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ABSTRACT 

 

Despite a theoretical foundation in second language acquisition research (Mackey, 2021), 

supportive empirical findings (Long, 2015), and growing international popularity (Bryfonski & 

McKay, 2017), the task-based language teaching (TBLT) approach has yet to gain traction 

within public K-12 language programs in the United States. Previous research recognizes both 

the complexity of transforming a TBLT approach into a concrete plan for teachers to follow 

(Ellis, 2017) and the challenges of sustaining pedagogical change (Carless, 2004; McDonough & 

Chaikitmongkol, 2007); however, few studies have considered how existing curricular 

documents can support TBLT implementation efforts. Considering the absence of TBLT in K-12 

language programs in the U.S., this study investigated the values and practices of a U.S. middle 

school (6th – 8th grade) language program, as articulated by curricular documents and lesson plans 

of its Mandarin, French, and Spanish tracks, to explore implementation potential. Four common 

definitional frameworks of TBLT (Long’s 10 Methodological Principles, Ellis’ 2003 task 

criteria, Ellis’ 2017 task framework, and Pica et al.’s 1993 task typology) form the basis of a 

multi-stage coding scheme used to investigate the extent to which there was existing overlap 

between the focal program’s world language curriculum and a task-based approach to language 

teaching. Thematic analysis of lesson plans and supplementary resources for 18 units (two units 

per language per grade) revealed the frequency and nature of tasks in the curriculum.  

Findings suggest that introducing TBLT need not necessitate starting “from scratch” and 

highlight ways the existing curriculum could be leveraged to maximize the success of a 
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programmatic change towards TBLT. Given TBLT’s reputation as a difficult approach to 

implement (Van den Branden, 2016), this finding is encouraging for teachers, administrators, and 

researchers alike. The application of task typologies across 304 tasks and activities used in this 

program demonstrated how research-based TBLT frameworks can be applied in real educational 

contexts to inform the creation of professional development workshops during TBLT 

implementation initiatives. The trends that emerged among curricular resources may also support 

departments seeking to tailor existing programmatic structures to improve student outcomes 

based on empirical findings on task-based instruction (Robinson, 2011; Long, 2015). The 

benefits and challenges of using theoretical frameworks as qualitative instruments in a 

document-centered analysis, as well as the obstacles to operationalizing a task-based syllabus 

within a secondary school model are discussed.  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

With roots in cognitive-interactionist theories of second language acquisition, TBLT presents a 

strong profile as an instructional approach that emphasizes meaningful communication and 

prioritizes students’ real-world linguistic goals (Long 2015; Mackey, 2021). However, in 

continuation of a decades-long trend of disconnect between L2 research and language education 

(Sato & Loewen, forthcoming; Sheen, 1994), TBLT has yet to emerge as a dominant approach to 

language teaching within U.S. K-12 programs. Though “communicative,” “meaningful,” and 

“student-centered” are also goals of language teachers (see the ACTFL: the American Council 

on the Teaching of Foreign Languages for 21st century language teaching guidelines), TBLT has 

received little attention from educators in the United States. 

Straightforward at first glance, the methodological principles underlying TBLT have 

been proved to be difficult for teachers and departments to follow during TBLT innovation and 

implementation initiatives (Andon & Eckerth, 2009; Erlam, 2015; Gurzynski-Weiss, Bryfonski, 

& Reagan, 2021; Gurzynski-Weiss, 2016b; McDonough & Chaikitmongkol, 2007; Norris, 2009; 

Van den Branden, 2009; Vandommele et al., 2018). Research in this area has primarily explored 

how professional development opportunities shape teaching understanding of novel task design 

(e.g., Erlam, 2015), how teachers adapt existing tasks for their own teaching contexts (e.g., 

Gurzynski-Weiss, Bryfonski, & Reagan, 2021), and how tasks planned compare with tasks 

implemented in authentic classrooms (e.g., Van den Branden, 2009). Results underscore the 

amount of time and expertise needed for teachers to successfully implement TBLT. While 

researchers have explored these issues, their efforts focus on individual teachers’ practices rather 

than entire programs’ development (Erlam, 2015; Bryfonski, 2021a). Implementing pedagogical 

changes at a program level has also proven to be challenging (Watson Todd, 2006), with teacher 
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attitudes and the relationship between the old and the new curricular resources flagged as critical 

for success (Carless, 2003; McDonough & Chaikitmongkol, 2007). Though teacher attitudes 

towards TBLT implementation have been investigated in light of these challenges (e.g., Andon 

& Eckert, 2009; Erlam, 2015; Gurzynski-Weiss et al., 2021; Gurzynski-Weiss, 2016b; Van den 

Branden, 2016), the role of curriculum in a pedagogical transition remains underexamined. 

Curricular resources and teaching practices have long been perceived to be at odds with each 

other (Shulman, 1990), but given the positive reactions that have been reported when novice 

TBLT teachers are provided with a task-based syllabus (Van den Branden, 2006), it is clear 

curriculum cannot be ignored if the end goal is a sustainable pedagogical innovation. To address 

the absence of research on TBLT initiatives in U.S-based, K-12 teaching contexts and the 

challenges of TBLT innovation at a program-wide level, this study takes a document-driven 

approach to examine the potential for successful TBLT implementation within a U.S. middle 

school language program based on the beliefs and practices articulated within its current 

curriculum. 
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

In this chapter, the three main subfields underpinning and motivating the present study are 

reviewed. First, the role of curriculum in general educational contexts described. In the next 

section, the TBLT approach is discussed as both a research framework and an instructional 

framework. The third section highlights the experiences of several language programs that have 

implemented TBLT and focuses on the role of curriculum in their processes. The guiding 

research questions for the current study are presented at the conclusion of the chapter.  

2.1. The Role of Curriculum  

“Curriculum and teaching have long been treated as opposites, akin to hot and cold, war and 

peace, or sadness and joy” (Shulman, 1990, p. vii). 

 

Research on the role of curriculum first emerged as an area of interest in the mid-1970s (Brown, 

2009). Early theory about curriculum categorized it as an artifact, and, like all artifacts, designed 

to facilitate the production and reproduction of actions and knowledge (Wartofsky, 1973). This 

conception of curriculum-as-artifact offered a framework for researchers to consider the positive 

influences (affordances) and negative influences (constraints) as they examined how curriculum 

mediates (a crucial responsibility of any artifact) teachers’ behavior (Norman, 1988). In this 

early work, both the affordances and constraints of a curriculum were identified as rich areas for 

study, but, over the past five decades, most SLA researchers and practitioners interested in 

curriculum have been drawn to its role as a constraint to innovation rather than its facilitative 

potential during times of pedagogical change (Norris, 2009).   

 Since preliminary research in this area began, curricular documents have been frequently 

pitted against teaching; deviations from the assigned curriculum are a commonplace occurrence 

across a range of subjects, students, teachers, and educational contexts (Shulman, 1990). Some 

researchers have found such adaptations to be generally accepted by stakeholders so long as the 
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alterations do not compromise course integrity or student outcomes (Hall & Loucks, 1987). 

Others have reported interpersonal tensions and thwarted program success in instances when the 

prescribed curriculum is not followed precisely (Cho, 2001), thus inspiring additional 

investigation of when, why, and to what extent instruction deviated from the prescribed 

curricular material (Shkedi, 1998). That the authors of curriculum and the enactors of curriculum 

are often two different populations has been identified as a crucial factor in this disconnect. What 

is put on paper by curriculum designers frequently contrasts with how those materials are 

implemented by teachers (Shkedi, 1998). However, initiatives that invite teachers into the 

curriculum design process have resulted in increased congruence between what is said will be 

taught and what is actually taught in the classroom (Kimpston, 1995).  

Given that deviation from written curriculum to enacted curriculum is a well-documented 

occurrence in language education as well (Van den Branden, 2006; Ellis, 2003), it is 

understandable that a program’s curriculum has not been viewed as a reliable or effective 

instrument for driving pedagogical change within a school program. Nevertheless, the 

relationship between teachers and curriculum material has been found to be bi-directional, with 

teachers influencing curricular material and curricular material influencing teachers in turn 

(Brown, 2009). Both then, must be taken into consideration when a program embarks on a 

pedagogical change. A curriculum still has the potential to be a powerful artifact, as it presents a 

method of communicating information across space (e.g., between the various school buildings 

of a large district) and time (e.g., between the instructor teaching Mandarin II in 2016 and the 

instructor teaching the same course in 2022). Brown (2009) describes curricular material as 

“static representations of abstract concepts and dynamic activities…intended to convey rich 

ideas and dynamic practices…relying heavily on interpretation…[and] representing an interface 
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between the knowledge, goals, and values of the author and the user” (Brown, 2009, p. 22). 

When the curriculum’s author and user are the same person, as is the case in the present study, 

the curricular resources may offer simultaneous insight into instructor’s pedagogical beliefs and 

pedagogical practices, which have been considered as separate, and even contradictory, 

constructs (Borg, 2003).  

Despite this connection between curriculum, teacher beliefs, and teacher practices, 

curricular resources themselves have not been the focal subjects of study. In research on teacher 

perspectives of TBLT, participants have mentioned curriculum as a larger educational context 

that constrains the flexibility and creativity needed to design and implement tasks effectively 

(Norton, 2009; Gurzynski-Weiss, 2016b). However, no study has focused exclusively on a 

program’s curriculum to examine its potential to inform or advance TBLT implementation 

efforts based on this finding. The present study analyzes a collection of resources from a teacher-

designed 6th – 8th grade world language curriculum that supports French, Spanish, and Mandarin 

tracks. The program’s beliefs are articulated through a collection of curricular documents that 

discuss program’s values and goals (e.g., the department’s self-authored guide to the 6-7-8 

curriculum). The program’s teaching intended practices are articulated in the daily activities and 

instructional material (e.g., lesson plans within the 6th grade unit on pastimes). Both types of 

curricular material (program-wide resources on values and unit maps for each grade and 

language) are included in this multi-pronged analysis of curricular material.   

2.2. Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT) 

TBLT, a research/instructional framework grounded in cognitive-interactionist theories of second 

language acquisition, has received growing empirical support (Mackey, 2021). Across numerous 

contexts, with its precedence on the roles of attention, interaction, output, and feedback, TBLT has 
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been found to facilitate the language learning process (e.g., Cobb, 2010; Keck et al, 2007; 

Robinson, 2011). Though it boasts desirable learner outcomes, TBLT has proven difficult to 

successfully implement (Van den Branden, 2016). According to the strong view of TBLT 

(championed by SLA researcher Long), the first step of any program interested in adopting TBLT 

is conducting a needs analysis (NA). This process surveys relevant stakeholders to identify what 

learners need to do in the target language (Long, 2015). The result, a list of “target tasks” (TTs), 

then form the foundation for the material development. In its ideal form, a NA is uniquely tailored 

to each teaching context and utilizes both qualitative and quantitative methods to solicit the 

perspectives of many individuals to ensure that findings are reliable and valid (Serafini et al., 

2015). However, such an intensive analysis may be beyond the capabilities of an average world 

language department.  

For programs able to conduct such an analysis and are undeterred by its rigor, under the 

“strong” projection of TBLT, pedagogic tasks must then be derived from the emergent target tasks. 

Derivation complete, instructors or course designers then sequence the tasks into a coherent 

curricular plan. Though the field generally agrees that tasks should progress from simple to 

complex, there is not an empirically proven “best” approach for determining what makes a task 

more complex than another (Long, 2000; Skehan, 2003). Robinson proposed his 2001 Cognition 

Hypothesis in response to this problem; it considers the interplay of resource-directing and 

resource-dispersing variables that dictate the complexity of any given tasks. However, Ellis (2017) 

critiques the Cognition Hypothesis for its reductivism, claiming it does not factor in the myriad of 

variables influencing learning contexts. He proposes a new category of variables, “implementation 

variables,” to include in the equation of task complexity. Given the current inclusive nature of the 

findings of how these variables interact, teachers and course designers have been recommended to 
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follow their intuition as they consider the vertical and horizontal sequencing of tasks in their 

curriculum (Ellis, 2017).   

Once organized, assessment tools, instructional resources, and activities must then be 

developed to provide scaffolding for learners as they work towards accomplishing the target tasks. 

When designing course material and selecting instructional strategies, it is important to consider 

learner-specific factors like age and proficiency level, as well as any additional needs that might 

have surfaced in the NA (Long, 2005). Even if a K-12 program had the resources to conduct a NA, 

conflicting perspectives and inconclusive findings on how to transform the target tasks that arise 

from the NA into a sequence of curricular units likely deter even an interested program from 

committing to use of tasks as the backbone of its curriculum, which is what the “strong” TBLT 

approach dictates (Long, 2015). Another option programs may elect to pursue is that of a “task-

supported” approach, which incorporates tasks as meaningful practice opportunities for using 

predetermined, targeted linguistic structures (Ellis, 2019).  

Though both task-based language teaching (TBLT) and task-supported language teaching 

(TSLT) make use of real-world, communicative tasks, the latter does not elevate them to the level 

of programmatic cornerstone. Researchers have placed the two approaches at odds, deeming them 

incompatible and turning to the theoretical underpinnings of each (DeKeyser’s 1998 skill-

acquisition theory for TSLT and the cognitive-interactionist approach described in Mackey, 2021 

for TBLT) to underscore their differences (Long, 2016). While the differences and utility of these 

approaches remains a debated topic, no classroom-based, longitudinal research has been conducted 

to explore how TSLT and TBLT ultimately impact students’ learning outcomes. Until such 

empirical research is available, presenting teachers the range of frameworks utilized within task-

oriented SLA research so that they may select the one(s) that best align with their teaching contexts 
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is advisable (Ellis, 2019). As such, the present study incorporates four unique, yet frequently 

utilized, TBLT frameworks in its analysis of the world language program’s curriculum. It is hoped 

that using these four frameworks offers more nuanced insight into what the program believes to 

be true about language teaching (articulated through their curricular resources) and how they act 

on those beliefs in their instruction (illustrated in their unit maps and lesson plans).   

The first framework is premised on Long’s (2014) Methodological Principles (MPs) for 

TBLT. Designed to guide the “psycholinguistic optimization” of world language instruction during 

the implementation of TBLT, the MPs were developed as universal tenets grounded in theoretical 

and empirical findings across several academic fields including SLA, education, and psychology. 

Because they were created to be an applicable framework for all teaching contexts, the MPs are 

thought of as the “minimal” common denominators of TBLT (Long, 2009). The overlap between 

the MPs (emblematic of TBLT) and Ellis’ (2005) “Principles of instructed language learning” 

(representative of TSLT), suggests that these MPs may indeed advance shared interests of both 

task-oriented instructional approaches. The insight gained from leveraging the 10 MPs as an 

evaluative framework for TBLT fidelity in classroom-based settings (Bryfonski, 2021c; 

Vandommele et al., 2018) further motivates the present study’s use of the MPs as one of the TBLT 

frameworks guiding the curricular analysis.  

The second framework is Ellis’ (2003) four-part criteria for a task. Initially proposed in the 

early 2000s and refined on several occasions (Ellis, 2012; Ellis & Shintani, 2013), these criteria 

are the product of an effort to synthesize the major themes of several definitions of a “task” used 

among TBLT researchers, notably those proposed by Bygate, Skehan, and Swain (2001), Samuda 

& Bygate (2008), and Willis (1996). These criteria have been featured in teacher-facing 

implementation efforts to model how robust tasks can be designed in experimental research (Erlam 
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& Ellis, 2019), explain tasks to teachers new to TBLT (Van den Branden, 2016), and to evaluate 

the quality of teacher-designed tasks (Erlam, 2015). Given the frequency with which Ellis’ (2003) 

criteria appears in TBLT implementation research, as well as its foundation in several different 

task definitions, it was determined to an appropriate tool to apply to this curricular analysis.  

The third and four frameworks describe different types of tasks. Each considers unique 

tasks characteristics in their categorization schemes, resulting in distinct task types. Ellis’ (2017) 

task framework offers broad approach for describing tasks along two continuums. The first 

continuum specifies the nature of language involved in the task as unfocused or focused. Focused 

tasks require learners to make use of specific linguistic forms in order to successful complete the 

task at hand while unfocused tasks allow for a broader sample of language. The second continuum 

describes the linguistic requirements of the individuals partaking in the task. They may be either 

required to speak or write (an output-based task) or they may be required to process and synthesize 

new information (an input-based task). The four resulting task types (unfocused + output-based, 

unfocused + input-based, focused + output-based, focused + input-based) have been referenced in 

a collection of TBLT-oriented studies (e.g., Erlam & Ellis, 2019; Shintani, 2016; Erlam, 2016). In 

comparison, the fourth and final TBLT framework offers a more fine-grained description of tasks 

qualities. Pica, Kanagy & Falodun’s (1993) task typology proposes the existence of five primary 

task types: jigsaw, information-gap, problem-solving, decision-making, and opinion-exchange. 

