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Task-Based Language Instruction:
An Effective Means of Achieving Integration of Skills
and Meaningful Language Use

Introduction

When people learn and use language, there is always real communication of meaning.
Moreover, people commonly use all four skills — listening, speaking, reading, and writing; these
are linked and interact with each other. When you discuss something, you have to listen to
interlocutors talking. You have to use two skills at least, which are listening and speaking.
When you write a research paper, you take in meaning from others through reading or listening.
Then you communicate your meaning through writing. Thus, communication of real meaning
and the interactive use of all four skills are inherent in the real use of language.

The new Course of Study (1999) put out by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science and Technology of Japan (MEXT), which is to be implemented by 2003 in the senior high
schools in Japan, evidently recognizes these two characteristics of language use. That is, it is
seeking more communication and more integration of the four skills in Japanese EFL classes.
However, there seem to be three obstacles to overcome in order to implement the requirements
of the new Course of Study. First, the instruction in most English I and Englishll classes is
teacher-centered. Second, the four skills are taught separately. Third, language is taught
without a real communicative purpose. How, then, can we Japanese teacher begin to implement
the dual principles of the integration of four skills and of real communication of meaning in our
lessons?

One way is to use a “task-based’ approach to language instruction. In this paper, I will
explain the “why” and “how” of Task-Based Language Instruction. In Section I, the status quo
in Japanese EFL classes is described. In Section Il ,the rationale for using some sort of
integrated communicative approach to teaching English is discussed. Two key requirements for
effective language teaching, namely communication of real meaning and the interactive use of
all four skills, are identified. Section Il presents one particular integrated communicative
approach to teaching second language that will allow us to achieve our dual aim of natural
integration of skills and meaningful language use. This teaching approach is “task-based’
instruction. Section IVoffers practical suggestions and sample teaching plans illustrating the

“task-based” approach for use in Japanese high schools.

(&]]
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I . English education in Japanese senior high schools: The status quo
and the future
What is English education like in Japan today? In brief, EFL instruction in Japanese
senior high schools today tends to be teacher-centered, the four skills are often taught primarily
separately, and language is not taught as a means of real communication but as an object to be
analyzed. However, the new Course of Study (1999) by MEXT (Ministry of Education, Culture,
Sports, Science and Technology), to be implemented in stages in secondary schools by 2003, will

require a shift in these practices.

A. The status quo: Teacher-centered instruction

First, EFL teaching in English I, which students take during their first year of high
school, and in EnglishIl, which is offered during the second and third years of high school,
remains largely teacher-centered in Japan even today. “To teach’ is often regarded as ‘to talk’.
Students assume that learning is to sit passively and listen to teachers’ talking. In
teacher-centered instruction, even though teachers use English in the classroom, the instruction
is one-way, just from teachers to students. No development in real, interactive, or two-way
communicative competence in English is expected. Teachers dominate the lesson, while students
produce almost nothing during the lesson. In other words, students are not given chances to
create or express their own opinions through the content they are learning. They are mere
passive learners like puppets. It is a one-way teaching style. Yoshida (2001) compares the
Japanese EFL settings to a ‘Fish Bowl’, where the fish simply waits to be fed and to have the
water changed. In other words, the teacher provides everything for learning, and the students,
who are passive learners, just learn what the teacher provides to them (pp. 2-5). Yoshida (1999)
affirms that this kind of “traditional approach to the teaching of English---is the most widely
adhered to approach in Japanese high schools at the present time” (p. 6). Yoshida continues,
noting that in the teacher-centered approach in Japanese senior high schools, “the teacher is the
one in control—not only of the materials for learning, but also for how the materials are to be
learned” (p. 6).

B. The status quo: Teaching of the four skills separately without a real
communicative purpose
A second major characteristic of English teaching in Japan’s high schools today is that the
four skills are taught separately. Moreover, language is taught as an ‘entity’ quite divorced from
communication and practical use.

