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The task has become a fundamental concept in teaching English as a second or foreign 
language. It is argued that engaging in tasks helps a learner develop target language 
skills in several advisable ways. For example, tasks can provide an opportunity not only 
to get a rich and comprehensible input of real language, but also to produce the target 
language to exchange meanings. However, there is a lack of studies which present a 
holistic analysis and evaluation of the interaction produced by tasks in real language 
classrooms. Thus, based on a database of lesson extracts in elementary English classes in 
Korea, this article attempts to discuss some advantages and disadvantages of the task- 
based approach to language teaching. The aim of this article is not to denigrate task- 
based instruction, but rather to balance the theoretical claims with textual evidence of the 
drawbacks encountered in real language classrooms. This article suggests that it would 
be unsound to take a strong task-based approach at the expense of the other varieties, 
especially in elementary English classes. It may be time to take a more holistic approach, 
and to examine dispassionately the pros and cons of task-based instruction, on the basis 
of the interactional evidence and its relationship to language learning process. 

 
 

I.  INTRODUCTION 
 
The recent history of second or foreign language teaching and learning has seen a shift 

away from the consideration of language teaching methods in isolation toward a focus on 
task-based classroom interaction as the most essential element in the instructed language 
learning process, such as the communicative approach and the task-based language 
instruction (Larsen-Freeman, 2000; Richards & Rogers, 2001). Developments in recording 
technology have resulted in recent experimental language teaching and learning studies 
that have conducted analysis of second or foreign language classroom communication 
illustrated by transcripts of interaction during the tasks (Lee, 2002a, 2005; Lynch, 1996; 
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Seedhouse, 1996; Tsui, 1992). 
During the same period, the task has been considered as a fundamental concept in 

second or foreign language teaching methodology, language testing and materials and 
course design (Lee, 2003; Nunan, 1989; Willis, 1990; Willis, 1996). The National English 
Curriculum in Korea also focuses on the task-based approach (Ministry of Education and 
Human Resources Development, 1998). The task-based approach starts from a theory of 
language as a means of communication, which emphasizes the central role of meaning in 
language use (Ellis, 2003; Skehan, 1998). The ultimate objective of the task-based 
approach is to raise communicative competence in consideration of the real-world needs of 
learners (Willis, 1996). 

There are many different definitions of ‘task’ in language teaching and learning. The 
definition of task adopted in this article follows Nunan (1989): “A task is a piece of 
classroom work that involves learners in comprehending, manipulating, producing, or 
interacting in the target language while their attention is focused on mobilizing their 
grammatical knowledge in order to express meaning, and in which the intention is to 
convey meaning rather than to manipulate form” (p. 10). Here, Nunan stresses the 
importance of ‘meaning-based communicative tasks’ rather than ‘form-focused activities’ 
in second or foreign language learning.  

Similarly, Skehan (1998) suggests that a task is an activity that has meaning as its 
primary focus, and has a specific objective that should be achieved during the 
communicative interaction. In other words, tasks in language teaching methodology bear 
some resemblance to real-life language use and their primary focus is on exchanging 
meanings in the natural communicative situation. It is also argued that tasks are good at 
providing a better context to help learners understand and use the target language in the 
meaningful situation from the results of extensive experimental classes, especially in the 
situation of teaching English as a second or foreign language (Ellis, 2000, 2003; Hobbs, 
2005; Lee, 2002b; Lynch, 1996; Prabhu, 1987).  

Given the contemporary development of task-based language instruction, one might 
have expected that there would be a plethora of studies demonstrating the advantages of 
task-based instruction in the language classroom by analysis of transcripts of the classroom 
interaction during the tasks, and producing concrete evidence that the theoretical benefits 
are delivered in the language classroom in practice. However, the surprising thing about the 
studies of task-based instruction in the language classroom is the lack of evidence in the 
form of lesson transcripts to confirm those benefits claimed for communicative tasks.  

Prabhu (1987), for example, promotes the advantages of task-based instruction, as 
opposed to structural teaching in the situation of teaching English as a second language in 
primary and secondary schools in southern India. Turning to the transcripts of lessons, one 
might therefore expect to find transcripts of impressive task-based interaction for the 
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beneficial evidence of task-based language classes in Prabhu’s research. In fact, while there 
are some transcripts of ‘pre-task stage of a lesson’ that contain mainly teacher-led question 
and answer sequences, one finds no examples of task-based interaction in group activities 
at all. Willis (1990) and Willis (1996) also promote task-based language learning and the 
meaning-based lexical syllabus. The authors examine transcripts of some structural lessons, 
and are highly critical of the teacher and students interaction in the lessons. One might, 
therefore, also expect to find transcripts of task-based lessons, together with some 
discussion of the ways in which task-based interaction is superior. As with Prabhu, 
however, we do not find any transcripts of task-based lessons in the studies. 