These tasks vary based on who has the information, who needs the information, how the 

information is exchanged, and what is done with the information at the conclusion of the task. Pica 

et al.’s (1993) task types have surfaced in studies examining what type of tasks best facilitate 

language learning opportunities for learners (see Keck, Iberri-Shea, Tracey-Ventura, & Wa-

Mbaleka, 2006 for a meta-analysis of research that features these five task types). Together, these 
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two task frameworks illuminate a variety of task qualities that the focal world language program 

may utilize in their curriculum. Given the exploratory nature of this analysis, this diversity in task 

representation enhances the overall understanding of the composition of the curriculum.  

Research on implementing TBLT in classroom contexts has primarily focused on 

developing and investigating teachers’ abilities to design or adapt singular tasks during 

specialized workshops (Erlam, 2015; Gurzynski-Weiss, 2016b Gurzynski-Weiss et al., 2021). 

Initial investigations of teachers’ familiarity revealed wide ranging interpretations of what they 

considered a task, which hindered the successful introduction of TBLT in their respective 

teaching contexts (Carless, 2004; Andon & Eckerth, 2009; Hu, 2013; Zheng and Borg, 2014). In 

related inquiries, studies have investigated the impact of specialized trainings on teachers’ ability 

to successfully design their own tasks (Erlam, 2015; Gurzynski-Weiss, 2016b). As novel task 

design continued to prove difficult even after trainings, another body of research has explored 

how teachers alter pre-designed tasks for their own teaching contexts (Carless, 2009; Van den 

Branden, 2009; Vandommele, Van den Branden, and Van Gorp, 2018; Gurzynski-Weiss, 

Bryfonski, and Reagan, forthcoming). From these studies, a lack of TBLT-specific expertise and 

supportive curricular resources emerged as obstacles for teachers seeking to implement TBLT in 

their classrooms. Even in instances where teachers were provided with one component (i.e., a 

semester-long training course, as was the case in Gurzynski-Weiss, 2016b), the absence of the 

other (i.e., an aligned curriculum) impeded teachers’ ability to adopt TBLT in their own 

classrooms. The challenges of designing new tasks and incorporating them into an existing 

syllabus, even in light of specialized training, motivate the present study’s focus on curriculum 

as an equally valuable “entrance point” to consider during implementation efforts. Two studies 
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(Erlam, 2015 and Gurzynski-Weiss, 2016b) describe how these difficulties surfaced within their 

teacher-participants’ experiences in preliminary TBLT implementation initiatives.  

In an investigation of teacher learning outcomes after a year-long program dedicated to 

task-based professional development, Erlam (2015) identified recurrent themes in teachers’ 

progress towards robust task design. Forty-three secondary school language teachers submitted 

the tasks they created for a formative writing assignment in their training program for analysis. 

Even after an extensive training experience on TBLT task development, only 47% of the 

teachers designed tasks that met all four of Ellis’ (2003) criteria. However, 90% of the teachers’ 

created tasks that met three of the four criteria, suggesting that while this professional 

development did advance teachers’ overall familiarity with tasks, continued support in task 

design is necessary to master the task development process. Taking into consideration the fact 

that these teacher-participants designed their exemplar tasks in a workshop context rather than a 

classroom-based context, it is likely that even more support and guidance would be necessary for 

teachers to apply the knowledge they learned in their training to their own classroom. 

Furthermore, in this study, teacher-participant were not asked to connect the tasks they designed 

to a particular unit in their own curriculum. Applying a similar evaluative process within an 

authentic curricular context could further illuminate how Ellis’ (2003) task criteria may serve 

teacher trainings and how existing curricular resources could support or challenge teacher efforts 

toward robust task design. Building off this observation, the present study takes a curriculum-

centered approach to investigate what kinds of tasks already surface in a world language 

program’s curriculum and to propose implementation strategies that connect its current 

pedagogical approach to a task-based approach.   
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Gurzynski-Weiss’ (2016b) study similarly investigated teachers’ understanding and 

perspectives on tasks after an extended (semester-long) course on task design. The eight focal 

participants all responded positively to their experience but also shared their concerns about the 

time-consuming nature of designing tasks. Their curriculum was identified as an obstacle to 

implementing TBLT into their instructional practices. Though all eight participants ultimately 

expressed a desire to adopt a task-based approach in their language classes, they did not feel 

prepared with adequate knowledge or resources to successfully enact this change. Gurzynski-

Weiss’ findings revealed the large influence that syllabi and curricular resources have on the 

degree to which teachers can adjust their instruction. If the course syllabus and corresponding 

curricular materials do not align with the desired teaching approach, even the best trainings may 

have limited impact on instruction go to waste because of the larger barriers to the sustainable 

pedagogical innovation. This also motivates a more critical investigation of the curriculum prior 

to a pedagogical shift to determine how TBLT innovations may, or may not, be supported by a 

program’s underlying curricular plan.  

2.3. Sustainable Curricular Innovation 

The studies that have tracked the entirety of the TBLT programmatic cycle further illuminate the 

untapped power that curriculum holds in the ultimate “survival” of the TBLT approach in a new 

educational context. Watson Todd (2006) examined how a new curriculum faired during its first 

years of implementation within a university English-as-a-Foreign-Language (EFL) program. It 

was found that when teachers are involved in the planning stages of a curricular innovation, they 

report a positive sense of ownership and commitment to implementation process. However, if the 

innovations are too “strong,” deviating substantially from previous curriculum, it is difficult for 

teachers to maintain the changes after initial stages. Based on this result, it can be concluded that 
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practitioner inclusion alone is not sufficient to guarantee the success of a curricular change. For 

the greatest chance at “survival,” TLBT must also be explicitly related to existing teacher beliefs 

and previous instructional material (Van den Branden, 2006). Carless’ 2003 case study on TBLT 

implementation in a Hong Kong school contributes the valuable perspectives of primary school 

teachers, a population who is often not reflected in empirical work. Though this population faces 

classroom conditions unique from those of their university counterparts, similar themes arose. As 

teachers participated in implementation efforts, their attitudes and beliefs towards TBLT, as well 

as their familiarity (or lack of) with new instructional material, played instrumental roles in the 

sustained success of the curricular innovations. A series of studies of an EFL program at a Thai 

university highlighted the value of incorporating an “Introduction to TBLT” unit that presented 

learning strategies that would maximize student learning and success under the new curriculum 

(Winitchaikul, Wiriyachitra, & Chaikitmongkol, 2002; McDonough & Chaikitmongkol, 2007). 

Such a unit explicitly recognizes the pedagogical shift and strives to familiarize teachers and 

students with new course expectations and the metacognitive strategies that will prepare them for 

success. If the perceived “distance” between a program’s current curriculum and the end-goal of 

the TBLT curriculum can be clearly marked, bridging that distance may become more manageable 

and inviting for all involved stakeholders. 

Carless (2003), McDonough & Chaikitmongkol (2007), Watson Todd (2006) and 

Winitchaikul et al. (2002) all explored program-wide implementation in international teaching 

contexts that had already committed, in some capacity, to pursuing TBLT. Identifying similar 

contexts in the U.S. is difficult because TBLT has not received as much interest. Given the 

implementation challenges in these three studies, as well as the lack of empirical clarity 

surrounding exactly how to start TBLT, it is understandable why language programs may be 
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reluctant to adopt a TBLT approach. However, this knowledge can be leveraged to explore a 

different strategy for TBLT implementation. Prior to any curricular innovation efforts, if a 

program’s status (composed of instructor beliefs, program values, and existing curricular 

materials) can be analyzed for favorable and disadvantageous qualities, implementation efforts 

may be tailored accordingly to maximize success. In this qualitative study, the program’s beliefs 

and instructional practices, as articulated within their self-authored curricular resources, are 

investigated to identify areas of existing alignment between the program’s current curriculum and 

the universal tenets of TBLT, as represented by four TBLT frameworks described in Section 2.2.  

2.4. Research Questions 

Motivated by previous work on the challenges that have arisen in teacher training and TBLT 

implementation efforts, the present study investigates the similarities and differences between a 

world language program’s existing curriculum and a task-based approach. In contrast with past 

research that focused predominantly on teacher reactions to the pedagogical innovations using 

surveys, written response, interviews, and classroom observations as data collection methods, this 

study makes exclusive use of a curricular resources to explore the following research questions:  

1. How do current program values and goals, as outlined in the world language program’s 

curriculum, align with Long’s methodological principles of task-based language teaching? 

2. To what extent has the language program already designed language learning tasks that 

fulfill Ellis’ (2003) task criteria? 

3. What kinds of tasks (as defined by Ellis (2017) and Pica et al. (1993)) are currently featured 

in the curriculum? 
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CHAPTER III: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Context 

The subject of this study is a middle school world language program (referred to as WLP from 

here forward to maintain the program’s anonymity) in a large urban, U.S. public school district 

in the Northeast. WLP was selected for its unique “in transition” status from one pedagogical 

approach dictated by a prescribed textbook to new pedagogical approach that centered authentic 

resources and student interests. The program’s world language curriculum serves students grades 

6th – 8th who range in age from 11 to 14 years. Across the eight middle schools in the district, the 

program offers Spanish, French, and Mandarin world language courses. The curriculum supports 

the instructional efforts of 32 world language teachers who meet with their classes three to five 

times each week for 45 – 50 minutes class periods, depending on the school’s rotating class 

schedule and the age of the learners. Motivated by a desire to feature more authentic resources 

and improve student engagement, WLP decided to move away from a textbook-centered 

approach and design their own curriculum in 2016. Rotating sub-groups of teachers 

collaboratively developed and refined the curriculum during the summer month for several years. 

They drew inspiration from online resources available for purchase on platforms like 

AdiósTextbook and The Comprehensible Classroom, which offer “ready-made” units for 

instructors or programs looking to supplement or replace their curriculum with additional 

resources and activities.  

Between 2016 – 2021, the department funded several professional development 

opportunities for the world language team to learn about authentic resource use, proficiency-

oriented instruction, the ACTFL proficiency guidelines, comprehensible input and 

communicative language teaching practices. This allowed instructors to explore the new 
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pedagogical direction of the department and receive external support as they began to revise their 

teaching practices. The curriculum development and implementation processes were spread out 

over a five-year timeline to give the design team opportunities to workshop new units and to give 

the rest of the instructional staff the flexibility to transition away from the textbook at their 

discretion. The COVID-19 pandemic interrupted in-person classes and the complete adoption of 

the textbook-free curriculum during the fourth year of this transition. In 2020, WLP pivoted to 

provide hybrid learning models and socially distanced instruction during the pandemic for 18 

months. Teachers were granted more flexibility and autonomy to lead classes as they saw 

appropriate given extenuating global circumstances. As class schedules are normalized again, all 

teachers will be expected to return to the textbook-free curriculum.  

 3.1.1. Focal Curriculum Developer 

 
One exploratory interview was conducted with a WLP teacher who joined the department in the 

first year of the transition. This individual served several summers as the lead of the curriculum 

development team for WLP, representing the 6th, 7th, and 8th grade French language team. With a 

15-year career in primary and secondary world language education in French and Spanish classes 

prior to joining WLP, this teacher-leader offered insight both into the curriculum development 

initiatives and the larger programmatic context to support analysis of the curricular resources. 

While this project is primarily concerned with how curricular resources communicate WLP’s 

beliefs, values, and instructional practices, this interview supported the curricular analysis 

through the provision of background information on WLP.  

3.1.2. Focal Curriculum 

The resulting textbook-free curriculum from this five-year transition is housed on GoogleDrive, 

a shared cloud file storage and synchronization service that all teachers access with their school-
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based e-mail addresses. Overarching curricular expectations, program values, unit maps, and 

common resources (rubrics for Novice high speakers, can-do statements, etc.) are organized into 

sub-folders. In addition, each language track has its own folder system, which, in turn is divided 

by grade level and then again by unit. The unit folders contain resources like articles, 

worksheets, slide decks, video links. Units are often outlined on one document, with lesson 

plans, supplementary material, and instructional advice hyperlinked accordingly. While the 

organizational structure is consistent across grades and languages, the quality and quantity of the 

resources vary across units, languages, and grades, limiting the cross-linguistic and cross-grade 

comparisons in the present analysis. 

3.1.2.1. Guiding Documents  

To address the first research question, three guiding curricular documents were identified from 

the WLP-wide folders and submitted for analysis. These documents were chosen for their 

articulatory power; all describe program values and objectives. The first document, “WLP 

Overview,” is written for a general audience of administrators and families. It explains WLP’s 

approach to language learning, including specific information about instructional foci and 

assessment practices. The second document, “Introduction to 6-7-8- Curriculum,” is intended for 

new hires and teachers who may not have much previous experience teaching without a 

prescribed textbook series and supplementary workbook. It outlines department goals, provides 

descriptions for each developmental stage students are expected to pass through during their 

three years, and offers rubric and assessment design recommendations for teachers. The final 

document, “Characteristics of Effective World Language Education,” is a reflective tool written 

for all WLP teachers. It presents a list of best practices and make transparent WLP’s expectations 
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for its instructional staff. Together, these three documents present a snapshot of WLP’s values, 

goals, and mission, as it is represented currently within the curriculum. 

3.1.2.2. Selected Units  

To address the remaining research questions, eighteen units (two per grade and per unit for each 

language) were chosen for analysis out of the 66 units within the program’s curriculum. Not all 

grade levels cover the same topics; for instance, the 8th grade Spanish track has a unit on 

immigration where the 8th grade French track has a unit on street art. To maximize comparability 

across languages and grade levels, the units selected for the present analysis do share thematic 

cores. The curricular material stored in the language department’s GoogleDrive includes the 

supplementary resources WLP uses in their lessons (i.e., infographics, magazine articles, video-

based advertisements, restaurant menus, etc.) and also provides insight into how they were 

incorporated during class (i.e., worksheets, PowerPoints, activity descriptions, etc.). In this way, 

analysis of the resources within each unit folder offers a window into how WLP teachers design 

and lead their 6th – 8th grade world language classes.  

3.2. Research Design 

 

Data was collected in two parts: during an exploratory interview with a lead curriculum designer 

for WLP during the five-year curricular transition and during a review of the curriculum that 

WLP developed throughout this transition. The interview procedure is approved under 

Georgetown’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) and will also be used in a secondary study that 

will be conducted as in Spring 2022 and Summer 2022 based on the curricular findings in the 

present study.  
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3.2.1. Procedure 

The teacher-leader connected with the researcher through prior professional and personal 

networks from the researcher’s background as a secondary world language teacher. Upon 

learning about the study and reviewing the informed-consent documents, the teacher-leader 

participated in an interview with the researcher about WLP’s background and granted full 

curricular access to the researcher for use in this analysis.  

  3.2.1.1. Interview Protocol 

The exploratory interview protocol used in the teacher-leader’s interview was piloted with one 

other teacher who, though not a member of WLP, had also recently undergone a curricular 

transition and so could speak on the relevant themes featured in the protocol. The protocol asked 

the teacher-leader to describe the five-year curriculum development process as well as the 

motivations behind WLP’s change from a textbook-centered to textbook-free curriculum. 

Conducted over the videoconference platform, Zoom, the interview lasted one hour. The teacher-

researcher was informed that the interview would be recorded, but that the recording would only 

be used to for internal note-taking purposes and that their identity would remain anonymous. The 

full semi-structured interview protocol is included in Appendix A.  

   3.2.1.2. Curricular Resource Selection 

To maximize opportunities for cross-linguistic and cross-level comparisons, eighteen units with 

thematic similarities were selected for analysis. All unit themes appeared in the same order 

across languages (i.e., the 6th grade Sports unit was the 5th unit in the French, Spanish, and 

Mandarin language curricular sequence). However, teachers’ interpretation of the themes 

themselves varied slightly between languages for some unit themes. This can be seen in the 5th 

unit in the 7th grade progression, described broadly as the “Food” unit. In this unit, the French 
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track learned school cafeterias, the Spanish track learned about street food, and the Mandarin 

track learned about meals, snacks, and drinks generally. Table 3.1 presents an overview of the 

eighteen selected units including the overarching theme, guiding questions, and the unit’s order 

in the curricular sequence. 

