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Using Tasks in Language Teaching

Ni Hao (applause). But unfortunately, that is almost the end of my Chinese,
so I apologize for that. I think before I start my talk, Using Tasks in Language
Teaching, if you don’t mind, I will just tell you a little bit about my quite long career
now, so you'll know a little bit about me. When I finished university in 1965, I went
to work as an English language teacher in Spain, in what is called a Burley School
which I didn’t like. So I left after about three months. And then I worked in London
in an elementary school for one year, and then after that I still wanted to travel
and so I went to Africa as an English teacher, to Zambia, first as an English teacher
and then as a teacher educator working to train Zambia teachers to teach English.

And I worked in Zambia for 8 years. And then I returned to my own country, not

New Zealand where I live now, but Britain. And I worked and studied, and worked
in Britain and completed a PhD doctorate in London University. And 1 worked
there for 12 years. And then after that I went to work in Japan, in Tokyo, for an
American university called Temple University, where I worked for 4 years working
in the TESOL program. They have an MA in TESOL. And after that, I left and I
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went to work in the United States, in Philadelphia again for Temple University in
Philadelphia, where I worked for 5 years. And eventually I decided to go and live in
paradise. So I moved from Philadelphia which is certainly not paradise, to go and
live in Auckland, New Zealand, which, given all these different places I have lived
in, is about as near to paradise as it gets.

And during all this time I was writing these books that you mentioned and
articles that you mentioned, and studying second language acquisition also first
language acquisition for a while as well. So that was a little bit about me. Now I can
begin my talk.

At one point in my talk, because I'm going to talk about task-based teaching,
I'm going to ask you to do a simple task. All you need for this task is a pen, and a
piece of paper. So could you please make sure that you do have a pen and a piece of
paper ready? Have it ready, okay? Alright.

As you know, I have been a moderate advocate of task-based language
teaching, and I also still find a place for more traditional explicit language teaching,
and tomorrow I will be talking about explicit language teaching.

So this is the outline of my talk. My experience of talking to teachers about
task-based language teaching is that one of the most difficult things is getting them
to understand clearly what a task is. So I'm going to begin with a definition: What
is a task? And then I'm going to talk about two ways of using tasks in language
teaching, which I call task-supported language teaching and task-based language
teaching. Then I also want to introduce to you the idea that tasks can provide a
basis for teacher research, for what is called practitioner research. So I'm going to
talk about evaluating tasks, and how you can evaluate your students’ performance
of a task inside the classroom. And then there will be a few final comments.

The Definition and Types

What Is a “Task”?

So first of all, what is a task? And I define a task in terms of these four criteria.
In other words, I am saying that for a language teaching activity to be a task, it
must satisfy these four criteria: Firstly, a task involves primary focus on message. In
another words, the purpose of a task is that you are focused on meaning. You are
not focused on learning the language; you are focused on trying to use the language
to make meaning, either in understanding or in production. Secondly, a task has
some kind of gap. It’s this gap that motivates you to use language for meaning,
and I will give an example of what I mean by a gap in a moment. Thirdly, this is
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perhaps the most important, is that the students (i.e. the participants) in task-based
language teaching have to use their own linguistic resources in order to complete
the task, that is, you do not teach them the language that they need to do the task.
They have to use whatever Chinese, whatever English they know, in order to do the
task. There is no pre-teaching of language in a task. And then finally, a task has a
clearly defined communicative outcome. That is to say, the outcome is not whether
they can use some particular bits and pieces of language; the outcome is whether
they can achieve the communicative purpose of the task. So that is my definition of
a task.

And here now is an example of a task. And this is where I have to ask you to
do something. So please do you have your piece of paper, and do you have your
pen? If you look at this slide here, you will see this is a map of an island. And what
I would like you to do on your piece of paper is to draw this map, to copy this map
onto your piece of paper. If you look carefully you will see that the map looks a little
bit like a human face. So please draw the map, not too small, big enough because I'm
going to tell you where different places are on this map and you are going to have
to write the names of the places onto the map.

And then I want you to draw these places onto your map and write the names
on your map. No. 1, Betu. Betu is the main town on the island, and it is situated on
the nose of the island. So please find the nose of the island. It is on the coast, and
it is about where the nostril of the nose is. So please draw in Betu. No. 2, Songa.
Songa is a smaller town, and it is situated on the other side of the island. On the
other side of the island you will see the ear of the island. And underneath the ear
of the island there is an inlet from the sea. And Songa is situated at the end of that
inlet. No. 3, Bottomless Bay. Bottomless Bay is the bay on which Betu is situated,
so Bottomless Bay is under Betu on the map. No. 4, we have Mataka. Mataka is a
very small settlement and it is situated in the neck of the island. It is a little inland,
not on the coast. And it is situated in the middle of the neck of the island. No. 5,
Iluba Mountains. The Iluba Mountains run across the top of the island, where the
forehead of the island is. And they run from one side of the island to the other side
of the island, but they do not come down to the coast. They do not touch the coast.
So please draw in the Iluba Mountains, and write the name “Iluba Mountains”. No. 6,
now we're going to do the River Ilonga. The River Ilonga starts on the right side of
the Tluba Mountains, and it runs down the island through Songa into the inlet on
which Songa is situated. Again. The River Ilonga starts on the right side of the Iluba
Mountains. It runs down the island, through Songa into the inlet on which Songa
is situated. Please write in the River Ilonga, and then finally the River Ironga. The
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River Ironga starts on the other side of the Iluba Mountains, and it runs down the
island, through Betu, into Bottomless Bay.

