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Prepublication praise for Teachers Exploring Tasks in English
Language Teaching

‘Jane Willis’ and Corony Edwards’ edited collection of papers, Teachers Exploring Tasks
in English Language Teaching, offers an excellent “making public” of the variety of ways
in which teachers use tasks to better understand their teaching and their students’ learning.
The range of reports — focusing on students, on content, and on classroom communities in
a variety of geographical and educational settings — is impressive. In adopting task-based
teaching, as Willis and Edwards define it, the contributors to this collection write about their
classroom practices from a common point of view, creating in a sense a shared “grammar”
of the classroom. This approach then makes their accounts both very readable and, I would
think, highly replicable by readers. Clearly, classroom teaching generally, and ELT teaching
in particular, is coming of age as teachers explore what and how their students learn, and
articulate the understandings that result from their explorations, as they do in this volume.’

— Donald Freeman, Dean Language Teacher Education, School for International Training,
USA

‘ESL teachers in the United States and other English-speaking countries can make effective
use of every chapter in the book.

— Betty Lou Leaver, Dean, New York Institute of Technology in Amman, Jordan

‘High quality, extremely readable and accessible ... I anticipate that this volume will be
extremely popular with classroom teachers. I found it refreshing, and even exciting, to read
accounts of professional practice by people who have not hitherto been widely published.
The volume will be useful not only on MA courses but also on a wide range of inservice
‘course ... an exciting and innovative project.’

— Professor David Nunan, The English Centre, Hong Kong

‘Classroom teaching and learning ordinarily center on specific language tasks. Instruction
becomes more effective when teachers understand the role of language tasks, recognize their
students’ needs, and apply both types of information in a sound, creative way. With better
task-based instruction as a goal, current and future teachers will benefit from the enlightening
explorations in this book. In addition, researchers will find that this book can inform and
enrich many classroom investigations.’

— Professor Rebecca Oxford, University of Maryland, USA
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Introduction: Aims and
Explorations into Tasks and
Task-based Teaching

Jane Willis

The aims of this book

This book was written by language teachers for language teachers, with
a view to encouraging readers to use more tasks in their lessons, and to
explore for themselves various aspects of task-based learning (TBL) and
teaching. It gives insights into ways that tasks can be designed, adapted
and implemented in a range of teaching contexts and will thus appeal
to teachers with little or no previous experience of using tasks themselves.
It also illustrates ways in which tasks and task-based learning can be
investigated in order to make the whole experience richer and more
rewarding. Teachers who are thinking of embarking on a Diﬁioma or
Masters course, either on-site or by distance learning, will find lots of
useful ideas here for their own classroom-based projects and assignments.
Each contributor ends their chapter with practical recommendations
and/or advice for other teachers, and many list further ideas that can be
carried out in language classes.

This book is not intended to be used as a manual of research
techniques, nor is it a treatise on TBL. It makes no attempt to cover every
type of task or research process. There are other books that do this. The
strength of this book is that it illustrates a range of largely familiar
tasks being implemented within various lesson frameworks, a variety of
task-based programmes, and task investigations in action, all in normal
classroom conditions. It also provides plentiful samples of data from
task interactions. Its aims are to complement some of the more formal
studies that have been conducted into the use of tasks, and to allow
readers to see how other teachers have interpreted the concept of TBL
within their own particular educational settings.
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Nunan (1989b: 121) and Burns (1999: 181-213), as well as Freeman
(1998), all recommmend that teachers who carry out small-scale classroom
research or action research projects should disseminate their findings.
This collection is, in essence, doing just that. We therefore hope that it
will serve not only to enrich readers’ understanding of task-based
approaches to language learning and teaching, but also to provide ideas
and insights into exploring and researching classroom learning in a
more general sense.

Who are the teachers?

All the teachers who have written for this collection began these partic-
ular explorations into tasks and TBL while studying, mostly by distance
learning, on Masters programmes in TEFL or TESOL or TESP from
English universities. Most contributors are from Aston University and
Birmingham University, with one guest contributor from Warwick
University. Being distance learners means that they remain in their
teaching posts overseas while studying for their Masters degrees with
guidance and support from their tutors, supervisors, colleagues and
fellow Masters participants. This allowed them to explore their own
classrooms as part of their normal teaching day.

Who are the learners and what are the tasks?

The learners taught by our contributors represent all ages and many dif-
ferent types of institution and educational backgrounds. To give an indi-
cation of this variety, here are some snapshot scenarios of the learners
doing some of the tasks.