Table 3.1. WLP Unit Overview  

 WLP LANGUAGE TRACK 

 French Spanish Mandarin 

 

6th Grade Unit 3 

THE START OF THE 

SCHOOL YEAR 

SCHOOLS AROUND THE 

WORLD 

SCHOOL 

Guiding 

Questions  

(if provided) 

How do students 

around the world 

prepare for school? 

 

How do students around 

the world prepare for 

school? 

How do students 

around the world 

prepare for school? 

6th Grade Unit 5 THE WORLD OF 

SPORTS AND 

ACTIVITIES 

SPORTS 

 

SPORTS 

Guiding 

Questions  

(if provided) 

How do sports reflect 

a culture? 

 

How do athletes from other 

countries compare to 

athletes from mine? How 

do sports reflect culture? 

 

N/A 

7th Grade Unit 4 HOMES AROUND THE 

WORLD  

HOUSES & HOMES  HOUSES & HOMES 

Language-

specific guiding 

questions  

(if provided) 

How are homes 

around the world 

different? 

 

How does my home 

compare to others around 

the world? How does 

culture influence homes? 

 

N/A 

7th Grade Unit 5 THE CAFETERIA STREET FOOD 

 

MEALS, DRINKS, AND 

SNACKS 

 

Language-

specific guiding 

questions  

(if provided) 

What are school 

lunches around the 

world? How does my 

culture impact what I 

eat? 

What foods are popular in 

other countries? What does 

street food say about a 

culture? 

What are school 

lunches around the 

world? How does my 

culture impact what I 

eat? 

 

8th Grade Unit 6 QUEBEC: NOW AND 

THEN 

 

BARCELONA 

 

CITIES: PAST AND 

PRESENT 
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Language-

specific guiding 

questions  

(if provided) 

How do values and 

activities shift over 

time ? What does this 

look like in Québec ? 

What does this look 

like in your life ? 

What makes a city a great 

place to live or visit? 

N/A 

 

8th Grade Unit 7 

 

THE ENVIRONMENT 

 

 

TAKING CARE OF THE 

PLANET 

 

ENVIRONMENT 

Language-

specific guiding 

questions  

(if provided) 

How do choices we 

make affect the world 

we live in? Who is 

impacted in what 

way? 

 

N/A 

 

N/A 

 

3.3. Analysis 

This section presents the procedures followed during the coding processes for the interview and 

curricular data. First, the preparation and coding process used for interview data from the 

teacher-leader is discussed. Next, the four coding schemes used in the curricular analysis are 

described. Exemplars from each of the curricular documents are included to facilitate future use 

of the coding schemes used in the present analysis.  

3.3.1. Coding Procedures 

 
3.3.1.1. Interview Data 

The recording of the interview was transcribed by the researcher and imported into the 

qualitative analysis software, NVivo, for coding. Emergent codes were developed in an iterative, 

inductive process (Strauss & Corbin, 1994). Once the coding scheme was developed, the 

researcher reviewed and independently coded the interview transcription twice to ensure the 

codes were applied consistently and reliably. A summary of the coding scheme is provided in 

Appendix A. The themes from this interview pertained WLP’s motivations for the pedagogical 

shift and the curriculum development processes. They were used to address Research Question 1.  

3.3.1.2. Curricular Data 
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For both the guiding curricular documents and the featured units, top-down, deductive coding 

schemes inspired by Erlam, 2015 and Vandommele et al., 2018 were used to analyze the 

curriculum. Each coding scheme was grounded in a popular task-based language teaching 

(TBLT) framework. Phase One featured one coding scheme (A) that was used to analyze the 

three guiding curricular documents for thematic similarities with the primary tenets of TBLT, as 

presented in Long’s 10 MPs. Phase Two featured three distinct coding schemes (B – D) based on 

three separate TBLT frameworks (Ellis’ (2003) task criteria, Ellis’ (2017) task types, and Pica et 

al.’s (1993) task categorizations) to examine first whether robust tasks are currently used 

throughout WLP’s units and then to analyze the nature of identified tasks. The four coding 

schemes used in Phase One and Two were piloted and revised in an iterative process in spring 

2021 with one exemplar unit from the 7th grade Spanish curriculum. For the present study, each 

overarching document and unit was double coded by the researcher over a month-long period to 

minimize coder fatigue and maximize intra-rater reliability. The multi-stage coding process is 

outlined below by resource type and TBLT framework.   

3.3.1.2.1 Phase 1 Curricular Coding Process 

Coding Scheme A:  Long’s 10 MPs of TBLT served as the theoretical anchor for Phase 

1, the coding scheme used to analyze the three overarching curricular documents. Though these 

MPs originate from the “strong” version of TBLT, they exhibit some overlap with the central 

themes in Ellis’ 2005 Principles of Instruction Language Learning. Previous research that has 

evaluated teacher understanding and application of TBLT have also considered the MPs to be 

representative of the foundational tenets of TBLT (Bryfonski, 2021c; Vandommele et al., 2018). 

Long (2009) further categorizes his 10 MPs by shared areas of focus. MP1 and MP2 relate to the 

nature of curricular activities, MP3 & MP4 describe the role of input, MPs 5 – 9 describe 
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targeted learning processes, and MP10 pertains to learner orientation. Due to this study’s 

curricular orientation, four MPs were excluded from analysis because they were not reliably 

observable at a document level. To ensure that Phase 1 analysis captured WLP’s orientation to 

Long’s four areas of focus, at least one MP from each area was included in the coding scheme 

(see Table 3.2 for the selected MPs).  

MP1, “Use the task, not the text, as the unit of analysis,” underscores the importance of 

centering real-world, meaningful tasks in the curriculum rather than decontextualized linguistic 

items like irregular present tense verbs (Doughty & Long, 2003a; Vandommele et al., 2018). 

MP2, “Promote learning by doing,” illuminates the task-based belief that learning by doing 

makes a task, and by extension the language required to complete it, more engaging and 

comprehensible (Doughty & Long, 2003a). Given the data submitted for analysis, MP3, 

“Elaborate input,” and MP4, “Provide rich input,” were combined into a singular coding theme. 

Together, they call for discourse modifications that increase input comprehensibility without 

compromising quality. Whether spontaneous or planned, elaborated input involves negotiating 

meaning through clarification requests, repetition, rephrasing, or speed adjustments (Doughty & 

Long, 2003a; Long, 2015). MP6, “Focus on form,” clarifies how task-based syllabi should 

address linguistic features. MP10, “Individualize instruction,” calls on teachers to keep their 

learners’ needs, interests, and abilities at the forefront of their minds as they design their courses.  
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Table 3.2. Summary of Featured Methodological Principles 

Original MP Selected? 

A c t i v i t i e s 

MP1: Use the task, not the text, as the unit of analysis  Yes 

MP2: Promote learning by doing Yes 

I n p u t 

MP3: Elaborate input Yes 

Yes MP4: Provide rich input 

L e a r n i n g    P r o c e s s e s 

MP5: Encourage inductive “chunk” learning  No 

MP6: Focus on form Yes 

MP7: Provide negative feedback No 

MP8: Respect learner syllabi & developmental processes No 

MP9: Promote cooperative, collaborative learning No 

L e a r n e r s 

MP10: Individual Instruction Yes 

 

These MPs were selected because they presented the researcher with a lower inference decision 

than the other MPs (Long, 2015). Vandommele et al. (2018) make use of a similar selection of 

MPs in their coding system, which was similarly used to evaluate teacher fidelity to and 

representation of core TBLT tenets. Table 3.3 presents the adaptation of Vandommele et al.’s 

(2018) coding scheme that was used in the present study to evaluate the extent to which the 

guiding curricular documents presented evidence of featured MPs. If WLP’s descriptions of their 

beliefs about language learning and their instructional goals suggested agreement with a MP, as 

described in this instrument, it was coded as evidence for supporting that MP.  
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Table 3.3. Phase 1 Coding Scheme A 

Nr.  Principle The curricular documents… Example 

1 Use the task 

not the text 

as the unit 

of analysis 

…emphasize task completion 

over discrete item when 

describing program or course 

goals. 

“Key language functions such as 

describing and comparing are the 

focus of all units in our 6-8 

program.” 

2 Learning by 

doing 

…advocate for teachers and 

students to use language in a 

meaningful and goal-directed 

ways in order to accomplish non-

linguistic tasks. 

“Assessments should represent the 

kinds of conversations that students 

would likely experience in the real 

world.” 

3/4 Provide 

Elaborated 

(and rich) 

Input 

…stress the importance of rich 

input and learners’ opportunities 

to be exposed to varied input 

sources. 

“The teacher checks for student 

understanding, adjusting language 

and activities to maximize 

comprehension.”  

6 Focus on 

Form 

… provide opportunities and/or 

highlights the importance of focus 

on form approach. 

“The instructional focus is on the 

ability to accomplish real world 

linguistic tasks…with grammar and 

accuracy incorporated as a minor 

focus.” 

10 Individual 

Instruction 

… consider and/or encourages 

teachers to consider learner age, 

development level, proficiency 

level, memory/attention spaces, 

learning needs, etc. 

“The teacher plans developmentally 

appropriate activities and monitors 

student engagement accordingly.” 

 

3.3.1.2.2. Phase 2 Curricular Coding Process 

The eighteen units were submitted to a three-step coding process (B–D). Each step drew on a 

different TBLT framework (Ellis, 2003; Ellis, 2017; Pica et al., 1993 respectively). In Coding 

Scheme B, every activity listed in the unit folder was considered for its task-like qualities, as 

defined by Ellis, 2003. Next, identified tasks were analyzed in Coding Schemes C and D with 

two task categorization schemes to identify defining characteristics, as proposed by first Ellis, 

2017 (e.g., input-based task vs. output-based task) and then Pica et al., 1993 (e.g., information-

gap task vs. opinion-exchange task). The steps of this coding process are described below.   
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Coding Scheme B:  The researcher reviewed the curricular material for 18 units and 

identified 304 activities. The 304 activities were first evaluated using Coding Scheme B. First, 

identified activities were compared against Ellis’ (2003) task criteria, which has been previously 

used as an evaluative tool (Erlam, 2015). The description of each criterion provided in Ellis and 

Shintani (2013, p. 135) served as a basis for evaluating each activity. 

1. “The primary focus should be on ‘meaning’ (i.e., learners should be mainly concerned 

with encoding and decoding messages, not with focusing on linguistic form). 

2. There should be some kind of ‘gap’ (i.e., a need to convey information, express an opinion 

or to infer meaning). 

3. Learners should largely rely on their own resources (linguistic and non-linguistic) in order 

to complete the activity. That is, learners are not ‘taught’ the language they will need to 

perform the task, although it may be able to ‘borrow’ from the input the task provides to 

help them perform it.  

4. There is a clearly defined outcome other than the use of language (i.e., the language serves 

as the means for achieving the outcome, not as an end in its own right). Thus, when 

performing a task, learners are not primarily concerned with using language correctly but 

rather achieving the goal stipulated by the task.” 

 

The researcher coded all emergent activities following Erlam’s (2015) coding scheme (See 

Appendix B for more examples). A dichotomous yes/no coding approach was used to assess 

whether an activity met each criterion. For every criterion met, the activity was received one 

point. The maximum number of points possible was four (i.e., all four criteria were fulfilled). 

The minimum number of points possible was zero (i.e., none of the four criteria were fulfilled). 

Total fulfillment values were calculated for each of the four criteria across each grade and 

language. Activities that had 3 – 4 points were considered robust tasks because they fulfilled 

more than half of the definitional criteria. With this degree of alignment and detail they were 

able to be analyzed with Coding Schemes C and D. Activities that satisfied two criteria were 

considered partial tasks. Activities that satisfied less than two criteria were considered non-tasks. 

The total number of robust tasks, partial tasks, and activities were also calculated and are 

similarly presented by grade and language in the Results section. Both partial tasks and non-tasks 
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are referred to as activities. Activities were not included in the subsequent coding stages because 

they were not sufficiently task-like enough to be examined with a task type framework. In 

instances where there was not an adequate curricular description to determine an activity’s status, 

the activity was acknowledged in grade/language unit totals in a separate column and excluded 

from further analysis. A total of 11 out of the 304 activities were excluded because of the lack of 

sufficient description. For each of Ellis’ definitional criterion of a task, both satisfactory and 

unsatisfactory samples are provided to illustrate the thought-processes involved in the evaluation 

of each activity. Table 3.4 highlights an example of an activity from the 7th grade Mandarin Food 

unit that was judged to meet Ellis’ first criterion and an activity that was not judged to meet this 

first criterion, a primary focus on meaning. The researcher provides an explanation of this choice 

in italics. (For complete collection of exemplar activities for each of Ellis’ four criteria, see 

Appendix C). 

Table 3.4. Coding Scheme B Exemplar Activity 

Ellis’ (2003) Criteria Met Ellis’ (2003) Criteria Unmet 

Focus on Meaning 

Intermediate learners of Mandarin watch a 

video of American students trying Chinese 

snacks, discuss the snacks featured in the 

video with a partner, and vote on the one they 

would most want to try and the one they 

would least want to try.  

Students are encouraged to use Mandarin 

creatively to share their opinion and make a 

decision, rather than just using Mandarin as 

an object of study.  

Intermediate learners of Spanish receive an 

envelope with paper strips. Half the strips 

contain questions and the other half contain 

the answers. They work in a partner to sort 

the questions and answers into the logical 

pairs and read them aloud together.  

Students are manipulating language and must 

understand it to do so successfully but are not 

using it to communicate their own meaning. 

Students are using language as an object of 

study.  

 

 

Coding Scheme C: Robust tasks (those fulfilling most of the definitional criteria) were 

next analyzed under Ellis’ 2017 task framework, which provides a systematic method of sorting 

tasks, labeling them either as “focused” or “unfocused” and “input-based” or “output-based.” 
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Focused tasks encourage learners to utilize specific, pre-determined linguistic features while 

unfocused tasks offer learners linguistic data with a wide variety of forms that they may or may 

not need to engage with to complete the task at hand. Input-based tasks do not require, but do not 

prohibit student productions. An example of a task coded as an input-based tasks in provided in 

Table 3.5. Output-based tasks require that students either speak or write in the target language to 

achieve the task. Again, a dichotomous coding approach was used to determine the appropriate 

labels: input-based or output-based, focused or unfocused. Though most tasks involve some 

degree of both input and output the unit tasks were sorted based on Ellis’ (2017) following 

definitions: Input-based tasks do not require students to produce written or spoken languages in 

order to complete the tasks; output-based tasks necessitate the use of written or spoken language 

to successfully finish the task. Descriptions of student expectations, supplementary resources, 

and task instructions included in each unit allowed for this binary coding approach. The unit 

resources provided sufficient context for the researcher to code all 106 tasks in this manner. To 

review the application of each of Ellis’ task types, a complete set of exemplary curricular data is 

presented in Appendix D. Once all tasks were coded with Coding Scheme C, the four task type 

totals were calculated by count and by percentage across each grade level and language track.  

Table 3.5 Coding Scheme C Exemplar Task 

Ellis’ 2017 Task Type Model (from French 7th grade unit) 

Input-based 

Students imagine that they are real estate agents for their favorite celebrities. They must 

review a collection of home listings taken from a popular property management site and 

identify the house they think their celebrity would like the most.  

 

The emphasis of this task is on reading home listings. Student may or may not choose to take 

notes (written output), but they all must navigate a large about of input (in the form of home 

listings) in order to complete the task.  

 

Coding Scheme D: Then, these tasks were analyzed under Pica et al.’s (1993) 

categorization system. Structured around informational and interactant requirements, this 
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framework identifies five main task types: jigsaw, information gap, problem-solving, decision-

making, and opinion-exchange tasks (see Table 3.6 for more detail on these categories). 

Table 3.6. Pica et al. (1993) Task Categories  

 Information 

holder 

Information 

requester 

Requester-

supplier 

relationship 

Interaction 

requirement 

Task 

goal  

Task 

outcome 

Task Type       

Jigsaw X & Y X & Y 2-way Yes same 1 

Information-

gap 

X or Y X or Y 1-way Yes same 1 

Problem-

solving 

X = Y X = Y 2-way No same 1 

Decision-

making 

X = Y X = Y 2-way No same 1+ 

Opinion-

exchange 

X = Y X = Y 2-way No different 1+ 

*Table adapted from Pica et al. (1993) 

The varying requirements of the information holder, request, and supplier, along with the goal 

orientation and outcome options make each task type distinct. The six elements (presented in the 

columns) were applied to WLP’s robust tasks and used to determine which Pica et al. (1993) task 

type matched the WLP task in question. A sample information-gap tasks in presented in Table 

3.7. (A complete set of exemplar tasks is included in Appendix E.) The same curricular 

descriptions of student expectations, supplementary resources, and task instructions used to 

identify the Ellis’ (2017) task features were referenced in this final coding scheme. Using the 

Table 3.6 as a guide, no tasks matched with multiple task categories (i.e., there is no tasks that 

was both information-gap task and an opinion-exchange task). However, there were several tasks 

that did not fit into any of these five categories. These tasks (six in total) were labeled as “misfit” 

tasks in the Results section and were analyzed separately in the Discussion section. After all 

tasks were coded, the frequency with which each task category appeared in each grade level and 
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across each language track was calculated to facilitate the exploration of task types in WLP’s 

curriculum.  

