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Introduction

The purpose of the book

The purpose of this book is to provide teachers with a practical
introduction to the design and development of communicative language
learning tasks. Although the idea of using the learning ‘task’ as a basic
planning tool is not a new one in the general educational field, it is a
relatively recent arrival on the language teaching scene, and there remains
some confusion about the place of tasks within the curriculum. The
central question here is: should the specification of learning tasks be seen
as part of syllabus design or of methodology?

In this book, I shall argue that, with the development of communica-
tive language teaching, the separation of syllabus design and method-
ology becomes increasingly problematical. If we maintain the traditional
distinction between syllabus design and methodology, seeing syllabus
design as being primarily concerned with the specification of what
learners will learn, and methodology as being mainly concerned with
specifying how learners will learn, then the design of learning tasks is part
of methodology. However, if we see curriculum planning as an integrated
set of processes involving, among other things, the specification of both
what and how, then the argument over whether the design and develop-
ment of tasks belongs to syllabus design or to methodology becomes
unimportant.

The examples of learning tasks in the book have been taken from a
variety of sources. The ideas presented are relevant to teachers working
in, or preparing for, a range of situations with a variety of learner types.
Thus, it should be useful to teachers of children as well as of adults, to
foreign as well as second language teachers, and to teachers of ESP
(English for Specific Purposes) as well as of general purpose English.

Alongside the practical aspects of the subject, I have tried to deal with
theoretical issues in ways which are non-trivial, yet are accessible to
non-specialists.

It tends to be the custom, in books of this sort, to append a list of
questions to the end of each chapter. I have adopted a rather different
approach by inserting questions into the text itself. At various points
readers will find that they are invited to reflect on key points and
questions, and relate these to their own situation. While the answers |

1



_ Introduction

would give to some of the questions will emerge in the subsequent text,
for other questions there are no easy answers, Of there may be no
widespread consensus on what might count as an appropriate answer.

'For much of this century, language teaching has been preoccupied with
methods. In some extreme cases this has led to a search for the ‘right
method’. Methods tend to exist as package deals, each with its own set of
principles and operating procedures, each with its own set of preferred
learning tasks.

In this book, I shall have very little to say about ‘methods’. I do not
accept that there is such a thing as the ‘right method’, and I do not intend
to assign different tasks to different methodological pigeon-holes.
Rather, 1 shall look at tasks in terms of their goals, the input data,
linguistic or otherwise, on which they are based, the activities derived
from the input, and the roles and settings implied by different tasks for
teachers and learners. [ shall also look at the issues involved in sequencing
and integrating tasks, as well as at the factors to be considered in grading
rasks. The final chapter of the book is devoted to an exploration of the
role of tasks in teacher development, particularly in’the use of task
analysis as a means of encouraging a reflective methodology; that is,
planning one’s teaching on the basis of what actually happens in
classrooms rather than on abstract statements about what should
happen.

Traditional approaches to methodology tend to analyse tasks in terms
of the macroskills of listening, speaking, reading and writing. While most
tasks take one or other of the macroskills as their principal point of focus,
I have chosen to organise this analysis around what I consider to be three
central characteristics: task goals, input, and activities. We shall also look
at settings and learner and teacher roles implied by tasks. There are
several reasons for adopting this approach rather than analysing tasks
purely in terms of macroskills. In the first place, few tasks involve only
one skill. It is rare that one only reads, or listens, or speaks, or writes.
Therefore, it is often difficult to assign tasks to one skill label or another.
Secondly, 1 hope to encourage teachers to think more about the integra-
tion and sequencing of tasks. The major purpose of this book then is to
provide teachers with a framework for analysing learning tasks which
will help them select, adapt or create their own learning tasks.  hope that

the book might be of some assistance in assigning the search for the one
right method to the dustbin and in helping teachers develop, select or
adapt tasks which are appropriate in terms of goals, input, activities,
roles and settings, and difficulty.

Introduction
The structure of the book

Chapter 1 sets out ici
some of the basic issues in i
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1 Learning tasks and the language
curriculum

1.1 Introduction

This chapter introduces the task as a basic building block in the language
curriculum. We shall look at some definitions of the term, and see how
tasks are related to other elements in the curriculum.

