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The purpose of this paper is to examine the level-appropriateness of listening tasks in 

middle-school English activity books, which have been used in Korean secondary 

schools since 2009 in order to facilitate level-differentiated learning. Five different 

kinds of middle-school English activity books from grade 1 to grade 3 (i.e., 15 in total) 

were randomly chosen for analysis. It was found that the listening task difficulty of 

activity books as a whole became greater as the proficiency level went up, which 

implied listening tasks were well sequenced regarding the proficiency level. Some 

activity books, however, showed a problem with sequencing listening tasks in terms of 

difficulty because the task difficulty in the higher grade was lower than that in the 

lower grade. In terms of listening task difficulty, in addition, activity books were not 

homogeneous even in the same level. Implications of the findings for the level–

appropriateness of listening tasks and further research into listening task difficulty are 

discussed. 

 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Level-differentiated curriculum stems from student-centered education which 

acknowledges individual differences among students. It differs from a standardized 

curriculum which ignores differences in learner’s cognitive ability, logical thinking, and 
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creativity (Pae, 1999). The focus of a level-differentiated curriculum is on the individual 

learner and its major aim is to promote learner autonomy and independent learning 

through providing the appropriate level of content depending on the students’ levels (Ahn 

et al., 2005). The level-differentiated curriculum has been applied to a number of subjects 

including Korean, English, mathematics, social studies, and science since 2000. The 

implementation of the level-differentiated curriculum, however, has been repeatedly 

questioned for its feasibility in the classroom context due to lack of explicit guidelines and 

available teaching materials. Calls have emerged for the need to develop materials to 

support students’ learning at different levels. In the Revised 7th National Curriculum, thus, 

English activity books which consist of tasks for different proficiency levels have been 

adopted to facilitate level-differentiated learning (Ministry of Education and Human 

Resources Development, 2006). The activity books have been used in the classroom since 

2009. 

Due to the short period of use, much research has not been conducted on activity books 

compared to main textbooks. Most studies on activity books have questioned the level-

appropriateness of task difficulty in middle-school or high-school English activity books 

(Choi, 2011; Choi & Lee, 2010; Ha, 2009; Shin, 2010; Woo, 2009; Yoon, 2010). The 

research findings, however, cannot be compared or generalized since the criteria for the 

analysis or the subjects of analysis are different. As a matter of fact, the different criteria 

for task difficulty result in different findings, which make it difficult or even impossible to 

understand the nature of English materials used in Korean secondary schools. 

There have been a number of weaknesses to generalize the previous findings. Most of 

the studies, first of all, have a defect in the research instrument by they tend to demonstrate 

the inappropriateness of the task sequence by listening typical examples and cases rather 

than by illustrating it through algorithmic calculations. Calculating task difficulty in terms 

of numerical value enables more systematic comparison of task difficulty among 

proficiency levels, grade levels, and activity book types. Even though Choi and Lee (2010) 

have employed a numerical system to compare the task difficulty among five activity 

books, their study excluded vocabulary and syntax, which are considered important input 

factors affecting task difficulty. According to Woo (2009), for example, vocabulary and 

syntax affected overall task difficulty more than task difficulty itself. Furthermore, a true 

level-differentiated activity book should consider various language variables such as 

vocabulary, type-token ratio (TTR) and syntactic complexity, depending on the proficiency 

level (Ha, 2009). Therefore, it is necessary to investigate the task difficulty of activity 

books with more comprehensive criteria in order to generalize the research findings.  

Second, the criteria frequently used in the study tend to be too broad and general to 

analyze listening tasks because they are developed for the tasks in four skills. The studies 

conducted with such criteria can provide diverse information on the materials in terms of 
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listening, speaking, reading, and writing, but the information may not be specific enough 

to examine the level-appropriateness of listening tasks. Obviously, productive and 

receptive skills cannot be dealt with together. Task types in four skills are different in 

nature and they should be separately investigated with different measurements. In short, it 

is necessary and essential to devise listening-specific criteria to investigate listening task 

difficulty.  

Finally, previous studies on activity books have a narrow scope of the analysis on 

listening tasks. In other words, an analysis on one particular grade of secondary school 

activity books cannot provide the overall picture of listening tasks in activity books and to 

test the level-appropriateness of activity books systematically. Thus, it is necessary to 

analyze the whole inventory of middle-school activity books from grade 1 to grade 3.  

To compensate the weaknesses of the previous studies, this study aims to examine the 

level-appropriateness of listening tasks in comprehensive and systematic ways. The 

specific objectives of this study are to investigate whether there are significant differences 

in listening task difficulty with regard to proficiency levels (i.e., low, intermediate, and 

advanced), grade levels (i.e., grades 1, 2, and 3), and different kinds of middle-school 

activity books and whether there are significant differences in the interactions of 

proficiency levels, grade levels, and kinds of activity books regarding listening task 

difficulty. This study can provide insight into tasks and task difficulty for material 

developers and researchers. It will also help language teachers to evaluate and develop 

listening tasks for supplementary materials. 

