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Abstract 

THE BENEFITS OF THE TASKED-BASED LANGUAGE TEACHING 

APPROACH TO STUDENTS IN EFL CONVERSATION CLASS 

 

Chan Yao 

Under the Supervision of Jennifer Collins Ph.D. 

 

Emerging in the late 1980s, Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT) approach has 

become a hot topic in the field of English as Foreign Language (EFL) teaching and 

Second Language Acquisition research. In EFL conversation class, it appears as a 

great challenge to traditional PPP model teaching methodology which stands for 

presentation, practice, and production. Contrasting with that, the essence of TBLT is 

“learning by doing”, emphasizing the importance of teacher organizing a class around 

communicative tasks and leading students to complete them by using English so that 

students could acquire language naturally. Up to now, scholars have reached great 

achievements upon the research and practice of TBLT. On the basis of relevant 

representative literature on TBLT, this paper is intended to expound the teaching 

approach in detail from the following aspects: first, the development of TBLT; second, 

the theoretical foundation elaborated from Second Language Acquisition Theory and 

Constructivism Theory; finally, task design for English conversation class. Also the 

suggestion will be given for language teachers and learners. 

Keywords: Task-based Language Teaching 
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Chapter I Introduction 

As an international communicative tool, English is the most widely used language in the 

world and therefore is a common foreign language in many countries. Gong (2004) observed that 

the learners in China who have participated in English language education for a minimum of six 

years still have difficulties in applying English into daily life especially with the regards to oral 

expression. The reasons contributing to such a phenomenon are various, one of which is the lack 

of language learning effectiveness due to the use of the “PPP model instruction” approach 

(Willis, 1996) in foreign language teaching. In contrast to PPP model instruction which stands 

for presentation, practice, and production, Task-based language teaching (TBLT) approach 

emphasizes “learning by doing” (Prabhu, 1987) and has demonstrated the ability to improve 

learner’s integrative competence in English as a foreign language (EFL). This teaching approach 

has become a hot topic since it appeared in 1980s in the field of second language (L2) teaching 

and is well regarded in applied linguistics. This paper will explore the benefits of Task-based 

Language Teaching approach to the students especially in EFL conversation class.  

Statement of the Problem 

 

 The difference between the traditional PPP model instruction and Task-based Language 

Teaching approach in EFL conversation class is apparent. A PPP lesson is mainly aimed at a 

narrowly predetermined set of objectives and procedures for teacher and is designed according to 

the teacher’s predetermined outcomes, in other words, the teacher is the focus of instruction. 

Students have less access to large quantities of oral production and their desire to learn gradually 

disappears (Willis, 1996). The goal of this paper is to discuss how TBLT as an effective 

approach improves EFL learners’ ability in English speaking by addressing the following 

questions: What is Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT) approach? What is the theoretical 
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basis of TBLT? What are the features of TBLT? And how does TBLT approach apply to the 

teaching of English to L2 learners? 

Definition of Terms 

1. Task: 

A task is an activity which required learners to arrive at an outcome from given information 

through some process of thought, and which allowed teachers to control and regulate that 

process (Prabhu, 1987). 

A piece of classroom work which involves learners in comprehending, manipulating, 

producing or interacting in the target language while their attention is principally focused on 

meaning rather form (Nunan, 1989). 

Tasks are always activities where the target language is used by the learner for 

communicative purpose (goal) in order to achieve an outcome (Willis, 1996). 

2. Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT) 

Instruction in which learners are given tasks to complete in the classroom makes the 

assumption that transacting tasks in this way will engage naturalistic acquisition mechanisms, 

cause the underlying inter language system to be stretched, and drive development forward. 

(Skehan, 1998)  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study is to discuss the benefit of the Task-based Language Teaching 

approach to students in EFL conversation class.  

Significance of the Study 

Students’ limited English speaking ability is a challenging problem confronting Chinese 

English teachers who use PPP Model instruction. Putting students in an active learning position 
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instead of a passive one, the Task-based Language Teaching approach asks teachers to transform 

the traditional way of instruction to get higher efficiency for students. 