This is not to suggest that there are no studies of task-based instruction that contain 
transcripts of task-based interaction. In fact, such studies exist (e.g., Ko, 2005; Lee, 2002a). 
However, I am unable to locate any studies that aim to demonstrate, by a holistic analysis 
of the task-based interaction, the benefits of task-based instruction in the language 
classroom. This is a very puzzling omission, and worthy of investigation. Thus, based on a 
database of lesson extracts in elementary English classes in Korea, this article attempts to 
characterize task-based instruction as a variety, discusses its pedagogical advantages and 
disadvantages, and considers what kinds of learning it might be promoting. The aim of this 
article is not to criticize task-based instruction, but rather to sketch its characteristics and to 
balance the optimistic theoretical claims with textual evidence of some of the drawbacks 
encountered in real language classrooms. 

 
 

II.  TASKS AND LANGUAGE LEARNING 
 
As the tasks were perceived as a key factor in second or foreign language teaching and 

learning, there have been extensive experimental studies which claim the rosy effectiveness 
of the task-based instruction (Ellis 2003; Nunan, 1989; Prabhu, 1987; Robinson, 2001; 
Willis, 1996, 2005). The basic assumption of those task-based studies is that engaging 
learners in tasks provides a better context for the activation of language learning process, 
and hence ultimately provides better opportunities for language learning to take place. 
Willis (1996, 2005) and Ellis (2003), for example, argue that tasks present learners with 
natural opportunities for use of the target language and communicative interaction, which 
can facilitate language learning process. According to them, tasks can satisfy the essential 
conditions for language learning, such as ‘comprehensible input’, ‘comprehensible output’, 
and ‘motivation’. Here, the relationship between tasks and the three essential conditions for 
language learning will be discussed by examining the theoretical claims of task-based 
studies and their arguable evidence for second or foreign language learning. 
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1. Tasks and Input 
 
Krashen (1981, 1985, 1994) emphasizes the central role of comprehensible input in 

second language acquisition. According to him, comprehension is at the heart in language 
acquisition process. Language learners acquire the target language by understanding 
language that is a little beyond their current level of competence. He makes this point as 
follows: “If an acquirer is at stage i in acquisition of syntax, he can progress to stage i+1 by 
understanding input at that level of complexity (i.e., comprehensible input). This is done 
with the aid of extra-linguistic context or our knowledge of the world” (Krashen, 1981, pp. 
102-103). In terms of language input, it is argued that engaging in tasks helps a learner get 
a comprehensible input. During the task-based interaction, learners can be given a lot of 
language input from their teacher or peers. Concerning this point, Willis (1996, 2005) 
argues that exposure to rich comprehensible input during the task interaction helps learners 
grapple with meaning and observe how others express the meanings that they want to be 
able to express. Especially, Willis emphasizes the important role of comprehensible input 
in the early stages of language learning. 

Long (1983, 1996) states the relationship between tasks and comprehensible input more 
concisely using more concrete interaction data between native speakers and non-native 
speakers. According to him, tasks promote the process of ‘meaning negotiation’ that refers 
to the interactional work done by speakers and listeners to ensure that they have a common 
understanding of the ongoing meanings in a discourse. Through the meaning negotiation 
process, language learners can get modified (or more ‘finely tuned’) comprehensible input 
that is assumed to encourage them to be able to continue their interaction and as a result, 
activate language learning process (Lee, 2002a, 2005; Long, 1996). 

Lee (2002a), for example, provides some concrete data to argue for beneficial effects of 
meaning negotiation process during the task interaction on foreign language learning. For 
example: 

 
NS : What is his name? 
NNS: Karl.  
NS: OK. Do you know where he is from? 
NNS: Sorry? 
NS: Where is he from? Which country? 
NNS: Ah! German.  
NS: Germany? 
NNS: Yes. Germany. 
NS: OK. 
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In the first turn, the native speaker achieves successful communication without difficulty. 
In the second, however, because the non-native speaker cannot catch the native speaker’s 
question, “Do you know where he is from?” the first time round, he requests a repetition, 
“Sorry?” After the native speaker modifies his question, “Where is he from? Which 
country?” (i.e., comprehensible input), the non-native speaker answers, “Ah! German.” But, 
because there is a meaning error in the answer, the native speaker asks for confirmation, 
“Germany?” from the non-native speaker that he has understood the answer correctly. 
Through this kind of meaning negotiation process, the native speaker can provide the 
non-native speaker with modified comprehensible input and they can overcome the 
problem utterances. 

This kind of meaning negotiation process can be also found in an elementary English 
class in Korea, in which the teacher and students were doing a survey activity (Lee, 2002b). 
For example: 

 
T: Do you like to play baseball or soccer? 
S: (silence) 
T: Do you like to play baseball or soccer? 
S: (silence) 
T: (in Korean) Do you understand my question?  
S: No. (in Korean) Ask the question once again, please.  
T: Do you like to play baseball... or soccer?  
S: (silence)  
T: Do you like baseball? 
S: Yes, baseball. I like.  
T: OK. You like to play baseball. 
S: Yes. I like play baseball. 

 
In this example, the teacher asked the question, “Do you like to play baseball or soccer?”, 

but the student did not understand the question. Thus, the student requested the teacher to 
repeat the question and as a result, he could get the comprehensible input, “Do you like 
baseball?” Tsui (1995) proposes that engaging this kind of meaning negotiation process is 
meant to produce more finely tuned comprehensible input for ‘interlanguage development’. 

