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Abstract

This article investigated the impact of task-based language teaching (TBLT) on writing
performance of the Iranian intermediate EFL learners. There were two groups of forty
students of the intermediate female learners studying English in Jahad-e-Daneshgahi
language institute, ranging in age from thirteen to nineteen. They participated in their regular
classes in the institute and were assigned to two groups including an experimental group of
task-based language teaching and a control group for the purpose of homogeneity, all students
in two groups took an achievement test before the treatment. As a pre-test; students were
assigned to write a task at the beginning of the course. One of the classes was conducted
through talking a TBLT approach on their writing, while the other class followed regular
patterns of teaching, namely traditional approach for TBLT group. There were some tasks
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chosen from learners’ textbook. The task selection was in accordance with learning standards
for ESL and TOFEL writing sections. At the end of the treatment, a post-test was
administered to both experimental group and the control group. Scoring was done on the
basis of scoring scale of “expository writing quality scale”. The researcher used paired
samples t-test to analyze the effect of TBLT teaching approach on the writing performance of
the learners. The data analysis revealed that the subjects in TBLT group performed better on
the writing performance post-test than the subjects in control group. The findings of the study
also demonstrated that TBLT would enhance writing performance in the group of learners.
Moreover, it was indicated that TBLT has been effective in teaching writing performance to
Iranian EFL learners.

Keywords: Task-based language teaching, Task, Language teaching approach, Writing
proficiency, EFL learners.

1. Introduction

Tasks have a central role in modern second language acquisition (SLA) research and
especially in language pedagogy. It is in the natural setting where the word "task™ entered
language teaching through work with adults who needed to use the second language outside
the classes (Allwrights, 1979; Breen, 1984; Nunan, 1989; 1993 as cited in Rosa , 2004).

The advent of “task” can be traced back from 1980s, responding to dissatisfaction with
dominate principles of traditional methods which had resulted in disappointing outcomes and
unsuccessful learners. At that time, tasks were considered as mechanisms for production
phase of teaching a language (Norris).

Scholars have defined tasks in several different ways. Long (1985) has defined task as a piece
of work undertaken freely or for the some rewards: painting a fence, filling out a form.... For
Crooks (1986) task is a piece of work or activity with some specified objectives, as a part of
educational course, or at work. While according to Bygate (2001), task is an activity which
requires learners to use language with emphasis on meaning to attain an objective.

Considering the importance and implementation of task, Task-based language teaching
approach has been proposed the notion of “task” in modern pedagogy followed
communicative approaches of language teaching as the main pedagogical tool.

TBLT can be defined as a process-oriented approach to language teaching that focuses on
communication (Little wood, 2004; Nunan, 2004; Richards, 2005 as cited in Lai & Li, 2011).
The basic point in Task-based language teaching is communicative tasks that serve as major
units of curriculum while the primacy is on meaning (Lai & Li, 2011). Recently, Task-based
language teaching has gained great popularity among researchers, teachers and syllabus
designers in a variety of educational settings due to its signs of crystallizing in to a robust
domain of inquiry, with an international conference series (www.tblt.org) , a book series
(Task-based language teaching: issues, research and practice), and a healthy literature (Norris,
2009).
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Rod Ellis (2003) was the pioneer researcher who proposed and elaborated “Task-based”
instructional approach, which encompasses tasks of various kinds to develop learners’
communicative language ability. Harmer (2002 as cited in Rosa, 2004, p.208) summarized
very clearly the stages of the TBL framework:

“In the pre-task, the teacher discusses the topic with the class and may highlight useful words
and phrases, helping the students to understand the task instructions. The students may hear a
recording of people doing the same task. During the task cycle, the students perform the task
in pairs or small groups while the teacher monitors from a distance. The students then plan
what they will tell the rest of the class, what they did and how it went, and they then report on
the task either orally or in writing. In the language focus stage the students examine and
discuss specific features of any listening or reading text which they have looked up for the
task and the teacher may conduct some form of practice of specific language features which
the task has provoked.”