Methodology 

 This seminar paper is based on library research. The databases available through 

EBSCOHOST were used. The search terms were limited to “Task-based Language Teaching”, 

“EFL” and “conversation class”. A brief review of the Task-based Language Teaching approach 

(1980s-present) was conducted. By doing a literature review from scholars’ research in this field, 

the following questions will be answered in this paper: What is TBLT? How is this teaching 

approach applied into English instruction in conversation class? The findings were summarized 

and synthesized, and recommendations made.  
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Chapter II Review of Literature 

 Task-based language teaching (TBLT) is one of several language teaching approaches 

that emerged in the 1980s. As a contrasting methodology to traditional PPP instruction, which 

presents presentation, practice, and production, a teacher-oriented instruction, TBLT has become 

a more influential and widely practiced method especially in EFL class (Lu, 2002). This 

approach emphasizes to learn language by doing (Prabhu, 1987). TBLT focuses on the 

construction, sequencing and evaluation of particular goal-related action complexes that learners 

carry out either by themselves or jointly (Nunan, 1989). In other words, TBLT takes tasks as the 

center of one’s language learning focus and views the learning process as a set of communicative 

tasks. Then in the task-based language classroom, teachers, students, contexts develop around 

tasks and affect each other. TBLT is an approach which aims to develop learner’s 

communicative competence and exposes learners to the real life context as closely as possible. In 

this section, the author will briefly review the development of TBLT and how to apply it into 

EFL conversation class efficiently. 

Development of TBLT 

Linguists and second language researchers have explored the conceptual and empirical 

field of the task-based language teaching for decades. The study of TBLT began in the early 

1980s initially through the work of Prabhu. He ran the Bangalore Project from 1975 to 1984 in 

India. One of the purposes of the project was to develop a methodology in a “sustained teaching” 

environment consistent with theory to shape practice according to a specific theoretical 

framework. Its specific methodology was that of “Task-based teaching approach”. This emerged 

through trial and error during the project’s early history and served as a contextual response to 

student’s expectations for a school environment. Specifically students expected a school-like 
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classroom environment focused on “real” learning with the teacher playing an important 

leadership role in the process. Prabhu (1987) claimed that because the “rules” of a language are 

so complex, they cannot be effectively learned through an overt teaching of them, which required 

an abstraction from authentic language use. Rather, with the teacher acting as a critical bridge 

between current abilities and mastery of new knowledge, connections were made within the 

subconscious mind that results in quantum leaps of new learning (Prabhu, 1987). 

The Bangalore Project served as the trial of task-based teaching and since then task-based 

teaching has gradually been accepted worldwide. However, Prabhu’s experiment did not refer to 

task assessment mechanism. Candlin (1987) made improvements on Prabhu’s conclusion, 

positing that a task is a series of activities which has a particular objective, appropriate content, a 

specified working procedure, and a range of outcomes for those who undertake the task and 

facilitate language learning from simple to complex. He made tremendous contributions to the 

concept of task level assessment. He created a range of task that different in difficulty. That 

difficulty of tasks which includes:  

  cognitive complexity;  

  the complexity of task contents; 

  the number of participants and task elements;  

  communicative stress;  

  the uniqueness and universality;  

  code complexity (the complexity of language rules and the complexity of accomplishing 

tasks using language rules); 

  the continuity of the process (familiarity for task types and the abilities learners combing 

new task and familiar tasks). 
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Long (1996) held with Candlin and added that a task was a piece of work or activity with 

specific purpose and relevant to people’s everyday life. He also pointed out that language must 

be acquired through conversational interaction from the perspective of second language 

acquisition. Moreover, he also put forward his “Interactive Hypothesis” theory, which states that 

language acquisition is the result of language negotiation and a language learner’s 

comprehensible input and is helpful for language learning in classes (Long, 1996).  

For better application of task-based language teaching, Willis (1996) specifically 

expanded three phases in her work: Pre-task, task circle and language focus (also refers to post 

task). Skehan (1998) reviewed the relevant research and defined Task-based Language Teaching 

approach as follows: 

Instruction in which learners are given tasks to complete in the classroom makes the 

assumption that transacting tasks in this way will engage naturalistic acquisition 

mechanisms, cause the underlying inter language system to be stretched, and drive 

development forward. (p. 95) 

Before going on to examine a number of potential problems with TBLT, Skehan (1996) 

reviewed the developments in cognitive psychology which support a dual-mode perspective for 

language processing, and then proposed the goals of accuracy, complexity and fluency as the 

most relevant components of TBLT. He proposed a framework for the implementation of TBLT 

which drew upon relevant theory and research, and which organized the methods by which such 

instruction could be put into practice in such a way as to minimize problems, and maximize the 

probability that all three above goals can be achieved. Even though Willis and Skehan held 

different opinions on some trivial points, they share the similar opinion to divide a task into three 

phases: pre-task, task-circle and post-task: 
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  Stage 1 Pre-task: Introduction to topic and task;  

  Stage 2 Task Circle: Task, Planning, Report; 

  Stage 3 Post-task: Analysis, Practice. (Willis, 1996, p.52) 

Pre-task is the introduction of the task which prepares for the second phrase, task cycle. 