 

 

II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

1. Criteria for Grading Tasks 

 

Grading tasks from easy to difficult is one of the most important and yet difficult 

matters for language educators and material developers. Unfortunately, however, the 

sequencing of tasks tends to depend on intuition without concrete criteria for defining the 

degree of task difficulty (Nunan, 2004). Thus, it is important to establish the criteria for 

grading tasks so that tasks are sequenced from easy to difficult and each task can scaffold 

the following task. There has been a considerable amount of research on task difficulty 

among researchers, curriculum developers, syllabus designers and materials writers to lay 

theoretical foundations for sequencing tasks. 

Investigations into the sequencing of task difficulty can be classified into three views: 

cognitive, affective, and comprehensive ones. The cognitive view focused on the factors 

that affected task difficulty in terms of a cognitive dimension (Brindley, 1987; Brown & 
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Yule, 1983; Nunan, 1989). For instance, Brindley (1987) claimed that there were at least 

three intersecting sets of factors involved in determining task difficulty: learner factors, 

task factors, and text or input factors. Learner factors included learner’s confidence, 

motivation, prior learning experience, learning pace, language skills, and cultural 

knowledge. Task factors included cognitive complexity, procedural steps, provision of 

context, the amount of support, grammatical accuracy, and time pressure. Finally, text or 

input factors included the density of information, clarity of presentation, the amount of 

contextual clues, and content familiarity. Nunan (1989) also proposed three factors as a set 

of criteria for identifying task difficulty and grading tasks: task input factors, learner 

factors, and procedural factors. Task input factors consisted of grammatical complexity of 

the input, text length, the amount of low-frequency vocabulary, propositional density, the 

speed of spoken texts and the number of speakers involved, and so on. Learner factors 

included linguistic and background knowledge, confidence, motivation and so forth. 

Procedural factors were related to task relevance, the number of steps involved, the 

cognitive demand on the learner, and the amount of information. Brown and Yule (1983) 

also pointed out that related speaker, listener, content, support and purpose affected task 

difficulty. Thus, the task was found to be more difficult when many speakers were 

involved, when the content was boring/non-involving, unfamiliar, and complex, when 

many steps were included, when there was no context or support, no visual or contextual 

support, and no learner involvement. 

The later view on task difficulty and grading tasks focused on learner’s affective 

dimension as well as the linguistic and cognitive ones (Skehan, 1996, 1998; Robinson, 

2001). This view was similar to the previous one in that task difficulty was determined by 

language input (i.e., syntactic and lexical difficulty) and cognitive factors (i.e., processing 

and familiarity). Unlike the previous view, however, this view emphasized the 

communication stress or task condition. For example, Skehan (1996) included 

communicative stress (i.e., the performance conditions required) along with code 

complexity (i.e., the language required) and cognitive complexity (i.e., the thinking 

required) which affected task difficulty. As the criteria for sequencing tasks, in addition, 

Robinson (2001) distinguished task conditions (i.e., interactional factors) from task 

complexity (i.e., cognitive factors) and task difficulty (i.e., leaner factors). Task 

complexity was determined by cognitive demand on the learner such as required reasoning 

demand and working memory. Task difficulty involved learner factors such as confidence, 

motivation, and intelligence. Task conditions referred to the interactive demands of the 

task which took both the task and learner factors into account. 

The most recent and comprehensive view was proposed by Ellis (2003) who 

synthesized previous studies for grading tasks (Brindley, 1987; Cadlin, 1987; Nunan, 1989; 

Skehan, 1996, 1998; Robinson, 2001). Since modified Ellis’ criteria were used as the 
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instrument of this study, they were worthwhile to be explained in more details. Ellis (2003) 

accounted for task difficulty in terms of input, conditions, processes, and outcomes. The 

view did not consider only linguistic, cognitive and affective dimensions of task difficulty, 

but also the outcomes of task performances. First of all, he specified four factors for input 

criteria: medium, code complexity, cognitive complexity, and familiarity of information. 

The input medium could be verbal (i.e., oral presentation of the input) or non-verbal 

information such as pictures, maps, and written texts. Information presented in a written or 

pictorial form was likely to be easier than oral information which required online decoding. 

Code complexity depended on the lexical and syntactical complexity of the input: it was 

easier to comprehend texts with high frequency vocabulary and simple syntactic structure 

than texts with low frequency vocabulary and complex syntactic structures. Cognitive 

complexity was dependent on the information type, the amount of information, the degree 

of structural complexity, and context dependency. The static information type was the 

easiest, and the abstract information type was the most difficult. In addition, the greater 

amount of information, loosely structured and context-free input increased cognitive 

complexity. Moreover, the task with unfamiliar topics was quite stressful for learners. 

Second, task conditions were classified into three subcategories: interactant relationship, 

task demand and discourse mode. One-way tasks promoted less negotiation of meanings 

than two-way tasks which made it more difficult to perform the task. The tasks with dual 

demand were more difficult than tasks with single demand. In addition, the task in 

monologues was easier than the ones in dialogues as it offered learners an opportunity to 

scaffold each other’s performances. The third criteria, processes, were based on the study 

of Prabhu (1987) which identified task difficulty in terms of the “distance” between input 

information and task outcome. In other words, tasks involving many steps of reasoning 

were more difficult than tasks involving a smaller number of reasoning. 

