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Doing Task Based Teaching in Junior High Schools

James M Hall

1. Prologue

For the past few years I have been interested in the practice of task-based
teaching (hereafter TBT) in Japanese junior high school contexts. The appeal
of TBT is that it encourages learners to use language as a ‘means of
accomplishing an objective. When TBL works like it should learners are
autonomously listening, speaking and interacting in the target language.

Last year I wrote a paper (Hall, 2007a) about a task-based class I
conducted for an open lesson (kenkyuu jugyou) in Mizusawa Higashi Junior
High School. The results were mixed as many students struggled to carry out
the tasks. Referencing Richard’s (1987) dimensions for effective instruction, I
argued that questionable decisions made with grouping, structuring, the
response mode, and level of complexity of the task doomed the lesson. Using
the lessons I learned from this experience, this year I again endeavored to
teach a task based language lesson at Mizusawa Junior High School
(hereafter Mizusawa JHS). The results were much better as students were
able to successfully carry out the tasks.

This paper is meant to serve as a reference for practitioners interested in
trying TBT in their respective contexts, and it has the following objectives: (a)
define and give a rationale for TBT, (b) show what TBT at junior high schools
looks like, (c) reveal strategies for facilitating TBT in junior high schools.

2. What is a task?

In this paper, a task will be defined as an activity in which a person
engages in order to attain an objective, and which necessitates the
involvement of real-world language processes. This definition has been
adapted from Van den Branden (2006, p.4) and Ellis (2003, p.10). An example
of a task could be putting the lines of a scrambled dialogue into the correct
order with a partner. The real-world language processes would be negotiating
the order of the lines or explaining the reason for putting a certain line before
another. Real world language processes encompass more than speaking the



No.10 (2008) 29

language. For example, listening to a long announcement for specific
information is another example of a real world language process.

Tasks have a pre-task, task, and post task phase, but the only obligatory
phase is task. Both the pre-task and post-task phase, however, “serve a crucial
role in ensuring that the task performance is maximally effective for language
development” (Ellis, 2003, p.243). Below, I will explain each phase of a
task-based language lesson. Each phase contains several options concerning
activities and class management which teachers can choose from. The
descriptions are derived from Ellis (2003).

2.1 Pre-task
The purpose of the pre-task phase is to prepare students for the task. To

help students prepare, teachers can choose from the following:

1. Introduce the activity and establish the outcome, or what it is hoped that
the students will accomplish.

2.  Give students time to plan/prepare for the task.

3. Have students do a similar task to prepare.

4. Introduce students to language that can help them complete the task.

2.2 Task
During this phase, students partake in the task. Teachers have the
following options:
la. Students perform the task under time pressure
1b. Students perform the task under no time pressure.
2a. Students work in groups.
2b. Students work in pairs.
2c. Students work individually.

2.3 Post-Task
The purpose of the post-task phase is to do an activity to build off or
consolidate what was learned in the task phase. In this phase, teachers have
the following options:
1. Learners report to the class or to each other how they performed the task/
what they discovered/decided.
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2. Consciousness raising (a focus on form): Grammar exercises or practice.
3. Learners repeat the task.

3. The task based language lesson (Scheduled time: 50 minutes)

The lesson was conducted during an open-class conference which was held
as part of the cooperation agreement between Iwate University and Oshu City.
The conference consisted of two English classes. Both classes were to use the
same page of the same textbook, but the teachers and students for each class
would be different. The purpose of the oonfe;'ence was to compare the two
teachers’ teaching styles. I had been requested to teach the first class.

The lessons were conducted on October 1, 2007. My lesson consisted of 20
1st year students who were between 12 and 13 years of age. That day was the
first time I had met the students. In -addition, there were 30 teachers from
other schools viewing the class, and the atmosphere was tense. I was nervous
to teach a class in front of strangers to students I had never met before, and
the students were nervous to take a class in. front of strangers from a teacher
they had never met before.

The Oshu Board of Education had réquested that the classes use page 55
of the Year 1 New Horizon textbook, Listening Plus 2. This page consisted of a
listening exercise where students listened for the nationality, age, residence
and other information of 2 fictitious foreigners living in Japan. When planning
for the class, I had decided to cover the same target words and structures
using my own materials. The reasoning behind this decision was that I
thought that students would be more interested learning about real
non-Japanese (hereafter NJ) living in Morioka rather than fictitious ones.

