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Abstract:

During recent years, the task-based approach has been considered an effective
methodology for teaching English as a foreign language. The term “task-based” appear
in most of the learning activities in the classroom. It is clear that English teachers are being
more interested in the use of task-based approach for most of English skills. They are
making efforts to make lessons become more interesting and meaningful. Besides, the
task-based assessment has been paid much attention by English teachers. Therefore, this
paper aims at presenting the background of task-based approach, giving definition of
learning tasks, illustrating task-based framework and identifying the roles of teachers
and learners in task-based approach. In addition, it describes the assessment of task-
based approach and making recommendation for language teachers relating to how to
conduct task-based lessons effectively.
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1. Introduction

Task-based approach (TBA) has become an interested issue in the field of teaching foreign
language in terms of taking advantage of tasks to enhance learners’ use of real language
in the early 1980s. In addition, TBA has been used to improve learners’ abilities in
communication during the past twenty years. Thanks to Prabhu’s (1987) research,
learning tasks has been deployed as a useful tool to gather data about learners’
advancement in learning English. A number of articles and research published (Ellis,
2003; Nunan, 2004; Branden, 2006; Norris, 2009; Tuyen, 2020) emphasized the importance
learning tasks and TBA. Recent studies display three majors principals of TBA relevant
to learning at classes: TBA dignifies learner-centered philosophy (Richards & Rodgers,
2001; Nunan, 2005), it consists of formal elements of learning such as goal, procedure and
outcome (Murphy; 2003; Johnson, 2003; Nunan, 2005), and it is used to support content-
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oriented activities rather than forms and meanings of linguistics (Careless, 2001; Crook,
2003; Littlewood, 2004).

Thanks to taking advantages of TBA in teaching, there has become a diversity in
teaching methods and theories related to tasks and learning comprehension. Although
TBA relies on learning theories, covering cognitive perspective (Long, 1983) and
sociocultural perspective (Ohta, 1995; Swain, 2000), it is also an approach to teach foreign
language.

The purpose of this paper is to provide theoretical basis of TBA, definitions and
types of tasks, roles of teachers and students, explain benefits and challenges of TBA and
make recommendations for teachers in terms of implementation of TBA in classroom.

2. Background of task-based approach

Task-based approach or task-based language learning is one of teaching methods which
is believed to be efficient in developing learners’ communication competence
(Harshbarger, 2002; Barnard & Nguyen, 2010). It has an effective impact on language
learning in terms of communication and social interaction. The nature of this approach is
to help learners master the target language by meaningful task-based activities. Since
1980s, task-based approach has been considered as a powerful method which provide
learners authentic tasks. Thanks to these tasks, learners can be more confident to solve
tasks in their daily activities (Nunan, 2004; Ellis, 2009). Ellis (2009) further proved that by
giving learners real tasks, they can have more chances to experience with the target
language which is the main goal of language acquisition. In addition, Willis (1996) stated
that learners have more chances to sharpen their problems solving skills by doing task-
based cycles of pre-task preparation, task performance and language focus.

Prabu (1987) was a pioneer to use this approach in his classes. Since then, many
researchers have been conducting the nature of this approach as well as models of
implementing it into real classes. Breen (1987) demonstrated that educators paid more
attention to this approach thanks to its usefulness in teaching communication and
developing learners” soft skills. In fact, it has an important value in building learner-
centered classrooms in which learners have more chances to communicate and enhance
their ability in the process of deploying the target language and solving communicative
problems in an effective way. With its usefulness, task-based approach has been
considered a powerful teaching method which reinforces learners to master spoken and
written language (Lin, 2009).

The employment of tasks in language teaching by applying task-based models has
been applied by many teachers and educators in the world. As a fact, task-based syllabus
or learning materials have been considered by the usefulness of task-based approach.
Despite its popularity, many researchers are concentrating on defining learning tasks,
performing tasks in classroom practice, defining teachers’ and learners’ roles and
assessing tasks-based activities in practice.
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2.1. Definitions of learning tasks

The term learning tasks have been defined by many researchers. Nunan (1989) defined
that learning tasks are a form of classroom activities related to students” realization,
applying and creativity. Learners use target language to solve activities. Willis (1996)
further proved that learning tasks are activities with the main objective of encouraging
learners to achieve learning outcome. Skehan (1998) defined features of learning tasks as:
(1) the priority of tasks is to give learners meaning; (2) tasks are connected with real-
world activities; (3) task completion requires specific steps; (4) the assessment of tasks is
to serve learning outcome. Lee (2000) stated that learning tasks are activities taken place
in classroom and have clear learning outcomes. Van den Branden (2006) explained that
task is an activity which an individual performs to have expected results and has to use
one target language to complete. In short, there are some common points in definitions
of learning tasks. A learning task is an activity with a specific goal and performed by
learners in classrooms with defined target languages. Moreover, learning tasks have a
relationship with learners’ real world.