Table 3.7. Coding Scheme D Exemplar Task 

Pica et al. (1993) Task Type Model (from Mandarin 7th grade unit) 

Information-gap 

Students interview their partners about what they like in their favorite sandwiches. Then, they 

draw what they understand to be their partner’s favorite sandwich. They present their drawing 

to their partner to see if they included all the different toppings their partner likes. Both 

students in each pair have the opportunity to interview and draw and to be the interviewee and 

share.  

In this task, students rotate between being the information holder and the information 

requester. The information holder has knowledge that the requester needs but does not 

otherwise have. There is one “correct” sandwich, or outcome, for this task, which is only 

achieved when that information gap about sandwich preferences is resolved.   

  

3.3.2. Reliability Analysis 

As qualitative exploration, the present study seeks to establish the credibility and dependability 

of its findings within the WLP curriculum, per recommendations presented in Adams, Fuji, & 

Mackey (2005). This was achieved primarily through meticulous documentation of the 

researcher’s judgements and perceptions during the curricular review and subsequent analysis of 

resources. A selection of these judgments is included for reader review throughout the Results 

section and in the Appendices so that readers too may join in the analysis, thus addressing Davis’ 

(1995) a goal of thick description to engage readers in evaluation process. Throughout the 

application of the coding schemes B–D, complementary coding techniques like cross-referencing 

and contextualization (Adams, Fujii, & Mackey, 2005) were used to improve the researcher’s 

interpretation of the unit activities in the greater context of the WLP curriculum (as evidenced in 

the guiding curricular documents) and the program’s motivations for creating a textbook-free 

curriculum (as described in the interview). As per Maxwell (1996) suggestion, this 
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complementary approach also supported in the interpretations of the emergent TBLT trends 

within the curricular resources.  

In addition, the researcher independently reviewed all curricular resources included in 

this analysis on two separate occasions to strengthen the consistency with which the coding 

schemes were applied to the guiding documents and unit material. Two weeks elapsed between 

the first and second coding reviews to lessen the researcher’s potential bias from judgements 

made during the prior coding pass. A percent agreement between the researcher’s first and 

second pass was calculated by dividing the total number of coding decisions by the number of 

matching coding decisions to determine intra-rater agreement. There was 83% agreement in the 

application of Coding Scheme A (29 out of 35 coding decisions), 87% agreement in the 

application of Coding Scheme B (1,064 out of 1,216 coding decisions), 92% agreement in the 

application of Coding Scheme C (196 out of 212 coding decisions), and 83% agreement in the 

application of Coding Scheme D (618 out of 742 coding decisions). For instances where the 

researcher’s initial coding decision did not align with the subsequent coding decision, the 

researcher reviewed the resource in question on a third occasion, again after a period of two 

weeks had passed since the second review, to resolve the discrepancy. All discrepancies were 

resolved by the occurrence of a majority code after the third pass and so a fourth review was not 

necessary. 
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS 

4.1. Research Question 1 

Research Question 1: How do current program values and goals align with Long’s 

methodological principles of task-based language teaching? 

The first research question inquires about the extent to which WLP’s values already align with 

Long’s methodological principles (MP) of task-based language teaching. This was an important 

question to explore because a lack of alignment at the program level may suggest that it would 

be unlikely to find substantial overlap at the unit level. Analysis of the three guiding curricular 

documents used within WLP, as well as conversational themes from the teacher-leader interview, 

reveal how the department’s curricular articulation of its values and beliefs relates to Long’s 

MPs. Positive evidence for the six featured MPs was found within each of the three curricular 

documents and was further supported in the teacher-leader’s comments about why and how the 

department adjusted its pedagogical approach over the five years transition period. Each of the 

MPs will be discussed in terms of how they were represented across the document and interview 

data. Excerpts from the documents illustrate evidence of each MP are presented in Table 4.1.  
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Table 4.1. Methodological Principles Sample Excerpts 

MP Code Curricular Excerpt 

 

MP1: Use Task, Not 

Text, as the Unit of 

Analysis 

 

“In the past: Synthetic situations from textbooks. 

Now: Personalized, real-world tasks.”  

                              – 6–8 PSB World Language Program Overview 

 

MP2: Promote Learning 

by Doing 

“Our approach uses comprehensible input to help learners learn a 

world language the same way they learned their first language as 

a child – by using it, hearing it, imitating it, noticing, 

experimenting, and negotiating meaning, which are key elements 

in acquisition.” 

                              – 6–8 PSB World Language Program Overview 

` 

MP3&4: Provide 

Elaborate & Rich Input 

“The teacher uses a variety of strategies to make him-/herself 

understood, including visuals and gestures/body language.”    

            – Characteristics of Effective World Language Instruction 

  

MP6: Focus on Form “Grammar is used as a tool for communication.”                                       

             – Characteristics of Effective World Language Instruction 

 

MP10: Individual 

Instruction 

“There is a wide range of materials and modalities of instruction 

used during class to appeal to various learning styles, which may 

include audio, kinesthetic learning, visuals, manipulatives, etc.” 

                                        – WLP Intro 6 – 8 Curriculum 
 

MP1: Use Task, Not Text, as the Unit of Analysis: The theme of MP1 was frequently 

represented through phrases and sentences that indicated that WLP centered communicative 

actions rather than discrete linguistic items in their teaching approach. Sentences like “Key 

language functions – such as describing and comparing – are the focus of all units in our 6-8 

program” highlight WLP’s interest in encouraging students to use language for real life purposes 

rather than practice language as an exercise. The use of tasks as a cornerstone of the curriculum 

is illustrated in WLP’s description of how it conceives of assessments. In the Introductory 

document it is stated that “summative assessments should…provide a venue for learners to apply 

their learning in real-life situations.” This centering of real-life situations in the curriculum 

suggest that the department prioritizes students’ ability to complete tasks. Though textual 
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evidence of the MP1 theme was identified in the “Language Program Overview” and in the “6 – 

8 Curriculum Introduction,” it was not evident in “Characteristics of Effective World Language 

Instruction.” This last document was focused on the actions of the teacher, rather than the 

structure of the syllabus or the nature of the tasks and activities within. The actions that teachers 

can and should take in order to design and center tasks as the unit of analysis are not described in 

this final documents. This is surprising, given the frequent mention of real life scenarios and the 

important role they play in motivating student learning throughout the other two WLP guiding 

documents.  

MP2: Promote Learning by Doing: This theme appeared in all three guiding curricular 

documents as WLP stressed on the value of encouraging learners to regularly use of the target 

language to communicate. This is particularly evident in the program overview where WLP 

contrasts its teaching philosophy with those of decades past, stating that now “today’s classroom 

is about teaching languages so that students use them to communicate with native speakers of the 

language.” It goes on the describe how students are engaged in multiple modes of 

communication across all grades and languages so that they may try out their new linguistic 

skills in “real-life scenarios.” It is clear from descriptions like these that WLP aims to make 

students active users of the target language in a variety of different real-life activities so that they 

may learn communication skills that will serve them outside of the classroom. Furthermore, in 

the teacher-leader interview, the department’s desire to see students using the target language 

was identified as the driving factor in resource selection and unit design. This also underscores 

WLP’s commitment to learning by doing.  

MP3 & 4: Provide Elaborate & Rich Input: The themes of MP 3 & 4 pertain to the 

provision of a variety of input and opportunities for learners to interact with that input through 



 35 

negotiating meaning. These MPs also call on instructors to offer modifications and elaborations 

to support learner comprehension and engagement (Doughty & Long, 2003a). WLP’s 

descriptions of the characteristics of effective world language instruction offered the most insight 

into how the program views the role input in the language learning process. In this document, 

teachers are recommended to use many strategies to communicate with students in the target 

language. They are also instructed to provide frequent comprehension checks and adjust lessons 

accordingly to student needs. The document also specifies that teachers should be prepared to 

use “tiered questioning and [take advantage of] opportunities to show varied vocabulary and 

expressions.” Recommendations like these suggest that the department expects teachers to 

prioritize the provision of comprehensible input in the target language and that it also recognizes 

the different communicative strategies that may be necessary to make input comprehensible to 

younger, lower proficiency level learners. In the exploratory interview, the teacher-leader shared 

that many of the professional development trainings that the department attended throughout the 

five-year transition were focused on the importance of input to linguistic development. This 

context helps explain why there was so much evidence for MP3&4 in the guiding curricular 

documents. 

MP6: Focus on Form: Discussion of grammatical forms and linguistic accuracy appear in 

all three guiding documents. However, the role of grammar, and how teachers are to address it in 

their classes vary between documents. Textual evidence of the MP6 theme was most prevalent in 

the “Language Program Overview” and in the “6 – 8 Curriculum Introduction” documents. In 

these sources, WLP describes the importance of presenting grammar in context, as it becomes 

necessary to participate in the real-life scenarios students encounter during the thematic units. 

This is aligned with the form-function mapping discussed in TBLT literature (Doughty & Long, 
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2003a). However, in the “Characteristics of Effective World Language Instruction” document, 

teachers are told not to teach any grammar because students will naturally pick up what they 

need through repetition and imitation provided in rich comprehensible input. These descriptions 

were not coded as positive evidence of MP6 as TBLT does encourage a focus on linguistic form, 

so long as it is directly connected with accomplishing a meaningful, communicative task. 

Uncertainty around how, when, and why to “teach grammar” also emerged in the interview data 

as a theme that was difficult for WLP to wrestle with during their five-year transition. The 

teacher-leader described that while grammar topics like comparatives and superlatives were no 

longer the backbone of curricular units, their reintegration into new thematically driven units had 

been contentious, with some teachers not wanting to discuss grammar at all, and other wanting to 

teach it explicitly. This description may explain why the role of grammar is described differently 

in the three guiding documents and merits additional consideration in future, more teacher-

centered investigations of WLP’s pedagogy.  

MP10: Individual Instruction: The final MP represents a pedagogical commitment to 

learner needs and their unique differences. Positive evidence suggesting that WLP respects this 

commitment was found in each of the three documents. In the overview and introductory 

documents, WLP emphasizes that proficiency targets should and will be adjusted depending on 

the progress of each individual student. This demonstrates that the program is aware that not 

every student will progress at the same rate. This awareness was also evident in the teacher-

leader interview. The creation of the PowerPoint slides that accompany each lesson marks an 

effort made by the WLP curricular design team to offer visual support to students who may be at 

different stages in their learning, or have different learning needs, so that they can still 

understand and participate in group discussions or games. WLP also stresses’ its commitment to 
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centering the curriculum around topics that matter to the students, listing friendship, fashion, 

sports, music, and celebrations as examples of popular themes. Both the instructional and content 

flexibility described in these curricular documents indicates that WLP’s perspectives, as 

represented in these teacher-authored documents overlap with MP10.  

4.2. Research Question 2 

Research Question 2: To what extent is the language program already using language tasks 

that fulfill Ellis’ (2003) task criteria? 

The second research question asked whether any of activities used created for the curriculum 

already met Ellis’ (2003) task criteria. Analysis of the 18 selected units revealed 304 distinct 

activities across the three grades and languages. The least commonly fulfilled criterion within these 

activities was the third: learners need to rely on their own resources. Sixty-seven tasks (22%) 

fulfilled this criterion, 237 (78%) did not. The second criterion that was not frequently met was 

the final requirement: there needs to be a clearly defined and non-linguistic outcome. There were 

98 tasks (32%) that met this criterion, 206 (68%) did not. The most fulfilled criterion in this 

curriculum was the first requirement: there should be a primary focus on meaning. Two hundred 

and thirty-two tasks (76%) met this criterion, 72 (24%) did not. The second most fulfilled criterion 

was the second criterion: there should be some kind of gap. There were 177 (58%) tasks that met 

this criterion, 127 (42%) did not. Table 4.2 presents an overview of activity adherences to each of 

the four criterion across all languages and grades.  
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Table 4.2. Ellis’ Criteria Adherence Summary 

Criteria  Activity alignment (n = 304) 
 

Primary focus on meaning 76% (232) 

Some kind of gap 58% (177) 

Learners relying on their own resources 22% (67) 

Clearly defined & non-linguistic outcome 32% (98) 

 

Examining the fulfillment by grade level (as shown in Table 4.3) reveals that the activities in the 

7th grade units are most successful in meeting Ellis’ four criteria. The 6th grade activities have the 

most infrequent fulfilment levels, contributing approximately 20% of the activities that met the 

four desirable task activities across all three grades. 

Table 4.3. Ellis' Criteria Adherence by Grade 

Criteria  Activity alignment  
 

Primary focus on meaning (n = 232)  

6th Grade 50 (21%) 

7th Grade 99 (43%) 

8th Grade  83 (36%) 

Some kind of gap (n = 177)  

6th Grade 33 (19%) 

7th Grade 88 (50%) 

8th Grade 56 (32%) 

Learners relying on their own resources (n = 67)  

6th Grade 10 (15%) 

7th Grade 44 (66%) 

8th Grade 13 (19%) 

Clearly defined & non-linguistic outcome (n = 98)  

6th Grade 15 (15%) 

7th Grade 60 (61%) 

8th Grade 23 (24%) 

 

When considering the fulfillment of Ellis’ four criteria by language, the French track is the 

language with the most activities in adherence of the first, third, and fourth criteria, supplying 131 

(56%), 93 (52%), and 45 (46%) respectively of the total activities that met those criteria. The 

Spanish track has the most activities, 39 (58%), that meet the third criterion of learner self-reliance. 



 39 

The Mandarin track presents the fewest number of activities that match with Ellis’ criteria. Table 

4.4 presents these results for further consideration. 

Table 4.4. Ellis' Criteria Adherence by Language 

Criteria  Activity adherence  
 

Primary focus on meaning (n = 232)  

French 131 (56%) 

Spanish 87 (38%) 

Mandarin  14 (6.0%) 

Some kind of gap (n = 177)  

French 93 (52%) 

Spanish 72 (41%) 

Mandarin 12 (7.0%) 

Learners relying on their own resources (n = 67)  

French 27 (40%) 

Spanish 39 (58%) 

Mandarin 1 (2%) 

Clearly defined & non-linguistic outcome (n = 98)  

French 45 (46%) 

Spanish 44 (45%) 

Mandarin 9 (9%) 

 

Of these 304 activities within the 18 units, 106 (35%) fulfilled all three or four criteria, 65 (21%) 

fulfilled two criteria, 122 (40%) fulfilled zero to one criterion, and 11 (4%) were not able to be 

evaluated due to a lack of descriptive evidence in the curriculum. Table 4.5 presents the breakdown 

of tasks and activities by grade level. In the 6th grade units, 15 tasks (18%) met 3 – 4 criteria out 

of the 85 6th grade level activities. The 7th grade unit had the highest number of tasks fulfilling 3 – 

4 criteria, with 65 tasks (57%) determined to be in successfully meet 3 – 4 criteria out of the 114 

7th grade level activities. In the 8th grade units, 26 tasks (25%) fulfilled 3 – 4 of Ellis’ task criteria 

out of the 105 8th grade level activities. Overall, the 7th grade units contributed the most tasks (3 – 

4 criteria fulfilled) to the total task count at 65 tasks (61%). The 8th grade contributed the next 

greatest amount with 26 (25%) and 6th grade contributed the smallest amount with only 15 tasks 

(14%). 
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Table 4.5. Frequency of Tasks by Grade 

 

Fulfillment of Ellis’ 2003 Task Criteria  

 
 

Yes* 
 

Partial** 
 

No*** 
 

Unknown**** 
 

Total 

6th grade 15 16 51 3 85 

7th grade 65 21 28 0 114 

8th grade 26 28 43 8 105 

Total 106 65 122 11 304 
*Yes = all 3 – 4 characteristics in Ellis’ task criteria observed 

**Partial = Two characteristics of Ellis’ task criteria observed 
***No = Zero to one characteristic of Ellis’ task criteria observed 

****Unknown = Not enough information provided in the curriculum to analyze the activity  

 

Table 4.6. presents the fulfillment of Ellis’ criteria by language. In the French units, 49 tasks (32%) 

fulfilled 3 – 4 criteria out of the 155 total French activities. In the Spanish units, 48 tasks (41%) 

fulfilled 3 – 4 criteria out of the 118 total Spanish activities. In the Mandarin units, 9 tasks (29%) 

fulfilled 3 – 4 criteria out of the 31 total Mandarin activities. Overall, the French and Spanish units 

contributed the similar numbers of tasks (49 tasks and 48 tasks respectively) towards the total 

number of robust tasks identified in these 18 units. The Mandarin units contributed the fewest 

number of tasks, with only 9 tasks meeting the majority of Ellis’ criteria.  