This kind of interaction is also found in the student-student interaction (Lee, 2002a). 
Here, the students were engaging in an information gap task. 

 
S1: Number one. What… uh… what is he name? 
S2: His name? 
S1: Ah! His name. What is… his name?  
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S2: John.  
S1: OK. What is… what is he… no… his job? 
   What is… his job? 
S2: Teacher.  

 
2. Tasks and Output 

 
Regarding the second condition for language learning, ‘comprehensible output’, Swain 

(2000) argues that learners who are encouraged to use the target language are likely to 
learn the language faster and more efficiently. According to her, knowing that they will 
need to speak makes learners more likely to attend to input when they are listening (i.e., 
‘pushed output’). Speaking also allows them to control the agenda and to take risks to use 
their interlanguage and look for feedback on the points of uncertainty. This is likely to 
make learning more effective, since the learners can control what is going on and engineer 
feedback that is likely to make learning more efficient. 

Tasks can help language learners use the target language in the meaningful situation. 
More specifically, during the tasks learners push their interlocutors to speak in the target 
language to do the tasks (Swain, 2000; Tsui, 1992). The task interaction, however, proceeds 
in an interesting and encouraging atmosphere (Willis, 2005). Language learners also test 
their hypotheses voluntarily during the task interactions in the meaningful situation (Long, 
1983).  

Lee (2002a) provides some data for this issue in elementary English classes. 
 

S1: What is he name? 
S2: Tony. He name is Tony.  
T: His name... His name is Tony.  
S2: Ah! His name. His name is Tony.  
S1: He is... uh...  
T: Where. 
S1: Where… Where he is from? 
S2: England. He from England. 
S1: (in Korean) England? 
S2: Yes. England.  
S1: He... how old... how old he... is  
T: How old is he?  
S1: How old is he? 
S2: Forty-two.  
S1: OK. (in Korean) Forty-two.  
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Here, two students were doing an information gap task called ‘completing the mission 
information’, in which they had to fill in the worksheets by sharing their information about 
name, age, job, and country. During the tasks, the students used their interlanguage 
voluntarily although there were some grammatical errors in their utterances (e.g., “He 
name is Tony” and “He from England”). They seemed to focus on meaning and the task 
itself and as a result, they could finish the task successfully. 

During the tasks, learners are expected to be able to interact with each other. The main 
purpose for using tasks in language classrooms is to provide learners with an equal 
opportunity to use the target language. Information gap tasks, for example, help every 
learner participate in the task interaction, in which they have to use the target language in a 
nearly equal proportion (Lee, 2002a; Newton & Kennedy, 1996; Skehan & Foster, 1999). 

Lee (2002a) provides some data for this point in elementary English classes. 
 

S1: What... what is she name? 
S2: She name is Judy. 
S1: Judy? Spelling. 
S2: Spelling? J, u, d, y. 
S1: How old.... she? 
S2: She is... ten. 
S1: Ten? 
S2: Yes.  
S1: (in Korean) Now, it’s your turn. 
S2: OK. What she... no... what is he name? 
S1: He name is Mike. 
S2: Spelling.  
S1: M, i, k, e. 
S2: How old.... is he? 
S1: He is... uh... eleven. 
S2: Eleven. 

 
S3: Number one. Where is she? 
S4: Where is she? 
T: Where is she from? 
S3: Where is she from? 
S4: She from America.  
S3: What does she do? 
S4: Teacher. 
S3: Teacher. OK. She name? 
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S4: Lisa. 
 
The task conditions constrain the nature of the ‘turn-taking system’ (Coulthard, 1985, p. 

15) that the learners use. This kind of turn-taking system in task-based interaction also 
gives comprehensible input and output to language learners. More importantly, the 
conditions can control the opportunities of learners’ using the target language as in the 
above example. 

 
3. Tasks and Motivation 

 
The third essential condition is motivation to learn the target language. According to 

Nunan (1999), in language learning, motivation refers to “the psychological factors that 
determine the amount of efforts a learner is prepared to put into language learning” (p. 311). 
Language learning can be affected differently by different types of motivation: for example 
‘instrumental motivation’ (e.g., to get a job, to pass an examination) and ‘integrative 
motivation’ (e.g., to communicate with people of another culture who speak it) (Lightbown 
& Spada, 1999). 

Most motivation studies have emphasized mainly these two types of motivation 
(Gardner & Lambert, 1985; Lightbown & Spada, 1999), but other motivating factors are 
also important (e.g., tasks themselves). Larsen-Freeman (2000) makes this point as 
follows: “Tasks are also said to improve learner motivation and therefore promote learning. 
This is because they require the learners to use authentic language, they have well-defined 
dimensions and closure, they are varied in format and operation, they typically include 
physical activity, they involve partnership and collaboration” (p. 229). 

