influential. There are numerous books devoted to
it. Readers looking for a comprehensive account can refer to Lantolf
and Thorne (2006) or Lantolf and Poehner (2014). There is also a
journal (Language and Sociocultural Theory) devoted to the applica-
tion of the theory to language, including L2 acquisition.

By claiming that learning originates within social activity, SCT
offers an explanation for L2 development that is radically different
from that of cognitive or cognitive-interactionist SLA, which views L2
acquisition as an essentially mental phenomenon. Not surprisingly,
SCT has been largely ignored by cognitive SLA. Long (2015), for
example, dismissed SCT (along with Piaget) on the grounds that
the core constructs of SCT — inner speech, appropriation, mediation,
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self-regulation and the ZPD - are ‘nebulous’ and inadequate both
theoretically and experimentally. While it is perhaps true that these
concepts do not interconnect into a tightly woven theory, as Swain
et al. (2011) acknowledged, Long’s dismissal of sociocultural SLA is
unwarranted. The central concept — mediation — provides a basis for
investigating how participation in the social uses of language does not
just facilitate learning — the cognitive perspective — but where it
happens on the fly.

In what ways, then, does SCT constitute a theoretical framework for
TBLT? We have argued that SCT has little to say about the design of
task-based courses. It offers no obvious basis for selecting which tasks
to use or how to sequence tasks to ensure they offer the right level of
challenge to L2 learners. SCT proponents assume that teachers will use
their experience of their students to gauge what tasks to use. In many
instructional contexts such as foreign language classes in state schools,
however, teachers need the support of a syllabus.

In contrast, we have shown that SCT has much to offer teachers
when it comes to how tasks can be implemented to foster L2 learning.
Research that has investigated graduated feedback, collaborative talk
and dynamic assessment provides rich accounts of how learning can
be mediated in both teacher-learner and in learner-learner inter-
actions. It shows how learners can be talked and can talk themselves
into using linguistic features that lie outside their independent control.
This research, perhaps more clearly than any other, shows how par-
ticipation s learning and thus feeds directly into our understanding of
task-based language instruction. For example, it demonstrates convin-
cingly that learners’ use of their L1 has a positive role to play in task
performance and as such supports the growing recognition that the L1
is a valuable resource in the L2 classroom (Hall and Cook, 2012).
SCT, then, is of value when it comes to deciding how tasks can be
effectively implemented. In Chapter 3 we noted that it is task
implementation rather than task design that had emerged as important
for creating the types of language use deemed important for acquisi-
tion. From this perspective, SCT has much to offer TBLT.

SCT also provides a theoretical basis for task-supported language
teaching. By rejecting the existence of a universal route for L2 acquisi-
tion, proponents of SCT dismiss the principal objection to ‘focus on
forms’. Research on dynamic assessment has focused on how to
mediate the development of specific grammatical features. Concept-
based language instruction is based on key principles of SCT (i.e. the
importance of scientific concepts and of verbal mediation). It has
been found to help learners develop declarative knowledge of highly
complex grammatical and socio-pragmatic features. However, to date
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both dynamic assessment and concept-based language instruction
have only been tried on adult, university-level learners, who are adept
at explicit, analytical language learning. Whether they are appropriate
for younger, school-based learners, who are better equipped to engage
in the implicit/incidental learning that task-based instruction caters to,
remains to be shown. Also — potentially the main caveat — research
based on SCT has not convincingly shown that learners can utilize
the scientific concepts that instruction helps them to develop in the
kind of language use that TBLT prioritizes — spontaneous, naturally
occurring speech.’

The cognitive and sociocultural perspectives are often seen as
incompatible and therefore incommensurate. It is unfortunate that
proponents of each remain hostile to each other. The position adopted
by Ellis (2000) was that pedagogy involving tasks can benefit from
both perspectives. He cited van Lier’s (1996) plea for a ‘dual vision’ —
the need for teachers to keep in mind ‘a long-term sense of direction
and the need to make on-line decisions that take account of the
exigencies of the moment’ (p. 215). Cognitive perspectives arguably
provide a long-term sense of direction for TBLT as they address head-
on the need for a syllabus about which SCT has virtually nothing to
say. SCT, however, offers rich insights as to how teachers can best
handle online decision-making as they implement tasks.
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The psychology of second language (L2) task performance refers to
factors relating to ‘the mental experiences, processes, thoughts, feel-
ings, motives, and behaviours of individuals involved in language
learning’ (Mercer, Ryan and Williams, 2012, p. 2). The psychological
dimension of task-based language teaching (TBLT) thus defined
includes the learner characteristics that are, in Snow’s (1991) terms,
‘propaedeutic’ (‘required as preparation for a learning condition’)
(p. 205) to a learning goal, including affective (feelings and emotions),
conative (motivation) and cognitive (reasoning and memory) vari-
ables. In this chapter, we discuss the role of these variables in affecting
task performance and the effects of task-based instruction by elabor-
ating the theoretical underpinnings for the role of psychological
factors and synthesizing the research on these factors.

The factors are broadly divided into cognitive and affective factors,
following Robinson (2011). In line with the current mainstream second
language acquisition (SLA) literature (Dornyei, 2005; Mercer et al.,
2012; Ellis and Shintani, 2014) these variables are collectively referred
to as individual difference variables. Special attention is given to lan-
guage aptitude and working memory in the cognitive domain and
motivation and anxiety in the affective domain, due to their importance
for TBLT, the relatively clear definitions and operationalizations of the
constructs, and the availability of a body of relevant empirical research.
The synthetic review of each of these variables starts with an overview
of the construct in L2 research in general, including, but not limited to,
the conceptualization, operationalization and methods of the research,
followed by a more specific discussion of the TBLT research.

Theoretical Issues

The theoretical basis of the role of individual differences in language
learning can be found in Robinson’s Cognition Hypothesis (CH)
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(2001, 2011; see Chapter 2). Robinson’s theory posits a three-
component framework: task complexity, task conditions and task
difficulty, which concern the conceptual/cognitive, interactional and
perceptual demands of tasks, respectively. Among the three dimen-
sions, task difficulty relates to individual difference variables, includ-
ing affective (e.g. motivation and anxiety) and cognitive (e.g. language
aptitude and working memory) variables, which account for inter-
learner variation in task performance. Individual differences constitute
a key component of Robinson’s triadic framework that interacts with
the other two components in affecting learners’ task performance.