Okay. How do you think you did? Well, now you can find out: Here are the
seven places. Would you please count up how many places you got correct? So, this
is a task.

And if you go back to my four criteria, you can see that this is indeed a
task. Firstly, it is a task that involves primary focus on message, in this case,
understanding my descriptions of where the places are. So you were not focused on
trying to learn language; you were focused on trying to understand language, my
messages to you. Secondly, there were some kinds of gap. Of course, I knew where
these places were. You didn’t. So there was a gap between us. Thirdly, you had to
use your own linguistic resources to understand my descriptions of where the
places were. I didn't pre-teach you any language. You had to use your own English.
Finally, there was a clearly defined communicative outcome, which was of course
the map with the places written on it. And interestingly with this task, you could
find out how good you were, in terms of how many places you got correct.

Then, what’s the difference between a task and an exercise which you get in
many of your Chinese or English textbooks? First of all, a task has its primary focus
on trying to communicate, making meaning. An exercise has a primary focus on
using language correctly. In addition, a task has some kind of gap, but an exercise
typically has no gap, as you will see in a moment. Third, in a task learners have to
use their own linguistic resources, but an exercise is what I call text-manipulating.
You are given the language, and you merely have to change it a little bit. Manipulate
it and change it a little bit, such as filling in a blank or changing it from one
pattern to another pattern, all of which belong to exercise. Finally, as to a task, the
successful performance is to have you achieve the outcome of the task, while as to
an exercise it is to have you be able to use the target language, such as English or
Chinese, correctly. That’s the essential difference.

In order to make this difference between a task and an exercise more clear,
I'm going to give you another example. So here is an example of what I call “going
shopping” Think about whether this is a task or an exercise. Think carefully. Right.
How many people think that this is a task? Put your hand up if you think this is a
task. Put your hand up if you think it’s an exercise. And put your hand up if you
haven’t put your hand up, which is most of you!

And let’s go back to my four criteria, right? So is the primary focus on creating,
making and understanding messages? Well I would say no, because what we see
here is that they are given a model, and all they have to do is to use this model to
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Going Shopping

Lookat Mary's shopping list. Then look atthe list of items in Abdullah’s store.

Abdullah’s Store
tivt—— IM{,

Work with a partner. One personis Mary and the other personis Mr.
Abdullah. Make conversations like this.

Mary: Good morning. Do you have any ?
Abduliah: Yes, | have some./ No, | don’t have any.

AL FEFERfE BT AR —MES, WILEME “REEEH 2", AT
EEEBAES, RITLHERLMEIIF, 5REFE A WP ERIZ %4 B
HIR B, 4 A JRERRIM A CavbiE, 248 B AR T B C Frhish e,
BAEAR, BAXHER. AEZWY, X2—DMEYES, R AEEIR
ARPUHIEATH, FRE, BA—IDREME, XR—IKEERYIES, K5 A8
SEARRBA BRI i, KRR 3B H #Y

KERRHRRENL, FERFEE, FNHNFEEERB B L,
FAVHER B CRIESF AR, ERmi AR AS%, B4
A AR PR B AR 24 A WA ZR T, 224 B A IR0,



11

do substitute works. For
example, Mary asks:
“Good morning, do you
have any... Do you have
any oranges?” And then
Abdullah has to say “Yes,
I have some.” or “No, I
don’t have any”, right?
So the focus really is on

whether they can use the
language, this model,
correctly by substituting the correct word in the blank space there. Secondly, is
there some kind of gap? No, because the students can see Mary’s shopping list
and they can see Abdullah’s store. They can see the information, so there is no
information gap here. Thirdly, do they have to use their own linguistic resources?
No, because they are given a model, and all they got to do is to manipulate the
model by putting in the missing word. And finally, is there a communicative
outcome? No. The only outcome is that they can make little dialogues like “Good
morning, do you have any oranges? No, I don’'t have any.” etc. Can they use the
language correctly? Can they use the model to produce correct language? So this
is, to my mind, very clearly an exercise. Right? I'm not saying it’s useless. ’'m not
saying it has no value. But it’s not a task.

But we can have exactly the same information, which is actually presented
now as a task, which I'm calling “what can you buy”. To make it a task we have
to separate out the materials, into the materials for Student A, here, and the
materials for Student B, here. So Student A can only see his or her own materials
and likewise, and Student B can only see Student B's materials. And then there is
no model. And there is a communicative purpose. You are going shopping; here
is your shopping list. Put ticks next to the items on the list that you can buy. And
similarly with Student B. You own a store, here’s a list of items for sale in your store.
Find the item that Student A asks for that you do not stock, that you do not keep.
So it’s the communicative purpose.

So the focus is quite clearly on meaning. Quite clearly there is a gap, because
they can’t see each other’s information. They have to use their own linguistic
resources, because there’s no model for them to copy and to use. But there’s clearly
a communicative outcome. The items that she can buy, for Student A, and Student B,
the items that he does not stock, etc., so this is a task.