In the real world, people do not learn or use language in this way, and such an analytic

<)
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approach to instruction has been generally rejected by the experts, as will be explained more
fully in sectionII. For example, Wagner (1985) notes the treatment of the skills such as reading
and writing separately discourages efforts to teach language in a holistic and natural way (p. 1).
The teaching of language as an object of analysis and not a means of communication is
counter-productive (Tang, 1997, p. 69). Nevertheless, many English teachers in Japan believe
that the way to teach English is through strategies such as repetition, reading out loud,
explanations in grammar, translation exercises, answering display questions and pattern
practices. In other words, these strategies are introduced for learning of the forms and rules of
the language, not for developing communicative competence. Moreover, when Japanese teachers
focus on the forms and rules of the language, they usually teach each of the four skills separately.
A typical activity in listening practice is pointed out by Yoshida (1999) that teachers focus on
superficial comprehension of the tape by asking simple factual questions for which there is one
correct answer rather than on the listener’s own interpretation of the tape’s content (p. 6). That
i8, instruction does not focus on realistic use of language: the skills are taught separately, and

there is little use of language to communicate real meaning.

C. Reasons for the status quo

There are probably two reasons why Japanese EFL instruction in senior high schools is
teacher-centered with a non-communicative approach. The first is that the main purpose for
teaching English still seems to be preparing students for college entrance examinations. Many
Japanese English teachers in high schools believe that the current method of instruction of
English is well suited for this purpose. Of course, there are some students who want to develop
the practical ability to use English as a tool of communication. Nevertheless, most Japanese
English teachers tend to focus on the traditional goal of preparing for the college entrance
examinations.

The other reason for the status quo is that the teachers often do not utilize alternate
methodologies. Thus, Japanese high school English teachers follow their textbooks very closely,
focusing on teaching vocabulary and phrases, grammatical structures, and checking the content
by translating each sentence into Japanese, all as separate analytical exercises with no real
communication purpose. For many teachers, the textbooks are like a bible for teaching English.
As a result, those teachers generally do not integrate the different parts of a chapter, do not
integrate the skills, do not add related material, and do not create their own materials.

D. The approach the new course of study requires

However, the future looks brighter, due in part to changes being made in the new Course
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of Study issued by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT)
in 1999, to be implemented in the secondary schools by 2003. What are the main shifts required
in the new Course of Study? The previous Course of Study issued in 1989 and implemented in
1994 to 1996 gave as the main goals:

To develop students’ abilities to understand a foreign language and express
themselves in it, to foster a positive attitude toward communicating in it, and to
heighten interest in language and culture, deepening international
understanding.

In contrast, the new Course of Study (1999) identifies as overall objectives:

To enable students to deepen their understanding of language and culture, to
foster a positive attitude toward communication, and to develop students’ practical
communicative competence so that they can understand information and ideas
and express their own ideas.

The key difference is the additional goal ‘to develop students’ PRACTICAL COMMUNICATIVE
competence’. Thus, the key shift is toward practical language actively used to communicate real
meaning. This goal is made more difficult because of a problem which exists in Japan that is
pointed out by Yoshida (2001), “There is no practical need to use foreign language for
communication purposes in every day life” (p. 2). In this sense, we teachers have to create a
temporary space in our classes, where students have to use English for real communication.

A second shift that follows from the first is that the new Course of Study (1999) no longer
divides activities into the four language skills. Instead, the new Course of Study (1999) calls for
communication activities that integrate the four domains. In the previous Course of Study
(1989), the “four skills’” were emphasized. In contrast, now the emphasis in language teaching
will require the comprehensive use of the four skills in each language activity, because now the
emphasis is on development of communicative ability. In other words, the new guidelines
require teaching the use of the integrated four skills in real-life situations in which students can
alternately be senders or receivers of information or thoughts.

As for the teaching style to implement this approach, the new Course of Study refers to
the appropriate adaptation of pair-work and group-work in the lessons, while no mention was
given to these learning techniques in the previous Course of Study. In short, the new Course of
Study calls for the shifting of the teaching style from teacher-centered to learner-centered.

All of these goals can be addressed by the use of a particular communicative integrated-
skills teaching approach called Task-Based Language Instruction (TBLI). This paper will give
the “why”, the “what’, and the “how” of TBLI with the end purpose of giving Japanese English
teachers some ready-to-use teaching materials that use a task-based approach. Sectionll will
discuss the rationale for using communicative integrated-skills approaches in general based on
how people learn and use language in real life. . Sectionlll will discuss TBLI in particular. It
will explain that TBLI is a particularly effective form of communicative integrated-skills
approach. Section IV will present four sample teaching modules using a task-based approach
for use specifically in Japan.
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II. Theoretical Basis for Using Integrated Communicative Approaches
in Second Language Teaching

The reason for using an integrated communicative approach to teaching language is that

people naturally learn and use language that way in the real world.