The CH makes the following predictions about how individual
difference variables interact with the other two groups of variables.
First, individual differences in the affective domain are implicated
when tasks are performed under different conditions leading to emo-
tions and interpersonal relationships coming into play. For example,
monologic tasks (e.g. narratives) that require public reporting may
lead to more anxiety than dialogic tasks performed in pairs or small
groups; tasks that require equal contribution from all participants
are likely to be more motivating than those that only require some
participants to contribute. Second, individual differences in cognitive
abilities are related to performance along different dimensions of task
complexity. For example, reasoning ability is important for successful
performance in tasks that are complex along the resource-directing
dimension which pose greater processing demands; attention control is
predictive of performance in tasks manipulated along the resource-
dispersing dimension. Third, the role of individual differences is
more evident in complex tasks that are more demanding of cognitive
abilities than simple tasks that require less mental effort and fewer
cognitive resources.

It can be seen that the CH affords a theoretical basis for the role of
individual difference factors in task performance involving learners’
existing knowledge and skills, but it does not spell out how these
variables impact L2 development or learning (gains in new knowledge
and skills). However, as we will see, empirical studies have investi-
gated both performance (e.g. Ahmadian, 2012) and learning (e.g. Li,
2013a, 2013b). Another caveat is that the matching of different types
of individual difference variables on the one hand and variables relat-
ing to task condition and task complexity on the other may not be as
transparent as predicted by the CH. For example, anxiety is an affect-
ive variable that is postulated to be drawn upon when tasks are
performed under different conditions, but it is also possible to posit
a logical link between anxiety and the procedural aspects of tasks,
such as ‘with or without planning time’ (Mak, 2011) or ‘with or
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without task structure’ (Trebits, 2014). Nevertheless, the CH is the
only theory that has attempted to map the complicated relationships
among the three groups of task variables and foreground the import-
ance of learner factors in accounting for variation of task performance
in the triadic framework.

Language Aptitude
Overview

According to Carroll (1981), language aptitude is a componential
construct that consists of three cognitive abilities, namely phonetic
coding ability, language analytic ability (which entails grammatical
sensitivity and inductive learning) and rote memory, which correspond
to the learning of pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary respect-
ively. Language aptitude is considered to be (1) domain specific in the
sense that it is only important for learning a foreign language, (2)
distinct from other individual difference variables such as motivation
and anxiety, and (3) not subject to change. While some of these
characteristics have been empirically confirmed, others remain contro-
versial. Gardner and Lambert (1965) found that foreign language
learners’ scores on the subtests of the MLAT (Modern Language
Aptitude Test) (Carroll and Sapon, 1959) loaded on different factors
from their scores on the subtests of the PMA (Primary Mental Abil-
ities) — a test of academic intelligence — suggesting that language
aptitude involves distinct abilities for other academic subjects. How-
ever, in a meta-analysis on the construct validity of language aptitude
(Li, 2016), aptitude was found to overlap with intelligence. The meta-
analysis also found that aptitude was unrelated to motivation and
negatively correlated with anxiety. Regarding whether aptitude is
subject to change, there is no clear answer. While some studies found
that learners with more language learning experience had higher
aptitude scores than those with less experience (e.g. Einstein, 1980),
it is possible that those learners with more experience may have had
high aptitude to begin with. Therefore, there is a need for research to
show (1) the higher scores of those with more experience are not due
to their higher aptitude, and (2) the improvement in the same learners’
aptitude scores is only attributable to study experience instead of
maturation effects.

Language aptitude has been measured via test batteries consisting of
multiple subtests that tap the three components, and the most influen-
tial test is the MLAT. The MLAT was validated with more than 5,000

foreign language learners and therefore has strong predictive validity,
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but it has been criticized on a number of accounts. First, it was
validated in the 1950s using traditional audiolingual classes charac-
terized by rote learning and mechanical practice. Thus, whether it is
relevant to current meaning-oriented approaches that emphasize the
importance of exposure to authentic linguistic materials and incidental
learning is questionable. Second, it was developed based on observa-
tions of what happened in language classes, not on SLA theories, and
therefore it lacks theoretical basis. Third, the five subtests do not
correspond with the three hypothesized aptitude components, making
it difficult to interpret the related findings. Fourth, these abilities are
only important for learning the formal aspects of language and for
learning language as discrete items and they do not account for how
the pragmatic and contextual aspects of a language are learned
(Skehan, 2002). Despite the criticisms levelled against the MLAT, it
is still the most dominant aptitude test in current research. Recent
developments include the Hi-LAB (High-Level Language Aptitude
Battery Test) (Linck et al., 2014), which targets high-level learners,
and tests of implicit aptitude (see Wen et al., in press).

Aptitude and TBLT

Aptitude research falls into two major categories: predictive and inter-
actionist, and TBLT falls into the latter. Predictive research aims to
investigate the associations between aptitude and learning rate regard-
less of learning conditions. Interactional studies, which are mainly
based on Robinson’s triadic framework (2011) and his Aptitude Com-
plexes Hypothesis (2002), seek to ascertain whether the role of apti-
tude or different aptitude components varies as a function of different
learning conditions such as the following four (see Robinson, 2002):

(1) short-term classroom treatments developed on the basis of a set of
pedagogical constructs, such as deductive vs. inductive instruction
(Hwu et al., 2014);

(2) laboratory-based treatments defined and operationalized in terms
of the degree of explicitness such as explicit, implicit and inciden-
tal (de Graaf, 1997);

(3) instructional treatments involving interactional corrective feed-
back (CF) (Sheen, 2007);

(4) specific instructional approaches such as communicative teaching
(Ranta, 2002) or immersion (Harley and Hart, 1997).