2.2. Task-based framework

The task-based view of language teaching relied on the constructivist learning theory and
communication language teaching methodology. Therefore, it has the implication that
language learning is a developmental process. In addition, it promotes communication
and social interaction. Furthermore, learners learn the target language more effectively
when they are exposed to well-designed task-based activities. Task-based approach
during the nineties (Breen, 1987; Candlin & Murphy, 1987; Nunan, 1989) has developed
into a practical framework for communicative classroom in which learners perform tasks
through the cycles of pre-task preparation, task performance and language focus (Willis,
1996).

The stages in task-based framework help teachers follow teaching steps effectively
thanks to continuous sequences. In each stage, the duties of teachers and learners are
well-explained. In a word, the framework of Willis (1996) is the most teacher-friendly
model.

Table 1: Willi’s framework of task-based approach

Pre-task Introduction to topics and tasks
Task
Task cycle Planning
Report
Analysis
L f
anguage focus Practice

Similarly, Ellis (2003) considered important procedures for teaching learning tasks in his
book “Task-based language teaching and learning”. He illustrated a framework for
designing task lessons as follows:
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Table 2: Ellis’s framework of task-based approach
Framing the activity
Pre-task Planning time
Doing a similar task

Time pressure

During task .
& Number of participants
Learner report
Post-task Consciousness-raising

Repeat task

2.3. Purposes of task-based approach
In terms of educational purposes, task-based approach has a number of essential
purposes. According to Wills (1996), there are eight purposes as follows:
e to give learners chances to practice the target language they know;
e to give learners chances to experience spontaneous interaction during task
performance;
e to give learners chances to notice similar meanings from other participants;
e to give learners chances to negotiate turns to speak;
e to give learners chances to use language purposefully and cooperative;
e to give learners chances to participate in solving tasks with others;
e O give learners chances to experience communication strategies;
e to develop learns’ confidence that they need to achieve in communicative
activities.

2.4. Strong and weak forms of task-based approach

Ellis (2003) stated that task-based approach is a strong form of communicative language
teaching. With the focus on accuracy and fluency, this approach helps to improve
communicative approach. In this approach, learners act as language users rather than
linguistic analysts of language structures and forms which emerge from difficulties
during the completion of tasks (Willis, 1996). This principle is defined as “People can learn
a language not only to use the target language for particular purposes, but also by doing so.” (Van
den Branden, 2012, p.133). Therefore, this approach is considered an effective way to
encourage learners to learn a language through the communication and interaction. What
is more, the language learners can find it easy to practice vocabulary and therefore
unknown words can be recognized through communication (Hulstijn, 1992). After
performing learning tasks, learners can have a record of new words to use for different
contexts. Experiential learning is another strong form of this approach. It is obvious that
intellectual growth happens when learners participate in the process of solving tasks. It
is the reason why this approach is calling the learner-centered approach.

However, task-based approach has been critiqued a number of ways. Swan (2005)
claimed that this approach neglects the teaching of grammar and limits the roles of
teachers. Furthermore, it is also not unsuitable for beginner learners because they need
to have basic grammar to communicate. Besides that, it is not useful for foreign leaners
who cannot have a lot of chances to communicate in the target language outside the
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classroom (Sheen, 2003). Last but not least, it is easy to recognize that learners” needs are
neglected by task-based lessons. Learners have different needs to experience the target
language. However, learning tasks may interest few learners belonging to genders or
cultural backgrounds. For instance, a task-based cooking lesson with the pork ingredient
may not be interested by Muslims.

2.5. The roles of teachers and learners in task-based approach
Defining the roles of teachers and learners is essential in task-based approach. According
to Ellis (2003), the language teacher who implements task-based language teaching
should have following roles:

e Ensure that the difficult levels of task-based activities are suitable with learners’

English proficiency;

e Setup clear learning outcomes in order that learners can understand the objectives
of task-based lessons;

e Assist learners to perform task-based activities;

e Ensure that learners are always active in performing task-based activities;

e Encourage learners to take risks during task-based activities;

e Make sure that learners focus on target language when performing task-based
activities;

e Provide learners chances to practice the target language;

e Ask students to evaluate their performance.