Table 4.6. Frequency of Tasks by Language 

 

Fulfillment of Ellis’ 2003 Task Criteria by Language 

 
 

Yes* 
 

Partial** 
 

No*** 
 

Unknown**** 
 

Total 

French 49 42 64 0 155 

Spanish 48 20 42 8 118 

Mandarin 9 3 16 3 31 

Total 106 65 122 11 304 
*Yes = all 3 – 4 characteristics in Ellis’ task criteria observed 
**Partial = Two characteristics of Ellis’ task criteria observed 

***No = Zero to one characteristic of Ellis’ task criteria observed 
****Unknown = Not enough information provided in the curriculum to analyze the activity  

 
Activities that fulfilled the first task criterion did so through the inclusion of multimodal 

resources including music videos, infographics, and celebrity blogs on themes that are relatable 

for adolescent learners, like their course schedules, favorite hobbies, and vacation plans. Through 

centering lessons, and in turn units, around these topics, WLP directed student attention towards 
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making meaning and communicating around compelling topics rather than mastering discrete 

linguistic features. Activities that fulfilled the second task criterion featured a type of gap. This 

gap was rooted in student experiences, and the need for peers to learn more about their 

classmates’ perspectives and experiences with the unit themes. Few activities met the third task 

criterion of student self-reliance on their own resources. In these activities, students were given 

more independence and planning time. They were not provided with model dialogues or sentence 

starters on the lesson plan slide decks or on their worksheets. Activities that satisfied the fourth 

task criterion did so by describing non-linguistic outcomes rooted in either hypothetical 

situations (e.g., proposing an imagined floorplan for a new school building) or in strengthening 

the class community (e.g., voting on preferred vacation destinations).  

4.3. Research Question 3 

Research Question 3: What kinds of tasks are currently featured in the curriculum?  

The third research question asked about the characteristics of the tasks used throughout 

the WLP curriculum, drawing on both Ellis’ (2017) and Pica et al.’s (1993) task categorization 

schemes. In addition, it considers emergent patterns in the distribution of these tasks across grade 

levels 6th, 7th, and 8th, as well as across the three languages offered, French, Spanish, and 

Mandarin. Only the activities that fulfilled three or four criterion (n = 106) were considered task-

like enough to be analyzed for this analysis. The activities that fulfilled two or fewer criterion (n 

= 193) were excluded. 

First, the 106 tasks were evaluated via Ellis’ (2017) task typology. Of the 106 tasks 

throughout the 18 units, 10 tasks patterned as focused, input-based tasks, 26 patterned as 

unfocused, input-based tasks, 40 patterned as focused, output-based tasks, and 30 patterned as 

unfocused, output-based tasks. Table 4.7 presents the breakdown of Ellis task types by grade. 15 
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tasks were present in the 6th grade units, 65 in the 7th grade units, and 26 in the 8th grade units. 

The least commonly occurring task type is shared among the three grades, the focused, input-

based task type. The focused, output-based task type is the most common task in the 7th grade 

units. In the 8th grade units, the two unfocused task types (input-based and output-based) appear 

in similar distribution, 10 and 11 times respectively.  

Table 4.7. Ellis' (2017) Task Typology By Grade 

Task Type Summary (n = 106) 

 Focused, 

input-based 

Unfocused, 

input-based 

Focused, 

output-based 

Unfocused, 

output-based 

Total 

6th Grade 0 4 10 1 15 

7th Grade 9 12 26 18 65 

8th Grade 1 10 4 11 26 

Total  10 26 40 30 106 

 

Task breakdown by language revealed similarities across six French and six Spanish units (49 

and 48 tasks were identified, respectively) and only nine tasks throughout the six Mandarin units 

featured in the analysis. Table 4.8 presents the breakdown of Ellis’ task types by language. All 

three languages shared the same most common and least common Ellis’ task types. The most 

common task type was the focus, output-based task and the least common task type was the 

focused, input-based task for the French, Spanish, and Mandarin tracks.  

Table 4.8 Ellis' (2017) Task Typology By Language 

Task Type Summary (n = 106) 

 Focused, 

input-based 

Unfocused, 

input-based 

Focused, 

output-based 

Unfocused, 

output-based 

Total 

French 3 13 20 13 49 

Spanish 5 12 16 15 48 

Mandarin 2 1 4 2 9 

Total 10 26 40 30 106 

 

Next, the same 106 tasks were evaluated with Pica et al.’s (1993) task categorization framework. 

Of these tasks, 37 as opinion-exchange tasks, 29 patterned as information-gap tasks, 26 as 

decision-making tasks, seven as problem-solving tasks, and one task patterned as a jigsaw task. 
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Six tasks defied categorization within Pica’s five task types were set aside for separate analysis. 

Table 4.9 presents the breakdown of Pica et al. task categories by grade. The least common task 

type is shared among the three grades, the jigsaw task. Information-gap tasks were the most 

frequently appearing task in the 6th grade units. Opinion-exchange tasks were the most common 

task in both the 7th grade and 8th grade units.  

Table 4.9 Pica et al. (1993) Task Typology by Grade 

Task Type Summary (n = 106) 

 Information- 

gap 

Jigsaw Opinion- 

exchange 

Decision-

making 

Problem-

solving 

Misfit Total 

6th Grade 6 0 1 3 2 3 15 

7th Grade 18 1 26 14 3 3 65 

8th Grade 5 0 10 9 2 0 26 

Total 29 1 37 26 7 6 106 

 

Looking at the task breakdown by language revealed the use of different task types across the 

tracks. In the French track, decision-making tasks were the tasks that were used most frequently 

(a total of 18 tasks of this type appeared across the featured units). However, in the Spanish 

track, opinion-exchange tasks were the most commonly occurring tasks (used a total of 18 

occasions). The Spanish track only featured seven decision-making tasks. The Mandarin track 

had a similar task type use as the Spanish track, with opinion-exchange tasks surfacing most 

often (on four separate occasions). Again, the least commonly occurring task types across all 

three language tracks were the jigsaw tasks. Problem-solving tasks were also infrequently used. 

Table 4.10 presents the breakdown of Pica et al.’s task types by language.   

Table 4.10. Pica et al. (1993) Task Typology By Language 

Task Type Summary (n = 106) 

 Information- 

gap 

Jigsaw Opinion- 

exchange 

Decision-

making 

Problem-

solving 

Misfit Total 

French 12 0 15 18 1 3 49 

Spanish 15 1 18 7 5 3 48 

Mandarin 2 0 4 2 1 0 9 

Total 29 1 37 27 7 6 106 
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION 

This study investigated the presence of pre-existing commonalities between the WLP curriculum 

and task-based language teaching (TBLT), as represented by three commonly used frameworks. 

The results of a document-driven analysis of the 6th – 8th grade curriculum for the French, 

Spanish, and Mandarin language tracks suggested that the presence of theoretical and practical 

overlap, with evidence emerging for each of the six selected TBLT methodological principles 

and for the teachers’ familiarity with the task development process. The emergent themes from 

the interview with the WLP teacher-leader about five-year curriculum design initiative also 

contribute to the interpretation of curricular findings. Further consideration of these results offer 

insights on how such a curricular analysis may be leveraged to inform sustain curricular 

innovation efforts among language educators, world language programs, and TBLT researchers.   

5.1. Research Question 1 

Research Question 1: How do current program values and goals align with Long’s 

methodological principles of task-based language teaching?  

5.1.1. Summary 

The analysis of the three guiding curricular documents revealed thematic similarities between 

WLP and TBLT. Positive evidence of Long’s MPs was found in the program overview, the 

curricular introduction, and the description of effective world language instruction. These 

documents, intended for different audiences, were written for WLP teachers by WLP teachers. 

The frequent appearance of words and phrases that align with the MPs suggests common ground 

between how WLP aims to teach languages and how TBLT believes languages should be taught.  

This finding is promising for future TBLT initiatives that the WLP may choose to launch in 

future years, as both teacher cognition and curriculum innovation research have found that 
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teacher prior knowledge plays a large role in influencing outcomes of language teacher education 

and curriculum transitions (Van den Branden, 2006; Bartels, 2003). That teacher beliefs, as 

represented in these curricular documents they themselves created, reflect some of the universal 

tenets of TBLT is encouraging because teacher beliefs have been identified as strong predictors 

of teacher decision-making processes in the classroom (Borg, 2011). Several guiding themes 

merit additional consideration from this perspective. 

5.1.2. Thematic Overlap 

Evidence of teachers’ belief in MP2, “Promote learning by doing,” was particularly apparent in 

the curricular documents’ descriptions of student learning goals. This MP also emerged in the 

teacher-leader interview as one of the beliefs that drove the department’s transition away from a 

textbook-centered curriculum, where the focus was on learning about the language rather than 

learning (and using) the language. Even if further analysis of program values and goals reveals 

conceptual discrepancies between WLP and TBLT, the presence of some theoretical common 

ground, like the shared opinion that students must use the language to communicate in order to 

learn the language, is favorable for future TBLT innovation efforts in this educational context. 

Without some degree of shared vocabulary and common understandings, it is challenging for 

teachers to adopt and sustain pedagogical innovations (Ahn, 2011). Through building on TBLT 

themes that are already woven through the guiding curricular documents, TLBT implementation 

efforts may be more fruitful.  

 While evidence of a common understanding of MP2 was prevalent through the three 

documents, MP6 was not represented in such a unified manner. This may suggest a lack of 

shared perspectives between WPL teachers, thus highlighting an important topic for explicit 

discussion in future professional development. The three curricular documents described the 
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importance of introducing grammar as it becomes necessary to participate in “real life scenarios” 

that students may encounter outside of the classroom walls. This is in line with how some TBLT 

proponents describe the incorporation of grammar into a task-based curriculum (Ellis, 2019). 

However, in other instances, WLP makes stronger statements against the focus on any linguistic 

form at all, claiming that secondary students will acquire the new L2 like they acquired their L1, 

without intentional effort or explicit instruction. Such claims are more in line with naturalistic 

approaches to language teaching, which are supported by Krashen’s 1989 Input Hypothesis. 

These inconsistencies in the curricular documents suggests that additional guidance on how to 

treat linguistic forms may be necessary in curricular innovation initiatives.  

 Another inconsistency pertained to the distributional patterns of the evidence for the six 

MPs within each document. Though evidence for each MP appeared equally within the 

collection of overarching curricular documents, at the individual document level, MPs themes 

were featured more prominently in some documents than in others. In the two documents written 

for a broader audience of families and administrators, the main themes of MP1, MP2, and MP6s 

are evident. By comparison, the internal-facing document, “Characteristics of Effective World 

Language Instruction,” demonstrated more evidence in support of MP3&4 and MP10, but no 

evidence of MP1 or MP6. The differences between how WLP’s mission and vision is 

communicated externally versus internally could create friction between department stakeholders 

or lead to disconnects between expected instructional priorities or anticipated student outcomes. 

For example, if the “Characteristics of Effective Instruction” document is used as an evaluative 

tool of teacher performance, it is important that it reflects all underlying departmental beliefs 

about successful language instruction, not just the ones that lend themselves most easily to a 

classroom observation checklist.  
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5.1.3. Conclusion 

As a program transitions to a TBLT approach, it is important to consider how all MPs themes 

can surface throughout various curricular features, a call echoed by prior research on MP 

implementation in instructional practices of MPs (Vandommele et al., 2018). Researchers and 

teachers may benefit from exploring whether certain principles are more emblematic of the 

“essence” of TBLT than others. In this 2009 chapter, “Methodological Principles for Language 

Teaching,” Long identifies MP1, MP3, and MP6 as unique to TBLT. If other researchers and 

educators agree, perhaps incorporating these MPs into a world language program should be 

prioritized over the others, like MP2, MP7, and MP10, which encapsulate themes popular in 

other areas of study, including philosophy, education, and psychology (Long, 2009). Long 

attributes the strength of TBLT to its embodiment of all 10 MPs. If TBLT benefits occur only 

when all 10 MPs are fulfilled, future research should investigate how to successful convey the 

abstract MPs, like MP8 “Respect learner syllabi,” to program stakeholders at the document level. 

In addition, more work examining the relationship between methodological principles and 

pedagogical procedures, as well as the ways in which MPs are enacted at the classroom level, is 

needed in to facilitate the transfer of theoretical knowledge to practical application. 

5.2. Research Question 2 

Research Question 2: To what extent is the language program already using language tasks 

that fulfill Ellis’ (2003) task criteria? 

5.2.1. Summary 

Results of the unit analyses showed that 106 tasks fulfilled three or more of Ellis’ 2003 task 

criteria, 58 tasks met all four and an additional 48 met three. However, nearly two-thirds of the 

activities in these 18 units did not meet more than two criteria. These will be referred to ask 
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activities rather than tasks in the discussion below. The consistent fulfillment of some criterion 

over others provides insight on how the program’s instructional practices are presently aligned 

with TBLT and how Ellis’ criteria could be leveraged to inform sustainable TBLT innovations. 

The criteria-based trends that emerged here are also fodder for future study as researchers 

continue to explore the divide programs between TBLT as a research framework and TBLT as 

an instructional framework within the K-12 world language programs in the U.S. 

5.2.2. Satisfied Task Criteria 

Across the 18 WLP units, most of the activities (78%) fulfilled the first criterion for a primary 

focus on meaning. This finding is in line with prior investigations of task development, such as 

Erlam (2015), where most of the teacher-participants (84%) were successful in creating tasks that 

aligned with this criterion. The notable difference between the present analysis and that of Erlam 

(2015) is that Erlam’s participants were instructed specifically to design tasks after receiving a 

specialized training whereas in the WLP units, this criterion was freely fulfilled. The natural 

prevalence of meaning-focused activities in the curriculum suggests that WLP teachers are 

already aware of the importance of meaning-making in the language learning process and are 

organically structuring exchanges so there is some sort of gap to motivate communication and 

meaning making. This curricular finding was supported by the teacher-leader’s description of the 

WLP’s desire give students the opportunity to use the target language to explore real world 

themes together.  

This desire is further illustrated in the wealth of authentic resources that teachers found to 

appeal to their learners’ interests and connect lessons to a meaningful theme rather than a 

discrete linguistic form. While the second criterion, the presence of some kind of “gap” was 

slightly less common (58%) than a primary focus on meaning, this rich collection of 
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supplementary material, combined with the diverse unit themes (such as school lunches, 

international summer camps, and youth environmental activists) and the variety of resource 

modalities (including ad campaigns, music videos, infographics) may be leveraged to inspire 

teachers to make small adjustments that have large impacts on the robustness of their tasks. In 

this way, they are able to capitalize on the sources and structures they have already created. One 

way of accomplishing this is through gamification strategies, which often introduce non-

linguistic outcomes, increase the interactional requirements between students, and add time 

constraints that encourage self-reliance. Table 5.1 presents the activity, “Favorite Celebrity 

House,” as it is originally described in the curriculum and with a proposed gamification 

alteration that would allow for it to meet all four task criteria, rather than just two. In the new 

task, students compete in pairs to correctly identify celebrity homes. A gap exists between the 

game leaders (who know the featured home) and the game players (who do not). Students are 

focused on selecting the correct house, rather than on using a particular linguistic form. They 

rely on their own knowledge to process input (descriptions of the homes from the game leaders) 

quickly and accurately. The outcome is the correct identification of described home before the 

other team players. While only fulfilling two criteria is not enough to take a learning experience 

into the realm of a “task,” in this way, fulfilling two criteria can provide a strong starting point 

for WLP to reimagine structural elements in favor of more robust tasks. Adding a competitive 

element may also serve to give students a sense of communicative urgency, which the teacher-

leader also stressed as one of WLP’s common goals.  
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Table 5.1. Proposed Task Revision 

Can-Do Statement: Puedo comparar unas viviendas/I can compare houses.  