Among the four streams of research, (1) and (2) are not entirely conducted
with instructional tasks; (3) concerns how focused tasks containing CF
facilitates L2 development; and (4) caters to some of the fundamental
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principles of TBLT (Ellis, 2003): the primary focus is on meaning, the
tasks relate to the real world and task outcomes are non-linguistic.
The focus of this section is the studies in the third and fourth categories.

Aptitude and CF. As discussed in Chapter 2, there has been exten-
sive research on the role of CF in SLA because feedback embedded
within meaning-oriented tasks caters to an important principle of
TBLT - focus on form (Ellis, 2003; Spada et al., 2014; Long, 2015).
One line of feedback research concerns whether the effectiveness of
feedback is constrained by individual differences in language aptitude.
For example, Sheen (2007) conducted a classroom study where Eng-
lish as a Second Language (ESL) learners received recasts and metalin-
guistic feedback in learning English indefinite articles a/an. She
reported that language analytic ability only predicted the effects of
metalinguistic feedback, not those of recasts. Yilmaz (2013a) reported
that explicit correction was more effective than recasts only when
learners had high analytic ability. These two studies suggest that
aptitude is more clearly relevant in explicit learning conditions.

However, two studies (Trofimovich, Ammar and Gatbonton, 2007;
Sachs, 2010) that investigated computerized feedback reported that
aptitude was also important in implicit learning conditions such as
when no feedback or implicit feedback (recasts) was provided. How-
ever, the recasts in Trofimovich et al.’s study, which included a correct
model regardless of whether the utterance was correct, are not really
implicit. An explanation for Sachs’ finding is that the instructional
treatment required the learners to process the linguistic target to
complete the task, which drew on their analytic ability.

The influence of aptitude in CF also depends on the nature of
the linguistic target. Li (2013a, 2013b) investigated the three-way
interaction between feedback type, language aptitude and the linguis-
tic target. He found that in the learning of Chinese classifiers, analytic
ability was correlated with the effects of recasts but not metalinguistic
correction. In contrast, the data for perfective -le showed that
the reverse was true: analytic ability predicted the effects of metalin-
guistic correction, but not recasts. Li attributed this discrepancy to the
different linguistic properties of the two structures: the classifier is
syntactically and semantically simple, so the provision of metalinguis-
tic explanation levelled off the role of analytic ability. However, in the
recast condition where metalinguistic explanation was unavailable,
analytic ability came into play. The perfective -le is an opaque
structure that involves complicated form-meaning mapping, and
understanding the metalinguistic explanation poses challenges for
analytic ability. When metalinguistic information was absent, the
learners were unable to learn this complicated structure despite
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support in the form of recasts (which were not effective in learning the
aspect marker). In this case, analytic ability did not play a role because
learners were unable to learn the linguistic target by relying on their
analytic and they were unable to benefit from the instruction.

Aptitude and meaning-focused language teaching. As mentioned,
the MLAT - the most influential aptitude test — was validated in
traditional audiolingual classes involving rote learning and mechan-
ical drills, which led to questions regarding whether it is relevant in
more meaning-oriented approaches such as communicative language
teaching (CLT) or immersion. Ehrman and Oxford (19935) stated that
the suspicion was unfounded because their study showed that aptitude
was the strongest predictor of learning in foreign language classes
which were ‘heavily influenced by the communicative teaching trends’
(p. 77). However, the classes that contributed the data were from
state-funded intensive programmes that, as the researchers admitted,
partly relied on drilling, and therefore the extent to which they were
communicative is uncertain. Stronger support for the relevance of
aptitude in CLT comes from Ranta’s (2002) study, which showed that
aptitude was significantly correlated with learning outcomes on mul-
tiple measures in classes judged to be communicative based on obser-
vations and interviews with the teachers. One caveat about Ranta’s
study is that aptitude was measured by means of a metalinguistic test,
not a validated measure such as the MLAT, although first language
(L1) metalinguistic knowledge has been shown to be related to lan-
guage analytic ability (Alderson, Clapham and Stee, 1997).

Harley and Hart’s studies (1997, 2002) show that aptitude was
implicated in French immersion classes for young learners where the
L2 was learned through exposure to the language. However, these
studies reported an interaction between age and aptitude components,
that is, the learners whose initial age of exposure was younger relied
on memory and the later starters on analytic ability. Harley and Hart’s
findings demonstrate that (1) aptitude is not only important in form-
based instruction but also in meaning-based instruction, (2) aptitude is
drawn on by young learners (10th and 11th graders), and (3) learners
of different age groups or at different stages of learning may draw on
different aptitude components.

Summary

The three types of studies discussed allow us to reach the following
tentative conclusions. First, the feedback research indicates that apti-
tude is more likely to be drawn on in tasks with an explicit focus on
form, which disadvantages low-aptitude learners. However, because
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overall explicit feedback has proven more effective than implicit
feedback (Ellis, Loewen and Erlam, 2006; Li, 2010), at least in the
short term, it is advisable to make the corrective intention known to
the learner when CF is used as a form-focusing device in TBLT. (See
Chapter 2 for more detailed discussion of CF in TBLT.) Second, despite
the need for more research, the findings to date suggest that aptitude is
relevant in meaning-based instruction such as CLT and immersion
classes. Furthermore, the finding that younger and older learners draw
on memory and language analytic ability respectively suggests that a
heavy dose of form-focused instruction is not ideal for young learners.

Working Memory

Overview

Working memory refers to the ability to simultaneously store and
process incoming information. Baddeley (2007) proposed a compon-
ential model where working memory consists of a central executive
and three slave systems — a phonological loop, a visuospatial sketch-
pad and an episodic buffer. The central executive coordinates different
components, controls attentional shifts between meaning and form
and between information retrieval and task performance, and inhibits
irrelevant information (Miyake and Friedman, 1998; Juffs and Har-
rington, 2012). The phonological loop is responsible for storing and
rehearsing verbal information. The visuospatial sketchpad deals with
visuospatial information such as images, shapes and locations. The
episodic buffer integrates information from the slave systems and
long-term memory. Although working memory has been argued to
be a component of language aptitude, research has shown that it is
separate from aptitude (Li, 2017), probably because working memory
is a domain-general cognitive device that is essential for learning in
general, not just language learning.