The class consisted of two tasks, a listening task, task 1, and a speaking
task, task 2. The objectives of the tasks were as follows:

Task 1: Listen o an easy speech and understand the important points without
getting stuck on unknown words.

Task 2: Give a simple speech without memorizing it but rather by using key
words to recall the content..
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3.1 Rationale for the tasks

This class was planned with the intention of satisfying Willis’s (1996) three
essential conditions for language learning. These conditions are: exposure, use
of language, and motivation. Exposure refers to learners receiving a
substantial amount of rich and comprehensible input of authentic spoken and
written language. Lightbown and Spada (2006, p.32) write that a
commonality between language learners of all ages and contexts is that they
have exposure to modified or adapted input.

Use of language refers to giving students the opportunity to use language
that they already know. Willis (1996) writes that “if learners know that in
class they will be expected to make real use of the target language themselves,
this leads them to pay attention to what they hear and read, and to process
the input more analytically, noticing useful features of language” (p.13). In
other words, it can be concluded that noticing new features in the input plays
an important role in learning a second language (see Doughty, 2003, p.289).
Thus, the rationale behind a listening task followed by a speaking task was to
encourage students to use the input to which they were exposed for their
output.

The last essential condition for language learning is motivation. If
students do not have the will to (a) listen to and learn from what they hear
and (b) make the necessary effort to use the language then they will make
little progress in learning the second language. As will be seen later, the
introduction of the lesson was designed to increase students’ motivation to
listen and learn from the input and use their new knowledge in their output.

In the remainder of section 3, I will describe the TBT I conducted at
Mizusawa JHS in detail. The lesson plan in its entirety can be seen in
Appendix 1. Additionally, the video used for the class can be viewed on my blog
(see Hall, 2007b).

3.2 Introduction (Scheduled time: 5 minutes)

The introduction of the class was designed to raise the students’ level of
motivation to complete the tasks. At the beginning of the class, I gave a brief
5-minute presentation to explain the utility and purpose of the task. Ellis
(2003, p.244) writes that explaining the purpose and utility of a task could be
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“especially important for learners from traditional ‘studial’ [sicl classrooms;
they may need to be convinced of the values of a more ‘experiential’ approach”.
In the previous year’s class, succumbing to my nervousness and my desire to
get the class underway, I had neglected to adequately explain the purpose and
utility of the task. This year, I wanted to ensure that students knew why we
would be doing the task and hoped that it would increase their motivation.
The English translation of the speech is below and the Japanese version can
be seen in Appendix 1.

Everyone in this room at one point or another will have the opportunity to
meet an NJ. Among the NJ that you will meet, some will speak Japanese
and English, others will speak Japanese and another foreign language, and
some might only speak English. So, when you meet an NJ it might not be
necessary for you to speak English. Nevertheless, English is the world’s
most spoken second language. English is not just a means for you to talk to
the British, Australians, Americans or New Zealanders; it is a useful means
for you to talk with people throughout the world. Therefore, I think that all
of you someday will be in a situation where you will have to use English
with an NdJ. For example, if you go abroad or welcome an international
group to Japan, you will most likely have to listen to a speech or give a
speech in English. OQur goal for today’s class is to listen to a speech in
English and then say a speech in English wiﬂaout memorizing it. First, we
will listen to a speech. The speaker speaks Engﬁsh as a second language.
Next, you will all have the chance to give a speech. I hope that today’s
practice will be useful to you someday.

3.3 Task 1 (Scheduled time: 20 minutes)

In the first task, students were to watch the video of a researcher at Iwate
University, Mr. Jan Oravec, talking about (a) where he is from, (b) his
occupation, (¢) the languages he speaks, and (d) his likes. The items that
students were asked to listen for were similar to the items they would have
answered in the textbook. Before the video, I had instructed Mr. Oravec of the
type of grammar he should use so that students would be able to understand
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In the video there was a lot of interaction between me and Mr. Oravec as I
reacted to what he said by repeating the important points or by asking him
following up questions. My presence in the video was designed to help
students with their comprehension of Mr. Oravec’s talk.