In pre-task, the teacher highlights useful words and phrases while explores the topic with the 

students, and helps students understand what task instructions are and what preparation they 

should do. As a lead-in of a task, students may hear a recording or read part of a text about others 

doing a similar task. This process will help the implementation of the phase of task circle. 

Task circle refers to three steps: first, students carry out a task, typically in pairs or small 

groups. The teacher is in charge of monitoring and keeps a distance from students, encouraging 

them to be engaged and communicate, with no correction. Students in this situation have a 

“private” feel, feeling free to practice with language production (Willis, 1996). Mistakes do not 

matter. Second, students will be asked to report the outcomes of their discussion (e.g. how they 

finished the task as well as what they decided or discovered) to the whole class orally. Certainly, 

as to who are reporters, they are free to be volunteers or choose some representatives by in-

groups voting. Since the report step is public, students will naturally want to ensure accuracy so 

the teacher should provide modifications and corrections to student responses. Finally, some 

groups do presentation to the class, exchange written reports, and compare results. The teacher 

acts as a classroom leader, and then comments on the content of the reports. 

Post-task is also referred to as language focus. In this phase, students examine and then 

discuss specific features of the transcript of the recording or text. They can find new words, 

phrases and sentence patterns in vocabulary books. The teacher conducts practice of new words, 

phrases and sentence patterns occurring in the material, either during or after the analysis. 
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Sometime after completing the sequential tasks, students may benefit from carrying out a similar 

task with a different partner. The teacher in this phrase needs to motive students’ creativity and 

to promote students’ new language output. 

The task cycle provides students with various opportunities for students to learn from 

each other, and also to activate whatever language they already have, both in private (where 

mistakes, hesitations, and approximate renderings do not matter only if the meaning is clear) and 

in public (where there is a built-in desire to strive for accuracy of form and meaning, so as not to 

lose face). In both phases the framework focuses on language form. The stage between the 

private task and the public report draw students’ attention to language form. For more accuracy 

of language, they make attempt to organize their reports clearly and check words and patterns 

they are not sure of. Moreover, in the final stage, teacher’s assistant on language analysis 

activities also provides a focus on form through consciousness-raising process to consolidate 

language learning outcomes. Willis (1996) concluded the process as that students noticed and 

reflected on language features, recycled the task language, went back over the text or recording 

and investigate new item, and practiced pronouncing useful phrases. 

TBLT does not mean that the role of the language teacher has diminished. On the 

contrary, the role of the teacher requires many new dimensions compared to the original role. 

Students’ oral English learning requires a highly motivated and devoted language teacher. 

Instead of imparting knowledge based on a textbook to students, a language teacher also plays 

the role of a participant, organizer, motivator, observer, supervisor or director. As Lewis (1991, 

p.46) notes, “The teacher’s primary role is the selection of materials and tasks and the creation of 

an appropriate atmosphere. The emphasis is not a radically new methods, but on applying a wide 

range of familiar activities to encourage input.” 
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What is central to the role of teachers in the TBLT is that they provide ways of working 

with tasks to guide students towards the types of language processing in order to support oral 

English learning. This implies a relationship between the task and the teacher, which is 

essentially complementary. The teacher’s role for the task is to create opportunities for the 

construction of meanings and to “lead from behind” (Gibbons, 1985). 

Theoretical Foundation of TBLT 

Any kind of language teaching has a relative theoretical foundation. Task-based language 

teaching absorbs many essences from previous instructional and language learning theory. This 

paper will focus on two main theories. 

Second Language Acquisition Theory. This theory was proposed by American linguist 

Stephen Krashen in the 1980s. Language acquisition is the process of one learning and 

developing a language. Typically mother language is regarded as one’s first language, while 

another foreign language one grasped is regarded as one’s second language. Task-based 

language teaching means to carry out teaching through completing the task in class, the 

rationality and feasibility of which firstly come from Krashen’s acquisition theory “Input 

Hypothesis” (1985). Krashen posited that comprehensible input was favorable to language 

acquisition and the new language materials should be a little more difficult than what the 

language learner had already acquired. Long held that comprehensible input lead to acquisition, 

but he paid more attention on how students comprehend that information. Long put forward the 