Working memory has been measured in two ways — by using simple
tasks that only tap the storage component and complex tasks that
gauge both the storage and processing components (Conway et al.,
2005). Simple tasks include the word span or digit span tests that
require learners to repeat series of unrelated words, non-words or
digits. A complex task typically consists of two parts: one that requires
the learner to conduct some sort of information processing and one
that requires the learner to recall an element of the item in question.
For example, in a typical reading or listening span test, the learner
reads or hears sentences divided into sets of two to seven sentences
(called span sizes), judges their semantic or syntactic plausibility
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(e.g. “The man standing in his office was bitten by a wall’), and at the
end of each set, recalls the final word of each item in that set. In
addition to listening or reading span tests, other measures of complex
working memory that have been used in the literature include oper-
ation span tests that ask the learner to perform some mathematical
computation and remember the letter or word that follows the equa-
tion in the item (e.g. “10/2 — 2 = 5 QQ’) and backward digit span tests
where the learner is presented with sets of unrelated digits and asked
to recall the digits in the reverse order. Forward digit span is con-
sidered a simple task and backward digit span a complex task.

Working Memory and TBLT

We will now consider the research that has investigated how working
memory is implicated in task-based instruction. This research falls into
two broad categories: studies examining the effects of working
memory on task performance under different conditions and studies
exploring how working memory mediates the learning that results
from interactional feedback. These studies are based on three theoret-
ical models of TBLT and SLA: the Limited Attention Capacity
Hypothesis (LACH) (Chapter 3), the CH (Robinson, 2011) and the
Interaction Hypothesis (IH) (Long, 1996, 2015) — see Chapters 2 and
3. The LACH posits a central role for working memory — a limited
capacity device — in affecting learners’ task performance, which is
often assessed through measures of complexity, accuracy and fluency
(CAF). The LACH draws on Levelt’s (1989) theory of speech produc-
tion, which holds that the production of spoken language undergoes
three stages: conceptualizing the message, formulating the language
representation (selecting the linguistic forms for the message) and
articulating the message. In Levelt’s model, the role of working
memory is restricted to message conceptualization, and formulation
and articulation are ‘underground processes’ (p. 22) that happen
without awareness and that are beyond attention control. However,
while it is perhaps true that formulation and articulation are auto-
matic in L1 oral production, L2 oral production often relies heavily on
attention control in all three phases, not only during message concep-
tualization. This suggests a more crucial role for working memory in
L2 production.

The CH states that complex tasks involving resource-directing
variables divert the learner’s working memory resources to the ‘input
that complex tasks promote’ (p. 19), and therefore the role of
working memory should be more evident in complex tasks than
simple tasks.
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The theoretical justification for a mediating effect of working
memory on the effects of interactional feedback can be found in the
IH (Long, 1996, 2015). This emphasizes the role of selective attention
when focusing on linguistic forms in meaning-oriented tasks as
learners switch attention between form and meaning, necessitating a
heavy reliance on working memory. In the case of CF, the learner must
attend to and temporarily hold the information contained in the
feedback and retrieve information from long-term memory in order
to process the available negative and/or positive evidence. At the same
time, the learner needs to maintain the continuation of the ongoing
discourse. Some feedback types such as output-prompting feedback
(Ellis, 2010) push the learner to modify their output, and this also
requires working memory resources.

Working memory and task performance. Studies investigating the
role of working memory in performing tasks have examined how it
interacts with planning, learner proficiency, +/— task structure and
task complexity. With regard to planning, researchers (R. Ellis, 20035)
distinguish pre-task or strategic planning and within-task planning
(i.e. whether learners are pressured to perform the task rapidly or
are given time to think about the information to be communicated
and the language needed).

Within-task planning, then, can be studied by determining the time
learners are given to perform a task, as in Ellis and Yuan (2004).
However, in many task-based studies within-task planning was either
not controlled or there is a lack of information about whether or not it
was controlled. Ahmadian (2012) is one of the few studies investi-
gating the role of working memory in careful online planning. The
study showed that working memory as measured through a listening
span test was significantly correlated with accuracy and fluency but
not complexity. Guard Tavares (2011) examined the effect of working
memory in pre-task planning and found that in the planning condi-
tion, the learners with high working memory outperformed those with
low working memory in terms of complexity and fluency but not
accuracy. Working memory did not affect the task performance of
the no-planning group. One problem with this study, however, is
that the working memory was measured using a speaking span test
where the learners were asked to create grammatically and semantic-
ally acceptable sentences with given words, which might be considered
more like a speaking test than a memory test. Also, there was no
information about whether and how online planning was restricted.

These findings are derived from separate studies conducted in dif-
ferent settings and using varying methods. One study that investigated
both pre-task and unpressured within-task planning with learners
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from the same instructional context is Li and Fu (2018). The study
found significant correlations between working memory (measured
via an operation span test) and accuracy and fluency in the within-
task planning condition, but no significant correlations were found for
the pre-task planning condition. Also, the majority of the correlations
for the within-task planners were positive while those for the pre-task
planners were mostly negative, suggesting that larger working
memory capacity did not help in pressured performance.

The role of working memory may also be constrained by learners’
general L2 proficiency, as found by Gilabert and Munoz (2010). In
this research, adult L2 English learners at a Spanish university were
divided into high- and low-proficiency groups based on their scores on
the Oxford Placement Test. They performed a video narrative task
where they watched a video twice and retold the story with no pre-task
planning and no time limit for task performance. Learners’ working
memory scores on a reading span test were found to be only predictive
of lexical complexity for the high-proficiency learners’ oral perform-
ance and there were no significant results for the low-proficiency
group. One possible explanation is that at the lower-proficiency level

it was the learners’ linguistic proficiency rather than their working
memory capacity that affected task performance.

