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Abstract 

Task-based is a kind of instruction in which language learners, performing activities, are 

engaged in meaningful, goal-oriented communication to solve problems, complete projects, 

and reach decisions. Tasks have been used for a broad range of instructional purposes, 

serving, for example, as units of syllabuses, activities for structure or function practice, and 

language focusing enhancements to content-based curricula. In this literature, some issues 

related to task-based instruction will be discussed.  

Keywords: Analytic syllabus, Synthetic syllabus, Task-based language teaching, Complexity, 

Fluency, Accuracy 
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1. Introduction 

In the last two decades second and foreign language has become more and more 

characterized by the communicative approach to language teaching and learning, whose main 

objective is “to develop the learner‟s ability to take part in spontaneous and meaningful 

communication in different contexts, with different people, on different topics, for different 

purposes” (Celce-Murcia, Dörnyei, and Thurrell, 1997, p. 149). Task-based instruction is a 

new approach within this framework, which calls for language teaching to be organized 

around different tasks (Long, and Crookes, 1992; Skehan, 1998; Willis, and Willis, 2001).  

2. Task-based Syllabus  

Among the analytic syllabuses, those which have been the center of attention to many 

scholars since 1970s are task-based syllabuses. Task-based approaches to second language 

teaching focus on the learner‟s ability to perform target-like tasks without any explicit 

instruction of grammatical rules (Rahimpour, 2008) and include procedural syllabuses, 

process syllabuses and task based language teaching (TBLT) (Long and Crookes, 1992). In 

this type of syllabuses, learners control their own learning.  

TBLT owes its development to the dissatisfaction with the former language teaching 

methods such as, grammar translation, direct method, audiolingualism and etc. Rahimpour 

(2008) asserts that TBLT is a response to a better understanding of a language learning 

process. In this approach, task is considered as a unit of analysis and emphasizes on meaning 

without any prior attention to forms. Thus, learners can use any strategies to perform the task 

and achieve the task goal (Willis and Willis, 2001). 

However, many scholars criticized TBLT and arguing that if no focus on form is encouraged 

while performing a task, learners will develop a very low level of language proficiency 

(Nunan, 2004; Skehan, 2003; Willis and Willis, 2001). 

3. What is a Task? 

There exist so many definitions of a task in the literature. We refer to some in the following: 

Richards and Renandya (2002, p. 94), give the following definition: 

“A task is an activity which learners carry out using their available 

language resources and leading to a real outcome. Examples of tasks are 

playing a game, solving a problem or sharing and comparing experiences. 

In carrying out tasks, learners are said to take part in such processes as 

negotiation of meaning, paraphrase and experimentation, which are 

thought to lead to successful language development.” 

According to Widdowson (2003, p. 124) Skehan provided the most comprehensive 

theoretical rationale for the task-based learning, so it seems reasonable to take his definition 

as having some authority. Skehan regarded a task as an activity which satisfies the following 

criteria: 

 Meaning is primary; 
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 there is some communication problem to solve; 

 there is some sort of relationship to comparable real-world activities; 

 task completion has some priority; 

 The assessment of task in terms of outcome (Skehan 1998, p. 95).  

However, as Bygate (2001) noted, Skehan‟s definition is incomplete in a number of respects. 

Apart from the ideas of the primacy of meaning, the existence of an objective, and the 

possibility of assessment, there is the fact that tasks are susceptible to pedagogic intervention 

as well as the idea that tasks can be influenced by learner choice and can be potentially 

reinterpreted by learners.  

Nunan (2004) makes a distinction between what is called a real-world or target task (uses of 

language in real life) and a pedagogic task (what the learners do in class). He further argues 

that tasks differ from other kinds of activities in that they have a non-linguistic outcome, e.g., 

painting a fence, dressing a child and etc. 

Nunan (2004, p. 4) then goes on defining a task as follows: 

“A piece of classroom work that involves learners in comprehending, 

manipulating, producing or interacting in the target language while their 

attention is focused on mobilizing their grammatical knowledge in order 

to express meaning and in which the intention is to convey meaning rather 

than to manipulate form. The task should also have a sense of 

completeness, being able to stand alone as a communicative act in its own 

right with a beginning, middle and an end.” 

4. Rationale for Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT) 

TBLT focuses on the ability to perform a task or activity without explicit teaching of 

grammatical structure (Rahimpour, 2008). It is argued that such an approach creates more 

favorable and better conditions for the development of second language ability than does an 

approach that focuses solely on the explicit teaching and learning of the rules of the language 

(Long, 1985; Prabhu, 1987; Robinson, 2001b).  