1.2 ‘Task’ defined and described

What is a task?

In turning to the concept of ‘task’, the first thing we need to do is decide
just what we mean by the term itself.

If we look at what other people have written, we find that the term has
been defined in a variety of ways. In general education, and in other fields
such as psychology, there are many different definitions of tasks. There is
also quite a variety from within the field of second language teaching, as
the following definitions show.

(a task is] a piece of work undertaken for oneself or for others,
freely or for some reward. Thus, examples of tasks include
painting a fence, dressing a child, filling out a form, buying a pair
of shoes, making an airline reservation, borrowing a library book,
taking a driving test, typing a letter, weighing a patient, sorting
letters, taking a hotel reservation, writing a cheque, finding a street
destination and helping someone across a road. In other words, by
‘task’ is meant the hundred and one things people do in everyday
life, at work, at play, and in between.

(Long 1985: 89)

This first definition is a non-technical, non-linguistic one. In fact, as the
author points out, it describes the sorts of things that non-linguists would
tell you they do if they were to be asked. (In the same way as learners, if
asked why they are attending a language course, are more likely to say,
‘So 1 can talk to my neighbours’, than, ‘So 1 can master the use of the
subjunctive’.) The second thing to notice is that some of the examples
provided may well not involve language (one can paint a fence without



i s v e R B S et

Learning tasks

talking). Finally, the tasks may be subsidiary components of a larger task:
for example, the task of ‘weighing a patient’ may be a sub-component of
the task ‘giving a medical examination’.

This final point in fact raises a major problem with the concept of ‘task’
as a unit of analysis. Where do we draw the boundaries? How do we
decide where one task ends and the next begins?

You might like to consider how many discrete tasks
there are in the extract on pages 7-9. Is there a single
task with separate phases, or several tasks? (I shall
present my own view later in the chapter.)

Now here is another definition, this time from a dictionary of applied
linguistics:

an activity or action which is carried out as the result of processing
or understanding language (i.e. as a response). For example,
drawing a map while listening to a tape, listening to an instruction
and performing a command, may be referred to as tasks. Tasks
may or may not involve the production of language. A task usually
requires the teacher to specify what will be regarded as successful
completion of the task. The use of a variety of different kinds of
tasks in language teaching is said to make language teaching more
communicative . . . since it provides a purpose for a classroom

activity which goes beyond the practice of language for its own
sake.

(Richards, Platt and Weber 1986: 289)

In this second definition, we see that the authors take a pedagogical

perspective. Tasks are defined in terms of what the learner will do in the

classroom rather than in the outside world. This distinction between

what might be called ‘pedagogic’ tasks and ‘real-world’ tasks is an

important one, and one which we shall look at in detail in Chapter 2.
The final definition is from Breen:

... any structured language learning endeavour which has a
particular objective, appropriate content, a specified working
procedure, and a range of outcomes for those who undertake the
task. ‘Task’ is therefore assumed to refer to a range of workplans
which have the overall purpose of facilitating language learning —
from the simple and brief exercise type, to more complex and
lengthy activities such as group problem-solving or simulations and
decision making.

(Breen 1987: 23)

»> p. 10

Pre-listening

1 a} Look carefully at this questionnaire.

What are your sleeping habits?

A short questionnaire
to discover your
sleeping habits

1 How much time do you
spend on bedmaking?
a) 5 mins a day
b) 5 mins every other day
€) 5 mins a week

2 Before you go to bed do you
a) pull open the downstairs
curtains
b) read
c) eat

5 If you wake up in the middle
of the night is it because

3 After a night's sleep do you

A 7 Do oth i
find that the covers e

a) are as tidy as when yo a) you remember something :)bg:‘t,g' our sleeping habits?
to bed you went you ought to have done b) fre ur tl
b) are all b) you're cold quently
all over the floor ¢) you're h c) sometimes
) are in a heap in the middle of e

the

6 If you hear a bump in the 8 When you have dreams are

. they most!