The role of tasks in generating language learning motivation is likely to be strong in the 
case of young learners such as elementary school students, since they may not have 
specific instrumental or integrative motivation. They may use the target language just 
because participating in a task is interesting or they have experienced success and 
satisfaction from task results (Lee, 2002a, 2003). This motivation may relate to their 
self-confidence in being able to complete a task. Some interview data with elementary 
school students support this point (Lee, 2002a). 

 
S1: (in Korean) In English classes, although I don’t speak English very well, I can 

enjoy games and activities. 
S2: (in Korean) At the first English class, I was afraid because I thought I had to 

speak English. But, I could enjoy English classes, because in English classes we 
did various games and activities. 

S3: (in Korean) I like English best. I like games in English classes 
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Thus tasks themselves or success and satisfaction from the task results can provide 
learners with another type of motivation that may be more important in learning second or 
foreign language, especially in language classes for young learners (e.g., teaching English 
in elementary school in Korea). 

In short, tasks are assumed to facilitate the three essential conditions for second or 
foreign language learning: comprehensible input, comprehensible output, and motivation. 
In terms of comprehensible input and output, some studies argue for the central role of 
meaning negotiation process and turn taking system in language learning. 

 
 

III.  METHOD OF DATA COLLECTION 
 
The advantages of task-based instruction are related mainly to three essential conditions 

for language learning, especially in terms of comprehensible input, comprehensible output 
and motivation. Most task-based studies, however, were carried out in the situation of 
teaching English to intermediate or advanced adult learners, especially in the situation of 
teaching English as specific purposes (Johns & Price-Machado, 2001). Their data were 
also mainly from the experimental classes designed for the studies. Thus, the seemingly 
impressive claims for task-based instruction needs to be examined in terms of beginners 
(e.g., teaching English in elementary school in Korea). The data should be collected from 
regular language classes in school rather than experimental classes. 

 
1. Data Collection 

 
The data for this study were collected from elementary English classes in Korea. Ten 

regular English classes from five different schools were video-recorded (two classes by 
each school). The students were in the fifth and sixth grade (five classes by each grade). 
Most classes were task-based, in that the students were doing various tasks in English 
textbooks in pairs or small groups and the teachers focused mainly on task-based 
interaction rather than form-focused drills in the classes. 

The students (aged eleven to twelve) had two or three year experience of learning English 
as a foreign language. Although they had been learning English for two or three years in 
school, the students can be referred to as ‘beginners’ in English learning, in that the total 
English classes that they had taken are about 60 hours at the time of data gathering. Except 
for regular English classes (two classes a week, each consisting of 40 minutes), they had no 
or very few opportunities to use English in school and out of school. Although they are 
beginners, the students were believed to have ‘basic’ English language skills, which were 
sufficient to help them interact with each other during the tasks in English textbooks. 

Copyright(c) 2005 NuriMedia Co.,Ltd



Lee, Seung-Min 

 

194 

2. Tasks 
 
The tasks used in the English classes were from the fifth and sixth grade English 

textbooks and some of them were edited for the students’ level by the teachers. Most of the 
tasks were meaning-based and done in pairs or small groups. 

 
1) Identifying Locations 

 
This is a one-way information gap task, where in pairs, students follow directions to find 

out target places in a map. The students, in pairs, are given the map on which they have to 
mark the target places according to the directions. 

 
2) Completing Missing Information 

 
The worksheets for this two-way information gap task are divided into two parts, each 

consisting of complementary information about name, age, job, and country. The students 
work in groups of four, and each group is given one of two parts. Without showing their 
version to other group, they have to fill in the worksheets by sharing information with the 
other group.  

 
3) Spotting Differences 

 
This task is also an information task that should be done in pairs. In this task, students 

are given two pictures which have five differences. They have to find the differences 
together without looking at their partner’s picture. 

 
4) Story Telling 

 
Students are given jumbled cards with sentences from the original story to arrange. The 

students should put the cards in order and make up their own stories. The teacher plays a 
role of ‘walking dictionary’, which means that he or she provides some words and 
expressions to the students when they ask. 

 
5) Problem-Solving 

 
This is a creative task that a teacher invented. The students are told that someone put a 

spell on the forest and there was only one safe route to get the little monster back to his den. 
They have to find out the route by sharing their idea and present their version. 
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IV.  CHARACTERISTICS OF TASK-BASED ENGLISH CLASSES 
 
For this study, a variety of lesson transcripts from task-based elementary English classes 

in Korea were analyzed. By analyzing such transcripts from task-based language classes, 
some general characteristics of task-based interaction can begin to emerge. Thus, based on 
the analysis results, the pros and cons of task-based instruction will be discussed without 
any rosy assumptions. 

 
1. Tasks and Meaning Negotiation 

 
It is widely argued that engaging in communicative language tasks helps a learner get a 

rich and comprehensible input of real spoken and written language in use, but also to 
produce the target language to do the tasks through the process of meaning negotiation. In 
other words, tasks generate interactional modification, which makes input more 
comprehensible and creates the ‘pushed’ condition to use the target language (Swain, 
2000). 