A. The characteristics of first language use

The use of one’s native language in the real world is characterized by at least two realities.
First, the four skills are linked and interact with one another. Second, there are always real
purposes, interaction with real audiences, and real meaning and content that are external to the

language forms. These are clearly true for learners and users of their native language.

1. First language: Linked skills

Clearly, as has been pointed out by numerous linguists and researchers, the four
skills—listening, speaking, reading, and writing—are normally linked and interact with one
another as humans learn to use their first language and as they actually use that language day
to day. For example, Scarcella and Oxford (1992) point out, “Every skill relates to other skills.
Touching any skill in the system affects other skills because of their related nature’ (p. 8).
Scarcella and Oxford also state, “In actual language use—the way we really communicate—any
single skill such as listening is rarely employed in isolation from other language skills like
speaking or reading” (p. 85). Brown (2001) presents the same viewpoint, holding that “often one
skill will reinforce another; we learn to speak, for example, in part by modeling what we hear,
and we learn to write by examining what we can read.” He explains further that in ordinary
language use “production and reception are quite simply two sides of the same coin’ one cannot
split the coin in two” (p. 234).

The linkage of skills is particularly striking as children naturally learn and use their
native language. Smith (1997) notes the linkage of reading and writing in normal first language
learning. “If there are books, if children are urged to write to each other about their [bookl

experiences - they will learn to read and write effectively and naturally by doing it” (p. 2). Along
the same lines, Wagner (1985) describes other similar research findings,

Classroom-based research—longitudinal, ethnographic, case study, and classic
control-group comparisons of student performance under various instructional
conditions—also supports integration of the language arts. Donald Graves's and Lucy
Calkins's case studies of writing show the energizing effect of oral interaction
surrounding literacy events. Graves (1983) has convincingly demonstrated that
children who are writing instead of going through a basal reader are learning to read
at least as well as the other children and at the same time are learning to write (p. 2).
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Moreover, other studies, by King and Rentel (1980), and Clay (1982) indicate the links between
oral language and reading and writing for first language learners (Wagner, 1985, p. 2). Smith
(1997) concurs, explaining that, “The connections between oral and written language enable
learners to learn language, learn about language, and learn through language’ (p. 2). In fact,
this recognition has now been incorporated in many language arts programs for native

speakers.

Each of the language arts is learned in terms of the others. Reading is learned
through appropriate oral and written activities; writing is learned by attending
to reading as a writer would — composing orally, reading drafts to peers, and
engaging in related activities; and oral language is learned in the context of rich
opportunities for receiving and producing written language (Wagner, 1985, p. 1).

Wagner (1985) explains how to integrate language learning in the language arts program. “If
the goal is to experience a particular piece of literature, then the teacher should set up different
ways of understanding that work through listening, speaking, reading, and writing.” Wagner
also observes the success of introduction of writing in reading class as a pre-reading activity, and
vice versa (p. 3). Oral language throughout both reading and writing helps children maintain

focus and interest as they master their native language.

2. First language: Used for real purpose and meaning

The other obvious characteristic of the use of one’s native language (indeed of language in
general) that has been pointed out by linguists and researchers is that language is always used
for real purposes, for interaction with real audiences, for transmission of real meaning and
content, all external to the language forms. Indeed, for the native speaker, the language forms
remain largely unconscious. Oxford (2001) points out what is obvious but which some language
teachers forget. English is primarily a “means of interaction and sharing among people” (p. 3).
Moreover, Wagner points out that language develops “as language is used for real purposes
without formal coaching, drill, intensive corrective feedback, or direct instruction” (p. 2, italics
mine). It is normally learned through meaningful use. Grabe and Stoller (1997) concur, noting
that “natural language acquisition occurs in context; natural language is never learned divorced

from meaning” (p. 7).

B. The application of these first language characteristics in second or foreign
ianguage learning
Many experts have argued that the characteristics of learning and using one’s first

language also apply for second language learning. That is, it is argued that second language
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learning will be most effective if it parallels first language acquisition and use in at least the
same two ways. 1) In second language teaching, the four skills should be taught in an
interconnected way, and 2) second language teaching should be structured so that there are

always real purposes, interactions, and meaning/content involved in language use.