Wray (2011) believes the main feature of Task-based language teaching is that it emphasizes
on the complexity of tasks and primacy of communication. Basically, according to Ellis
(2003), TBLT involves taking task as the basic for the whole language curriculum, which is a
unit of syllabus in language pedagogy by applying a procedural syllabus consisting graded set
of tasks to be accomplished by students. He states that “tasks are seen not a means by which
learners acquire new knowledge of restructuring their inter-language, but simply as a means
by which learners can activate their existing knowledge of the L2 by developing fluency”
(Ellis, 2003, p. 30).

Prabhu (1987) was the first researcher to consider task as the central notion of learning and
teaching a language. Later, Foley (1991) described the psychological framework of TBLT.
Moreover, in an attempt to operationalize Task-based theory, Brenda Dyer (1996)
investigated L1 and L2 writing theories according to Hillock's environmental mode and
Task-based language teaching. Hillock (1986) concluded that a Task-based, process / product
combination was the most effective mode of teaching composition.

Consecutively, Swain and Lapkin (2000) examined the use of first language in Task-based
language learning. They concluded that there was more use of L1 than was expected, so
judicious use of L1 can support L2 learning. Focusing more on the details, Carless (2003)
conducted a case study, implemented Task-based language teaching in Hong Kong to observe
determining factors in the implementation of Task-based teaching in primary schools. Besides
distinguishing the factors, he found out that examination would have some impact on what is
going on in class, as well as the point that lack of teacher's proficiency will inhibit
implementation of communicative approach.

More recently, Sanchez (2004) examined the role of Task-based approach in language
teaching. Sanchez tried to bring positive results of using Task-based approach such as: more
refined and complete foreign language syllabus, motivating students and focusing the
attention of teachers and students on meaning and communicative language use. Meanwhile,
Rosa (2004) investigated the effect of TBLT on young learners. He believed translation is a
compulsory step, especially in reporting phase. One year later, in an attempt to reconsider

14



ISSN 2164-4063

\\ Macrothi“k International Journal of Learning and Development
A Institute ™ 2016, \Vol. 6, No. 4

Task-based language learning, Slimani-Rolls (2005) claimed that one-way and
decision-making tasks are preferred regarding language development.

During a case study for Korean Secondary School classroom practice, focusing on EFL
teachers' perceptions of Task-based language teaching, Jeon and Jung — Won Hahn (2005)
stated that majority of teachers have a higher level of understanding about TBLT, although
there are some negative views on using TBLT in class practices. Moreover, Kuteeva (2006)
focused on students' collaboration on Task-based communication in on-line forums.
Additionally, Carless (2007) examined the suitability of TBLT for secondary schools in Hong
Kong, resulting in more flexible version of TBLT; namely, Task-supported Language
Teaching. As a comprehensive attempt, Adams (2009) collected and speculated all books and
articles on the topic of TBLT, while Norris (2009) considered key principles of TBLT. Later,
Zhao (2011) questioned the role of Task-based theories in combination with communicative
and form-focused approaches. He approved superiority of Task-based language teaching over
traditional methods. At the same time in Asia, Butler (2011) investigated implementation of
communicative and Task-based language teaching in Asia-Pacific region. The researcher
found TBLT being adopted and used in many countries, while facing some challenges like:
conceptual constraints, classroom-level constraints and societal institutional level constraints.

Concerning local studies, TBLT implementation was examined by Rahimpoor (2006)
proposing three kinds of TB syllabi, concluding that TBLT will lead to greater fluency and
complexity among language learners.

Sadeghi and Fazelijou (2011) from Urmia University conducted a research focusing on the
role of Task supported language teaching and Task-based language teaching in EFL learner’s
writing performance and grammar gains. They concluded students using revised PPP
approach (TSL) learning did significantly better in grammar recognition section of the
post-test, but students in Task-based language teaching did better on writings.

Considering tasks in TBLT, Maftoon and Haratmeh (2012) focused on the effectiveness of
in-put — output-oriented tasks for vocabulary knowledge.

Moreover, Shabani and Ghasemi (2014), examined the effect of TBLT and CBLT
(Context-based Language Teaching) on Iranian ESP learners’ Reading Comprehension,
preferring TBLT as more effective approach as the result.

Najjari (2014) conducted a research on the implementation of TBLT in Iran, concerning the
barriers of TBLT. He resulted in a more flexible and more innovative version of TBLT to be
implemented in Iran’s context.