45 i night do you Y
l e);(:)udk:]a;g Jrouble getting to a) get up cautiously and g} :;’e::'ns about work
a) count sheep b investigate quietly V] svﬁzetn:i‘:;easm
b) toss and turn ) charge around the house *

<) lie still and concentrate with a weapon

©) turn over and go back to sleep

Make sure that you understand
all the words in it
you know how they are pronounced. nitand that

b o ow
) Ngw, wprkmg 1n pairs, one of you should interview the
other using this questionnaire. If th

: . . ere is time, chan
(that s, the interviewer should no : ge roles

w be interviewed)

Maley and Moulding: Learning to Listen, p. 3




' Listening 4 b) Now do the same thing using interview 2.
1) He expressed reservations about the type of questions.

i) He explained that he rarely had any difficulty in falling
asleep.

2 a) You will now hear a recorded interview on the tape. You
should work on your own. As you listen, note down which
of the suggested answers is nearest to the one given on the
tape. If none of them fit, then try to note down what the
answer was. Do not worry if you do not get all the
information the first time. You will hear the tape at least

three times. ™=

b) When you have finished, work with a partner and compare
your answers. Then check your answers with the teacher.

1) He explained that reading sent him to sleep.

iv) He found his dreams somewhat disturbing.

v) He denied that he snored.

vi) He agreed that he occupied more than half of the bed.
vii) He dismissed any complaints that people made. =8

Checking up

3 a) Stay with the same partner. You will now hear a second 5 a) Listen to interview 1 again in groupsof four. As you listen,

version of the interview. This time the interviewer does not
ask all the questions and they are not in the same order as in
the printed questionnaire. Once again try to decide which
of the printed answers is nearest to the one given on the

tape. w8

note down in your own way (don’t worry about the
spelling) any words or phrases which you still do not
understand. When you have finished, compare your notes
with the others in the group. Perhaps someone else can help

explain what you did not understand, and you may be able
to help others. Finally, check any remaining problems by

b) When you have finished, compare your answers in groups reading through the transcript on pages s1—s5.

of four. Then check them with the teacher.

b) If there is time, work through interview 2 in the same way.

Intensive listening Maley and Moulding: Learning to Listen, pp. 4 and §

time try to find which of the man’s sentences match the
following reported sentences.
e.g. He explained that he had very little time.

‘Well I'm in a bit of a hurry.’

4 a) Listen carefully to the first interview again, in pairs. This i

1)  Heexpressed concern that the interviewer might be
.invading his privacy.

ii) His opinion was that bedmaking was women's work.

iif) He had been told that he did not move much in his
sleep.

iv) He answered that generally he had no problems in
getting to sleep.

v) Hedisagreed that he was courageous - simply
annoyed.

vi) He denied that other people had complained.

vii) He explained that he almost always forgot his dreams.

Check your answers with those of another pair. w8
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You might like to pause at this point and consider the
similarities and differences between the three definitions
which have been offered here. You might also like to
think about which definition is most useful and
meaningful for you.

The definitions we have looked at share one thing in common: they all
imply that tasks involve communicative language use in which the user’s
attention is focused on meaning rather than linguistic structure. This is
evident in the examples provided. Long mentions filling out a form,
making an airline reservation, taking a driving test, etc. Richards et al.
refer to drawing a map, listening to instructions and carrying out a
command. Breen talks about problem solving and decision making
(although his definition does allow for ‘brief exercise types’ which might
conceivably include non-communicative tasks).

In general, I too will consider the communicative task as a piece of
classroom work which involves learners in comprehending, manipulat-
ing, producing or interacting in the target language while their attention
is principally focused on meaning rather than form. The task should also
have a sense of completeness, being able to stand alone as a communica-
tive act in its own right.

As we explore the development of tasks, we shall see that it is not
always easy to draw a hard and fast distinction between ‘communicative’
and ‘non-communicative’ tasks. There are several reasons for this, not
the least of which is the fact that meaning and form are closely
interrelated. We use different grammatical forms to signal differences of
meaning. In fact, good oral grammar exercises can and should be both
meaningful and communicative.