Interaction Hypothesis (1985) and pointed out language must be acquired through conversational 

interaction. He thought that modified interaction is an indispensable mechanism of language 

acquisition and makes input more comprehensible. 
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Constructivism Theory. Constructivism Theory is an important branch of cognitive 

learning theory. It was developed by Lev Vygotsky. He argued that all cognitive functions 

originate in social interaction and that learning was not simply the assimilation and 

accommodation of new knowledge by learners; it was the process by which learners were 

integrated into a knowledge community (Vygotsky, 1978). At the heart of constructivist 

philosophy is the belief that knowledge is not given but gained through real experiences that 

have purpose and meaning to the learner, and the exchange of perspectives about the experience 

with others (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969; Vygotsky,1978). We learn by expanding our knowledge 

through experiences from playing (Piaget et al., 1969). The core of task-based language teaching 

is to take the learners as the center which is based on Constructivism theory in the field of 

philosophical psychology. Then in the process of teaching, educator plays an important role that 

focuses on students and regards teaching as a series of learner-centered and construct-based 

activity. This theory allows teachers to view students as individual learners who continuously 

add new concepts to old acquired knowledge to construct further or more comprehension for 

themselves. Teachers who use this theory as a basis for teaching practice need to consider 

students’ individual characters and attitudes during curriculum planning and provide 

experienced-based educational opportunities. They encourage and support students’ curiosity, 

allowing the teacher to change curriculum to some extent according to learners’ insights. And 

they also involve learners’ emotions and create a learning environment. 

Features of Task-based Language Teaching 

In task-based language teaching, students are encouraged to do things in the language 

they are learning. The kinds of things they will do are purposeful and communicative and have 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean_Piaget
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vygotsky
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some resemblance to what they use in their own language. Its features are summarized by Nunan 

(1991) as: 

  An emphasis on learning to communicate through interaction in the target language;  

  The introduction of authentic texts into the learning situation;  

  Students focus not only on language, but also on the learning process itself;  

  Student’s own personal experiences as important contributing elements to classroom 

learning;  

  An attempt to link classroom language learning with language activation outside the 

classroom. (p. 279) 

Skehan (1998) emphasized more on the meaning of target language. He outlined the five 

features of TBLT in his book the following: 

  Meaning is primary;  

  Learners are not given other people’s meaning to regurgitate;  

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

  Task completion has some priority; 

  The assessment of the task is done in terms of outcome. (p. 95) 

The features above show that in the process of performing tasks, teachers grasp the 

rhythm of class and students complete tasks by using target language, alternating repeatedly in 

task to promote students’ language abilities. TBLT emphasizes the authenticity of task materials, 

and task activities only come from real life and closely relative with life topics. Therefore, these 

topics appeal students to learn and make learned language serve the practical purpose. Moreover, 

TBLT emphasizes student-centered rather than teacher-centered. It encourages students to 
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develop their creativity, relying mainly on expressive meaning in the activities of completing 

tasks. 

Task Design for Conversation Class 

To implementing task-based language teaching in EFL conversation class, the greatest 

challenge lies in, determining how to design tasks. Teachers may design appropriate tasks for 

students according to features of TBLT mentioned previously. Willis (1996) created a model that 

describes framework of TBLT and creates four optimum conditions for language acquisition, and 

provide rich learning opportunities to suit different types of learners.  

Pre-task (pre-speaking). In this phase, activities are necessary to involve learners to 

explore the task topic, offer learners relevant exposure to topic language. After the teacher 

introduces the topic, students try to recall their language knowledge related to the topics. The 

teacher may organize brainstorming activities to promote students to be involved. If the topics 

are difficult for some students, there will be a greater amount of preparation for the teacher to do 

beforehand to make adequate preparation for the tasks and help students better understand tasks. 

So at the pre-task stage, it is important that the teacher encourages the students to resort to topic-

related words and phrases they have known already. In addition, the teacher has to introduce 

vital topic-related words and phrases that the students are unlikely to know. All the students 

should be engaged in the activities and be given adequate exposure because the purpose of the 

pre-task phase is to activate the students’ interest in the topic. In summary, the pre-task phase 

creates conditions for students to communicate in English as warming-up. 

Task-circle (while-speaking). When learners begin to speak English, they must work 

together to plan how to finish the oral tasks and how to do the presentation. Usually the 

following steps are needed: (a) planning: students work together to discuss what the consent 
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about as: what is the goal? What should be involved? What is the most important? How to 

arrange the material? (b) drafting: students work individually to make the first oral draft. 

Teachers can walk around the classroom to offer help. They can also ask for help from each 

other. (c) peer-edition: in order to draw students’ attention to the form of language, the students 

work in groups and exchange their written presentation to make edition and correction. To 

achieve the best outcome, they had better focus on one type of error each time. (d) revising: 

students make some necessary changes according to the previous task. (e) presentation: some 

students are chosen to present their speech in front of class. 