Kormos and Trebits (2011) reported a study examining whether
working memory had differential effects on structured vs. unstruc-
tured tasks. In the structured task, learners were asked to tell a story
based on a set of cartoon pictures sequenced in the correct order. In
the unstructured task, they had to invent a story based on a set of
unrelated pictures. In both tasks, learners were allowed two minutes to
plan before starting the narratives, but it is not clear whether there was
a time limit for task performance. Significant effects for working
memory were found for the structured task but not the unstructured
task, but the relationship between working memory and task perform-
ance was non-linear. For example, learners with high working
memory capacity outperformed those with lower memory abilities in
terms of clause length, but the latter performed better in terms of
subordination. The researchers speculated that although the struc-
tured task was assumed to be simpler, it may have turned out to be
more cognitively demanding because the learners had no choice but to
follow the provided storyline, which posed a greater challenge than in
the unstructured task where they had more freedom to draw on their
own linguistic resources. This might explain why working memory
was only predictive of the performance under the structured task. The
researchers further pointed out that working memory may not always
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be beneficial because those with higher working memory may try to
attend to too many aspects of performance, which can have a detri-
mental effect on their performance.

Finally, there is one study (Crespo, 2011) that investigated the
interaction between working memory and task complexity operation-
alized as +/— reasoning. Adult L1 Spanish EFL (English as a Foreign
Language) learners performed two versions of the same decision-
making task, the more complex version requiring learners to figure
out the relationships between more elements, consider more factors
when making decisions and have access to fewer resources. The study
included measures of three aspects of working memory: phonological
short-term memory, attention control — one function of the central
executive — and working memory as a global construct. Surprisingly,
neither working memory nor attention control showed strong correl-
ations with performance in either of the two task conditions. Phono-
logical short-term memory, however, was significantly correlated with
a number of outcome measures for both the simple and complex tasks.
The study failed to confirm Robinson’s prediction that complex tasks
are more likely to draw on working memory. It suggests that increas-
ing task complexity along the resource-directing dimension may not
increase the processing load. The study also suggests that despite the
putative links between working memory and 12 task performance,
phonological short-term memory, which has received little attention in
task-based research, may prove to be critical in speech production.

To sum up, the studies on the impact of working memory on L2
task performance showed the following;:

(1) Working memory seems to be implicated in unpressured perform-
ance during within-task planning, while its role during pressured
performance after pre-task planning is inconclusive;

(2) the role of working memory is greater for advanced learners;

(3) tasks that provide a clear structure for performance may tax
learners’ working memory resources to a greater extent than tasks
without a clear structure (contrary to what is commonly assumed);

(4) there may be a non-linear relationship between working memory
and task performance and greater working memory capacity may
have adverse effects in some task conditions;

(5) complex tasks along the resource-directing dimensions do not
necessarily draw more on working memory than simple tasks;

(6) the role of phonological short-term memory in oral task perform-

ance may be of particular significance — see the section “Working
Memory and CPF.
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Working Memory and CF

Mackey et al. (2002) was the first study to explore the role of working
memory in noticing interactional feedback embedded in communica-
tive tasks and facilitating L2 development. Thirty ESL learners whose
L1 was Japanese were paired with native speakers of English and
performed three communicative tasks during which the learners
received recasts on errors relating to English question formation. The
results showed that learners with high working memory capacities
reported more noticing of feedback but that those with low working
memory scores manifested greater development initially. However,
those learners with high scores did better in the delayed post-test.
Kim et al. (2015) confirmed Mackey et al.’s findings. Working
memory was predictive of ESL learners’ noticing of recasts and the
effects of recasts on question formation in dyadic interaction. Kim
et al. also examined the +/— reasoning variable, reporting that task
complexity was not a significant predictor of the noticing of feedback
or learning gains. However, more learners with high working memory
in the complex task advanced to higher stages of question formation
than in the simple task.

Révész (2012) reported a complex interface between working
memory and outcome measures in a study of the effects of recasts on
learning. The study included two measures of phonological short-term
memory (digit span and non-word repetition) and one measure of
working memory (reading span). The effects of the recasts were meas-
ured by means of an oral description task, a written production task
and a grammaticality judgement task. It was found that phonological
short-term memory was correlated with gains in accuracy in oral
production and working memory with gains on the written tests.
Révész argued that phonological short-term memory facilitates the
acquisition of proceduralized/implicit knowledge whereas working
memory is more useful for the development of declarative/explicit
knowledge. The hypothesis about the differential roles of different
types of working memory in facilitating the acquisition of different
types of knowledge is important and needs to be investigated further.

Goo (2012) and Yilmaz (2013a) probed the interface between
working memory and feedback type, both studies investigating both
explicit feedback — metalinguistic feedback in Goo’s study and explicit
correction in Yilmaz’s — and implicit feedback — recasts in both studies.
However, they obtained different results. Goo found working memory
to be a significant predictor of the effects of implicit feedback while
Yilmaz reported it was correlated with the effects of the explicit
feedback. Goo explained that the learners who received recasts utilized
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their working memory to notice the linguistic target, whereas the
metalinguistic feedback did not pose attentional demands. Yilmaz also
resorted to the concept of noticing when interpreting his results,
arguing that the recasts in his study were not explicit enough to trigger
the learners’ working memory for conscious learning. However, an
explanation is still needed for the conflicting findings for the explicit
feedback types. One possibility is that the explicit feedback in Goo’s
study contained rule explanation, which does not require heavy use of
the storage function, whereas the explicit feedback in Yilmaz’s study
took the form of explicit correction, necessitating storage of the cor-
rections in order to induce the general rule.

Li (2013a, 2013b) investigated the interaction between working
memory, feedback type and the nature of the linguistic target. Li
reported that working memory was drawn upon when learners received
metalinguistic feedback in learning both Chinese classifiers — a simple
structure and the perfective -le — a complex structure, but not when they
received recasts. However, one striking finding was that working
memory was a positive predictor of the effects of the explicit feedback
in the learning of classifiers but a negative predictor for the perfective
-le. In other words, learners with high working memory capacity
benefited less from metalinguistic feedback when learning a complex
linguistic structure. Li referred to Newport’s Less Is More Hypothesis
(1990) when interpreting the results, that is, with high working memory
capacities tend to store linguistic input as large chunks and ignore the
detail, while those with smaller working capacities engage in deeper
processing of the linguistic input. Li’s studies again show the contingent
relationship between cognitive resources and task conditions.

