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Task-Based Language Teaching

Task-based language teaching (TBLT) is an approach that differs from traditional

approaches by emphasizing the importance of engaging learners’ natural abilities

for acquiring language incidentally through the performance of tasks that draw

learners’ attention to form. Drawing on the multiple perspectives and expertise of

five leading authorities in the field, this book provides a comprehensive and bal-

anced account of TBLT. Split into five parts, the book provides an historical

account of the development of TBLT and introduces the key issues facing the area.

A number of different theoretical perspectives that have informed TBLT are pre-

sented, followed by a discussion on key pedagogic aspects – syllabus design, the

methodology of a task-based lesson and task-based assessment. The final parts

consider the research that has investigated the effectiveness of TBLT, address

critiques and suggest directions for future research. TBLT is now mandated by

many educational authorities throughout the world and this book serves as a core

source of information for researchers, teachers and students.
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Series Editors’ Preface

Task-based language teaching (TBLT) has been enormously influential
since the 1980s, when it inspired a generation of language teachers
seeking to engage productively with Communicative Language Teach-
ing. Since then it has developed as an approach to methodology,
assessment and syllabus design. As TBLT has grown in popularity it
has also diversified, incorporating a number of theoretical stances
towards how languages are learnt.
This book provides a substantial overview of the current position of

TBLT in the language-teaching world. It covers both pedagogic and
research perspectives, arguing that the two activities are complemen-
tary and mutually supportive. In terms of research, the book provides
a detailed account of the theoretical approaches that underpin TBLT.
Those theories relate to a number of perspectives: cognitive, psycho-
linguistic, sociocultural, psychological and educational. Under those
headings, the book includes comprehensive and authoritative assess-
ments of research into such issues as: the roles of interaction and
feedback; measures of complexity, accuracy and fluency; the import-
ance of classroom phenomena such as scaffolding and individual
variables such as motivation; the relation between psychological vari-
ables and language learning; and the intersection between educational
practice in general and language teaching in particular.
The pedagogic chapters are more practically oriented, but also draw

extensively on research into the effectiveness of TBLT. They provide a
wealth of information on how to design a task-based course, what
methods are used in such courses and why, and how task-based learn-
ing can and should be assessed. What comes across strongly is the
degree of variation within TBLT: there is no one syllabus design and
no one methodology that takes precedence over others. The authors
argue convincingly that this is a positive feature of TBLT, in that it can
be adapted to suit a variety of contexts and learning styles. In short, the
authors do not present TBLT as an approach wherein a centre imposes
action on a periphery. Rather, the principles that lie behind TBLT are an
inspiration for many kinds of classroom and assessment contexts.

xi
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The final part of the book presents an honest appraisal of task-based
language teaching in relation to language teaching more generally.
Research that addresses this issue is summarized and a balanced
conclusion presented. TBLT is not a ‘magic bullet’, and research still
needs to be undertaken to establish the extent of its efficacy. The
chapters in this part indicate how this research can be done, and what
challenges are involved in carrying it out. To date, the effectiveness of
TBLT is apparent in situations in which it is the dominant paradigm
and also in those where it exerts an influence on teaching and assess-
ment approaches that prioritize attention to meaning and interaction.

The authors present TBLT as a major development in language
teaching, and a crucial part of current pedagogic practice. The message
of this book is that in TBLT research and practice form a continuous
whole. It is a welcome addition to the series.

xii Series Editors’ Preface
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Authors’ Preface

Interest in task-based language teaching (TBLT) has burgeoned over
the last thirty years. It can now be considered one of the mainstream
approaches to teaching second/foreign languages as reflected in the
growing number of publications intended for teachers (e.g. Willis
1996; Willis and Willis 2007; Ellis 2018a) and an expansive body of
research that has investigated the effect of task design and implemen-
tation variables on the performance of tasks and on L2 acquisition
(e.g. Ellis 2003; Van den Branden, Bygate and Norris 2009; Robinson
2011; Long 2015; Skehan 2018).
This book aims to provide a comprehensive survey of the pedagogic

and the research literature. It has three aims:

1. The general aim is to provide a broad-based and accessible state-of-
the art account of TBLT by considering the pedagogical aspects of
this approach and by reviewing relevant theories and research that
have informed the design and implementation of task-based
courses. While these two perspectives are inter-related they have
led to somewhat different justifications for designing and imple-
menting task-based courses.