As it is clear, many studies have conducted on TBLT and its efficiency and importance so far,
but to the researcher’s best knowledge, few studies have focused on determining beneficial
approach in teaching language, especially in the Iranian context and among intermediate EFL
learners. Therefore, a research question has been formulated dealing with exploring the
efficiency of Task-based Language Teaching on the development of writing proficiency. The
study has addressed the following question:
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RQ: Does teaching writing through Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT) have any
significant effect on Iranian intermediate EFL learners' writing proficiency?

2. Research Methodology
2.1. Participants

As the research question entails, the required participants need to be of the same intermediate
level of second language proficiency. Since the purpose of this study is to examine potential
and practical ideas for how Task-based Language Teaching can be applied to Iranian
language learners, this study employed a quasi-experimental design including an
experimental group and a control group of intermediate level of second language proficiency
participants.

Forty intermediate female learners studying English in Jahad-e-Daneshghahi Language
Institute were selected to take part in this research, ranging in age from thirteen to nineteen.
They were researcher's students that participated in their regular classes in the institute who
were assigned to three classes. Three students of each class were omitted due to age
limitation or unmatched proficiency level after the homogeneity test. Random selection of
participants in a class was impossible because they had already been assigned to their existing
classes by the institute.

2.2. Instruments

To accomplish the purpose of the research, three instruments were determined as required for
the study:

2.2.1. Homogeneity Test

In order to provide homogeneity, all students in both groups have taken an achievement test
before conducting the treatment. The "General English Proficiency Test", Nelson (400B) was
administered before the treatment. It consisted of four sections, i.e. vocabulary, structure,
reading comprehension items. This was conducted to evaluate and ensure the proficiency
level of students which was supposed to be the intermediate level. Among learners, based on
their scores on Nelson proficiency test, those placed in intermediate level (within one
standard deviation below and above the mean), were considered as main participants.

2.2.2. Pre/Post-Test

It is worth noticing that since the pre-test and post-test utilized in this study were
researcher-made ones, they were piloted prior to use. Reliability indices for the pre- and
post-test (0.70) revealed that the researcher-made tests were accepted for the purpose of the
study. Besides, the test content was validated with regard to test instructions, the relevance of
questions to content, its suitability to the research goals and objectives, and the suitability of
the time allocated to the tests. The remarks of the validating team, their notes and suggestions
were taken in to account, and the researcher made the necessary modifications before
applying the test.
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2.2.3. Scale for Assessing Writing

The scale for Evaluating Expository Writing developed by Quellmalz (1982) was used as the
framework in rating students’ writing. This is a holistic analytic instrument that has six- point
scales for assessing four dimensions of writing competence, focus/organization, support and
mechanics. Inter-reliability test (using Cronbach alpha) indicates that the total reliability is
0.918 from the rators' perspectives and the reliability of each of them is obtained as 0.848.

2.3. Material

The specifically regular text books of the institute are Top Notch Books series written by
Saslow and Ascher (2005), which were chosen to be the base of the treatments of this study
as they were the text book of the institute.

2.4. Procedure

This study has a quasi-experimental design including an experimental group and a control
group. The participants needed to be of intermediate level of second language proficiency. In
order to provide homogeneity, students in both groups took an achievement test before
conducting the treatment.

Additionally, as a pre-test, students were assigned to write a task at the beginning. The
treatments were about 20-30 minutes during each session. One of the classes received TBLT
approach on their writing as the experimental group. For the experimental class, the teacher
taught according to pre-task, task and post-task phases. The focus was on communication and
meaning, but for the main focus was on tasks. Following the process of teaching tasks,
students were asked to write about the topic in groups of two or three.

The task selection was in accordance with learning standards for ESL and TOFEL writing
sections. Consequently, their writings were collected and scored by the teacher. For the end of
the treatment, a post —test was administered to both experimental group and the control group.
The writings were examined in terms of subject clearness, main idea clearness, beginning and
end relevance, logical planning and the number of digressions. Scoring was done on the basis
of scoring scale of "Expository Writing Quality Scale"
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» Raise Consciousness
¢ Introduction to task and topics
Pre-task » Thorough introduction by teacher

» Use of pictures, posters, and
demonstrations

» Working with and using target language
* General increase in the importance of

Task-cycle planning, reports. and presentations

 Selecting, identifying, and
classifying common words
Post-task and phrases
« Language practice

Figurel. The Structural Frame Work for TBLT
3. Results

Null hypothesis: Teaching writing through Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT) does not
have significant effect on Iranian intermediate EFL learners' writing proficiency. In order to
determine the kind of test running, the researcher uses Kolmogorov —Smirnov test to analyze
the normal status of the related data.