1. Second language teaching: Link the skills
Relative to the first premise, many scholars argue that teaching all four skills together
leads to the most effective learning of foreign or second language. For example, Yoshida (1999)
holds that

foreign languages should be taught using all four skills area; that listening

cannot be separated from speaking, nor reading from writing. What students hear

and say in a ‘here-and-now’ context, must also be written and read for the purpose

of communication. Communication in our modern world is conducted not simply by

means of sounds. It is conducted also, and very often even more so, through the

medium of writing (p. 4).
Grabe and Stoller (1997) report on a study by Elley (1991) which found strong evidence in
second language learning that the engagement of students in extensive reading over a variety of
topics increased their language ability in all four skills (p. 9). Zamel (1992) asserts that “in order
to give students experiences with reading that demonstrate the ways in which readers engage,
contribute to, and make connections with texts, writing needs to be fully integrated with
reading” (p. 463). Indeed, Zamel observes that reading and writing are so inherently linked that
it is impossible to artificially “sequence” one before the other (p. 480). All in all, then, using the
target language throughout the lesson consistently can provide the all important integration of
the four skills in the lesson (Brinton, Snow, & Wesche, 1989, p. 2). As Wagner argues, in second

language learning, “Reading, writing, speaking, and listening can be developed together” (p. 1).

2. Second language teaching: Focus on real purpose and meaning
Besides the insistence that all four skills be integrated in second learning, there is also
general agreement that second language learning should also parallel first learning and use by
focusing primarily on meaning, purpose, and context of language use, not on linguistic forms.

Crandall (1994) summarizes Krashen’s argument in this regard:

A second language is most successfully acquired when the conditions are similar to
those present in first language acquisition: that is, when the focus of instruction is
on meaning rather than on form; ---; and when there is sufficient opportunity to
engage in meaningful use of that language--- (p. 1).

Krashen argues that “comprehensible second language input” is the best way to learn a second

il 3EST COPY AVAILABLE
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languages (Grabe & Stoller, 1997, p. 6). Shehadeh (2001) discusses the necessity of exposure to
“comprehensible input” in order to produce “comprehensible output’, a term coined by Swain (p.
433). Brown (2001) emphasizes that second language teaching should focus on “what learners
can do with language, and only secondarily to the forms of language” (p. 234, italics mine).
Smith (1997) argues for a focus on meaning and content in language learning, “through themes,

activities, and materials that support thematic, collaborative learning” (p. 3).
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Il. Task-Based Language Instruction: A Way to Achieve Our Goals
Various integrated communicative approaches have been proposed that seek to achieve the

dual requirements for effective second language teaching. This section will first explain in

general terms how one particular such approach called Task-Based Language Instruction is

particularly effective in doing so, and second will give detailed information about what TBLI is.

A. TBL! and how it fulfills the two requirements

Task-based learning instruction (TBLI) is one particular integrated communicative
approach to teaching second language that can enable us to achieve the dual requirements of (1)
natural integration of skills and (2) meaningful language use.

1. What TBLI is

A task-based approach is one that uses meaningful “tasks” to organize the learning of
second language. Richards and Rodgers (2001) describe TBLI as “an approach based on the use
of tasks as the core unit of planning and instruction in language teaching” (p. 223). Oxford
(2001) states that the students’ participation in communicative tasks in English is the basis of
TBLI (p. 3). “In other words, students are given a task to perform” (Harmer, 1999, p. 41). Then
they have to figure out how to complete the task using whatever language they know. Harmer
calls it “a kind of ‘deep-end’ strategy” (p. 87) whereby the learner is “thrown into” a task as a
means of making him learn “to swim”, that is, to learn language.
Nunan (1999) aptly describes how tasks can be effective for organizing the learning of second
language.

A task is 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 variety of different kinds of tasks in language
teaching is said to make language teaching more communicative (p. 25).

Finally, Brown (2001) characterizes TBLI as follows:

Task-based curricula differ from content-based, theme-based, and experiential
instruction in that the course objectives are somewhat more language-based.
While there is an ultimate focus on communication and purpose and meaning,
the goals are linguistic in nature. They are not linguistic in the traditional sense
of just focusing on grammar or phonology; but by maintaining the centrality of
functions like greeting people, expressing opinions, requesting information, etc.,
the course goals center on learners’ pragmatic language competence (p. 244).

13
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2. How TBLI fulfills the two requirements for effective second language
teaching

TBLI (1) allows all four skills to be interconnected and (2) provides real purposes in all
language learning.