The rationale for TBT comes from different camps; Ellis (2003) provided psycholinguistic 

rationale, whereas, Skehan (1998, 2003, 2009b) and Robinson (2001a, 2007b, 2011), took a 

more cognitive approach to advocate it. Skehan (1998, p. 95) pointed out that “as an approach 

to instruction, TBT is theoretically defensible and practically feasible. The assumption here, 

then, is the fact that transacting tasks will engage naturalistic acquisitional mechanisms, cause 

the underlying interlanguage system to be stretched, and drive development forward.”  

Ellis (2003) listed three arguments in favor of task-based syllabuses. First, it is based on the 

theoretical view that instruction needs to be compatible with the cognitive processes involved 

in L2 acquisition. Second, the importance of learner „engagement‟ is emphasized. Third, 

tasks serve as a suitable unit for specifying learners‟ needs and thus for designing specific 

purpose courses. 
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In line with the cognitive approaches to language learning, Robinson (2003b) argues that 

task-based pedagogy can facilitate the cognitive processes involved in second language 

production (performance) and acquisition (development), and their relationship. Similarly, 

Prabhu (1987) views language development as the result of natural processes and argues 

against focus on language form as inhibiting language learning.  

One of the main advantages of task-based instruction is that well-designed tasks facilitate 

noticing of L2 syntax, vocabulary, and phonology that may lack perceptual and psychological 

saliency in untutored conversational settings and so may go unnoticed and unlearned 

(Schmidt, 1990). 

The best documented application of a task-based approach is probably Prabhu‟s procedural 

syllabus (Willis and Willis, 2001). The Bangalore project, the communicative teaching 

project, took place from 1979 to 1984 and was based mainly on the premise that language 

form can be learnt in the classroom solely through a focus on meaning, and that grammar 

construction by the learner is an unconscious process (Prabhu, 1987).  

5. Tasks in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) Research 

SLA research history can be divided into two stages (Ellis, 2003). In the first stage, which 

initiated in the late sixties and seventies, researchers tended to describe how an L2 is acquired. 

An example of this is the documentation of the sequence in which the grammar of a language 

was acquired. The main goal of this stage was to examine how learners acquired an L2 

naturalistically. In the second stage, SLA became more theory-oriented as researchers started 

testing specific hypotheses based on theories of L2 acquisition. Tasks were present in both 

SLA research stages, and have also become a focus of research in their own right (Ellis, 2003, 

2005; Skehan, 2003). 

Skehan (2003) distinguishes four research-oriented approaches to tasks: a psycholinguistic 

approach to interaction; a social interactive approach; a concern for structure-focused tasks; 

and a cognitive perspective. In the following, I will shed light on each of these approaches. 

5.1 A Psycholinguistic Approach to Interaction 

This approach, which was initiated in the eighties, represents the first major research area to 

emerge into task-based instruction. It was heavily influenced by the work of Krashen (1981, 

1985, 1994) and Long (1983). Krashen has advanced the Input Hypothesis which claims that 

language acquisition relies on learners‟ ability to comprehend the input they are exposed to. 

Thus, according to Krashen, language acquisition is input-driven.  

Long‟s Interaction Hypothesis, which is based on negotiation of meaning, also emphasizes on 

input, but through interaction. Negotiation of meaning is viewed as a process that “provides 

learners with opportunities for both the provision of comprehensible input and the production 

of modified output” (Shehadeh, 2005, p. 21). Long proposes that interactional modifications 

made by learners induce their interlocutors to change their input.  

More recently, Long (1996) suggested that negotiation of meaning also contributes to 

acquisition through negative feedback. Therefore, he proposed that tasks which lead to 
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beneficial negotiation of meaning are indexed by greater numbers of comprehension checks, 

clarification requests, and confirmation checks. 

These Hypotheses have led researchers to utilize tasks to investigate which kind of input 

works best for comprehension and language acquisition, and, more recently, the effect of 

negative feedback on acquisition (Ellis, 2003). They have also motivated cognitive-oriented 

research that focused on identifying the psychologically motivated task characteristics that 

affect the nature of language production (Crookes, 1986). 

5.2 A Sociocultural Approach to Interaction 

The sociocultural approach to interaction views interaction from the viewpoint of the 

sociocultural theory which proposes that knowledge is a joint activity that is constructed by 

learners collaboratively (Shehadeh, 2005). That is, there is no particular concern with 

negotiation of meaning in terms of what happens when there is a conversational breakdown 

and the role of feedback at such points, but rather an interest in how participants shape tasks 

to meet their own ends and how they collaboratively build meanings that are unpredictable 

and personal, and which contribute to L2 learning (Skehan, 2003). 