Activity: Favorite Celebrity House  

Original: Students choose two celebrity houses to 

compare. They can write a paragraph or record 

a video that gives their opinion about which 

house is better. They should include five 

comparisons to explain and support their 

decision. 

Proposed: Pictures of celebrity houses are 

printed & posted around the perimeter of the 

classroom. Each is labeled with the name of 

the celebrity resident. The teacher provides 

an oral description of a house draws on 

comparisons from its neighboring houses. 

Working in pairs, students must run and 

“tag” the described house (Ex. This house is 

bigger than the house on the right. It has more 

windows and is a more modern design.) The 

student pair that “wins” (identifies the 

correct house first) then assumes the role of 

game leader for the next round.   

Primary focus on meaning? Yes Yes 

Some kind of gap? No Yes 

Learners rely on their own resources? Yes Yes 

Clearly defined, non-linguistic outcome? No Yes 

 

The MP themes in the overarching curricular documents that were discussed in relation to 

Research Question 1 also support the observation that WLP teachers value meaning-focused 

language instruction and leverage information gaps to motivate communicative exchanges. 

Research suggests that as teachers gain new information through professional development 

opportunities, they evaluate the relevance and value of this new information based on how it 

resonates with their previous classroom experiences (Bartels, 2003; Markham et al., 2016). The 

results of this unit analysis give program stakeholders insight into the resources teachers selected 

to bring into their classrooms. Professional development opportunities that build on WLP’s 

strong collection of multimodal and age-appropriate resources and their existing repository of 

tasks (3 – 4 fulfilled Ellis’ criteria) and activities (0 – 2 fulfilled Ellis’ criteria) could help 

teachers activate their prior knowledge, celebrate the practices they already embrace, and support 



 51 

the refinement process with targeted trainings that further align their curricular resources with 

TBLT.  

5.2.3 Partially Satisfied Task Criteria 

Though it was the second most fulfilled task criterion, nearly half of the learning experiences in 

the WLP units had no gap. Closer analysis revealed three emergent patterns in the tasks that 

lacked a gap. First, many of the activities without a gap were centered around stories or short 

films. These input-based activities appeared in nearly every unit but were rarely classified as 

tasks because they frequently lacked a gap and a clearly defined, non-linguistic outcome, a 

criterion only fulfilled in 32% of learning experiences. The finding that teachers did not naturally 

create robust input-based tasks with the same frequency as they did with output-based tasks 

connects with a commonly cited (and equally contested, see Ellis, 2017) critique of TBLT – a 

emphasis on speaking skills over listening skills (Bruton, 2005). In several WLP units, these 

story-based activities included direct translations, which further weakened their task status and 

minimized the sense of a “gap” as students listened to the story. However, story-based activities 

are gaining popularity through organizations like Fluency Matters, which writes comprehension-

based readers for language learners of all ages and levels. Based on their frequent appearance 

throughout the curriculum, WLP teachers appears to value these stories too. While TBLT 

researchers have contested the critique that TBLT favors output-based tasks (Long, 2016), this 

curriculum suggests that input-based tasks, as conceived by a teacher, may not be as easily 

aligned with definitional task criteria as naturally as output-based tasks do. Therefore, in order to 

add more input-based tasks, more explicit guidance from a teacher trainer may be necessary. 

Two sample strategies for increasing the task-like qualities of an input-based story activity in the 

8th grade Spanish unit on the environment are presented below in Table 5.2. Both options still 
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allow the teacher to check on students’ comprehension of the story; however, the addition of a 

gap, as well as a stronger nonlinguistic outcome, strengthen the quality of the learning 

experience. In order to maximally implement TBLT, evidence from the unit analysis indicate 

that more guidance from TBLT researchers may be necessary to ensure the robust design of 

input-based tasks in secondary language classroom contexts.  

Table 5.2. Elevated Input-based Story Activities  

Can-Do Statement: Puedo discutir los problemas del medio ambiente. / I can discuss 

environmental issues.   

Activity: Environmental Issues Read Aloud 

 

Original Activity Task Revision 1 Task Revision 2 

Teacher reads a chapter from 

a reader about environmental 

issues facing the globe. The 

teacher reads in Spanish. 

Each student has a workshop 

with scrambled sentences in 

English. As the teacher reads, 

the students need to identify 

the Spanish sentence they just 

heard with its English 

translation on their papers. 

Their goal is to arrange the 

English sentences in the 

correct order.  

Each student receives a 

worksheet with a series of 

images on it. These images 

are duplications of 

illustrations taken from a 

reader about environmental 

issues. As the teacher reads a 

chapter aloud, students must 

identify the illustration they 

think best fits with each part 

of the chapter.  

Each student receives a 

different paragraph (in 

Spanish) from the daily 

chapter of the unit reader on 

environmental issues. 

Students are instructed to 

read their paragraph 

independently and design an 

fitting illustration that 

represents the key 

information from that 

paragraph. Then, students 

share their illustrations, and 

the contents of their 

paragraph, to arrange 

themselves based on what 

they believe to be the correct 

chronological order of the 

story. 

 

This is classified as an 

activity rather than a task 

because there is no gap. 

Using their common sense, 

students would likely be able 

to arrange the English 

sentences in chronological 

order without listening to 

their teacher read the story 

aloud in Spanish at all.  

By switching out the English 

translations for images, a 

sense of a gap is heightened. 

Students need to select the 

images they think are missing 

from the book. To make 

educated choices, they will 

need to listen to their teacher 

read in Spanish.  

In this variation, students all 

receive different information 

from each other, which 

creates a gap. They must then 

understand the information 

presented to them, and work 

with their classmates to put 

the different sections of the 

chapter together correctly.  
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Second, the recycling of material and task characteristics compromised the nature of the 

gap and the strength of the nonlinguistic outcomes of many curricular activities. In several WLP 

units, the strength of the gap was lessened when learners completed several rounds of the same 

activity with multiple partners or completed the same activity on subsequent days. Guiding 

curricular documents indicated that students’ proficiency level ranged from Novice-Low in 6th 

grade and Intermediate-Low in 8th grade. Frequent interactions where learners have repeated 

exposure to comprehensible input, with opportunities to negotiate meaning, receive feedback, 

and produce output have been shown to be beneficial to linguistic development (Gass & Mackey, 

2006). However, unit evidence from WLP shows how teachers of novice learners may find it 

difficult to provide these kinds of linguistic experiences for students while also sustaining a true 

informational gap in class activities and creating a non-linguistic outcome. Where there might 

have been a gap in knowledge in the first round of partner pairings in a class activity, this gap is 

quickly resolved when the activity is repeated, rendering the remaining rounds practice rather 

than a task resolution. For example, in the 8th grade French curriculum, students were paired with 

a partner and each pair was provided with information about three summer camps in Québec. 

They were instructed to review the promotional material and pick the camp that they would most 

like to attend on the hypothetical three-week trip the class was “planning” to take in June. This 

task has an information gap with several different dimensions. First, the students are unfamiliar 

with the camp options and need to familiarize themselves with each program to make the best 

decision for themselves as they prepare for their hypothetical trip. Second, they will also need to 

get information from their partners to discover their shared summer camp preferences so that 

they can make a mutually beneficial joint decision. The nonlinguistic outcome is the successful 

selection of a camp they would enjoy attending together on the imaginary class trip. From this 



 54 

perspective, it is a robust task. However, after the pairs have picked their favorite camp of the 

three options provided to them, the teacher instructs the pairs to pass their camp brochures 

information to the left (class is seated in a circle), and repeat the process again, this time with the 

new selection of Québec camps received from the pair on their right. This round, student pairs 

may no longer have to figure out their shared camp interests because they surfaced in the first 

round. This minimizes the presence of an informational gap. In addition, the hypothetical 

nonlinguistic outcome of having to figure out what to do on the class trip to Québec has already 

been resolved. Pairs identified a camp that they would like to attend during the summer vacation 

in round one. While the task outcome is based in a hypothetical situation and the summer 

vacation could hypothetically extend from three weeks to six weeks, thus necessitating numerous 

camp sessions at different programs, the novelty and sense of communicative urgency around 

picking the best camp that may have existed in round one likely will have waned by round two, 

three, and four. Though this high amount of repetition meets beginning learners’ need for lots of 

exposure to comprehensible input and opportunities to use the target language, it may also 

detract from task-like qualities (i.e., minimizing the presence of a gap, compromising the 

nonlinguistic outcome) in WLP’s curriculum. This finding calls for future research on how 

student proficiency level may impact teachers’ comfort and ability to fulfill Ellis’ task criteria. 

Questions like whether all task criteria are equally important for quality language teaching across 

all teaching contexts also merit consideration as TBLT is implemented in different educational 

environments.  

 Finally, the larger demographic context of WLP appeared to influence the type and nature 

of the gaps within unit activities. Of the 117 learning experiences that did include a gap, these 

gaps were often centered around students’ lived experiences (i.e., students needed to figure out 
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what hobbies they shared with each other). However, as the teacher-leader stressed in the 

preliminary initial interview, most students have already spent five to seven years with each 

other in the K-8 program so are already very familiar with each other’s lives. Students may not 

be interested in learning more about their peers (like weekend plans or family members) and 

what is gap between some groups of students may not be between others (favorite hobbies or 

food). This trend about the nature of the gaps motivates additional study around student 

perceptions of task gaps. Do students’ perception of the gap in a task align with the teachers’ 

intended gap? Does student task performance or linguistic outcome differ depending on students’ 

perception of a gap? How does student desire to resolve a gap, provided they recognize its 

existence, impact student participation in a task? WLP’s teacher-leader described the 

department’s desire to get students excited about using the target language to communicate 

information that was meaningful to them. Just as student experience motivated the department to 

reimage its pedagogical approach, so too might it prove valuable to consider in task development 

and implementation research, particularly in relation to task gaps.  

5.2.4. Infrequently Satisfied Task Criteria  

While both Ellis’ first and second criteria were naturally fulfilled in over half of the learning 

experiences described in the 18 exemplar units, the third and fourth criteria appeared much more 

infrequently, with instances of learners relying on their own resources surfacing in only 22% of 

cases and instances of clearly defined, non-linguistic outcomes appearing in only 32% of tasks. 

Analysis of the instructional resources that contributed to more infrequently met criteria offer 

insight into the future challenges that WLP may face during TBLT implementation and the ways 

in which professional development initiatives could support a sustainable TBLT transition, thus 
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minimizing these challenges. This discussion will begin with a closer analysis of least commonly 

fulfilled criteria: learners relying on their own resources.  

This criterion was often unmet across all three language tracks. In the WLP 7th grade 

French units, many initial activities display examples of the sentence starters and stems 

necessary to participate in the activities on PowerPoint slides. Students are reminded of these 

phrases before beginning the activity and encouraged to use them as they complete the activity. 

In the latter half of units, the number of sentence starters and stems options have grown and are 

still provided as resources students are instructed to use to engage fully in the activity. In the 7th 

grade Spanish units, peer-to-peer interactions, and other opportunities to get new information 

(i.e., about food trucks in Mexico City) always included extensive graphic organizers that 

provided sample sentence starters and important vocabulary words. These organizers guide 

learners to filling the gap (such as identifying missing recipe items) and accomplish a non-

linguistic outcome (such as going grocery shopping on a budget). Creating and reviewing picture 

dictionaries seemed to be of particular importance to the Chinese team at all grade levels. Each 

unit had pre-made dictionaries with characters, pinyin, English, and images. The pre-selected list 

of words and phrases translated for students minimize learners’ need to rely on their own 

resources and compromise the meaning-making qualities of a task, thus reducing a robust task 

into language practice. 

That less than a quarter of learning experiences required learners to use their own 

resources across all languages may indicate that WLP has found it difficult to structure learning 

experiences that had learners to rely on their own resources. It may also suggest that WLP did 

not find value in having learners rely on their own resources. Additional investigation of teacher 

perspectives and classroom practices is necessary to better understand why this criterion was 
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often unmet in the curricular plans. However, examples of how teachers discussed the provision 

of linguistic supports in their lesson plans sheds preliminary light on the issue. Presenter notes in 

the PowerPoint slides reveal that WLP teachers found it challenging to support students of 

different proficiency levels during peer-to-peer interactions and that providing linguistic support 

(through providing prompts, visuals, sentence stems, and models) was strategy they used to 

differentiate instruction. This theme was reiterated in the teacher-leader interview. She expressed 

concern for neurodivergent learners who may have more difficulty taking notes, organizing their 

resources, and recalling information from previous classes than their neurotypical peers. In an 

effort to offer linguistic entry points for all learners, the teacher-leader described the curriculum 

team’s intentional incorporation of sentence stems and key phrases throughout all units. This 

perspective of linguistic support as differentiated instruction raises questions about how to 

differentiate instruction while also encouraging students to use their own resources, as Ellis’ task 

criteria specifies. This criterion has also proven to be difficult for other teachers (Erlam, 2015) to 

uphold. These teachers also taught students in Years 7 to 10 in New Zealand, which corresponds 

to grades 6th – 8th grade in the U.S. (students approximately 11 – 14 years old). This lack of 

fulfillment of this criterion among secondary school teachers’ lesson plans motivates the need for 

investigation on how individual differences, such as age, proficiency level, and target language 

impact teachers’ ability (or interest) to design tasks that adhere with Ellis’ criteria.   

Though more of the activities in the selected units featured a clearly defined, non-

linguistic outcome than they featured an activity plan that required learners’ self-reliance, this 

criterion also appeared infrequently (on 98 occasions throughout the 304 analyzed activities). 

Adding a “polling” or “voting” feature at the end of a task was the most common way WLP tasks 

achieved a non-linguistic outcome. Through these polling and voting features, students learned 



 58 

about each other as they worked together to make joint decisions on a variety of themes like 

most delicious school lunches, ideal summer camp programs, and environmentally sustainable 

habits. Building a strong class identity emerged a popular non-linguistic outcome for WLP 

throughout all grades and levels. The outcomes also tended either fell into one of two categories, 

a hypothetical scenario (a letter to be sent to an imaginary best friend in response to an imaginary 

situation) and or a real scenario (a letter to be sent a classmate in the other Spanish II section in 

response to an upcoming event at school). Though creating a non-linguistic goal may seem 

daunting, teachers can capitalize on the strategies they have already used to revise their activities 

with unclear outcomes to become tasks with clearly defined, non-linguistic outcomes. Using 

familiar models situated with their own curricular themes, teachers could use the robust tasks 

identified in their own curriculum to strengthening their activities by adding non-linguistic 

outcomes as necessary. Teachers’ prior knowledge has been identified as influential factor in 

their decision-making (Borg, 2011). Through making explicit connections to their prior 

knowledge (i.e., supplementary resources they themselves designed and have used before), this 

factor may be manipulated in favor of positive TBLT implementation outcomes.  

While there have been many overlaps in the task profiles created by WLP teachers and 

Erlam’s (2015) participants, the two groups relied on different strategies to fulfill Ellis’ fourth 

criterion. Rather than a community-based poll or vote, Erlam’s participants preferred to add a 

competitive element where winning or losing became the goal of the task. In future design 

efforts, WLP teachers should consider this option too. This strategy trade-off is one way in 

which document-driven analyses can support TBLT implementation efforts. Synthesizing and 

comparing results reveals trends that may help demystify the process of creating a tasks for 

prospective world language departments, which has consistently proved to be a barrier to entry 
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into TBLT (Gurzynski-Weiss, 2016b; Solares-Altamiro, 2020). While the thematic content and 

language level is unique to the learners’ needs and wants, common approaches to fulfilling the 

task definitional criteria may help novice teachers learn to design robust tasks efficiently. As 

these common approaches emerge, researchers may seek to validate these characteristics and 

investigate how they impact student learning outcomes (i.e., there is a difference of using a 

hypothetical scenario or a real-life scenario on students’ linguistic development). The task trends 

that surface could also compliment databases like the TBLT Language Learning Task Bank, that 

seeks to address the challenge of task design through increasing the accessibility of task-based 

materials for teachers.  

5.2.5 Conclusion 

The 106 robust tasks identified in the 18 featured units suggest that WLP selects resources and 

designs learning experiences in a manner that align with TBLT frameworks. However, even with 

the strong thematic beliefs found in the overarching curricular documents, it is notable that only 

one third of all the unit activities met all four criteria. Applying Ellis’ (2003) framework as an 

evaluative tool revealed which task components are lacking from the curriculum and will require 

more explicit support during the implementation and innovation process for TBLT to be adopted 

successfully. In this way, a curricular analysis may help teachers bridge the gap between what 

they had been doing in their classroom prior to pedagogical innovation and what will be doing in 

their classroom post pedagogical innovation. Clearly articulating the “before” and the “after” has 

been identified as an important characteristic of successful curricular innovation (Van den 

Branden, 2006) and curricular analysis has the potential to increase teacher awareness while 

providing concrete steps for improvement.  
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5.3. Research Question 3 

Research Question 3: What kinds of tasks are currently featured in the curriculum? 