Finally, the outcome was evaluated in terms of the medium, the scope, the discourse 

domain and the complexity of the outcome. The outcome medium could be pictorial, 

written or oral. Oral production was considered relatively the most difficult when it 

involved a public speech. Comprehension tasks not requiring learners’ productions were 

often recommended when beginners did not have competency to speak or write in the 

target language. Of course, the task was generally easier with a closed scope (i.e., right 

answer) rather than with an open scope. The tasks involving lists and descriptions were 

also considered easier than the ones involving instructions or arguments. As Prabhu (1987) 

noted, the complexity of the outcome increased when the outcome involved high level of 

precision in lexical and syntactic accuracy: the greater the precision, the more complex the 

task. Compared to other criteria for grading task difficulty, Ellis’ framework encompassed 

a greater number of factors affecting task difficulty which, in turn, could provide better 

validity for grading tasks. Moreover, his framework made it possible to investigate task 
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difficulty systematically and to compare studies of task difficulty due to the scientific 

analysis on factors affecting task difficulty. In short, task difficulty was seen as the 

production of an interaction among factors of task input, task conditions, the processes of 

performing a task, and task outcomes. 

 

2. Previous Studies on Activity Books 

 

English activity books have been used in the classroom since 2009 in order to facilitate 

level-differentiated learning. In order to see the effect of activity books on level-

differentiated learning, thus, it is necessary and significant to review previous studies in 

Korea on English activity books. Unfortunately, however, there was not much research on 

the level-appropriateness of English activity books because of the short periods of use. In 

addition, it was quite difficult or impossible to compare and generalize the findings of 

previous studies on the level-appropriateness of task difficulty because of lack of 

systematic analysis on tasks as followings. First of all, some tasks at different levels in the 

activity books were the same despite being classified as different levels. For example, 

there was little difference in task difficulty among the three different proficiency levels 

(i.e., low, intermediate, advanced) in high school (Choi & Lee, 2010). Yoon (2010) also 

found out that more blanks were used in many activity books to increase task difficulty in 

vain. In other words, the same task was used for the lower level with fewer blanks and for 

the higher level with more blanks. She advised that not the number of blanks but the 

number of variables should be increased to indicate higher difficulty. In short, activity 

books adopted some tasks across proficiency levels, and previous studies took it for 

granted, which made it impossible to examine the level-appropriateness of task difficulty 

in a systematic way.  

Another problem with the generalization and comparison of the previous findings 

seemed to result from the level-appropriateness of some tasks. Some high-school teachers, 

for instance, complained that tasks needed to be easier for the low level and more 

challenging for the advanced level (Woo, 2009). Interestingly, most teachers interviewed 

agreed that most tasks were appropriate for the three proficiency levels: low, intermediate, 

and advanced. This result was based on teachers’ perception of task difficulty, not on the 

objective criteria. In fact, mixed results in listening task difficulty were shown with regard 

to the factors of input, conditions, processes, and outcomes. According to Choi (2011), for 

example, tasks were well sequenced in terms of input, conditions, and outcomes except for 

process. The grading of tasks in listening was problematic in terms of processes because 

most tasks had a one-way interactant relationship regardless of learners’ proficiency levels. 

Therefore, it needs yet to be examined in more systematic manners whether task difficulty 

was appropriate for the proficiency level and whether listening tasks were well graded in 
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English activity books.  

The last problem with generalizing previous research findings arose from the ambiguity 

of task difficulty. There was a disparity among activity books regarding task difficulty. For 

example, some tasks used in the intermediate level were classified as those in the low level 

of another activity book (Yoon, 2010). The lack of unambiguous task difficulty could be 

seen in grading tasks among grades. Previous research indicated that the dialogues of 

middle-school English textbooks in the second grade were easier than those in the first 

grade (Yu, 1994). It was argued, thus, that concrete and clear guidelines were needed in 

order to reduce the gaps in task difficulty among activity books (Shin, 2010). In summary, 

the findings of previous research in English activity could not be generalized or compared 

because of lack of studies and the ambiguity of task difficulty along with the differences of 

the instrument and subjects. Therefore, it is necessary and useful to investigate the level-

appropriateness of English activity books in a systematic way. 

 

 

III. METHOD 

 

1. Materials 

 

There are 25 kinds of English activity books in grade 1, 19 kinds in grade 2, and 15 

kinds in grade 3 that are used in Korean middle schools. Those activity books were 

approved for use by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology under the Revised 

7th National Curriculum. This study randomly chose five different kinds among the 15 

kinds of activity books. They were classified as Book A, Book B, Book C, Book D, and 

Book E: Neungyule Education (Jang, Jung, Lee, Choi, & Brown, 2008), Doosandonga 

(Lee et al., 2008), Visang Education (Lee, Hong, Lee, Kim, & Lee, 2008), Chunjae 

Education (Kim et al., 2008), and Chunjae Education (Lee et al., 2008). A total of 15 

books were analyzed because each classification consists of three books for grades 1, 2, 

and 3, respectively. The present study analyzed the listening sections in each activity book.  