2. The second aim is to examine the effectiveness of TBLT in relation
to other mainstream approaches to language teaching. One of the
criticisms levelled at TBLT is that there is insufficient evidence to
demonstrate that TBLT is more effective in developing L2 learners’
communicative abilities than other more traditional approaches.
A number of comparative method and evaluation studies enable us
to examine the validity of this criticism and to demonstrate that
TBLT is effective.

3. The third aim is to examine the criticisms of TBLT that have been
advanced by advocates of traditional language teaching and then to
identify a number of ‘real’ issues that need to be addressed. To this
end, we will consider the problems that teachers face in introducing
TBLT into their classrooms and how these problems can be
addressed.

xiii
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There are two general principles that inform the positions we have
taken in the book:

1. Task-based pedagogy and task-based research are complementary.
There is perhaps no area of language teaching where pedagogy and
research have been so closely intertwined. The practice of TBLT in
real classrooms has raised questions that are not just important for
teachers but also of interest to researchers. For example, teachers
have expressed concern about learners’ use of their first language
(L1) when they are performing speaking tasks while researchers
have investigated specific ways in which the use of L1 can facilitate
both the performance of a task and second language (L2) learning.
Research-directed activity has also fed into the practice of teaching.
For example, the usefulness of having learners plan before they
perform a task has been clearly established through the research
that has investigated pre-task planning. As Pica (1997) noted
teachers, methodologists and researchers have a shared interest in
the use communication tasks. This shared interest is what informs
the book.

2. We view TBLT as an approach, not a method. That is, TBLT is
based on a set of general principles that inform how a language is
best taught and learned but it is not prescriptive of either how to
design a task-based course or how to implement tasks in the
classroom. Nor is the approach monolithic. There are different
versions of the approach. We acknowledge these differences and
consider how TBLT can be adapted to take account of the needs of
teachers and learners in different instructional contexts. This
acknowledgement of the diversity in TBLT is a key feature of the
book that distinguishes it from the narrower, more circumscribed
view of TBLT found in some other publications.

Each part of the book approaches TBLT from a different angle while
always maintaining the interface between pedagogical concerns and
research and acknowledging the diversity within TBLT. Part I provides
the general background to TBLT and serves as a foundation for
subsequent parts. Part II focuses on the theories and research that
have informed task-based research. It examines a number of different
perspectives by addressing the theoretical constructs that underlie each
perspective and the research methodologies that have been utilized in
investigating them. In Part III the focus switches to pedagogy, drawing
on relevant research and emphasizing the diversity in TBLT. It
addresses the principles that inform the selection and sequencing of
tasks in a task-based course, the methodological principles that

xiv Authors’ Preface
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underlie proposals for implementing a task in the classroom, and the
kinds of assessment that are compatible with TBLT. Part IV looks at
the research that has investigated complete TBLT courses. It considers
whether the claim that TBLT is more effective than traditional, struc-
tural approaches to language teaching is justified and reports on
evaluation studies that have examined the viability of introducing
TBLT in different instructional contexts. Part V concludes the book
by first examining the criticisms of TBLT that have been made and
suggesting the lines of research needed to further understanding of the
relationship between tasks and learning. Finally, we return to con-
sidering how task-based research and task-based teaching can most
profitably interface.
The primary readers of this book will be researchers, postgraduate

students and teachers who are interested in using TBLT in their
classrooms. It seeks to be accessible to readers who are not familiar
with the research and theory that inform TBLT but it is not a ‘how-to-
do-it’ book. Our aim is to survey the field in order to provide a wealth
of information that can inform the design of task-based courses, the
planning of task-based lessons, the assessment of learning and the
evaluation of courses.

Authors’ Preface xv

www.cambridge.org/9781108494083
www.cambridge.org