Primary age children in Hungary are looking at pictures of rooms in a
doll’s house and playing ‘Spot the Differences’ in pairs; others in Korea
are listening to directions and drawing on to a street map the routes to
various people’s homes: a ‘Describe and Draw’ task. Groups of teenagers
in Greece are designing a personality quiz in order to find out how brave
people are. Japanese students in the UK, preparing for an oral examina-
tion, are doing a problem-solving task: they have a picture of a very bare
student room and are deciding together the best way to embellish it.
Business students in Switzerland are doing a web-based project: they
have each analysed the strengths and weaknesses of an international
company and are comparing results. Advanced learners in Italy share
their experiences of storms and compare how they feel about them.
Elementary adult students in Japan find out about their partner’s
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families and friendships; a class of shy university students exchanges
stories about embarrassing incidents that have happened to them,
others are researching into Japanese culture as seen through different
types of restaurant. In a women’s college in Japan, students describe to
another group, who then have to draw it unseen, a picture of a cheerful
magician sawing his wife in half.

Some of these learners are new to task-based learning, yet all are fully
engaged in the tasks they are doing. They are getting their meanings
across as best they can in English, trying to understand what others are
saying, helping each other as they work towards the agreed goals of the
task, and subsequently sharing their experiences of doing the task.

What do we mean by task?

Several different definitions and uses of the term ‘task’ exist throughout
the literature, ranging from rather general to quite specific, and these
are summarized in Chapter 1. Our contributors also use the word ‘task’
in slightly different ways. So what characteristics do the tasks in this
book have in common?

¢ In carrying out a task the learners’ principal focus is on exchanging
and understanding meanings, rather than on practice of form or pre-
specified forms or patterns.

e There is some kind of purpose or goal set for the task, so that learn-
ers know what they are expected to achieve by the end of the task,
for example, to write a list of differences, to complete a route map
or a picture, to report a solution to a problem, to vote on the best
decorated student room or the most interesting/memorable personal
anecdote.

¢ The outcome of the completed task can be shared in some way with
others.

¢ Tasks can involve any or all four skills: listening, speaking, reading
and writing.

* The use of tasks does not preclude language-focused study at some
points in a TBL lesson, though a focus on specific grammar rules or
patterns will not generally come before the task itself, as this could
well detract from the real communicative purpose of the subsequent
interaction.

What, then, would not count as ‘tasks’? Activities requiring learners
to use language patterns they have just been taught or been told to
use, would not count as tasks in this sense, for example, completing
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a transformation exercise, acting out dialogues or taking part in role
plays with set parts. The principle focus in such activities is not on learn-
ers expressing and exchanging their own meanings but on practising
pre-specified language forms or functions and displaying their ability to
‘produce’ these patterns. (See Skehan, 1998: 95-6.)

The task characteristics listed above can apply to many different
types of task. While there is no definitive way to classify tasks, a broad
classification that is based on cognitive processes consists of six categories:
listing tasks; ordering and sorting tasks; comparing tasks; problem
solving tasks; sharing personal experiences; and creative tasks (see
J. Willis, 1996a). The contributors to this collection have used a range
of task-types in their studies. For example, Poupore (Chapter 19) inves-
tigates the effects that different types of problem solving tasks have on
his students’ language production, and Kiernan’s students (Chapter 5)
engage in narrative tasks where they share embarrassing personal experi-
ences. Shehadeh, in Chapter 1, gives an overview of other ways in which
task-types can be categorized for both teaching and research purposes.

The move towards Task-Based Learning (TBL)

In the countries and contexts represented in this book, English is being
taught as a Foreign Language with a view to enhancing international
communication. However, the examination systems in many of these
countries often put a premium on formal accuracy and, as a result, teach-
ers often prioritize the teaching of grammar. Teachers model the target
language forms and get students to repeat them, and then ask questions
intended to elicit the target forms in response, for example, What time do
you usually get up in the moming? to elicit: I usually get up at 7.15. (Note that
‘I don’t know really, it depends.’ would not be an acceptable response in this
situation.) This approach stems from behaviourist learning theories and
the language thus produced is commonly called ‘display’ language; stu-
dents are expected to respond using a word or pattern that conforms to
the teacher’s expectation of the specific form to be used, rather than on
conveying meaning or message (D. Willis, 1996b). The label given to one
such approach is Presentation, Practice, Production, also known as PPP.
(For an explanation and discussion of PPP see Shehadeh, Chapter 1 and
D. Willis, 1996b: iv-v.) However, we all know that what is taught is not
necessarily what is learned. And although PPP lessons are often supple-
mented with skills lessons, most students taught mainly through con-
ventional approaches such as PPP leave school unable to communicate
effectively in English (Stern, 1983). This situation has prompted many