 

TABLE 1 

Kinds of Middle-School English Activity Books Analyzed in the Study  

Activity Book No. of Units Contents  

Book A 10 Listening 

Book B 12 Listen and Speak Plus 

Book C 12 Let’s Listen 

Book D 12 Listen and Talk 1, Listen and Talk 2 

Book E 12 Listen and Speak 1, Listen and Speak 2 
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As shown in Table 1, Book A and Book C had separate listening sections, but Book B, 

Book D, and Book E had listening tasks under the title of “listen and speak” or “listen and 

talk.” However, listening and speaking tasks were clearly divided in each activity book 

and only the listening tasks were analyzed in this study. This study defined a “task” as “an 

activity or action that is carried out as the result of processing or understanding language” 

(Richards, Platt, & Weber, 1985, p. 289). Thus, all the listening exercises and activities in 

the book were identified as listening tasks.  

The five kinds of activity books used in this study had a total of 1,232 listening tasks as 

shown in Table 2. Regarding proficiency levels, there were a total of 408 listening tasks in 

the low level, 424 ones in the intermediate level, and 400 ones in the advanced level. In 

terms of grade levels, grade 3 (450) had more listening tasks than grade 1 (389) and grade 

2 (393). Additionally, the number of listening tasks for each activity book was different, 

ranging from 158 to 324 tasks. Considering that Book C (324) and Book E (299) had twice 

as many tasks as Book B (158 tasks), there seemed to be no or little agreement in the 

distribution of listening tasks among activity books analyzed in the study. 

 

TABLE 2 

Number of Tasks in Each Activity Book 

Grade 
Proficiency 

level 

Activity book 

A B C D E Total 

1 

Low  21  15  36  24  33 129 

Intermediate  23  17  36  24  32 132 

Advanced  19  16  36  24  33 128 

Subtotal  63  48 108  72  98 389 

2 

Low  20  15  36  23  33 127 

Intermediate  20  17  36  24  36 133 

Advanced  18  19  36  23  37 133 

Subtotal  58  51 108  70 106 393 

3 

Low  30  18  36  37  31 152 

Intermediate  30  21  36  37  35 159 

Advanced  21  20  36  33  29 139 

Subtotal  81  59 108 107  95 450 

Total 

Low  71  48 108  84  97 408 

Intermediate  73  55 108  85 103 424 

Advanced  58  55 108  80  99 400 

Subtotal 202 158 324 249 299 1,232 
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TABLE 3 

Listening Task Difficulty Scale 

Criterion Easy Difficult 

Input 

Code  

complexity 

simple sentences complex sentences 

1~3 

(2) 

4~5 

(4) 

6~7 

(6) 

8~ 9 

(8) 

10~ 

(10) 

Cognitive 

complexity 

~4 

(2) 

5~8 

(4) 

9~12

(6) 

13~16

(8) 

17~20 

(10) 

21~ 

(12) 

Orality high (2) low (4) 

Conditions 

Task demand single (2) dual (4) multiple (6) 

Audio/visual 

support 
pictorial (2) written (4) oral (6) 

Processes 
Cognitive 

processing 
literal (2) reorganization (4) Inference (6) 

Outcomes 

 

Scope closed (2) open (4) 

Medium of  

response 

receptive productive 

checking 

(2) 

1~2

(4)

3~4

(5)

5~6

(6)

7~8

(7)

9~10 

(8) 

11~12 

(10) 

13~ 

(12) 

 

2. Criteria for Grading Listening Tasks 

 

The task difficulty scale used for this analysis was adapted from the criteria of Ellis 

(2003). His criteria were so convenient as to be able to quantify various factors (i.e., input, 

conditions, proceses, and outcomes) that affected task difficulty by assigning values or 

points to each feather of tasks. Since his scale was developed for grading tasks in four 

skills (i.e., listening, reading, speaking, & writing), however, some elements were 

excluded, added, or modified to specifically tailor the criteria for listening tasks. With 

regard to input factors, first of all, the medium and familiarity of information were 

excluded, and the discourse mode of task outcome was also excluded. The medium was 

excluded because there was no task requiring students to write in English with a picture. 

The familiarity of information was also deleted because it could not be judged in the 

activity book. There was no meaning-negotiation task in listening of the activity books, 

and the interactant relationship of conditions factors was also dropped.  

Second, factors such as code complexity, orality and visual support were added to the 

scale, based on other research (Brindley, 1987; Brown & Yule, 1983; Buck, 2001; Nunan, 

2004; Skehan, 1996). Finally, cognitive complexity of input, and cognitive operations of 

processes were modified for the study. For example, information type (i.e., static, dynamic, 

abstract), amount of information (i.e., few or many elements/relationships), and context 
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dependency (i.e., here-and-now, there-and-then) were changed into the number of 

sentences on the basis of previous studies (Cowan, 2000; Jensen, Hansen, Green, & Akey, 

1997; Mistler-Lachman, 1974), which was explained below. In addition, the process type 

(i.e., fact, opinion) and reasoning need (i.e., few or many steps involved) of processes were 

not related to listening but speaking and were thus switched with question types which 

affected listening (Kim, 2001; Nuttall, 1982). The scale for grading listening tasks was 

summarized in Table 3. The number in the parenthesis indicated the point given to the 

difficulty of each task. 