Relative to the first requirement—that in second/foreign language teaching the skills
should be taught in an interconnected way— J. Willis (1996) indicates that TBLI “offers a rich
but comprehensible exposure to language in use, through listening and reading, and provides
opportunities for both spontaneous and planned speaking and writing” (p. 1). Indeed, J. Willis
(2000) points out specifically:

Task instructions can be adapted to provide opportunities for practice of the
different skills your learners need: e.g., beginning with spontaneous exploratory
interaction or writing individual notes or reading a text prior to doing the task,
and then planning an oral (or written) public presentation of the task outcome

(p. 4.

In short, in TBLI the “tasks virtually always imply several skill areas, not just one, and so by
pointing toward tasks, we disengage ourselves from thinking only in terms of the separate four
skills. Instead, principles of listening, speaking, reading, and writing become appropriately
subsumed under the rubric of what it is our learners are going to do with this language” (Brown,
2001, p. 244).

As for the second requirement needed for effective second language teaching—that
second/foreign language should be structured so that there are always real purposes,
interactions, and meaning/content—TBLI very naturally accomplishes this goal by means of the
tasks themselves. Many experts stress that the tasks must have real communication as a goal. J.
Willis (1996) emphasizes that “tasks are always activities where the target language is used by
the learner for a communicative purposé (p. 23, italics mine). Oxford (2001) points out that
TBLI emphasizes, “doing tasks that require communicative language use’ (p. 2). She stresses
that communicative tasks are the essence of task-based instruction (p. 3).

Indeed, TBLI is a very effective way of arranging your lesson to address your students’
language outside the classroom. Brown (2001) points out, “We have in task-based teaching a
well-integrated approach to language teaching that asks you to organize your classroom around
those practical tasks that language users engage in ‘out there’ in the real world” (p. 244).
Specifically, Nunan (1999, cited in Long, 1985, p. 89), found that “by task is meant the hundred
and one things people do in everyday life, at work, at play, and in-between” (p. 24). Indeed,
Nunan believes that language instruction should often be the rehearsal of doing something such

as making reservations, writing letters, finding street destinations in a directory, and so on,
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using language for communication in real language use. However, Nunan (1999) also admits
that “learners will also do many things in class that are not rehearsals for performance outside
of the classroom. ---[for example,] doing a jigsaw reading task, solving a problem in a small
groups” (p. 25). Nevertheless, even those tasks all have a purpose of some sort, like solving a
puzzle. McDonough and Mackey (2000) note that “one of the most prominent rationales for

task-based activities in the L2 classroom evolved from Long’s ‘interaction hypothesis’ (p. 83).

According to this hypothesis, “learners’ attention may become oriented to linguistic
form when breakdowns in the communication of meaning occur. When learners fail
to understand their interlocutor, they often negotiate meaning to achieve mutual
comprehension. The effort to achieve mutual comprehension can involve the use of
variety of strategies, such as asking an interlocutor to confirm message content, or
requesting that an interlocutor explain something further’ (p. 83).

In short, a task-based approach satisfies the two previously identified requirements for
effective second language teaching: 1) the four skills are taught in an interconnected way, and 2)

teaching is structured so that there are always real purposes, interactions, and meaning/content

involved in language use.

B. implementating a Task-based approach
Now let us turn to the question of how to implement a task-based approach in our
classroom. Clearly, the keys to implementing a task-based approach are the tasks and how they

are presented to students in a classroom.

1. What is a “task”?

A task is a posed problem or an activity that has a goal or outcome that is not linguistic
but which is reached through a variety of linguistic skills. J. Willis (1996), for one, writes, “all
tasks should have an outcome” (p. 24) and defines a task as “a goal-oriented communicative
activity with a specific outcome, where the emphasis is on exchanging meanings not producing
specific language forms” (p. 36). Brown (2001) describes a task as follows:

A task is really a special technique. In some cases, task and technique may be
synonymous (a problem-solving task/technique; a role-play task/technique, for
example). But in other cases, a task may be comprised of several techniques (for
example, a problem-solving task that includes, let’s say, grammatical explanation,
teacher-initiated questions, and a specific turn-taking procedure). Tasks are usually
“bigger” in their ultimate ends than techniques” (p. 50).

Skehan (1998) explains that in a task “there is some sort of relationship to comparable
real-world activities” (chapter5, p. 3). Skehan and Foster (1999) define tasks as follows: Tasks
are “activities that (a) bear a recognizable relationship to the use of language in the real world,
(b) emphasize the meaning of language 