) For the

Task 1: Video of Mr. Oravec with the author . i
listening task, 1
attempted to

choose  someone
with an interesting
background: Mr.
Oravec came from
a country that
students did not
know well,
Slovakia, spoke 5
languages, and

was a chemist, a
profession that contradicts the stereotype of NJ as English teachers.

3.31 Pre-task

In the pre-task, students were shown a picture of Mr. Oravec and told that
they would be listening to a speech by him. They were then asked if they could
guess where Mr. Oravec was from. Lastly, students were told that Mr. Oravec
would be saying where he was from, his occupation, the languages he speaks
and his likes. Students were encouraged to listen for the specific information
and not to worry if there were parts of the speech they did not understand.

The option chosen for the pre-task was 1, introducing the activity and
establishing the outcome. Although the interview had many words that
students did not know such as chemist, given the time constraints, option 4, or
pre-teaching the words necessary to complete the task, was not possible. To
compensate for this, the listening worksheet (see Appendix 2) had Japanese
translations for unknown words that were crucial to completing the task
successfully.
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3.32 Task

In the task students watched the interview on the classroom DVD player
and selected Mx. Oravec’s correct information on the listening worksheet. In
this phase, students worked individually, thus, option 2¢c was chosen. The
real-world language process for completing the task was listening for several
pieces of specific information in a fairly long dialogue. Although students were
not under any time pressure, the DVD of the interview was only played twice.

At the end of the class, students were asked to complete a self-evaluation
sheet (see Appendix 4). Of the 13 students who submitted their self-evaluation
sheet, 10 reported being correct on all 4 questions, 2 on being correct on 3
questions, and 1 being correct on 1 question.

3.33 Post -task .

The post-task was a task itself In this phase, option 1, or learners
reporting to each other what they discovered/ decided when doing the task,
was chosen. After watching the interview and completing the listening
worksheet, students were asked to confirm the answers in pairs using only
English. It was my belief that the students were capable of doing this but that
they did not know how they could use their limited knowledge of the language
to complete the task. Thus, before students started the post-task, a video of
Michael Unher of the English Department and me doing a similar task was
played.

The snapshot of the video below shows that subtitles were present to
assure that students would be able to understand the language that was
being said. The actors in the video used only grammar that students had
learned up to that point in their English class. Students were told that they
should watch the video carefully and write down any English they thought
would be useful for confirming the answers with their partner.
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Task 1: Demonstration of how to confirm answers On the self
evaluation sheet, one of

the questions
instructed students to
rate how strongly they
agreed or disagreed
with the statement that
they were able to use

= Ummﬁ:;eaés from‘ﬁ;ustra

- Ye English when
- Australig¥ confirming the answers
- Yes, me too. : | with their partner. Of
the 13 students who
returned the-

self-evaluation sheets, 4 wrote that they strongly agreed, 6 wrote that thev
agreed and 3 wrote that they disagreed.

3.4 Task 2 (Scheduled time: 20 minutes)

Although most students were able to complete Task 1, it had taken 26
minutes while only 20 minutes had been allotted for it. A little over 30
minutes had elapsed and to finish the class on time Task 2 would have to be
modified. The objective of Task 2 was to say a simple speech in English using
keywords to recall the content rather than memorizing every word. The real
world language processes was giving a monologue using key words as a

memory aid rather than a manuscript.

3.41 Pre-task — Step 1 — Write a speech

The options used for this stage were 1, introduce the activity and
outcome and 2, give students time to prepare for the task. First, students were
told that they were going to give a simple speech like Mr. Oravec had done
earlier. Originally, the plan was for students to say their (a) name, (b)
residence, (¢) age, (d) likes, and (e) the day they do what they like. However,
because Task 1 was longer than anticipated, the scope of the students’ speech
was reduced to (a), (b), (¢), and (). I asked them first to write their speech and
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gave them 5 minutes to do so. Students wrote their speech using the Speaking
Handout (see Appendix 3). Writing the speech consisted of filling in the blanks
of a prewritten speech. The format of filling in the blanks was chosen over
students writing the entire speech because it was thought that there would
not be enough time to do the latter in a 50 minute period with 2 tasks.