 

1) Input  

 

Code complexity, cognitive complexity, and orality were taken into account for 

measuring input factors. Code complexity was measured in terms of words per sentence 

because short and simple sentences had fewer words in a sentence and complex sentences 

tended to have more words. According to Cervantes and Gainer (1992), learners hearing a 

syntactically simplified passage performed better on a recall test than those hearing an 

unmodified version of the passage. Moreover, words per sentence are widely used as a 

measure for determining syntactic complexity. Thus, sentences with greater number of 

words were given higher points for code complexity.  

As for cognitive complexity, the amount of information was taken into account in terms 

of text length, which turned out to be an important factor to affect the task difficulty 

(Jensen et al., 1997). For example, Mistler-Lachman (1974) investigated the relationship 

between depth of comprehension and sentence memory, and she found that the size of 

input substantially affected the recall when meaning recall and exact word recall were used 

to assess sentence memory. In their short-term memory, according to Cowan (2000), 

people could remember about four chunks referring to “groups of items recited together 

quickly” (p. 90). A sentence could fit the description of the chunk, considering that people 

usually recite in a unit of a sentence. Thus, text length of four sentences was considered to 

be a standard unit for grading cognitive complexity, assuming that people can recall four 

sentences in short-term memory.  

Finally, orality referred to the extent to which a passage contained features of spoken 

language (Tannen, 1982). Passages with high orality (e.g., dialogue) tended to have 

simpler syntax, more disfluencies, and greater redundancy than those with low orality (e.g., 

monologue). It was easier for L2 learners to understand a high-orality text than a low-

orality text (Bloomfield et al., 2010). Regarding orality, therefore, a monologue was given 

a higher score (i.e., 4 points) than a dialogue (i.e., 2 points). 
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2) Conditions 

 

Conditions consisted of factors of task demands (Ellis, 2003) and audio/visual support 

(Brown & Yule, 1983; Buck, 2001; Nunan, 2004). A dual task or multiple tasks were 

considered more demanding than a single task. A typical example of a dual task was to 

match corresponding pictures first after listening and then choose a corresponding word. 

This was considered more challenging than a task with a single task requiring the listener 

to match the pictures or choose a corresponding word. In addition, the tasks without visual 

aids were also more challenging than those with the aids. When there was no visual 

support, listeners felt more difficult because of on-line decoding of sound. Oral aids were 

considered more difficult than written or pictorial ones.  

 

3) Processes 

 

Studies showed that the task became easier when there was lexical or syntactic overlap 

between the text and the required response and became more difficult when there was no 

lexical or syntactic overlap (Buck & Tatsuoka, 1998; Freedle & Kostin, 1996; Jensen et al., 

1997). As for cognitive processing, question types were used: literal comprehension, 

reorganization or reinterpretation, inference, evaluation, and personal response (Kim, 2001; 

Nuttall, 1982). Literal questions required literal processing where answers were directly 

and explicitly expressed in the text. They could also be answered in the words from the 

text. Reorganization questions asked students either to reinterpret literal information or to 

obtain it from various parts of the text and put it together in a new way. There was content 

overlap but no syntactic overlap between the text and the response. Inferential questions 

required learners to consider what was implied and not explicitly stated. There was no 

lexical and syntactic overlap between the text and the required response. Since questions 

for evaluation or personal response were rarely used even in high-school English 

textbooks (Kim, 2001), they were classified as inferential question because they were not 

stated. Obviously, asking details was easier than inferring the relationship between 

speakers. The process category was graded, depending on the type of processing demand 

on the learner. The literal processing was considered the easiest while inference processing 

was considered the most difficult.  

 

4) Outcomes 

 

Outcomes as criteria for grading tasks consisted of scope and medium. Tasks with a 

closed outcome were easier than those with an open outcome because there was a “right” 

answer for the closed task but not for the open tasks. Some researchers found that different 
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response formats such as length of required response made different processing demands 

on the learners’ performance on listening tests (Berne, 1993; Brindley & Slatyer, 2002; 

Buck & Tatsuoka, 1998; Hansen & Jensen, 1994; Nissan, Devincenzi, & Tang, 1996). 

Berne (1993), for instance, showed that learners performed better on multiple choice 

questions than either an open-ended or cloze task, suggesting that items requiring only 

recognition were easier than those requiring retrieval and production. In other words, 

receptive tasks which required non-verbal responses were less demanding than productive 

tasks that required verbal responses. Matching, checking, selecting or answering in Korean 

was classified as a receptive task. In this study, therefore, tasks requiring verbal responses 

were considered more difficult than those requiring non-verbal responses.  

 

3. Data Analysis 

 

The scores of listening task difficulty were obtained from four factors of input, 

conditions, processes and outcomes presented in Table 3. An independent rater was 

employed to verify the reliability of the instrument used in this study. The rater 

investigated an activity book by using the scale. The agreement of the classifications 

between the researcher and the rater was 92.02 percent on average (i.e., 86.45% for input; 

91.88% for conditions; 96.05% for processes; 93.71% for outcomes) and was significant. 

As there was no empirical evidence for the effect of each factor on task difficulty, it was 

assumed that each factor would equally affect task difficulty; thus, 25 percent was given to 

input, conditions, processes and outcomes, respectively. In short, task difficulty was 

calculated by adding up adjusted scores of four factors. 