Summary

It seems that learners make heavy use of their memory resources when
planning their speech during unpressured performance. Allowing pre-
task planning may alleviate the burden on working memory. Further-
more, given the positive effect of unpressured online planning on task
performance, allowing both pre-task planning and unpressured
within-task planning can be expected to have even greater effects on
task performance. One important implication from this line of
research is that tasks that are assumed to be simple may turn out to
be complex and consequently be more taxing on working memory
resources. A further finding is that working memory is implicated in
processing the online feedback embedded in communicative tasks. To
date, however, there has been no study investigating the role of
working memory in delayed, offline feedback.
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Motivation

Overview

Motivation is considered a primary determinant of L2 success, which
explains why it has been one of the most extensively studied individual
difference factors. Dornyei (2005) explained that the importance of
motivation lies in that fact that it ‘provides the primary impetus to
initiate L2 learning and later the driving force to sustain the long and
often tedious learning process’ (p. 65). Motivation, according to Ellis’
(2015b) synthesis, is a complex construct consisting of three compon-
ents: (1) the reasons why a learner wants to learn an L2, (2) the effort
one invests in the learning process and how it is influenced by the
immediate context, and (3) the impact of the evaluation of the
outcome and progress of learning on subsequent behaviour.

Of these three aspects of motivation, those in (1) constitute general-
ized, macro motives that relate to the general goal to be achieved and
the general orientation towards the language, culture and speech
community. These include the traditional integrative and instrumental
motivation in Gardner’s (1985) model, with the former referring to
motives arising out of positive attitudes towards the speakers of the
target language and the desire to integrate and identify with the
community, and the latter to pragmatic motives such as getting a job
or promotion. Those involved in (2) and (3) can be regarded as the
specific, micro aspects of motivation that relate to the process of
learning or the ongoing learning tasks.

The tripartite framework also incorporates the dynamic, situated
model of motivation proposed by Dornyei and his associates (Dornyei
and Ott6, 1998; Kormos and Dérnyei, 2004; Dornyei, 2005; Dornyei
and Ushioda, 2009), which differs from the traditional static model,
where motivation is viewed as a trait that correlates with the ultimate
learning outcomes. In this model, motivation is (1) subject to temporal
variation and (2) influenced by multiple contextual factors such as the
school, the course, the class and the target language. Dornyei’s ideas
are well represented in the so-called ‘process model’ (2005, p. 84)
where different conglomerates of motives are drawn on at different
stages of learning. At the pre-actional stage prior to the start of the
learning process, learners’ motivation is generated and the goal is set.
This is called choice motivation, and it relates to learners’ general
dispositions or the macro factors in Gardner’s model. During the
actional stage or the learning process, the general motivation is influ-
enced by various supporting factors as well as factors that inhibit
distractions and supress unfavourable behaviours (e.g. off-task
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behaviours). These factors influence executive motivation. In the post-
actional stage when the learning process/task is completed, the learner
makes retrospective evaluations of what transpired during the learning
process, and the results of the evaluation in turn affect subsequent
actions. This concerns the attributional dimension of motivation.

One motivation theory proposed by Dornyei (2005) that has had a
profound influence on recent research is the L2 self system. This entails
three dimensions of motivation: Ideal L2 self, ought-to L2 self and L2
learning experience. The Ideal L2 self refers to the motivation driven
by the desire to reduce the discrepancy between one’s current state and
the future state to be reached (e.g. ‘I often imagine myself speaking
English fluently’). The ought-to L2 self concerns the motivation that
prompts the learner to study an L2 to avoid the negative consequences
(e.g. ‘If T don’t study English, others will be disappointed’). L2 Learning
Experience relates to the motives associated with the immediate con-
texts of learning as determined by the curriculum, the course materials
and the teacher (e.g. ‘T always look forward to English classes’).
Whereas the two types of self-related motives are associated with the
macro dimensions of motivation drawn upon in the pre-actional stage,
the motives relating to learning experience concern the micro aspects of
motivation and are involved in the actional stage and the post-actional
stage (although Dornyei was not clear about which of the three types
of motivation are important in the post-actional stage).

Motivation in TBLT

Task motivation encompasses all motives that may affect task per-
formance or engagement at any of the three stages of a task cycle (pre-
task, main task and post-task). It will be influenced by both general
motives such as the Ideal Self and the Ought-to Self but in particular
by the more specific motives relating to the task-as-workplan and task-
as-process (see Chapter 1), such as attitudes towards the task, percep-
tions about the difficulty or complexity, how the task is implemented
and the other participants, all of which are subsumed under the L2
Learning Experience component of the L2 Self System. In this section,
we discuss what the little empirical research has shown about task
motivation and how the concept of motivation has been investigated
in relation to TBLT.

Dornyei (2002) was one of the first to explore the multifaceted
nature of task motivation in dyadic interaction. The study included
measures of different levels of motivation, including generalized dis-
positions such as integrative and instrumental motivation, as well as
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motivation relating to the immediate contexts such as attitudes
towards the course and the task. The outcome measure was task
engagement, which was operationalized as the number of words and
turns produced by the learners (forty-four Hungarian secondary
school EFL students) in an argumentative task. It was found that all
motivation variables except for integrative motivation were signifi-
cantly correlated with task engagement. However, a different picture
emerged when the learners were divided into two groups based on
their task attitudes. Whereas both generalized and task-specific
motives were predictive of high-task attitudes and learners’
engagement, the engagement of learners with low-task attitudes was
only predicted by course attitudes. This suggests that their lack of
interest in the task was compensated for by their positive attitudes
towards the course. The study also found that the task engagement of
the learners with low-task attitudes was affected by their interlocutors’
motivation. Taken together these results indicate that both task-
specific and general motives contribute to task motivation and that
task motivation is co-constructed.