What are the components of a task?

I shall want to suggest that, in analytic terms, tasks will contain some
form of input data which might be verbal (for example a dialogue or
reading passage) or non-verbal (for example a picture sequence) and an
activity which is in some way derived from the input and which sets out
what the learners are to do in relation to the input. The task will also have
(implicitly or explicitly) a goal and roles for teachers and learners. In
synthetic terms, we shall find, lessons and units of work will consist,
among other things, of sequences of tasks, and the coherence of such
lessons or units will depend on the extent to which the tasks have been
integrated and sequenced in some principled way.

10

‘Task’ defined and described

\ / Teacher role

Input —— 5 TASKS

Goals

~4———— |_earner role
Activities / \

A framework for analysing communicative tasks

Settings

Let us consider your response to the extract from M
There are five ‘phases’ to the unit. Some of the
communxgative tasks, while others are less certain.
exampl;, is clearly a communicative task, as learners are involved i

processing and producing language for communic The task i

L pr . ative.ends. The task i
also complete in its own right. It can be characterised as follows: i

aley and Moulding.
se clearly qualify as
The pre-listening, for

IGoal: Excha.nging personal information
nput: Questionnaire on sleeping habits
Activity: 1) Reading questionnaire

ii) Asking and answerin i i
' g questions about slee i
Teacher role: Monitor and facilitator ping habits

Lcafner role: Conversational partner
Setting: Classroom/pair work

c())l:l}::)rr r;;l:llses in the 1;ml: a?c less clearly communicative, focusing learners
aspects of the language. However, it is i
. as . 1t 1s important to bear i
or 1 er, o bear in
Willx:dgtit:t ;; 11 n}:)t ac}wa):is c;asy to p}r)ovxde a simple definition or test which
ard and fast method of distinguishi icati

; th guishing communicative

tasks from other exercise and activity types, or of determining where one

task ends and another begi i isi
‘ gins. Makin i
partly intuitive and judgemental. B such decisions will always be

At this point, the description I have
imprecise. However,

once we have worked

given may seem rather vague a
ave ¢ nd
my characterisation of ‘task’ will become clearer

through a range of exampl
. ' , ples. For now, let us sa
that the task is a piece of meaning-focused work involving l’earncrs ir)ll

comprehending, producing and/or interacting in the target language, and
b

that tasks are analysed or i i
t ta; categorised according to thei i
activities, settings and roles, 5 eirgoals, input dara,

11
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1.3 Communicative language teaching

From the remarks already made, it should be obvious that the current
interest in tasks stems largely from what has been termed ‘the communi-
cative approach’ to language teaching. In this section I should like to
briefly sketch out some of the more important principles underpinning
communicative language teaching.

Although it is not always immediately apparent, everything we doin
the classroom is underpinned by beliefs about the nature of language and
about language learning. (We shall look at some of these beliefs in
Chapter 2.) In recent years there have been some dramatic shifts in
attitude towards both language and learning. This has sometimes
resulted in contradictory messages to the teaching profession which, in
turn, has led to confusion.

Among other things, it has been accepted that language is more than
simply a system of rules. Language is now generally seen as a dynamic
resource for the creation of meaning. In terms of learning, it is generally
accepted that we need to distinguish between ‘learning that” and
‘knowing how’. In other words, we need to distinguish berween knowing

various grammatical rules and being able to use the rules effectively and

appropriately when communicating.

This view has underpinned communicative language teaching (CLT).
A great deal has been written and said about CLT, and it is something ofa
misnomer to talk about ‘the communicative approach’ as there is a family
of approaches, each member of which claims to be ‘communicative’ (in
fact, it is difficult to find approaches which claim not to be communicat-
ive!). There is also frequent disagreement between different members of
the communicative family.

During the seventies, the insight that communication was an integrated
process rather than a set of discrete learning outcomes created a dilemma
for syllabus designers, whose task has traditionally been to produce
ordered lists of structural, functional or notional items graded according
to difficulty, frequency or pedagogic convenience. Processes belong to the
domain of methodology. They are somebody else’s business. They cannot
be reduced to lists of items. For a time, it seems, the syllabus designer was
to be out of business.