Once the listening task difficulty index was obtained, mean scores and standard 

deviations were calculated. With regard to proficiency levels, grade levels and kinds of 

activity books, a 3 x 3 x 5 factorial design was used. A three-way analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) and Tukey tests as post hoc analyses were employed to find out whether there 

were significant differences in listening task difficulty among proficiency levels, grade 

levels, and kinds of activity books.  

 

 

IV. RESULTS 

 

The objectives of this study were to investigate whether there were significant 

differences in listening task difficulty with regard to proficiency levels, grade levels, and 

kinds of middle-school English activity books and whether there were significant 

differences in the interaction of the three variables (i.e., proficiency, grades, kinds). There 

were a total of 1,232 tasks in 15 activity books. The number of tasks was different, ranging 
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from 158 to 324 tasks. The mean of task difficulty of activity books was 40.34 on average, 

and the task difficulty of each book ranged from 35.63 to 42.71 on average. With regard to 

listening task difficulty, the higher levels seemed to be more difficult than the lower ones 

because the mean scores of task difficulty in the advanced (43.84) level were higher than 

those in the intermediate (40.15) and low (37.10) levels. Moreover, mean scores of task 

difficulty increased as grade went up: grade 1 (38.73), grade 2 (39.80), and grade 3 (42.22). 

The number of tasks and the mean scores of task difficulty of each activity book by 

proficiency levels were summarized in Table 4.  

 

TABLE 4 

Number of Tasks and Listening Task Difficulty of Each Activity Book by Proficiency Levels 

Activity 

book 
Grade 

No. of 

tasks 

Proficiency Levels 
Overall 

Low Intermediate Advanced 

A 

1 63 37.00 42.66 46.01 41.78 

2 58 41.30 41.98 46.02 43.00 

3 81 39.68 43.31 48.13 43.21 

Subtotal 202 39.34 42.74 46.78 42.71 

B 

1 48 31.31 35.98 38.47 35.35 

2 51 33.49 34.71 38.66 35.82 

3 59 32.60 36.14 37.99 35.69 

Subtotal 158 32.48 35.65 38.36 35.63 

C 

1 108 34.01 36.79 40.42 37.07 

2 108 36.57 39.15 43.34 39.69 

3 108 37.17 42.46 45.70 41.78 

Subtotal 324 35.92 39.47 40.16 39.51 

D 

1 72 37.35 39.63 42.91 39.96 

2 70 36.12 37.66 41.99 38.58 

3 107 39.63 41.97 45.47 42.24 

Subtotal 249 38.02 40.09 43.70 40.55 

E 

1 98 36.22 38.80 43.04 39.36 

2 106 37.67 40.29 44.06 40.79 

3 95 41.12 45.20 51.95 45.93 

Subtotal 299 38.27 41.49 46.04 41.95 

Total 

1 398 35.37  38.71  42.15  38.73 

2 393 37.16  39.05  43.00  39.80 

3 450 38.52  42.28  46.21  42.22 

Subtotal 1,232 37.10 40.15 43.84 40.34 
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TABLE 5 

Three-Way Analysis of Variance of Task Difficulty by  

Proficiency Levels, Grade Levels, and Kinds of Activity Books 

 SS df MS F 

Proficiency 8,727.19 2 4363.60 130.75*** 

Grade 2,176.88 2 1088.44 32.61*** 

Kinds 6,038.64 4 1509.66 45.23*** 

Grade × Kinds 1,421.55 8 177.69 5.32*** 

Grade × Proficiency 204.02 4 51.00 1.53*     

Proficiency × Kinds 199.85 8 24.98 0.75*    

Grade × Proficiency × Kinds 323.99 16 20.25 0.61*   

Residual 39,615.73 1,187 33.37  

Total 2,064,960.00 1,231   

*** p < .001 

 

To examine whether the differences were significant, a three-way ANOVA was 

conducted. As shown in Table 5, there was a significant difference in task difficulty among 

low, intermediate, and advanced levels (F = 130.75, p < .001). In addition, there were 

significant differences among grade 1, grade 2, and grade 3 (F = 32.61, p < .001) and 

among kinds of activity books (F = 45.23, p < .001). Although there was a significant 

difference in the interaction of grade levels and kinds of activity books (F = 5.32, p < .001), 

there were no significant differences in the interaction between grade and proficiency, 

between proficiency levels and kinds, and among grade levels, proficiency levels and 

kinds of activity books.  

In order to find out the source of the differences regarding the proficiency levels, a post 

hoc Tukey’s test was conducted. The result of the test showed that the mean differences of 

the task difficulty between low and intermediate levels, between low and advanced levels, 

and between intermediate and advanced levels were all statistically significant at the 

significance level of .001. This indicated that the advanced level (43.84) of activity books 

was more challenging than both the intermediate (40.15) and low ones (37.10), and the 

intermediate level was more difficult than the low level. There was no interaction between 

proficiency levels and kinds of activity books, which indicated that the task difficulty of all 

the activity books increased as proficiency levels went up, but the degree of increase 

varied, depending on the activity books. Assuming activity books were similar to the main 

textbooks, this tendency could be informative for both teachers and students to choose and 

use the books appropriately according to the level of students.  
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(39.51). Considering that Book B (158) had the lowest tasks among the activity books, 

Book B seemed to be different from the other activity books. In order to identify the 

source of the difference among activity books, the Tukey’s test as a post hoc analysis was 

conducted. The results of the test showed that all the comparisons of the two activity books 

were significantly different in listening task difficulty except the differences between 

Books A and E and between Books C and D. In short, all activity books were not the same 

in terms of listening task difficulty. 