3.42 Pre-Task — Step 2 — Practice the Speech
After students wrote their speech, the following word cards were posted on
the blackboard.

| Residence (EZEuH) |

Age (EHH)

| likes (FEARZL)]

Students were asked to prepare to give their speech to the whole class.
They were then told that when they gave the speech they should not read it
from their handout but rather look at the keywords on the blackboard while
speaking. I added that often when we are asked to do public speaking we do
not have time to memorize a speech. So, one thing we can do is use keywords
to organize the speech in our heads and then give a speech thinking of the
keywords as we speak. Students were given 5 minutes to practice the speech
by themselves and were instructed to avoid looking at their handout as much
as possible and focus only on the key words posted on the board. In order to
confirm that they understood what they had been instructed to do, I gave a
demonstration of a speech.

3.43 Task

For the task, the original plan was for students to give the speeches in
pairs with a 5 minute time limit. After giving the speeches in pairs, I planned
for individual students to present their speech to the whole class in the
post-task. However, at this stage, there were only 10 minutes remaining in
the class. In other words, there were only 10 minutes to complete Task 2 and
write the self-evaluation forms. As a result, the task was changed so that
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students would give speeches one at a time in front of the entire class. Once a
speech finished we played the memory game. For example, after student A
said her speech I would say to the class “student Alikes " and they would
give the answer. After student B spoke, I would say to the class “student A
likes ", “studentBlikes "~

In the end, 8 students gave their speech in front of the class and they were
able to do it without looking at their written speech. With 5 minutes
remaining in the class, the task was ended so students could use the

remaining time to write their self evaluation forms. There was no post-task.

4. Why was this class successful?

Although we were not able to do task 2 in its entirety, the students
demonstrated that they were able to accomplish the objectives of each task: (a)
listen to an extended dialogue understanding the main ideas and (b) give a
speech in English using keywords. After the class the principal of the school-
had told me that at first he did not believe the students would be able to follow
the lesson because they had just started learning English. He added that he
was surprised. .

Why was this class successful? First, students were able to understand the
rationale of the lesson and also the objectives and expected outcomes of each
task were clear. Second, the class was challenging for students but not
impossible. Richards (1987) writes that if a task is too difficult, learners will
give up but that if a task is too easy learners will become bored. The challenge
for the teacher in conducting tasks is to find the middle-ground. Because the
tasks assigned to students at Mizusawa JHS were novel, I went through great
pains to ensure that the input students would receive contained mostly
familiar words and grammar. It is my belief that a high frequency of
unfamiliar language together with the required concentration to work out
how to do a new activity would have been overwhelming for the students.

The third reason why the task was successful was because we were able to
accomplish the objectives within the given time without rushing. It has been
my experience that when students are rushed, their performance
dramatically decreases. John Fanselow, former President of TESOL, said in a
workshop in Sendai on February 22, “Students need time to think”. In this
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class, students had time to think.

The last reason why this class was successful was that I was able to
change the lesson plan as it was being carried out. TBT offers the teachers
options of doing 1 to 3 phases per task as well as various choices within each
phase. Because one is never 100% certain how much time it might take
learners to complete a phase, sometimes it might be necessary to combine
phases, drop a phase, or opt for an alternative choice within a phase to ensure
that the class ends on time and that the students are not rushed.
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Appendix 1 - Lesson Plan

b e EED OB E 21F EFREDRIL « TEED BER - R

Introduction (54Y)

ZOBBOYES AL, AEOFZEIBENI NN EAHD LRITBWET,
KOMEADOFIZIE. BAEELIEENEET D, AAGELMMOIEREIGEE D, HEL.
IEEE D, MOAEFEIBERBZIABVES, Z0LHE, ABRANZE I, &
FLLEETESRTITRORNEIIRY E8A, L, E2EEL LTHRD
—FHEIN TN AEREIIEFE T, BBIIMIXIZAA A—RANFUTA TAUD
A Sa—U—F U FALZI 22— a B RAFRERET TR, HROAL L
2= —varkl DI BIEFICRILET, E2b, ARV ONEE
ATIRBWEEEEFETHETZ EBRMEITR S LETIEWET, AIXIENEICfTo -
D, SHEOHEE BEATRIT AN Y UL, MERXC—F2lE, HEhAe—
FEED ZENUEI D ERITBVET, SROBEDREL, REETHELRY
—F &, LEAHTEETFICAL—FE2THILETT,

N FF, A BRIEETCORAY—FRHEET, TORAL—FEELTWBHIL, HE

PHE2EFL LTELTWET, RIZ. fibidfERLR—F2 LET,
Z OB RN ORI DL D IZEFNIE o TWETS,

Task 1: Listen to a Speech (2 04)
Objective: Learning and recording Jan Oravec’s personal information
Real world language processes: Listening to a long speech for specific information,
reviewing the answers with a partner.