One of the clearest presentations of a syllabus proposal based on
processes rather than products has come from Breen. He suggests thatan
alternative to the listing of linguistic content (the end point, as it were, in
the learner’s journey) would be to:

.. . prioritize the route itself; a focusing upon the means towards
the learning of a new language. Here the designer would give
priority to the changing process of learning and the potential of the
classroom — to the psychological and social resources applied to a
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new langu_age by learners in the classroom context. . . . a greater

concern Yvnth. capacity for communication rather than tepertoire of
communication, with the activity of learning a languag .
important as the language itself, and with a focus upo

rather than predetermined objectives, all indicate prio
Process over content.

e viewed as
n means
rity of

(Breen 1984: 52-3)

tht Breen is suggesting is that, with communication at the centre of th
cufrlculum, the goal of that curriculum (individuals who are ca agl t ?
using the target .la}nguage to communicate with others) and thz m: o
(classroom activities which develop this capability) begin to merge: 3;‘15
syllabus must take account of both the ends and the means B e
What then do we do with our more formal approa.ches to th
specification of structures and skills? Can they be found a place in CLTg
We can focus on this issue by considering the place of grammar .
For some time after the rise of CLT, the status of gramma-r in th
curriculum was rather uncertain. Some linguists maintained that it wac
not necessary to teach grammar, that the ability to use a second langua :
(knqwmg ‘how’) would develop automatically if the learner gwe%e
required to focus on meaning in the process of using the language t
communicate. In recent years, this view has come under serifus %:haﬁ
lenge, and it now seems to be widely accepted that there is value in

classroom tasks which require learners to focus on form. It is also

accepted that grammar is an e i in usi

ssential resource in using la
- . n -
municatively, 8 enguage com

Thisi . . . . .
1s s certainly Littlewood’s view. In his introduction to communicat-

ive language teaching, he suggests that the followi i
taken into consideration: %8 ¢ foflowing skills need to be

— The learner must attain as high a degree as possible of linguistic
competence. That is, he must develop skill in manipulating the
Imguxstl.c system, to the point where he can use it spontaneousl
and flexibly in order to express his intended message. !

~ The learner‘must distinguish between the forms he has mastered
as part of hls.linguistic competence, and the communicative
functions which they perform. In other words, items mastered as
part of a.lmg‘uistic system must also be understood as part of a
communicative system.

~ The lcamerAmust develop skills and strategies for using language
to communicate meanings as. effectively as possible in concrete
situations. He must learn to use feedback to judge his success
and if necessary, remedy failure by using different language '

- ;I'hc learner must become aware of the social meaning of .
anguage forms. Fpr many learners, this may not entail the
ability to vary their own speech to suit different social
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ili able
circumstances, but rather the ability to use generally accept
forms and avoid potentially offensive ones.

(Liclewood 1981: 6)

At this point, you might like to cor_lsider your own
position on this matter. Do you think that dine (i
considerations of content selection an'd grading (i.e.
selecting and grading grammalr, functn;m}s‘, n;);g:slzept

1 jation, vocabulary etc.) shou
topics, pronunciation, v : :
segar;te from the selection and grading of tasks, or not

i nsive

As | have already ‘pointed out, I take the view that ang cocrinp;'i}cxle ns‘:ust
curriculum needs to take account of both means and e; s e
address both content and process. In the ﬁ.na'l analysis, it ole(s not really
matter whether those responsible for specifying learning tas sthat alled
‘syllabus designers’ or ‘methodologists’. What matters 1 that boch
pZoccsses and outcomes are taken care of and that there is a comp
and creative relationship between the two. b that the developmentof

Whatever the position taken, there is nl(: czlou tt fat e devclopmen o

icati hing has had a protoun

mmunicative language teacl oh
(rzl?ethodology and syllabus design, and has greatly enhanced the statu
the learning ‘task’ within the curriculum,