Post-task (post-speaking). Teacher may organize students to comment on language 

production such as whether the expression students using is appropriate, or whether the speech is 

fluent, coherent and appropriate, or whether they could talk clearly in logical way with strong 

vocabulary. To encourage the learners, positive feedbacks is given. In general, teachers only 

focus on some common errors. 

Evaluation. Task-based language lesson should be ended with an evaluation which 

typically dose not comes from the teacher but from students’ peers and themselves. The 

evaluation should contain process and performance assessments. Performance assessments are 

tasks that require learners to demonstrate their knowledge and skills in response to authentic 

activities. Through this kind of assessment in task-based learning, greater self-confidence and 

intrinsic motivation to learn English can be triggered. The process is mainly focused on the 

learners’ learning attitude and cooperative spirit. The process assessment varies from very active, 

less active, little active to no participation. The purpose is to stimulate the students’ self-efficacy 

and help them create a good self-image, which can become the drive for further learning. 
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Summary 

 TBLT was popularized as a teaching approach in the late 1980s. This concept was from 

Prabhu’s trial of task-based language teaching in Bangalore during 1975 and 1984 and further 

developed by Candlin (1987) with the addition of a specific task assessment mechanism. Long 

(1996) further dissected the connotation of task and put forward “Interactive Hypothesis” theory 

to reveal that language acquisition must be achieved from learner’s comprehensible input by 

communicating with others. On the aspect of application of TBLT, Willis (1996) expanded the 

teaching process into three phases which include Pre-task, Task circle, and Post-task (also refers 

to Language focus). Skehan (1996) reviewed all the developments in cognitive psychology and 

proposed the goals of accuracy, complexity and fluency as the most relevant components of 

TBLT. 

Additionally, this paper reviews the theoretical foundation of TBLT. It presents that 

TBLT matches the principles of Krashen’s “Input Hypothesis” of Second Language Acquisition 

Theory (1985) and Constructivism Theory (Piaget et al. 1969; Vygotsky, 1978). The author 

attempts to make an ideological anatomy to the teaching approach so that readers could 

understand synthetically and comprehensively and shape systematic pedagogical framework in 

their mind. 

     Generally speaking, this paper explores the development of TBLT from previous 

literature, and discusses the definition of task and TBLT and how to apply it into practice. TBLT 

is an important pedagogical theory which is proposed on the basis of a great deal of research and 

practice. It claims the effective learning is not instructional but experiential, not teacher-centered 

but student-centered. It is also characterized as collaborative and authentic, focusing on process 

and students’ participation. 
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Chapter III Conclusions and Recommendations 

 For EFL learners in conversation class, TBLT requires varied opportunities to 

communicate with others in English, exposure to a preset language context, and the opportunity 

to speak English for real purposes as they activate the language they have already known or 

acquired. Especially to the learners with less confidence in speaking English, it is vital for the 

teacher to create a positive, supportive and low stress atmosphere that encourages the students to 

get involved. If the students know that they are expected to speak English, this teaching approach 

will lead students to pay more attention to what they have learned, and to process the language 

input more spontaneously and analytically, in other words, to arouse learners’ mindset of 

integrating language skills (listening, speaking, reading and even writing). 

       It may be arguably stated that TBLT approach provides various opportunities, in EFL 

conversation class, for free and meaningful application of English, and fulfills the key conditions 

of oral English learning. So much analysis and practice indicates the benefits of TBLT for EFL 

learners in conversation class, however, this popular teaching approach has its own constrains 

and there exists problems. For instance, some teachers argue that students, especially those with 

low proficiency in English, need an “initial silent period” where they are not called upon to 

speak the language until they have had a certain amount of exposure to it (Krashen, 1982). This 

process gives them enough time to experience language so that to acquire naturally, in an 

atmosphere without pressure, vocabulary and phrases they can use when they begin to speak. 

Since different linguistic teaching strategies are appropriate to different circumstances, learners 

also need the experience of communicating in a variety of situations, for example in different 

size groups or for different audiences. Plus that, frequently students are inclined to use their 

native language rather than English which could be from force of habit. In such a case, teacher 
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should try to create an English atmosphere, e.g. teacher speaks English all the time in class to 

motive students to use English.  

All these problems mentioned above are worthy of being probed by conducting further 

research. Therefore, much more work should be done to improve the TBLT approach in the 

future. EFL teachers should accept the challenges enthusiastically and positively and explore 

newer and more feasible ideas for TBLT teaching in conversation class. 
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