However, tasks generate fewer instances of meaning negotiation devices (e.g., clarification 
requests, confirmation checks, comprehension checks) than the proponents expect (Foster, 
1998; Lee, 2002a, 2005). Foster (1998), for example, reports a classroom observation of 
the language produced by EFL students engaged in required and optional information 
exchange tasks in both pairs and small groups. From the study, it is noticeable that many 
students in the small groups did not speak at all, many more in both pairs and small groups 
did not initiate any negotiated interaction, and very few students in either setting produced 
any modified utterances. 

This tendency was also found in elementary English classes for this study as in the 
following extract: 

 
T: In front of the station, there is a statue.  
S1: (in Korean) Here. I think this statue is right.  
S2: (in Korean) Right.  
T: Then turn left.  
S1 & S2: (silence) 
T: Go straight along Moon Street.  
S1: (in Korean) Here. 
S2: (in Korean) Right. 
T: You will find a high school. 
S2: (in Korean) I think this school is right.  
S1: (in Korean) I think.... 
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S2: (silence) 
S1: (in Korean) I think so too. 
T: My house is next to the school.  
S1: (in Korean) Here it is.  
S2: OK! 

 
Here, the teacher and students in pairs were doing an information gap task, in which the 

teacher guided the way to his house and students had to find out the location on their map. 
In this example, the students seemed to understand the teacher’s directions because they 
did not use any negotiation devices. The students, however, depended mainly on the 
‘guessing’ strategy and as a result, they failed to discover the target location. Their 
reluctance to use negotiation devices may relate to language learning anxiety because they 
had to speak in English in front of their teacher (Lee, 2002a). Concerning this point, Tsui 
(1995) suggests pair or group work without the teacher to minimize language learning 
anxiety. 

In the following example, students in pairs were doing a one-way description task, in 
which one student guided some places and the other had to mark the target places on the 
map. 

 
S1: School... school behind church. 
S2: Church.  
S1: Next, bank...  
S2: (Silence)  
S1: Behind school.  
S2: (Silence)  
S1: Park... next to school. 
S2: (Silence) 
S1: (in Korean) Did you finish it? 
S2: (in Korean) Yes.   
S1: (in Korean) Let's check together.  
S2: (in Korean) Oh, I've got the wrong answer. 

 
The students in this example also depended on the undesirable guessing strategy very 

frequently and hardly used negotiation devices. As a result, they failed to discover the 
locations. 

In another English class, students in small groups (S1 and S2 were Group A; S3 and S4 
were Group B) were doing a two-way information gap task, in which they had to fill in the 
worksheets by sharing their information about name, age, job, and country.  

Copyright(c) 2005 NuriMedia Co.,Ltd



The Pros and Cons of Task-based Instruction in Elementary English Classes 

 

197 

S1: How old is she?  
S3 & S4: (silence) 
S2: Number one. 
S3: Uh... thirteen.  
S1: (to S2) Thirty? 
S2: (in Korean) She said thirty. 
S1: (in Korean) I see. 
S1: Uh... What... she name? 
S3: Sujin.  
S2: (To S1) Sujin.  
S1: Where is she? 
S3 & S4: (silence in confusion) 
S1: Where... is she? 
T: Where is she from? Where is she from? OK? 
S1: Where is she from? 
S3: Korea. 

 
In this example, the students also did not employ the meaning negotiation devices. They 

depended excessively on an undesirable guessing strategy and their task results were not 
satisfactory. 

Some positive results of task-based instruction in terms of meaning negotiation may be 
due to the disproportionate influence of a small number of the students, and so were not 
typical of the group as a whole, especially in elementary English classes. In other words, 
contrary to the assumption of task-based instruction, meaning negotiation is not a strategy 
that language learners are predisposed to employ when they encounter gaps in their 
understanding. For example: 

 
S1: How old… how old is she? 
S3: Thirty.  
S2: (silence) 
S1: (in Korean) thirteen? 
S3 & S4: (in Korean) No, thirty. 
S1: Ah! Thirty.  
S3: Yes.  
S1: What is she name? 
S3: (in Korean) It’s your turn.  
S4: Sujin.  
S1: Sujin.  
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S4: Yes. 
 
Lee (2002b, 2005) examines the effectiveness of training young learners in meaning 

negotiation skills. The learners in his study, elementary school students in an English as a 
foreign language class in Korea, showed signs of improved ability to negotiate meaning 
after training, and were better able to perform tasks. Concerning this point, more extensive 
studies are required. 

 
2. Tendency to Minimalization and Indexicality 

 
The nature of the task tends to constrain the kinds of linguistic forms used in the 

learners’ turns, and there is a general tendency to minimize linguistic forms. This is evident 
in the extract below. It was a survey activity in which students in pairs had to survey their 
partner’s name, age, hobby, etc. and introduce him or her to their friends.  

 
S1: Name? 
S2: Yu-jin.  
S1: How old?  
S2: Twelve.  
S1: Hobby? 
S2: Piano.  
S1: (in Korean) It’s your turn.  
S2: Name? 
S1: Jae-hyeon.  
S2: How... how old? 
S1: (in Korean) Twelve.  
S2: Hobby? 
S1: Soccer.    
S2: (in Korean) We finished. 
T: Did you finish? 
S1 & S2: Yes. 