1.4 Curriculum development and learning tasks

he term ‘curriculum’ is
‘ i 'is a large and complex concept, and the te
Cudrrilr?;lrl:lt?mlgei (?f gifferent ways. In some contexts it1s used to relfer Eooe:
u:::'ticular programme of study (for example the 'sgenced curricu :1(11:‘ ‘
She ‘mathematics curriculum’). In other contex;s, it lfi use rfnorren\:m ayr;d
¢ ’ he selecting and grading of co .
shall use ‘syllabus’ to refer to t ) g o ement-
‘curriculum’ more widely to refer to all aspec p s .
if\l;n:slallgzing and managing an educational prodgrgn;mi iﬁi::}nc\lggz\);-
\ sted that a
d forty years ago, Ralph Tyler suggested thai i
lusigizvelo;zg by first i:ientifying goals qnd ob)ectg%s, t{\lenl\:y xza?fg,
organising and grading the learning expenences, and iina y,hzve ding
mgans for determining whether the goals and objectives
i Tyler 1949). o
ad;;::ﬁ r(ec);ntly, it has been suggested that at the very minimum a
curriculum should offer the following:

. In planning: ) )
A In PPrincip%es for the selection of content — what is to be
learned and taught.
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2. Principles for the development of a teaching strategy — how
itis to be learned and raught.

3. Principles for the making of decisions about sequence.

4. Principles on which to diagnose the strengths and
weaknesses of individual students and differentiate the
general principles 1, 2 and 3 above, to meet individual
cases.

B. In empirical study:

1. Principles on which to study and evaluate the progress of
students.
2.

Principles on which to study and evaluate the progress of
teachers.

3. Guidance as to the feasibility of implementing the

curriculum in varying school contexts, pupil contexts,
environments and peer-group situations,

. Information about the variability of effects in differing
contexts and on different pupils and an understanding of
the causes of the variation.

C. In relation to justification:

A formulation of the intention or aim of the curriculum which
is accessible to critical scrutiny.

(Stenhouse 1975: §)

This rather imposing (although by no means exhaustive) list serves to
demonstrate just how comprehensive the field of curriculum study can
be.

Turning more specifically to language teaching, the distinction tradi-
tionally drawn between syllabus design and methodology suggests that
syllabus design deals with the selection and grading of content, while
methodology is concerned with the selection and sequencing of learning
activities. If one sticks to the traditional distinction, then task design
would seem to belong to the realm of methodology. However, with the
development of communicative language teaching, as [ have indicated,
the distinction between syllabus design and methodology becomes diffi-
cult to sustain: one needs not only to specify both the content (or ends of
learning) and the tasks (or means to those ends) but also to integrate
them. This suggests a broad perspective on curriculum in which concur-
rent consideration is given to content, methodology and evaluation.

Within this perspective, 1 make one substantial departure from the
‘traditional’ approach to curriculum design. With a traditional a pproach,
such as the one suggested by Tyler, the curriculum designer first decides
on the goals and objectives of instruction. Once these have been
satisfactorily specified, the curriculum content is specified. The learning
experiences are then decided upon, and, finally, the means for assessing
learners and evaluating the curriculum are established. The process is
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. N . oo
- thus a linear one which operates in one direction, with a feedback loop

from evaluation to goals as the following diagram shows:

Goals —s Content —— Experiences (Tasks) —»— Evaluation

i i hy one’s
i i la, one would first decide on w .
lying this to language curricula, - ¢s
ﬁ;gfn)érsgare coming along to learn in the first pllace. ThlfS W(z}xl:sprr?;:i 2
1 1 ical i nctions,
i tion of grammatical items, fu .
rationale for the specificatio . e o
i experiences (or, as wi :
ics and so on. The lea;mng m,
iggks) would be specified. Finally, means would l;‘e esmlbll:?}fivcd
deciding whether the content has been learned apd t ;:‘ gﬁa s ! oals.
This final evaluative step would allow us to decide whether our goals,
odified. '
ntent and tasks need to be m . o -
CoBut while this might seem to be a logical way of desngr};)r;g a cur:)n;:x}l‘ i;:
in practice it can be unnecessarily rigld_: a more flexible lalp]:ir ac t,o "
whri,ch content and tasks are developed in tar’}dir.n, genera fyC er:i_ ds to 2
t of cu
i t end product. Taking a se
more satisfactory and coheren ; 1 e
i e simultaneously speci
Is as our point of departure, w :
%lgsclop leamlzng tasks. We might illustrate such a process as follows