5.3.1. Summary 

With 106 tasks successfully identified using Ellis’ 2003 criteria, the application of two additional 

categorization frameworks revealed the types of tasks used throughout the three grades and three 

languages. The great variety of tasks and the frequency with which they appear in the curriculum 

are not only illustrative of department whose values mirrors those of TBLT, but also of how task 

types may combine to serve students’ needs as well as linguistic goals of a secondary school 

context. In this way, a document-driven analysis that uses task categorization schemes as 

evaluative tools may inform for the design of data collection instruments, the selection of 

professional development experiences, and future areas of research within TBLT 

implementation. Departments might also opt to conduct a curricular analysis independently to 

better understand the distribution of tasks currently featured in their curriculum.  

5.3.2. Task Continuums  

Ellis’ (2017) framework organizes tasks along two continuums, focused to unfocused and 

output-based to input-based according to the type of language used and the communicative skills 

required in the learning experience. Analysis via Ellis’ four task types revealed several emergent 

trends. Of the 106 tasks subjected to this phase of analysis, approximately half (n = 50) were 

focused tasks. The role and value of focused tasks in a task-based approach has been contested 

among scholars, with some rejecting any type of focused task (i.e., in Long’s (2016) strong 

projection of TBLT) and others advocating for the inclusion focused tasks (e.g., Ellis, 2017). In 

WLP, most students are Novice level speakers between 11 and 15 years of age. Young 

adolescents are frequently notoriously high energy, seek independence, and value opportunities 
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to freely express their opinions as they please. Benefit or hinderance to language learning aside, 

providing students with sentence starters and priming them with relevant vocabulary so they can 

work more independently and more quickly share their perspectives while staying in the target 

language may be a strategy that helps students stay engaged. The focused tasks in the WLP 

curriculum were classified as focused because of the formulaic nature of the linguistic support 

provided. Even in the tasks classified in this way, there was no indication in the curricular 

resources that WLP mandates the memorization of vocabulary lists nor penalizes students for 

experimenting with new words and phrases that may arise organically over the course of task. 

Rather, with the naturally occurring 50:50 ratio of focused to unfocused tasks, WLP provides an 

inviting context for teachers and researchers to collaborate in explorations of how focused tasks 

could compliment unfocused tasks for younger, lower-level learners.  

In comparison, the breakdown between output and input-based tasks is slightly more 

unbalanced with 66% (n = 70) of the tasks presented as output-based. Their prevalence suggests 

that WLP values active engagement and strives to provide opportunities where students can 

produce the target language, which resonate with how the teacher-leader described the 

department’s pedagogical goals at the onset of this transition in 2016. This perspective aligns 

with the cognitive-interactionist approach to second language acquisition that underpins TBLT 

(Long, 2015; Mackey, 2021). Unit descriptions in the French and Spanish curriculum encourage 

instructors to use a gradual release (I do, we do, you do) model, which scaffolds supported 

planning time and demonstrates effective conversational strategies. Input-based tasks comprise 

only a third of WLP tasks. The most commonly source of input were infographics. Using this 

type of resource students were asked to predict the numerical values of the infographics, 

compare infographics on different populations, and make decisions based on the results of these 
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comparisons. Sources of input like story books, videos, and songs were also popular but 

frequently underdeveloped in comparison to tasks with infographics. There was scant curricular 

guidance on how to lead students through the resource (written or aural) and little mention of 

how to deepen student comprehension or connect these resources to non-linguistic outcomes. 

This prevalence of output-based tasks over input-based tasks is in line with Erlam’s (2015) 

findings of task types that teacher-participants designed. Though Erlam did not collect any 

explanatory data that could illuminate why this was the case, it is posited that the training 

program’s emphasis on encouraging language learners to speak and write contributed to 

teachers’ focus on output-promoting tasks. Future empirical studies should consider featuring 

more input-based task examples (e.g., Erlam & Ellis, 2019; Shintani, 2016) to combat the 

(mis)association between TBLT and speaking, which have risen in prior research (Bruton, 2005; 

Ellis, 2017).  

Another trend between input and output task appearance emerged in the 7th grade French 

and Spanish units. In these units, many of the input-based tasks often appeared sandwiched 

between output-based tasks. As previously discussed, input-based tasks provide learners with the 

language they need to progress (Long, 2015). In comparison, output-based tasks require students 

to recall and manipulate previously encountered information, likely during input-based tasks. 

This combination of task type may provide learners with an immediate opportunity to test 

hypotheses and interlinguistic representations. Within WLP units, the pairing of input and 

output-based tasks appears to be a favorable one from a resource-driven perspective, naturally 

adding to task complexity from within a structure of support. Analysis of the chronological order 

in which task types appear throughout a course from start to finish could further illuminate how 

teachers perceive the task type complexity for their learners. Such analysis, along with more 
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empirical research on how task type pairings and sequences can complement each other, and 

advance linguistic development is needed to facilitate the complete implementation of TBLT in 

secondary world language programs.  

5.3.3 Task Categories 

The natural surfacing of each of Pica et al.’s (1993) task types across the three languages and 

grades, albeit in varying distributions, indicates more common ground between TBLT and WLP. 

Across the 18 units and the 106 tasks found within, opinion exchanges appeared most often (37 

instances), with information-gap tasks and decision-making tasks (29 and 26 respectively) 

arising as well. The frequency of these three task types and the combination in which they are 

sequenced mirrors the values expressed in the overarching curricular documents, models how 

WLP could continue to strengthen TBLT alignment, and offers topics ripe for future TBLT 

research.  

The defining characteristics of both the opinion-exchange and decision-making tasks 

indicate WLP’s preference of two-way information exchanges that require interaction and allow 

for multiple outcomes. These task types create situations where students can explore their ideas 

about “real world” thematic cores of each unit. This also aligns with the themes MP1 and MP2, 

which were also evident in the Language Program Overview and 6-8 Curriculum Introduction 

documents. Together, the thematic and unit analyses present a cohesive picture of a department 

where students are encouraged to learn by doing tasks in the target language. 

Given the energy and curiosity of young adolescent learners, the frequency of decision-

making and opinion-exchange tasks is not surprising. However, given the learners’ low 

proficiency level, the use of these task types is unexpected. Research on task type complexity has 

found the linguistic opinion-exchange and decision-making tasks to be more cognitively 
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demanding because of their linguistic and interactional requirements (Robinson, 2011; Foster & 

Skehan, 1996). Because they are less structured, opinion-exchange tasks do not necessitate as 

much interaction between participants so there are few opportunities for comprehension checks, 

less feedback, and less negotiation of meaning, which lower-level learners are generally thought 

to need from their instructors and peers (Pica et al., 1993). In comparison, research on 

information-gap tasks indicates that this task type typically supports interactant comprehension, 

increases feedback, and maximizes opportunities for negotiating meaning (Long, 2015; Long, 

1996b, Pica et al., 1993). The singular outcome of information-gap tasks (see Table 3.6 in the 

Methods section) has also been found to make these tasks become more focused in linguistic 

scope (Pica et al., 1993). For these reasons, information-gap tasks may be more accessible for 

lower-level learners.  

Yet the ways in which these task types surfaced in the curriculum suggests that they may 

be able to be used together in a way that allows learners and teachers to reap the benefits of each 

task type. In 7th grade units, information gap task frequently appeared with an opinion exchange 

task or decision-making task (voting/polling the class on their opinions/preferences about the 

new information they learned). While researchers have examined which linguistic and 

communicative skills are required for each individual task, little investigation of how multi-task 

type sequences influence student linguistic development. WLP has naturally paired information 

gap tasks with either decision-making tasks or opinion-exchange tasks in the curriculum. Are 

there other complimentary pairs or trios across the five task types that have yet to be explored? 

Task type pairs or sequences, especially if empirically found to be facilitative of linguistic 

development, could also be leveraged in professional development trainings, as this linking tasks 
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together to form a cohesive unit or lesson plan has been a skill that teachers have historically 

found to be challenging (Erlam, 2015; Gurzynski-Weiss, 2016b). 

Information gap tasks frequently appear as the “glue” between decision-making and 

opinion-exchange tasks in the WLP curriculum but their close cousin, the jigsaw task, which also 

has convergent goal orientations and a singular outcome, rarely appears. Though similar in some 

regards, each task type presents a different communicative context, favorable to language 

development for different resources. For example, jigsaw tasks may prove to be particularly 

useful in helping WLP elevate meaning-focused, input-based activities that lack a clear gap or 

non-linguistic goal. During a jigsaw task, students could receive separate sections of a reading 

and then work together to share the main ideas for their selections. However, there is only one 

jigsaw task used across WLP’s the 18 units. Through highlighting the similarities between 

information gap tasks and jigsaw tasks, Pica et al.’s categorization theme could be leveraged to 

encourage teachers to include more jigsaw tasks in their curriculum so that students can 

experience the linguistic and communicative benefits of this kind of task. Making explicit 

connections between jigsaw and information-gap tasks may support teachers’ who are 

developing knowledge of variety of task types, thus enhancing their ability to create diverse 

learning experiences for their students. Table 5.2 presents an opinion-exchange task found in the 

7th grade Spanish curriculum but rather than pair it with an information-gap tasks, as the WLP 

currently does frequently, it shows how a jigsaw task could also be incorporated to provide more 

task type diversity. An additional decision-making task is also proposed in Table 5.3 to model 

how teachers can plan for short task sequences using a variety of task types. By building on 

already existent task type patterns and leveraging prior familiarity with task types, WLP teachers 

can lay the foundation for sustainable pedagogical innovation. 
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Table 5.3. Proposed Task Sequence Revision 

Can-Do Statement: Puedo dar mi opinión sobre unos hogares./I can give my opinion about homes.  

Opinion-exchange Jigsaw Decision-making 

Original: “Give them time to 

walk around and chat with 

others. They can talk about 

their results. To wrap up the 

lesson, go through possible 

results and have kids raise 

their hands to show which 

one they got.”  

Modification: Before the full-

class discussion, instruct 

students to find all the 

classmates that had the same 

result that they received. 

Forming a group with like 

peers requires a new type of 

interaction for students. Then, 

students would complete the 

original opinion-exchange task 

in their small group. 

Modification: Within small 

groups, the students must 

decide if their result is a good 

result or a bad result. They 

should prepare to share their 

decision with the rest of the 

class. After each group takes 

turns sharing their result and 

their reaction to it, the lesson 

will transition into the 

original task. 

 

Another pattern that emerged in the 18 featured units was the scarcity of problem-solving tasks. 

Only used on seven occasions, these problem-solving tasks all appeared at the end of the units. 

They were designed in both output-oriented and input-oriented ways. In all seven instances, they 

made use of unfocused language, which may explain why teachers reserved them for the end of a 

unit, when students were most prepared to navigate rich language related to the thematic core. 

With this detailed knowledge of the frequency and format of the problem-solving tasks, the 

department can more concretely explore teacher and student perceptions of this task type to 

better understand why they appear so infrequently. In this way, the tasks that teachers have 

already created can serve as models to support the department in future task design efforts, 

bridging the gap between conceptual understanding and practical application through drawing 

favorable connections between prior knowledge and new information that have been shown to 

support successful knowledge transfer (Borg, 2011).  

While the aforementioned patterns demonstrate how WLP and TBLT similarities can be 

leveraged to support sustainable pedagogical innovation, other trends emerged that challenged 

the use of Pica et al.’s framework as an evaluative tool in secondary school curriculums. Though 
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most of the 106 tasks did fit within Pica et al.’s categorization framework, six defied 

categorization because of they were individualized and input-based. Students were instructed to 

read or listen to authentic resources and reflect on what they heard individually. Under a liberal 

interpretation of Pica et al.’s task categories, the articles, infographics, or videos could perhaps 

be considered the other interactant of these activities – the text is the information “holder” and 

there is a one-way exchange of information. However, this is a broad application of the term 

“interactant.” Static resources like texts do not provide feedback nor opportunities for meaning 

negotiation like people. Applying “interactant” to books and magazines deviates from how task 

interactants are described in TBLT and identified in the rest of WLP’s curriculum. Because of 

this, these six highly independent, input-based tasks were not assigned to one of Pica’s five 

categories, which all call for an interactant. The addition of other theoretical resources, like 

Robinson’s 2011 monologic task description, may be needed to guide teachers in the design and 

evaluation of input-based tasks. Future research may consider how combining task frameworks 

that the research community typically consider separately can support teacher professional 

development trainings during times of pedagogical transition.  

5.3.4. Conclusion 

Based on the lesson plans and detailed lesson descriptions in the 18 exemplar units, it is evident 

that WLP teachers have thought critically about how to engage students in meaningful 

communication. Nearly all 106 tasks aligned within empirical established TBLT task types. 

Unrepresented by task typology were the smaller modifications, like the number of students in a 

group, the amount of planning time provided, and the type of resources available, that teachers 

used to adjust tasks throughout the three grade levels and across the language tracks. Examining 

these tasks only from these Pica et al.’s task framework obscures these subtle instructional 
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manipulations. While these modifications do not make an opinion-exchange task, for example, 

any less of an opinion-exchange task by Pica et al.’s definition, they do change student 

experiences during that opinion-exchange task, specifically the amount of memory and attention 

resources demanded of students (Robinson, 2011; Kim & Tracey-Ventura, 2011). Considering 

Robinson’s 2001 Cognition Hypothesis with its specifications of tasks conditions could help both 

teachers and researchers explore how these more fine-grained task dimensions influence 

adolescent learners’ task performance and linguistic development. With this additional nuance, 

programs and teachers may better envision how tasks can come alive in their own classrooms, 

which may help practitioners transform the construct of a task from a theoretical concept to 

lesson plan to an instructional process that comes alive in their classrooms. Through this 

perspective, using curricular analysis as a point of entry can inform classroom-based TBLT 

research, teacher training workshop development, and program-wide initiatives for sustainable 

pedagogical innovation. 
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 CHAPTER VI: LIMITATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

6.1. Limitations 

This multi-phase curricular analysis found positive evidence for theoretical and practical 

commonalities between TBLT and the WLP’s current language teaching pedagogy. Closer 

examination of these commonalities revealed ways in which they can be leveraged a) to inform 

the sustainable adoption of a task-based approach within this program and b) motivate future 

research on the implementation of TBLT in U.S. secondary schools’ world language programs. 

However, there are several limitations that must be considered in the interpretation of these 

thematic overlaps and curricular task type trends. The limitations fall into two categories: 

generalizability of findings and investigative procedures. 

6.1.1. Generalizability of Findings  

The unit analysis only examined 18 units of the total of 66 units. Efforts were made to select a 

representative sample (two units per language per grade), but these units reflect only a small 

portion of the curriculum supporting WLP. The patterns and trends that emerged in this analysis 

may not be representative of the entire body of curricular resources featured in other units. 

Moreover, this study examined the curriculum as it was planned, not as it was enacted. While 

WLP’s curriculum is unique in that it was created and is currently maintained by a sub-group of 

WLP teachers, how tasks are described on paper is not necessarily of how they will be conducted 

during a lesson (Breen, 1989; Vandommele et al., 2018). That teachers make spontaneous 

adjustments to their lessons is well-documented occurrence (Andon & Eckerth, 2009). In 

addition, these spur-of-the-moment instructional changes during teaching time may not align 

with teachers’ stated beliefs about language teaching and learning (Basturkmen, Loewen, and 

Ellis, 2004). Therefore, it is possible that the 106 robust tasks found across the 18 units are not 
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implemented as they are described. The beliefs and values described in the overarching 

curricular documents may not be translated into teachers’ classroom practices. Multiple methods 

of data collection, such as observational and self-report methods are needed to better understand 

how this curriculum is enacted. Teacher perspectives are particularly important for understanding 

why certain task criteria were more often fulfilled than others and why certain task types 

appeared more frequently than others.  