 
This minimalization of language use was found in another task-based English class for 

this study, in which students were doing a role-playing task.  
 

S1: Pencil. 
S2: Two dollar. 
S1: Eraser. 
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S2: One dollar.  
S1: This....  
S2: Three dollar. 
S1: OK. I buy this.  
S2: Here.  

 
These are examples of what Duff (1986) calls ‘topic comment constructions without 

syntacticized verbal elements’, which are quite common in task-based instruction. It should 
also be noted that omission of copulas is a feature of pidgins and creoles (Romaine, 1988). 
In other words, there is a general tendency to minimize the volume of language used, and 
to produce the language that is necessary to accomplish the task. Turns then are relatively 
short with simple syntactic constructions.  

What we also often find in practice in task-based instruction is a tendency to produce 
very indexical interaction that is context-bound, inexplicit, and obscure to anybody reading 
the extracts without knowledge of the task in which the students were engaged. Interactants 
in a task seem to produce utterances at the lowest level of explicitness necessary to the 
successful completion of the task. This is perfectly proper, of course, since the focus is on 
the completion of the task. Indeed, the interactants are displaying their orientation to the 
task through their use of minimalization and indexicality.  

However, language teachers who are reading the transcripts may tend to find the actual 
language produced in task-based interaction to be impoverished and esoteric. In the extract 
below, for examples, students in pairs are required to discover the target locations. 

 
S1: Go... Stop.  
S2: (in Korean) Here? 
S1: Yes. Left. 
S2: Left? 
S1: There... Go.  
S2: (silence) 
S1: There. 
S2: (silence) 

 
The interaction produced by tasks often seems very unimpressive to language teachers 

when read in a transcript, because of these tendencies to indexicality and minimalization. 
The tendency to indexicality is probably not a serious problem from a pedagogical point of 
view. The whole point of tasks is that the learners should become immersed in the context 
of a task, and in any case, task-based instruction is the world outside the classroom 
frequently displays precisely this indexicality. However, the tendency towards minimalization 
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may be a more serious problem. It could also be argued that people engaged in tasks in the 
world outside the classroom often display some tendency towards minimalization, 
although generally not to the extent seen above. 

However, the point is that in classroom interaction language teachers want to see some 
evidence of the learners’ linguistic competence being stretched and challenged and 
upgraded. The theory of task-based instruction is that tasks promote this. Nunan (1987), for 
example, suggests that two-way tasks stimulate learners to mobilize all their linguistic 
resources, and push their linguistic knowledge to the limit. However, what we often find in 
task-based instruction is more or less the opposite process, with the learners producing 
such a minimum display of their linguistic competence that it resembles a pidgin. The 
learners appear to be so concentrated on completing the task that linguistic forms are 
treated as a vehicle of minor importance. 

Concerning this issue, Batstone (1994) asserts the necessity of form-focused activities 
before or after the ‘task-based instruction cycle’ (Willis, 1996). He proposes some activities 
of teaching language forms as process, which are worthy of being applied to task-based 
instruction. Thus, some studies concerning the issue of balancing fluency and accuracy in 
the task-based English classes are required (e.g., Birth, 2005). 

 
3. Monopoly of Turn-Taking System 

 
During the tasks, learners are expected to be able to interact with each other using the 

target language. As Swain (2000) claims, tasks are assumed to encourage language learners 
to use the target language in the meaningful situation to complete the tasks. 

When analyzing the different varieties of interaction which occur in elementary English 
classes, I found that each variety has a distinct pedagogical focus, and a turn-taking system 
which is suited to that pedagogical focus. In the case of task-based interaction, the 
pedagogic focus is on the accomplishment of the task, and the participants use a 
turn-taking system suited to the efficient accomplishment of the task. In effect, the task 
constrains the nature of the turn-taking system which the students use.  

The problem in elementary English Classes in Korea is that one student often 
monopolizes the interaction during the tasks. The following extract is typical of this kind of 
interaction. In this task, students in pairs were doing a survey task, in which one student 
had to survey if his partner liked or disliked some fruits. 

 
S1: OK. (in Korean) Let’s begin! 
S2: Number one. Apple. 
S1: I like apple.  
S2: (silence) 
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S1: I like banana. 
S2: (silence) 
S1: I don’t like pear.  
S2: (silence) 
S1: OK? 
S2: OK. 

 
The natural progress of interaction needs to be jointly constructed by the participants in 

the tasks. However, in the above extract, one student (S1) monopolized the task interaction 
and as a result, the other student (S2) didn’t get the chance to use the target language. 
Concerning this issue, Lee (2002a) suggests that elementary school students need to be 
trained to keep the right turn-taking procedures.  