——+ | Content

T ‘ —— Evaluation
Goals

—_— Tasks

I T e s There s b feedback loop 50 tht he
cr:::uirsggff:stt}:: 5ekvsz:l‘:ativolrcl can be fed back into the curriculum planning
Pr?l‘(;fessflollowing example §hould serve to e);empl‘i:iyn:jh{: I?gl—‘(l);;sieamers
w}:g‘i]g;?\: ::I)esta\lx-z;'i f:%ﬁgiﬁif ‘::ll\f:l}s:g gtl;csﬁ a curriculum will have
the following sorts of goals:
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— Reading academic texts
— Taking part in tutorial discussions

— Obtaining and recording information from academic lectures
— Writing formal essays

In developing a unit of work for a goal such as ‘reading academic texts’
we might have as resources a number of syllabus checklists which specify
topics, grammar, vocabulary etc. and input data in the form of a variety
of reading texts and extracts. We would examine a given text and decide
on an activity or sequence of activities requiring the learner to extract and
transform the key information contained in the text in some way (for
example, by completing a diagram). We would also determine which
aspects of the content learners would need to engage in to complete the
task successfully. This might include finding the meaning of a range of
vocabulary items, comprehending logical relationships, identifying ana-
phoric links and understanding relative clauses. Separate exercises would
be written for these, and the items would be checked off against our
syllabus checklists. In this way, the syllabus would evolve in the course of
preparing the programme, rather than preceding the specification of
learning tasks and other exercise types.

So far I have described the curriculum process from the perspective of
the curriculum or syllabus designer. Such people usually work at a more
general or abstract level than those actually responsible for developing
teaching materials, or for the day-to-day task of teaching. Classroom
teachers, for instance, are generally presented with curriculum guidelines
or sets of syllabus specifications, and are required to develop their courses
and programmes from these. As their immediate focus is on the day-to-
day schedule of work with learners in classrooms, their conception of
tasks is somewhat different from that presented above. They tend to see
lessons or units of work as the basic building blocks of their programmes.
These lessons and units in turn are composed of sets of more or less
integrated tasks and manipulative exercises of various sorts. The teach-
er’s immediate preoccupation is thus with learning tasks and with

integrating these into lessons and/or units (Nunan 1987; Shavelson and
Stern 1981).

For the classroom teacher, then,

a planning framework is likely to look
something like the following:
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Curriculum guidelines
Syllabus speciﬁcations/checkllsts

Tasks ' to be drawn on in developing
and —» | esson/Unit
related

exercises

—» Course/Programme &=

Tasks

and ~—» Lesson/Unit
related

exercises

The notion of task therefore has an immediate relevancy, and ;;:ar;::)nri
for the teacher is a matter of putting tasks toge_lt_lger, wviv\la:itﬁzvecrutrrci:wlum
¢ ¢ iculum’ sets out. us, .
eneral ‘syllabus’ or ‘curry ‘ um
Ic;iesigners zre more likely to take a long-term p_erfpect.lt\;e,s :z:)t:xeli out
teachers and materials writer
ans for semesters and years, ' { often
g‘o their detailed planning in relation to lessons ot gmtsf?fsrso‘;n o
Chapter 6, we shall look at various ways in wlpch zhamsk of ta
integrated and sequenced to form coherent units of work.