Table 2:. One-Sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test for Tasked Based Language Teaching

Task-based
N 40
Normal Parameters a,b Mean 3.5438

Std. Deviation 1.40955

Most Extreme Differences | Absolute . 188
Positive .188
Negative -.152

Kolmogorov- Smirnov Z 1.191

Asymp. Sig.(2.tailed) JA17
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One can conclude from the obtained results, where the level of significance for
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test is reported as 0.117(P value >0.05), that obtained results of this
method confirm the normal status of the relevant data. Based on the results of
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, the researcher uses Paired- samples t-test to study this hypothesis.
Prior to statistical analyses of the hypotheses, it is necessary to change the hypotheses to
statistical hypotheses.

{HO:ps = p2
{HLp # e
Table 3: Paired- samples t-test Regarding the Effect of Tasked-based Language Teaching
Sig.
Paired Difference T df | (2tailed)
Std. Std. Error 95%
Deviation | Mean Confidence Interval
Mean .
of the Difference
Lower Upper
Post — test/ | .83750 | .78755 17610 | .46892 1.20608 |4.756 |19 |.000
Pre — test

Since significance level (p value) is less than 0.05 (0.000), null hypothesis is rejected and
alternative hypothesis is accepted i.e. teaching writing through task-based language teaching
has significant effect on Iranian intermediate EFL learners' writing proficiency. In addition,
95% confidence interval (1.20608, 46892) is a positive value and this indicates that teaching
writing through task-based language teaching has a positive effect on writing proficiency.

As seen in the above table, the level of significance pertinent to variables is less than 0.05. It
reveals that Task- based variable mean is significantly greater than that of control group. This
implies that Task-based Language Teaching is more effective when compared to common
traditional Language Teaching. Moreover, Task-based condition mean is significantly greater
than that of control condition that proves the efficiency of TBLT on the learners' writing
proficiency.

4. Conclusion

Based on the findings of the study, the researcher drew the conclusion that Task -based
Language Teaching had significant effect on Iranian intermediate EFL learners' writing
proficiency in isolation. Also, it is clear from the study findings that this approach had

significant effect on Iranian intermediate EFL learners’ writing proficiency when compared
simultaneously with traditional common approach of language teaching (control group).
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Being in line with most current studies and researches on the issue of teaching methods;
Task-based language teaching revealed to have great benefits in learning a language.
Hismanoglu and Hismanoglu (2011) cited Ellis’s (2009) list of the benefits such as:

e TBLT provides opportunity for ‘natural’ learning in class.

It emphasizes on meaning, while stressing over learning form.

It brings a fertile input of target language.

It is motivating intrinsically.

It is consistent with learner-focused educational psychology, but considers teacher
input and guidance important.

It encompasses improvement of communicative fluency but not ignoring accuracy.

It can be deployed together with traditional approaches"(Hismanoglu & Hismanoglu,
2011, p. 49).

It can be concluded that TBLT provides opportunities to set clear goals for the instructional
courses; additionally, it ensures student-centered and authentic approaches to learning as well
as providing multiple opportunities for input, production and feedback.

The findings of this study can be employed in classroom teaching and instruction. By
considering the limitations of TBLT and adapting this method in Iranian context. The results
of the study can be useful and helpful for instructors, researchers, syllabus designers and
teachers in presenting efficient and effective writing tasks. Also text-book developers for
junior and senior high schools may benefit from the findings of this study in designing new
materials and possibly in changing the current grammar-based textbooks used in Iran. The
experiences and concerns described in the paper may be shared by teachers to move from a
teacher-centered approach which is the traditional approach of teaching in Iran, to one in
which the learners play a more active, independent role to teach more and better namely
Task-based Language Teaching.
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