 
4. Excessive Use of Mother Tongue 

 
During the tasks, students can depend on the use of mother tongue to achieve successful 

communication without difficulty. The use of mother tongue can be one of ‘communication 
strategies’ (Cohen, 1998), which solves the interaction problems. Thus, sometimes it is 
desirable and needs to be trained (Lynch, 1996). For example: 

  
S1: Where he.... where he from? 
S2: He... he from (in Korean) England.  
S1: OK. England.  
S2: Ah! England. He from England. 
S1: E, n, g, l, a, n, d. How old he? 
S2: Thirteen.  
S1: (in Korean) Thirteen? 
S2: (in Korean) Thirteen.  
S1: Thirteen. 

    
The problem, however, is that excessive dependence on this kind of communication 

strategy totally deprives learners of the opportunity to listen and speak in the target 
language. For example: 

 
S1: (in Korean) Do you like to play (in English) soccer? 
S2: Yes.  
S1: (in Korean) Do you like to play (in English) baseball? 
S2: Yes.   
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S1: (in Korean) Do you like to play the piano? 
S2: No. 
S1: (in Korean) It’s your turn. 
S2: OK. Soccer. 
S1: (in Korean) I like (in English) soccer.  
S2: baseball. 
S1: (in Korean) I also like (in English) baseball.  

 
In this task, students in pairs were doing a survey task, in which they had to survey their 

partner’s hobby. Here, two students seemed to be enthusiastic only in completing the task 
and as a result, they did the task using their mother tongue.  

 
 

V.  CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS 
 
The aim of this article has not been to criticize task-based instruction, but rather to 

examine its characteristics from real classroom data, and to balance the arguable theoretical 
claims with textual evidence of the drawbacks encountered in elementary English 
classrooms. Tasks appear to be good at training learners to use the target language for 
practical purpose, and we can assume that this will prepare them for accomplishing some 
tasks in the world outside the classroom. Task-based instruction may be very effective 
within an ESP approach, in which a major aim is to train learners to perform specific 
real-world tasks. Tasks could also form part of a general English approach if one is able to 
identify target tasks which one would like the learners to be able to perform in the world 
outside the classroom. 

It should also be said, however, that task-based interaction is a particularly narrow and 
restricted variety of communication, in which the whole organization of the interaction is 
geared to establishing a tight and exclusive focus on the accomplishment of the task. 
Despite the seemingly impressive theoretical claims put forward to promote task-based 
instruction, it remains to be proven that task-based interaction is more effective than other 
varieties of classroom interaction. We could then consider what balance and mixture of 
varieties of language classroom interaction might be most suitable within language 
syllabus. We could also promote task-based instruction as one element within the mixture. 

From the analysis results in this study, some important pedagogical implications for 
task-based instruction in elementary English classes can be discussed. First, in terms of 
tasks and interaction, the characteristics of a task can control the quantity and quality of 
students’ interaction. For example, the performance condition of a task can influence 
students’ meaning negotiation process and turn taking system, as well as their use of the 
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mother tongue. Especially, Lee (2005) proposes that meaning negotiation skills in 
elementary English classes need to be trained. Concerning the issue of turn taking system, 
Lee (2003) suggests that process competence (e.g., to keep turn taking rules) should be 
included in the concept of communicative competence. 

Second, in terms of tasks and motivation, we need to examine what kind of motivation 
can be improved in task-based English classes. In this study, it is argued that some tasks are 
related only to students’ interest in tasks themselves like games, not to the motivation to 
learn English. Thus, concerning this issue extensive studies based on data from the real 
language classroom are required. 

Third, the advantages and disadvantages of form-focused tasks should be examined. 
Some results in this study may be related to students’ lack of linguistic knowledge (e.g., 
minimalization and excessive use of the mother tongue). Concerning this issue, Willis 
(1996) suggests that form-focused activities should be included in the task cycle. 

 
 

REFERENCES 
 

Batstone, R. (1994). Grammar. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Birth, G. (2005). Balancing fluency, accuracy and complexity through task characteristics. 

In C. Edwards & J. Willis (Eds.), Teachers exploring tasks in English language 
teaching (pp. 228-241). London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Cohen, A. (1998). Strategies in learning and using a second language. London: Longman. 
Coulthard, M. (1985). An introduction to discourse analysis. London: Longman.  
Duff, P. (1986). Another look at interlanguage talk: Taking task to task. In R. Day (Ed.), 

Talking to learn: Conversation in second language acquisition (pp. 80-96). Rowley: 
Newbury House. 

Ellis, R. (2000). Task-based research and language pedagogy. Language Teaching Research, 
4, 193-220. 

Ellis, R. (2003). Task-based language learning and teaching. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 

Foster, P. (1998). A classroom perspective on the negotiation of meaning. Applied 
Linguistics, 19, 1-23. 

Gardner, R., & Lambert, W. (1985). Attitudes and motivation in second language learning. 
Rowley: Newbury House. 

Hobbs, J. (2005). Interactive lexical phrases in pair interview tasks. In C. Edwards & J. 
Willis (Eds.), Teachers exploring tasks in English language teaching (pp. 143-156). 
London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Johns, A., & Price-Machado, D. (2001). English for specific purposes (ESP): Tailoring 

Copyright(c) 2005 NuriMedia Co.,Ltd



Lee, Seung-Min 

 

204 

courses to students needs and to the outside world. In M. Celce-Murcia (Ed.), 
Teaching English as a second or foreign language (pp. 43-54). Boston: Heinle & 
Heinle. 