Drawing on the same data as Dornyei (2002), Kormos and Dornyei
(2004) found that although the learners’ task attitudes predicted the
quantity of their oral production (number of words and turns), this
factor did not have a positive effect on the quality (the linguistic
accuracy and complexity) of their production. Course attitudes were
found to be significantly correlated with both quantitative and quali-
tative aspects of production. In a study by Al Khalil (2011), learners’
general motivation measured by Gardner’s Attitude/Motivation Test
Battery (AMTB) (1985) was significantly correlated with the CAF of
the oral production of forty-four L2 Arabic learners in the United
States when engaged in dyadic communication with a native speaker.
Integrative motivation was significantly correlated with the noticing of
recasts, an index of task engagement. These two studies seem to
indicate that task-specific motivation affects task engagement, and
that more general types of motivation may affect both task
engagement and the linguistic aspects of task performance. Following
Dornyei and Ushioda (2009), we can suggest motivation is best con-
ceived as not directly related to achievement but as the antecedent of
action that may have indirect effects on achievement. It would follow
that measures of motivated behaviours such as task engagement are
better measures of motivation.

Dembovskaya (2009) examined whether pre-task motivation-
enhancing strategies lead to more positive perceptions of learners’ task
experience and whether pre-task cognitive strategy training improves
students’ task performance in terms of the CAF of their oral
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production. L2 French learners at a US university performed an
information-gap task where they received a list of objects and clues
found in the apartment of a crime suspect and were asked to work in
groups to come up with a description of the suspect. To motivate one
group of learners the teacher informed them about the value of the
task (e.g. by telling them it would help them improve their communi-
cative competence), enhanced their interest (e.g. by telling students
that other students had performed the task and found it enjoyable) and
promoted their self-confidence (e.g. by telling students that they could
do it well). The students in the other group were equipped with the
linguistic and strategic tools needed to complete the task, such as
activating their schematic knowledge and informing them what infor-
mation to look for to identify a suspect. The results showed that the
group that received the pre-task motivational instruction perceived the
task to be more interesting and valuable and themselves as more
autonomous than the groups that did not receive motivational
training, but the finding was only true of Year 2 students, not Year
3 students. Also, there was no difference in the two groups’ perform-
ance of the task. Noteworthy is the fact that although the pre-task
phase can be thought of as corresponding to the pre-actional stage in
Dornyei’s process model as it relates to so-called ‘choice motivation’,
the pre-actional stage in Dornyei’s conceptualization concerns L2
learning in general and therefore is seen as involving generalized
motives. In this study, the pre-actional stage concerns a task and,
consequently, the choice motivation that the learners received training
for relates more clearly to task-specific motivation.

Jauregi et al. (2012) investigated whether learners’ motivation can
be improved through authentic, video-web communicative tasks.
A group of L2 Dutch learners in Czech attended three 30-minute
virtual interaction sessions with some Dutch pre-service language
teachers. A thirteen-item questionnaire was utilized to measure differ-
ent dimensions of motivation — attitudes towards interacting with
native speakers, attitudes towards the course and attitudes towards
the L2 culture. Significant effects were found and the effects were more
prominent for the beginner group than the more advanced learners.
What is unique about this study is that motivation was examined as a
dependent variable that served as the ‘effect’ rather than ‘cause’, and it
(both integrative motivation relating to the culture and speech com-
munity and more specific motivation relating to the course) was found
to be improved through task-based interaction.

One commonality between these two studies is that learners’ motiv-
ation seems to more easily influenced at the beginning stage of L2
learning than at more advanced stages. One possible explanation is
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that the attitudes and perceptions of more advanced learners about the
learning process or tasks are entrenched and not easily swayed. It can
also be speculated that learners that choose to proceed to higher stages
of learning are more motivated to begin with. In any case, it would
seem more important to enhance learners’ motivation at the beginning
stages of learning, so the interface between motivation and learner
proficiency seems to be a promising area of research.

Summary

The few studies that have investigated task motivation show that it is a
dynamic, complex and multi-componential construct. It consists of
motives relating to different facets of the learning task, including
general learning goals, course motivation and motives to do with the
performance of the task per se. These motives have been found to be
significant predictors of learners’ task engagement and performance.
Pre-task motivational strategies can enhance learners’ motivation to
perform a task while participation in meaning-oriented tasks can
improve learners’ course and integrative motivation. Finally, initia-
tives to increase learners’ motivation seem to work better for low-level
learners than high-level learners, suggesting that practitioners should
make a special effort to stimulate and maintain beginning L2 learners’
motivation when implementing TBLT.

Motivation is one of the most promising areas of TBLT research
and Robinson’s (2011) triadic framework provides a useful frame-
work for so doing. For example, while increasing the cognitive
demands of a task may enhance learners’ task performance, increasing
task complexity beyond a certain threshold may have a harmful effect
on learners’ motivation, which may in turn have adverse effects on
their task performance and engagement. Second, with regard to the
variables relating to task condition, research on whether and how
factors pertaining to participatory structure and participant character-
istics affect motivation may provide valuable insights for the imple-
mentation of TBLT. For example, Dornyei’s (2002) finding that
learners’ motivation was affected by their partners’ motivation sug-
gests that it is advisable to pair up learners’ with different levels of
motivation. However, Dornyei and Kormos (2000) found that the
relationship between task participants was predictive of task
engagement when the task was performed in their L1 but not when
the task was performed in the L2. This suggests that participants’
relationships may not be as important as teachers have assumed but
clearly more research is needed. Third, it is surely important to exam-
ine how motivation in contrast to and in combination with other
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individual difference factors affects task performance but to the best of
our knowledge, there has been no research in this regard.