As shown in Figure 2, Book A in grade 2 showed the highest task difficulty. Its task 

difficulty in the low level tasks was higher than that of Book B in the advanced level and 

that of Books C, D and E in the intermediate level. In other words, Book B seemed to be 

different from other activity books in terms of listening task difficulty. In addition, the 

listening tasks of Book A were the most difficult in grades 1 and 2, but Book E had the 

most difficult tasks in grade 3. The task difficulty of Book B was consistently the lowest in 

all the grades and in all the proficiency levels. Book A and Book E, on the other hand, had 

relatively challenging tasks whereas the tasks of Book C and Book D were moderate. In 

short, English activity books used in middle schools were not homogeneous in terms of 

listening task difficulty. 

 

 

V. DISCUSSION 

 

English activity books intend to facilitate English learning by providing the appropriate 

level of content, depending on students’ proficiency. In a broad sense, current middle-

school activity books seem to satisfy the philosophy of level-differentiated curriculum 

because they are well graded according to the proficiency level in terms of listening task 

difficulty. The higher the proficiency level, the more difficult the tasks become. For 

example, the task difficulty of the advanced level (43.84) was higher than that of the 

intermediate (40.15) and low (37.10) levels, respectively. The difficulty of activity books is 

also diverse: for instance, Books A and E consisted of challenging tasks whereas Book B 

presented relatively easy tasks, and Books C and D included moderate tasks. Moreover, 

some tasks in the low level are as difficult as or more difficult than those in the 

intermediate or advanced levels. For example, the tasks of Book B (38.36) in the 

advanced level was less difficult than those of Books A (42.74) and C (39.47) in 

intermediate level and as difficult as those of Books D (38.02) and E (38.27) in the low 

level. The task difficulty of Book B (35.65) in the intermediate level was similar to that 

of Book A (35.93) in the low level. In short, listening task difficulty was not 

homogeneous among activity books. The diverse level of current activity books, however, 

did not seem to result from the government’s intention, not from the weakness of the 
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current screening system. The task difficulty was not included as a criterion of testing and 

approving textbooks and activity books by the Ministry of Education, Science, and 

Technology for school use. 

On the surface level, this heterogeneity of task difficulty among activity books looks 

problematic with the horizontal articulation. The difference, however, actually can enhance 

level-differentiated language teaching and learning because students of a school in the 

higher level are not necessarily more proficient than those of another school in the lower 

level. As a matter of fact, this different task difficulty of activity books enables educators 

to teach English with an activity book appropriate for their students’ levels.  

The problem with activity books lies in sequencing tasks according to the grade level of 

each activity book. Although the task difficulty of activity books in grade 3 (42.22) as a 

whole is greater than that in grade 2 (39.80) and grade 1 (38.73), this is not the case with 

each activity book because some tasks in the upper grade are less difficult than those in the 

lower grade. As for Book D, for example, the task difficulty of grade 2 was lower in the 

low (36.12), intermediate (37.66), and advanced (41.99) levels than that of grade 1 (37.35, 

39.63 and 42.91, respectively). As for Book A, the tasks of grade 2 (41.30) were more 

difficult in the low level than those of grade 3 (39.68) whereas the tasks of grade 2 in 

intermediate (41.98) was easier than those of grade 1 in the same (42.66) level. In short, 

some activity books were not systematic in grading level-appropriate tasks, and some tasks 

in the activity books were not appropriate for their proficiency levels. Thus, all the activity 

books in middle schools cannot be assumed to contribute to level-differentiated language 

teaching and learning. 

From the results of this study, it was found that some task difficulty indexes were not the 

same. Depending on each activity book, for instance, some tasks in the intermediate level 

are as difficult as those in low or advanced levels, less difficult than those in the low level, 

and more difficult than those in the advanced level. In other words, the task difficulty is 

not fixed in the activity books because tasks in the same level are used in the different 

proficiency levels. The ambiguity of task difficulty in the activity books can make it very 

difficult for teachers to choose, adapt or develop supplementary materials for level-

differentiated learning. Thus, the scale of this study can be used as an objective measure of 

task difficulty for language educators and researchers to support level-differentiated 

learning. Teachers can choose or develop listening tasks appropriate for their students’ 

proficiency level by using the scale. Researchers can investigate the level-appropriateness 

of tasks and develop better ones with it. In addition, a certain level of the task difficulty 

measured by the scale of the study can be used as the criteria for constructing items or 

tasks on the National English Ability Test (NEAT).  