Within this area, there are different, often overlapping, approaches. One approach concerns 

the way tasks are reinterpreted by learners to respond to their individual interests (Duff, 

1993). Therefore, the interest is in how learners approach a task rather the properties of the 

task itself. Another approach concerns the potential of different tasks to enable language 

understanding to be scaffolded by participants, mutually, through interaction (Swain and 

Lapkin, 2001). That is, “learners first succeed in performing a new function with the 

assistance of another person and then internalize this function so that they can perform it 

unassisted” (Ellis, 2000, p. 209). A third concerns the nature of interaction itself (Van Lier 

and Matsuo, 2000). 

5.3 Structure-focused Tasks 

More recently, the generalization about negotiation of meaning has been modified so that 

within the use of tasks, there should be a focus on form. This means that even in interactions 

with meaning as primary, there should be concern for form (Skehan, 2003). Many studies 

have demonstrated that task procedures can be changed in a way as to induce the use of 

specific features of language (Ellis, 2003). These are called focused tasks. In this regard three 

kinds of tasks are recognized: structure based production tasks; comprehension tasks; and 

conscious-raising tasks (Skehan, 2003). 

In the first category, Newton and Kennedy (1996) found that it is possible to predict the 

linguistic forms that will be used when particular tasks are performed. In the same vein, 

Mackey (1999) reports on a task designed to elicit question forms. According to Mackey, the 

task was successful with some effort on the part of learners in leading to greater production of 

questions. As to comprehension-based tasks, input enhancement tasks, such as those used in 

Doughty (1991), as well as input processing tasks, such as those used in Bygate (1999) were 

found to have positive effects on performance. Other studies have investigated 

conscious-raising tasks, and have found positive effects. For example, Fotos and Ellis (1991) 
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and Fotos (1994) found that conscious raising tasks led to a good understanding of target 

grammatical points when compared with performance resulting from traditional grammatical 

explanation provided by the teacher, and resulted in negotiation of meaning that is 

comparable to unfocused tasks. 

5.4 A Cognitive Perspective 

This approach is mainly concerned with the psychological processes learners engage in when 

performing a task. Researchers adopting this approach have investigated three main areas: 

analyses of how attentional resources are used during task completion; the influence of task 

characteristics on performance; and the effect of different conditions under which tasks are 

completed (Skehan, 2003). 

As to attentional resources, there exist two conflicting theories regarding how human mind 

works while performing a task. The first and the widely accepted approach is Skehan and 

Foster‟s (2001) Limited Attentional Capacity Model which argues that language learners 

possess a limited processing capacity, so that there exist trade-offs between the three aspects 

of language production, namely complexity, accuracy and fluency (CAF). That is, it is not 

possible to achieve these aspects of performance simultaneously. As a consequence, language 

learners have to prioritize which aspect to achieve. 

The next theory proposed by Robinson (2001a, 2007b) isn‟t in line with Skehan‟s (1998) 

predictions. Robinson (2001a, 2007b) drawing on more recent work in psychology (Neumann, 

1996), concluded that human attention is not limited, and that learners are able to attend to 

more than one aspect of language simultaneously. According to this view, the structural and 

functional complexities are connected rather than competing with each other. Robinson also 

determines task complexity by two features of resource directing (e.g., whether or not the 

task requires reasoning) and resource dispersing (e.g., whether or not there is opportunity for 

strategic planning). In this model, strategic planning is as resource dispersing factor which 

interact with resource directing factors to determine the complexity of the task and the extent 

to which learners attend to form while performing the task, resulting in increased fluency but 

decreased accuracy and complexity (Ellis, 2005, p. 16). Clearly, much more research will 

have to be undertaken before we are in a position to say which of these competing models is 

the most convincing.  

Research investigating the effects of task characteristics has sought to examine the effects of 

different task characteristics including structured tasks (i.e. clear time line or macro-structure), 

familiar information, outcomes requiring justifications, and interactive vs. monologic tasks 

on language production. The generalization made through findings indicates that while task 

choice hardly guarantees focus on particular aspects of language (CAF), there is some 

predictability involved. In other words, learners can be engaged in a variety of tasks 

depending on the aspect of language that is to be developed. Thus, if the aim is to promote 

fluency, learners should be engaged in tasks that are meaning-oriented. However, if the aim is 

to enhance complexity and/or accuracy, the tasks should be form-oriented. 
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Finally, research on the effect of different task conditions on language performance has been 

the most active area in task research (Skehan, 2003). One line of research in this area has 

investigated the effects of strategic planning (Ellis and Yuan, 2004; Kawauchi, 2005; Yuan 

and Ellis, 2003), task repetition (Gass, Mackey, Alvarez-Torres, and Fernandez-Garcia, 1999), 

and post-task activities (Skehan and Foster, 1997) on language production.  
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