Anxiety

Overview

Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986) defined anxiety as ‘the subjective
feeling of tension, apprehension, nervousness, and worry associated
with an arousal of the autonomic nervous system’ (p. 125). Three
types of anxiety have been identified in the literature: trait anxiety,
state anxiety and situation anxiety (Ellis, 2015b). Trait anxiety is a
personality variable that refers to the general disposition, state anxiety
relates to one’s emotional condition at a particular moment and
situation anxiety is associated with what one experiences in particular
contexts. Trait anxiety accounts for interpersonal variation, that is,
certain individuals are inherently more anxious than others. State and
situation anxiety can be considered as intrapersonal variables in the
sense that the same individual may experience different levels of
anxiety at varying moments in a particular situation and in different
situations. Language learning anxiety is a type of situation anxiety,
and it occurs when a leaner produces or comprehends an L2. Horwitz
et al. (1986) argued that language learning anxiety is principally
derived from three sources: spontaneous communication, fear of nega-
tive evaluation and test anxiety. In L2 research, anxiety has been by
default been associated with speaking, and measures of anxiety —
typically questionnaires — primarily consist of speaking-related items
(Phillips, 1992; Aida, 1994), although anxieties for other skills such as
listening (Elkhafaifi, 2005), writing (Cheng, Horwitz and Schallert,
1999) or reading (Saito, Horwitz and Garza, 1999) have also been
investigated. Furthermore, anxiety can be debilitative or facilitative,
that is, while too much anxiety may have a negative influence on task
performance or learning outcomes, a certain amount of anxiety may
play a positive role. However, the distinction has not received much
attention in empirical research.

In general, anxiety has been found to have negative effects on
language learning (e.g. Ewald, 2007), which is in line with the harmful
effect of anxiety on general academic performance (r = —0.25),
according to a meta-analysis of 126 studies (Seipp, 1991). Tobias
(1985) attributed the adverse effect of anxiety to cognitive interfer-
ence, that is, anxiety-prone learners have to split their cognitive
resources between task-relevant and task-irrelevant processes, thereby
affecting their task performance. Drawing on Tobias’s model,
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Maclntyre and Gardner (1994) posited that anxiety causes interfer-
ence at all three stages of learning: (1) when learners receive linguistic
input, (2) when learners try to organize and store input, and (3) when
learners are required to produce previously learned material.
Maclntyre and Gardner developed the Input, Processing and Output
Anxiety (IPOA) scale to measure the types of anxiety for the three
stages of learning, with six items for each of the three stages. Theoret-
ically sound as it might be, some of the items in the questionnaire do
not seem to be clear measures of the three types of anxiety. For
example, the items for input and processing are not clearly distinguish-
able, and one item in the output section is about test anxiety. Finally,
while the mainstream view is that anxiety is a cause for low achieve-
ment, Sparks and Patton (2013) contended that it is the consequence
of learning difficulties or lack of aptitude.

Anxiety and TBLT

The research on the role of anxiety in TBLT has revolved around three
themes. One is the correlation between anxiety and task complexity.
As discussed, the CH (Robinson, 2011) predicted that stronger correl-
ations between anxiety and task performance can be expected when
task complexity is increased along either resource-directing or
resource-dispersing dimensions. Put in another way, as the processing
demands of tasks increase, the negative impact of anxiety becomes
more evident. A second line of research has focused on whether
learners’ anxiety levels vary as a function of the modality of inter-
action. For example, computer-mediated (CM) task-based instruction
may alleviate learners’ anxiety in the absence of the pressure and
interaction demands that characterize face-to-face communication.
A third stream of research focuses on the mediating effects of anxiety
on the learning that results from CF provided in communicative tasks.
In the following, we discuss these studies in more detail.

Task complexity. There have been two studies investigating the
correlations between anxiety and the resource-directing variable of
‘with or without reasoning demand’. In Robinson’s (2007¢) study,
forty-two L1 Japanese university EFL students formed twenty-one
dyads, each performing three narrative tasks at different levels of
reasoning demand. Each dyad was given a set of jumbled pictures.
One learner narrated the story based on the sequence he/she decided
on and the other put the pictures in the sequence based on the
speaker’s narrative. Anxiety was measured using Maclntyre and
Gardner’s (1994) TPOA scale. Output anxiety was found to be nega-
tively correlated with syntactic complexity, and with the increase of
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task complexity the correlations became stronger. However, one inter-
esting finding that was not discussed in detail is that processing anxiety
was significantly and positively correlated with the accuracy of the
production under the simple task condition.

Kim and Tracy-Ventura (2011) examined the mediating role of
anxiety in affecting the learning of the English past tense morphology
under three task conditions that differed in terms of the presence of
reasoning demand (simple vs. complex) and number of elements
(complex vs. more complex). The study involved 128 Korean EFL
learners who performed four dyadic interaction tasks within a two-
week period. The researchers found that the learners with low anxiety
(measured through a six-item questionnaire) outperformed their high-
anxiety peers in all task conditions. They concluded that there was no
interaction between anxiety and task complexity because the role of
anxiety did not vary across task conditions.

Whereas these two studies concern a resource-directing variable that
involves information manipulation, Trebits (2014) examined a
resource-dispersing variable relating to the procedural dimension of
task complexity: single vs. dual task. In this study, which is based on
the same data as Kormos and Trebits (2011) (discussed in the section
on ‘Working Memory and TBLT’), the learners performed a cartoon
description task where they told a story following a given sequence,
and a picture description task where they told a story based on unre-
lated pictures that must be sequenced logically during the narrative.
The cartoon task was easier in terms of content organization than the
picture task — a dual task condition where the learners had to attend to
both content organization and language formulation (selection of
linguistic forms). However, the author argued that the cartoon task
was more challenging in terms of language formulation than the
picture task because the former required the learners to select linguistic
forms to match the prescribed content while the latter allowed learners
the flexibility of tailoring the content to match their linguistic reper-
toire. As in Robinson (2007c¢), anxiety was measured via the IPOA
battery. It was found that: (1) in the cartoon task, processing anxiety
correlated positively with lexical and syntactic complexity, and (2) in
the picture task, output anxiety correlated negatively with accuracy.

As can be seen, it is difficult to draw unequivocal conclusions about
the interface between anxiety and task complexity due to the conflict-
ing findings, which in turn may have resulted from the methodological
differences between the studies. However, these studies did show some
interesting patterns. First, anxiety does have some negative effects on
task performance and L2 development. As Robinson (2007a) and
Trebits (2014) showed, it had a negative impact on task performance,
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particularly in complex tasks. Kim and Tracy-Ventura (2011) showed
that low-anxiety learners consistently outperformed high-anxiety
learners while learning the English past tense. Second, it would seem
that anxiety may be facilit