Jan Oravec DEE% 41X Jan Oravec | £HENA LV F L a—% /M
Be5, BLWESE (0 LEE, 28E, | <ENEZEDBEDHIC,

P Vo CRAR 3.5 A SEE. 4. & | Jan Oravec DIEHRZHE
ro-
Ta:k xR LEPHRT | BEES,

B it -

(A) Listen to a speech
DU—Z « I~}

A VB 2—%F_| 20 Fa—% | ##F: DVD
THMFELRITHR | R, BxiciEo
Task {BEDEHRICET | 75,
LTHRW\WZ 24
#IEZ B,
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Post- | FEETREL 8t DVD
Tack BEREHERT B, (BRI 2 X
Post-Task #Hl5, )
EEREE | ZAosx T AREORIG - E8) | BER - SR

Task 2 : Give a Speech
Objective: Say a speech relying only on keywords.
Real world language processes: Giving a presentation using key words

(204

AEFIZ A —FORRED | —ATRE—F % | #6f : (B) ASpeech
Pretask | 395, Z<46 DU—7 « L —Fh
Step 1: 1. Name (&)
Writea | 2. Residence (EEVY)
speech | 3. Age (E#)
4. What you like (%
RZE)
5. Which day? {F2R I
FElRZLETH,
PreTask | F¥—U—FZFEo-2A— | —ATERIZE W | Task TEXD LD
Step 20 | FOLFEBERIZHES, | THEIF—TU—F | &, ZOEETAY
Practice the EPRTRAE—F% | —FOEEET 3,
speech , , 15,
Task: | AFECAE—FETDHLS | XT—ZR-TH
Say your | IZf5E4 3, BEWZRAY—F %
speech 45,
Post- BEOMTAL— | ZHERBELT. 75
Task: FETH, BAL— | ROFERZ L%
FhbhoT%, & | R LW,
BTAEY— ¥~
LEITD,

i - AR (54%)
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Appendix 2 - Listening Worksheet

Listening to a Speech

41

%9, Jan Oravec PHE (1), B¥ ). F¥55FE (—»EHFEUL), (Fx
7en OFHERILTT SV, Jan Oravec DR P—F 2 =14, BOOHERIZRE

DT IEEN,
1. Heisfrom .
@ Australia ® Czech Republic (F== @
3Fm)
@ France ® Germany (K1) ®
@ Slovakia (R 3%7) Spain ®
2. Heisa .
@ Actor © Chemist (FFH) ®
@ Doctor ® Engineer (B:#7#) ®
3. He speaks
@ Chinese ® Czech (Fx=3FF ®
@ French ® German (FAVEE ®
@ Russian Slovak (RuA%7E) ©
4., He likes
@® Basketball ® Cycling (&)
@ Judo ® Hiking ®

England

Russia
Ukraine (U735
A4F)

Cook
English
Teacher

English
Japanese
Spanish

Fencing
Steak
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Appendix 3 — Speaking Worksheet

B. Giving a Speech
Jan Oravec DL H I, ETCAY—FEEVEL L H, RAP—FTEHLHD L4LH,
2MEFE V., 3, 4FERI L SRABHICHERILETADERIE LY
Y. ¥7. TiLOXDORIZESDOEREEBEEL LS, BIESREICLTTFEW

Hi. My name is . I live in
BEEW Fih
. I am yearsold. I like
&l & FERZEETSD
I on
R
¢

Hi. My name is James Hall. I live in Takamatsu, Morioka. I am 32 years-old.
I like love the Boston Red Sox. I watch the Red Sox en everyday

CEFRFHEFMIGEHER)