Ko, J. M. (2005). Is negotiation of meaning effective in a narrative task? English Teaching, 
60(1), 149-165. 

Krashen, S. (1981). Second language acquisition and second language learning. Oxford: 
Pergamon Press.  

Krashen, S. (1985). The input hypothesis. London: Longman. 
Krashen, S. (1994). The input hypothesis and its rivals. In N. Ellis (Ed.), Implicit and 

explicit learning of languages (pp. 82-95). London: Academic Press.  
Larsen-Freeman, D. (2000). Techniques and principles in language teaching. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press.  
Lee, S. M. (2002a). Task-based development of students’ meaning negotiation skills in 

English classes. Unpublished master’s thesis. The University of Birmingham, Birmingham. 
Lee, S. M. (2002b). Development of elementary school students’ meaning negotiation skill. 

Foreign Language Education, 9(4), 1-26. 
Lee, S. M. (2003). Development of a task-based assessment model of elementary school 

students’ English communicative competence and its application. Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation. The Korea National University of Education, Cheongwon. 

Lee, S. M. (2005). Training Young learners in meaning negotiation skills: Does it help? In 
C. Edwards & J. Willis (Eds.), Teachers exploring tasks in English language 
teaching (pp. 103-112). London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Lightbown, P., & Spada, N. (1999). How language are learned. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 

Long, M. (1983). Native speaker/non-native speaker conversation and the negotiation of 
comprehensible input. Applied Linguistics, 4, 126-141. 

Long, M. (1996). The role of the linguistic environment in second language acquisition. In 
W. Ritchie & T. Bhatia (Eds.), Handbook of second language acquisition (pp. 
413-468). London: Academic Press. 

Lynch, T. (1996). Communication in the language classroom. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 

Ministry of Education and Human Resources Development. (1998). Oegugeogwa 
gyoyukgwajeong I (Foreign language curriculum I). Seoul: Daehangyogwaseo. 

Newton, J., & Kennedy, G. (1996). Effects of communication tasks on the grammatical 
relations marked by second language learners. System, 24, 309-322. 

Nunan, D. (1987). Communicative language teaching: making it work. ELT Journal, 41, 
136-145. 

Nunan, D. (1989). Designing tasks for the communicative classroom. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Copyright(c) 2005 NuriMedia Co.,Ltd



The Pros and Cons of Task-based Instruction in Elementary English Classes 

 

205 

Nunan, D. (1999). Second language teaching and learning. Rowley: Newbury House.  
Prabhu, N. (1987). Second language pedagogy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  
Richards, J., & Rogers, T. (2001). Approaches and methods in language teaching. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Robinson, P. (2001). Task complexity, task difficulty, and task production: exploring 

interactions in a componential framework. Applied Linguistics, 22(1), 27-57.  
Romaine, S. (1988). Pidgin and creole languages. London: Longman. 
Seedhouse, P. (1996). Classroom interaction: Possibilities and impossibilities. ELT Journal, 

50, 16-24. 
Skehan, P. (1998). A cognitive approach to language learning. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 
Skehan, P., & Foster, P. (1999). Task type and task processing conditions as influences on 

foreign language performance. Language Teaching Research, 1, 185-211. 
Swain, M. (2000). The output hypothesis and beyond: mediating acquisition through 

collaborative dialogue. In J. Lantolf (Ed.), Sociocultural theory and second language 
learning (pp. 97-114). Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Tsui, A. (1992). Classroom discourse analysis in ESL teacher education. ILE Journal, 9, 
81-96. 

Tsui, A. (1995). Introducing classroom interaction. London: Penguin English. 
Willis, D. (1990). Notional syllabus. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  
Willis, J. (1996). A framework for task-based learning. London: Longman. 
Willis, J. (2005). Introduction: Aims and explorations into tasks and task-based teaching. In 

C. Edwards & J. Willis (Eds.), Teachers exploring tasks in English language 
teaching (pp. 1-12). London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

 
 
Applicable levels: Elementary/Secondary 
Key words: Task-based language instruction 
 
 
Seung-Min Lee 
Dept. of English Education 
Korea National University of Education  
Jugong Apt. 403-1306, Bunpyoungdong, Cheongju, Chungbuk, 361-768 
Tel: (043) 295-7176, C.P.: 011-9417-7176 
E-mail: smlee8804@hanmail.net 
 
Received in February, 2005 
Reviewed in March, 2005 
Revised version received in May, 2005 
 

Copyright(c) 2005 NuriMedia Co.,Ltd


	The Pros and Cons of Task-based Instruction in Elementary English Classes
	Abstract
	Ⅰ. INTRODUCTION
	Ⅱ. TASKS AND LANGUAGE LEARNING
	Ⅲ. METHOD OF DATA COLLECTION
	Ⅳ. CHARACTERISTICS OF TASK-BASED ENGLISH CLASSES
	Ⅴ. CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS
	REFERENCES
	저자소개