Specifically, Willis (1996) suggested that the language teachers should perform
three main roles: (1) observer; (2) language consultant; (3) leaders during the task-based
activities. Relevant to the first role, the teacher has an active role in observing learners
when they are in task-based lessons. It means that the language teacher can point out
learners’ mistakes, help them to focus on tasks and so on. Related to the second role, the
language teacher is considered as an important consultant. The teacher can help students
to use proper language, structures and be more confident to raise their ideas. As for the
third role, it can be emphasized that the teacher plays an important role in controlling
classroom activities. The teacher makes sure that learners perform the right topic and
show their participation.

The language learners who implement task-based activities in classroom should
be active and willing to take risks. In addition, they should try to find out more chances
to sharpen their language skills. Richard & Rogers (2001) said that the language learners
should have three major roles: (1) participant; (2) monitor; (3) risk-taker. Regarding the first
role, the learners are active participants in most of pairs or groups. They share their ideas
and contribute their efforts to finish tasks with good results. The second role of learners
is monitor. To ensure the success of task-based activities, the learners are responsible for
monitoring other members’ contribution as well. Besides that, the language learners need
to monitor the process of task-based lesson. Relevant to the third role, the leaners need to
push themselves to generate ideas that they may not have linguistic resources. It is a fact
that authentic tasks may take place in any circumstance. Therefore, being a risk-taker can
give the language learner opportunities to challenge themselves.
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3. Assessment of task-based approach

The assessment of task-based approach is called a formative assessment because it
requires teachers to pay much attention to students’ process of performing tasks as well
as progress during the task-based lessons (Bachman, 2002; Norris et al., 1998). Unlike
traditional methods of assessment which focus on paper-based tests, the task-based
approach is used to evaluate learners’ competence and ability to solve different kinds of
tasks. In addition, the assessment of learning tasks is not only the re-enactment of actual
activities through lectures, but also the assessment of learners’ reflective capacity in each
problem.

Long and Norris (2000) accepted that the assessment of task-based approach is
really essential to analyse and evaluate performed tasks by students. In terms of
education, the nature of this assessment is considered a meaningful method to predict
whether learners can apply task-based activities into their real world.

According to Ellis (2003), there are four characteristics of task-based assessment:

1) This assessment is one of training process with the purpose of improving teaching
and learning activities.

2) It bases on learners’ ability of solving tasks. It provides information of learners’
ability of using the target language to solve tasks.

3) Itis a direct and objective form assessment of learners” ability to match the target
language with particular tasks.

4) It is a practical form of assessment because the assessment involves the use of
language in learners’ daily lives.

4. Conclusion and recommendations

Task-based approach has become a useful approach for ESL and EFL teachers although
some researchers and educators are still looking for its effectiveness and powerfulness.
Realistically, the aim of teaching is not to assist learners in achieving expected learning
outcomes but also gives them meaningful techniques to solve problems in life. The
teachers’ roles in task-based approach are establishers who guide learners to solve
learning activities and instruct them to cope with problems in their lives. Besides that, the
learners who are subjects of learning process must be always active and confident in
solving in-class tasks and out-class problems. In general, the task-based approach brings
many benefits to both teachers and learners. It is the best method to reinforce the learning
process in EFL classrooms.

There are many benefits of task-based approach to EFL teaching. Firstly, it is
obvious that the distance between classroom and rea life is not available. Thanks to the
application of this approach, learners find it easy to imagine real-life issues and solve
them in effective ways. Secondly, learners become more confident to solve learning tasks.
They have a lot of chances to practice and experience various tasks. As a result, they are
equipped with necessary skills of solving problems. Last but not least, the application of
this approach helps learners become successful in learning foreign language. It is clear
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that learners have precious chances during the task completion of using the target
language for solving well-design tasks. Therefore, the language learning becomes easier
and more effective.

There are also some implications for teachers who want to apply this approach
into teaching practice. Ellis (2009) emphasized some reminds for the effective
implementation of task-based approach, as follows:

e Designing and choosing tasks must be suitable for learners’ English proficiency
levels.

e The repetition of tasks is necessary because learners have more chances to
experience the target language and be familiar with the steps of solving tasks.

e The teachers must have a comprehension of what a task is.

e Both teachers and learners must be aware of the purposes of learning tasks and
performing tasks in a logical way.

e The teachers who are responsible for teaching task-based lessons must take part
in designing tasks.
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