At this point, you might like to pause anq !:e(file?itt Solr:1 :ge
way the notion of ‘task’, as already' described, int
the scheme of things in your own fzntuatnonhz}s hteafcthe,
programme planner or course designer. Wd ic ot e ety
diagrams set out in this section ’corrcspon_ s mosdo s
to your own view? Which ‘unit’ of organisation do 'y
regularly build your work around?
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I'am not trying to suggest that there is no longer any place for syllabus
specifications as traditionally conceived, but rather that their place in the
design process takes on a rather different function. Rather than working
from syllabus items to tasks, I see syllabus specifications as traditionally
conceived (i.e. lists of content) as being of most value as checklists and
frameworks which can provide coherence and continuity to the course
design and materials development process. For example, one might be
developing materials for a 200-hour beginner’s course. The syllabus
(which will be used by the examiners to set an end-of-course examin-
ation) specifies sets of grammatical, phonological, lexical, functional and
notional items to be covered. Rather than identifying a particular item,
say ‘talking about oneself’, ‘nationalities’ and the verb ‘be’, and creatinga
text and a task to teach these items, one might find or create an
interesting/relevant text and task at the appropriate level of difficulty,
and then identify which language items on the syllabus checklist can be
introduced or taught through the text/task. The course designer/
materials writer’s task is thus to carry out a delicate juggling act between
the various curriculum components, including sets of syllabus specifi-
cations, task and activity types, texts and input data.

1.5 The role of the learner

So far, we have considered how within CLT course designers and
teachers might make use of the notion of task. Another trend in recent
years which has stemmed from CLT has been the development of
learner-centred approaches to language teaching, in which information
by and from learners is used in planning, implementing and evaluating
language programmes. While the learner-centred curriculum will contain
similar elements and processes to traditional curricula, a key difference
will be that information by and from learners will be built into every
phase of the curriculum process. Curriculum development becomes a
collaborative effort between teachers and learners, since learners will be

involved in decisions on content selection, methodology and evaluation
(Nunan 1988).

Of course, no curriculum will ever be totally subject-
centred or totally learner-centred. However, even within
institutions in which teachers and learners have minimal
input into the curriculum development process it is
possible to introduce elements of learner-centredness. It
is worth considering the ways in which your curriculum
might be modified to make it more learner-centred.
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The philosophical reasons for adopting a learner-centred approach to
teaching have been reinforced by research into second language acqui-
sition as well as work in the area of learning styles (Willing 1988).

Breen, who has written a great deal on learner-centred language
teaching, has pointed out the advantages of linking learner-centredness
with learning tasks. He draws attention to the frequent disparity between
what the teacher intends as the outcome of a task and what the learners
actually derive from it. (We may parallel this with a similar disparity
between what curriculum documents say ought to happen, and what
actually happens in the classroom.) Learning outcomes will be influenced
by learners’ perceptions about what they should contribute, their views
about the nature and demands of the task, and their definitions of the
situation in which the task takes place. Additionally, we cannot know for
certain how different learners are likely to carry out a task. We tend to
assume that the way we look ata task will be the way learners look at it.
However, there is evidence that while we as teachers are focusing on one
thing, learners are focusing on something else. How can we be sure, then,
that learners will not look for grammatical patterns when taking part in
activities which were designed to focus them on meaning, and look for
meaning in tasks designed to focus them on grammatical forms?

One way of dealing with this tendency is to involve learners in
designing or selecting tasks. It should also be possible to allow learners
choices in deciding what to do and how to do it. This of course implies a
major change in the roles assigned to learners and teachers. Here | am
suggesting that the task is likely to have the same psychological/oper-
ational reality for the learner as it has for the teacher. By using it as a
design unit, one opens to the student the possibility of planning and
monitoring learning — one breaks down the hierarchic barriers as it were.
This is not to say that the teacher and learner will view the same task in
the same way and attach the same ‘meanings’ to it. Nor does it absolve
the teacher from the responsibility of ensuring that through a sequence of
tasks the appropriate ‘formal curricula’ are covered. These are issues of
teacher and learner roles to which we shall return in Chapter 4.

1.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, 1 have introduced and defined ‘task’ in relation to the
general field of language curriculum design. 1 have attempted to spell out
come of the relationships between the concepts of curriculum, syllabus,
methodology and task. I have suggested that tasks can be analysed in
terms of their goals, input data, activities, settings and roles. | have tried
to demonstrate how tasks can be used as building blocks in developing
lessons and units of work, and how this development can proceed
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