Listening task difficulty is not determined only by factors of input, conditions, processes, 

and outcomes mentioned in this study but can be affected by other factors such as task 
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types and the quality of tasks. For instance, the activity books used in middle schools 

tended to rely on specific types such as matching (30.28%), question-and-answer (24.98%), 

and transcribing (10.84%). Classifying (0.38%), problem-solving (1.54%), and correcting 

(2.31%) were rarely used task types in low, intermediate, and advanced levels of activity 

books. Although the objective task difficulty is low, moreover, a low-level task can be used 

as the advanced-level one in the classroom, depending on the situation. For example, a 

task with the same linguistic and cognitive complexity can be more difficult if it is spoken 

fast. For example, a lot of studies identified the speech rate as one of the major factors 

affecting listening task difficulty (Choi, 2010; Ellis, 2003; Griffiths, 1990, 1992; Lee & 

Hwang, 2010; Tauroza & Allison, 1990; Zhao, 1997). In this study, however, the speech 

rate was excluded because all the tasks presented in the activity books were used at the 

average speech rate according to the standard of Tauroza and Allison (1990). Lack of the 

speech rate as a criterion for selecting textbooks and activity books may result in the same 

activity books in terms of the speech rate. From 2013 English materials will not be 

screened and selected by the government, but they will be approved for school use by the 

local board of education. Because various types and levels of English listening tasks are 

expected to emerge, the speech rate may as well be adopted as one of the criteria for 

developing or checking listening tasks for level-appropriate education. Task difficulty can 

be affected by social factors as well as both linguistic and cognitive complexity of tasks, 

conditions of performing a task, steps of processing a task and even outcomes of 

performing a task. Therefore, the task difficulty index should not be used as an objective 

and absolute value but an informative guide or threshold for level-differentiated language 

learning.  

 

 

VI. CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS 

 

This study aims to examine the level-appropriateness of listening tasks in middle-school 

activity books. The objectives of this study are to investigate whether there are significant 

differences in listening task difficulty with regard to the proficiency level, the grade level, 

and kinds of activity books and whether there are significant differences in the interactions 

of those three variables. Based on the findings of this study, the following conclusion is 

made: First of all, there are statistically significant differences in listening task difficulty 

with regard to the proficiency level, the grade level, and the kind of activity books. In other 

words, the tasks in the upper-proficiency level are more difficult than the ones in the lower 

one. For example, the advanced-level tasks of activity books as a whole are more 

challenging than the intermediate-level or low-level ones. The task difficulty in the higher 

grade is also greater than that in the lower one. The task difficulty of grade 3, for example, 
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is greater than that of grade 2 or grade 1. In addition, the tasks of each activity book are not 

the same in terms of task difficulty. Activity books A and E, for instance, present 

challenging tasks, and Book B consists of relatively easy tasks whereas Books C and D 

include moderate tasks. In short, middle-school activity books are not homogeneous in 

terms of listening task difficulty, which could help facilitate level-differentiated learning 

because of the diversity of tasks appropriate for the proficiency level. 

Second, there is a statistically significant difference in the interaction of the grade level 

and kinds of activity books regarding listening task difficulty, but there are no significant 

differences in the interactions between grades and proficiency, between proficiency and 

kinds of activity books, and among grades, proficiency and kinds of activity books. In 

other words, upper-level tasks in the higher grade are not necessarily more difficult than 

lower-level ones in the lower grade. For example, the tasks of Book D in grade 2 are easier 

than those in grade 1 throughout the low, intermediate, and advanced level. As for Book B, 

the task difficulty is almost the same in grade 1, grade 2, and grade 3 as a whole. As for 

Book A, in addition, the task difficulty of grade 2 (41.30) is greater than that of grade 3 

(39.68) in the low level, whereas the tasks in intermediate (41.98) level of grade 2 are less 

difficult than that of grade 1 (42.66). In short, all activity books used in middle schools are 

not systematically graded in terms of vertical articulation. The problem with sequencing 

tasks in the grade level of each activity may result from the weakness of government’s 

textbook selection process, from the neglect of material developers, or from lack of the 

systematic scale for listening task difficulty. Along with awareness of the importance of 

task difficulty, the use of the listening task difficulty scale can help language educators, 

scholars, and test constructors to use materials, construct test items and material 

developers to adopt, adapt, and create listening tasks in a systematic manner for facilitating 

level-differentiated learning. 

In summary, English activity books developed for level-differentiated instruction seem 

to consist of listening tasks appropriate for the proficiency level and the grade level, and 

different activity books provide diverse levels of task difficulty. The task difficulty, 

however, varies according to the grade level, depending on the kinds of activity books. As 

a result, listening tasks of activity books are superficially level-appropriate for the 

proficiency level of middle-school students, but grading listening tasks in a specific 

activity book needs to be refined according to the grade level. Therefore, language 

educators and researchers need to be aware of the importance of listening task difficulty 

for better level-differentiated education. 

The following studies are suggested for future research: First of all, research is needed 

to investigate the effect of listening task difficulty on students’ comprehension and 

teachers’ perception of task difficulty. Second, research is needed to investigate the effect 

of systematic grading tasks on level-differentiated learning and the effect of level-
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differentiated and mixed-level instruction. Third, research is needed to investigate the 

effect of social factors on listening task difficulty and the effect of task types and speech 

rate on language learning. Finally, research is needed to investigate the effect of task 

difficulty on other skills such as speaking, reading and writing. 
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