6.1.2. Investigative Procedures 

With the quantity of data analyzed, only intra-rater measures were taken during the multi-stage 

coding process. Though additional protocol was followed to reduce coder fatigue and minimize 

higher inference decisions, the analysis remains subjective. Future curricular analyses should 

invite multiple readers to apply each of the coding schemes to selections of the featured units to 

strengthen the reliable application of each scheme. Finally, the coding schemes were developed 

around the frameworks of three distinct TBLT researchers: Long, Ellis, and Pica. Their work, 

while respected within the field, has been considered contradictory and does not encompass all 

perspectives on TBLT principles and task features. There are other frameworks in circulation 

that, if used here, may have revealed different findings. However, it is hoped that the methods 

and theoretical underpinnings of this analysis are presented transparently to encourage future 

research to consider on how various perspectives may uniquely inform TLBT innovation in 

secondary world language programs. 

6.2. Implications  

Teachers are active agents that draw from their own experiences and beliefs as they lead their 

classrooms (Borg, 2003; Van den Branden, 2006). Curriculum is just one of the many resources 

that teachers use to structure their classroom. Perhaps for this reason, the teachers themselves, 
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rather than their curricular resources, have been subject to more attention from the TBLT 

community. However, this study shows how curriculums can offer a new perspective into the 

intersection between practitioner beliefs and practices. In WLP, the curriculum occupies an 

intermediary space between what teachers believe about language teaching and what they do 

during lessons. While not a perfect measure of either, WLP’s curricular analysis demonstrates 

how a fine-grained investigation of curricular resources may help to positively inform, rather 

than hinder pedagogical innovations.  

Though curriculum has been identified as a contextual constraint that negatively 

influences teacher actions (Van den Branden, 2006), this analysis takes a different approach, 

investigating instead what desirable beliefs and practices are already present in the curriculum 

and considering how they may be leveraged to support teachers during a time of pedagogical 

change. TBLT has received as much attention in U.S. public schools as it has in other regions of 

the world (Bryfonski & McKay, 2017). There has been speculation that this is due to the 

perceived challenge of designing an entirely new curriculum from scratch (Ellis, 2019) and the 

difficulties of creating tasks (Erlam, 2015; Gurzynski-Weiss, 2016b). However, the results of this 

analysis are promising, suggesting that it may not be necessary to design a new curriculum from 

scratch and that teachers, in fact, may already be in the practice of designing robust tasks. The 

teacher-leader who has been involved with WLP’s new curriculum since its beginning in 2016 

stated that the program had no prior knowledge of TBLT nor created this curriculum with any 

intention of designing a task-based program. Nevertheless, this 6th – 8th curricular analysis 

revealed theoretical and practical overlaps between a secondary world language program and 

TBLT. Given that sustaining pedagogical change is a complex process (Carless, 2003; 

McDonough & Chaikitmongkol, 2007), the commonalities between TBLT and WLP that 
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surfaced in this analysis are encouraging, as they demonstrate that teachers may have prior 

knowledge and instructional resources they can draw from as they embark on new curricular 

innovation efforts. Tapping into this prior knowledge and centralizing the department’s current 

beliefs about language learning and teaching, as they are described in the curriculum, could 

maximize WLP’s success during innovation efforts like TBLT-based professional development 

workshops. Most notably, findings from this curricular analysis pointed to discrepancies between 

how the curricular resources describe a focus on form, a lack of nonlinguistic outcomes, 

challenges surrounding the provision of linguistic scaffolding, and scarcity of jigsaw and 

problem-solving tasks. These findings are all fodder for workshop topics should WLP decide to 

implement TBLT in the future. 

As the first study to explore TBLT implementation with a preliminary curriculum-driven 

needs analysis, this project showed the potential of this approach to clearly highlight what the 

focal curriculum already has (a strong focus on meaning) as well as what it may need (guidance 

ensuring tasks have nonlinguistic outcomes). Theoretical frameworks were instrumental in 

identifying these curricular trends and thus demonstrated their potential to serve as evaluative 

tools in future curricular “needs” analysis for other programs considering TBLT. Also 

highlighted in this analysis were instances where these frameworks did not capture the many 

variables that secondary language departments consider, such as how tasks can function in 

sequence and what “own” linguistic resources may look like for diverse learners. More empirical 

research conducted alongside teachers and their curriculums would better eliminate how TBLT 

can be implemented successfully across a variety of educational contexts. 
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CHAPTER VII: CONCLUSION 

Prior research on TBLT implementation efforts has primarily focused on teacher experiences, 

using observational and self-reported data to explore the role of the teacher in curricular 

innovation initiatives and the efficacy of task-based professional development opportunities 

(Bryfonski, 2021a; Carless, 2004; Erlam, 2015; Gurzynski-Weiss, 2016b; McDonough & 

Chaikitmongkol, 2007; Vandommele et al., 2018). The role of a program’s curriculum has 

received less empirical attention. Some previous studies have mentioned curriculum as a 

contextual threat to pedagogical innovation success (Van den Branden, 2005; Gurzynski-Weiss, 

2016b), but to date, no research has explored a secondary curriculum from an exploratory, 

facilitative perspective.  

The present analysis of curricular resources offered insight into both the focal program’s 

conceptual beliefs on effective language pedagogy as well as the curricular resources and 

instructional practices used in grades 6th -8th across three language tracks. The results uncovered 

thematic similarities and emergent task type patterns that suggest that the existing curriculum has 

demonstrates qualities that are emblematic of a TBLT approach, despite having no intention of 

doing so. As WLP does not identify as task-based (in fact, the word task did not appear in any of 

the curricular resources submitted to analysis) and has never pursued any formal training in 

TBLT, this presence of overlaps between TBLT themes and task characteristics was an 

unexpected and favorable discovery for the prospective of TBLT innovation in this program. As 

WLP continues to pursue research-informed language pedagogy, the alignment uncovered in this 

analysis indicates that implementing a task-based approach may not be as difficult as prior 

research proports it to be (Van den Branden, 2016) because of the existing similarities that lessen 

the distance between the current curricular goals and resources and the task-based “end goal.” 
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Future research in the areas outlined below can help the creation of effective TBLT 

teacher training workshops, facilitate smooth TBLT innovation initiatives at the programmatic 

level, and advance classroom-based TBLT research aims.  

• TBLT principles: How can the core tenants of TBLT be communicated effectively to 

world language program stakeholders? Do each of the core tenants of TBLT contribute 

equally to this instructional approach in a secondary classroom setting? How are TBLT 

methodological principles translated to pedagogic principles in curricular documents to 

promote task-based instruction at the classroom level? 

• TBLT tasks: To what extent do sequences of task types promote desirable language 

learner outcomes? Do students perceive differences between tasks and activities? Are 

each of Ellis’ four task criteria equally importance to uphold in tasks for secondary 

students? Are certain task types more useful than others in support the linguistic 

development of younger, novice learners? How does the target language taught (Spanish 

vs. Mandarin vs. French) impact teachers’ ability to design robust tasks for their learners? 

How does a focus on form fit into task sequences for younger, lower proficiency level 

learners?   

• Curriculum: To what extent do teachers perceive their curricular resources to reflect their 

own stated beliefs and practices? How closely do teachers follow their curriculum? 

Where do curricular deviations tend to occur? What factors influence teachers’ use of 

curricular documents?  

• TBLT implementation: Does teachers’ success in creating robust tasks differ when they 

are designing new tasks versus when they are adapting existing activities? How can task 
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frameworks be leveraged to support teachers’ cognition around task development? What 

is the impact of successful TBLT implementation on student learning outcomes?  

Teacher cognition research has found that cognitive changes do not necessarily result in 

behavioral changes, or visa versa (Borg, 2003). The results of the curricular analysis suggest that 

this world language program (WLP) already demonstrates emerging cognitive and behavioral 

patterns that align with task-based language teaching. This paints a promising picture for the 

future TBLT implementation efforts within WLP. Further analysis of these commonalities 

suggest that the curricular resources could play a positive role in TBLT innovation by informing 

professional development workshops topics and motivating specialized research on the 

application of TBLT in U.S. secondary school contexts, a context which is remains largely 

underrepresented in TBLT implementation initiatives.  
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A: Teacher-leader Exploratory Interview Guide  

 
1. How long have you been a member of WLP and in what capacities have you served the 

department? 

2. Please share a little bit about your personal approach to language teaching. 

3. How would you describe the department’s current approach to language teaching?  

4. What were the goals and motivations behind the department’s decision to transition away 

from a textbook and toward a teacher-created curriculum?  

5. What were the key values and qualities the department wanted to be sure to include in the 

new curriculum?  

6. Reflecting on the curricular design process, what types of tasks and activities were 

prioritized and why? 

7. What kinds of resources did your team decide to include and why? 

8. How familiar are you and the department with the task-based language teaching 

approach? Was this an approach that the curriculum design team considered at any point 

in the development process? 

a. If yes: Can you describe to me the types of tasks you use in your curriculum?  

i. What sorts of tasks have you found work best with your students?  

ii. What components of the task-based approach have worked well in your 

experience? What components are less compatible with your students?  

b. If not familiar: 

i. What are the characteristics of a teaching approach that are most valuable to you 

and your teaching context?  
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ii. What are the characteristics of a teaching approach that would not match with 

you and your teaching context?  
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Appendix B: Interview Analysis Codes 

 
Description of codes used to analyze the teacher-leader interview 

 

Topics 
 

Codes 
 

Example 
 

Department Goals Student Motivation “There’s a shared belief in 

wanting to get the kids excited 

about learning languages and 

other cultures.” 

Authentic Resources “We wanted to have more of an 

intercultural focus and 

competency.”  

Student Production “We want to engage [students] 

in a way that gets them using 

the language so they can see 

that they can actually do this.” 

Accessibility “The biggest lingering concern 

is how to make it accessible to 

all kids, like kids who have 

ADHD.” 

Curricular Development Role of Grammar “It was easy for us to let go of 

the grammar stuff.” 

Activities Qualities “We wanted to have a lot of 

circumlocution activities and 

input activities.”  

Unit Themes “We wanted to find real world 

topics that would be interesting 

to kids, but it is hard because in 

middle school they’re mostly 

just interested in themselves.” 

Backwards Design “We thought about what we 

wanted them to do at the 

end…so everything is built 

around being able to get to that 

end point.” 
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Appendix C: Phase 1 Coding Criteria 

 
Questions (adapted from Erlam, 2015) Ideal answers 

1 The primary focus is on meaning. 

Is the learners’ role that of a language user rather than language 

learner?  

 

Yes 

2 There is some sort of gap. 

Does the learner find out something they didn’t know at the end of the 

activity?  

 

Yes 

3 Learners have to rely on their own resources (linguistic and non-

linguistic) 

Are learners pre-taught the language they will need? 

 

 

No 

4 There is a clearly defined, non-linguistic outcome  

Does the language serve as a means for achieving the outcome rather 

than as an end to its own right?  

 

 

Yes 
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Appendix D: Phase 1 Exemplar Activities  

 
Ellis’ 2003 Criteria Met Ellis’ 2003 Criteria Unmet 

Focus on Meaning 

Intermediate learners of Mandarin a video of 

American students trying Chinese snacks, 

discuss the snacks featured in the video with a 

partner, and vote on the one they would most 

want to try and the one they would least want 

to try.  

Students are encouraged to use Mandarin 

creatively to share their opinion and make a 

decision, rather than just using Mandarin as 

an object of study.  

Intermediate learners of Spanish receive an 

envelope with cut up questions and answers. 

They work in a partner to sort the questions 

and answers into the logical pairs and read 

them aloud together.  

Students are manipulating language and must 

understand it to do so successfully but are not 

using it to communicate their own meaning. 

Students are using language as an object of 

study.  

 

Some Kind of Gap 

Intermediate learners of French are provided 

with an infographic about the water usage for 

different household activities, but all the 

numerical values have been removed. 

Participants work in a small group to make 

predictions about how much water these 

activities require. Each group presents their 

prediction to the class. The teacher then 

shares the original form of the infographic 

and students compare their guesses to the 

actual answers.  

In participating in this activity, students 

resolved a gap in their knowledge about 

water use. The final presentation of the 

infographic showed them whether their initial 

approximations were correct.  

 

Beginning learners of French watch a video 

showing different shots of planet Earth. 

Learners then make lists of all nouns and 

adjectives based on what they saw in the 

video.  

Completing this activity did not resolve any 

sort of informational or communicative gap.  

Rely on Own Resources 

Beginning learners of Spanish are tasked with 

creating a menu for a new food truck that will 

be coming to their hometowns on the 

weekend. Before beginning to draft their 

menus, they are encouraged to revisit the 

menus of other food trucks around the world 

that they learned about earlier in the unit. 

The students are directed towards resources 

they have already learned while also being 

encouraged to use language creatively to 

share the information they feel is most 

important.   

Beginning learners of Mandarin are presented 

with a worksheet with screenshots from a 

video. They are told to describe the characters 

in each frame. There are sentence stems as 

well as a word bank and students must 

include all linguistic items in their picture 

descriptions.  

Students are provided with the exact language 

they need to complete this activity in the 

prompt. They do not need to use any prior 

knowledge to successfully finish it.  
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Clearly Defined, Non-linguistic Outcome 

Intermediate learners of Spanish are divided 

into four team. Each team has a different 

shopping list and each member of the team is 

responsible for a different section of the 

shopping list. Students must race to navigate 

an online grocery store website to identify the 

prices of the items on their own list and then 

figure out how much money they need as a 

group to complete their shopping trip before 

the other groups. 

The element of speed and competition makes 

winning the primary non-linguistic outcome 

of this task. The completed shopping budget is 

a secondary non-linguistic outcome.  

Intermediate learners of French listen to a 

podcast about the origins of the sport of 

lacrosse and write down all the phrases they 

recognize.  

There is no outcome apart from the list of 

familiar words, which is distinctly linguistic.  
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Appendix E: Coding Scheme B Exemplar tasks  

 
 

Curricular exemplars demonstrative of Ellis’ (2017) task types 
 

Input-based 

Students imagine that they are real estate agents for their favorite celebrities. They must 

review a collection of home listings taken from a popular property management site and 

identify the house they think their celebrity would like the most.  

The emphasis of this task is on reading home listings. Student may or may not choose to take 

notes (written output), but they all must navigate a large about of input (in the form of home 

listings) in order to complete the task.  

Output-based 

Students create a video-based application to apply for a summer camp programs in Montreal. 

To be a success candidate, students need to share the activities they enjoy and a little bit about 

their personality to convince the admission team that they would be a good fit for the program. 

Students may or may not choose to prepare written notes for themselves during the filming 

process.   

In this task, students’ production is the central component of this task. They must use the 

target language in spoken form to complete this task.  

Focused 

To better understand the amount of plastic waste in their lives, students track all the different 

litter the see over the course of a week. Students are provided with a graphic organizer to help 

them record their observations. They must note what they see, what it is made up of, and how 

much time it will take to decompose (reference is provided).  

Because the language needed to complete this task is limited and because all students will use 

a similar set of words and phrases to successfully record the trash they see, this task calls for 

more focused language.  

Unfocused 

In this task, students work with partner to rank and order a selection of homes based on “most 

favorite place to live” and “least favorite place to live.” Together, they must agree on an order 

and must also be prepared to defend their choices to the class.  

Students are not provided with a script and there are many different linguistic forms and 

vocabulary words that may arise during these conversations. To successfully rank and defend 

their homes, students could use a variety of different linguistic forms, making this task 

unfocused.  
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Appendix F: Coding Scheme C Exemplar Tasks  

 
 

Curricular exemplars of Pica et al. (1993) task types 
 

Jigsaw 

Students are tasked with making a restaurant guide with five dining options for Mexico City. 

Each student has one of five different cards for different popular restaurants in the city. 

Students need to find people with different cards than theirs (i.e. form a group of five people, 

all with different restaurant cards) and then work together to complete their Mexico City 

restaurant guide.  

Because all students have information other students need, this task requires two-way 

communication and interaction in order to accomplish a shared goal.  There is only one 

possible outcome (a complete restaurant guide) and all students must work together to share 

what they know, which varies from student to student, due to the distribution of restaurant 

profile cards. 

Information-gap 

 Students interview their partners about their favorite sub sandwiches. Then, they draw what 

they understand to be their partner’s favorite sandwich. They present their drawing to their 

partner to see if they included all the different toppings their partner likes. Both students in 

each pair have the opportunity to interview and draw and to be the interviewee and share.  

In this task, students rotate between being the information holder and the information 

requester. The information holder has knowledge that the requester needs but does not 

otherwise have. There is one “correct” sandwich, or outcome, for this task, which is only 

achieved when that information gap about sandwich preferences is resolved.   

Decision-making 

Students read a blog post about actions that people can take to take care of the environment. 

After reading the blog post, student work in pairs to make a list of all the actions mentioned in 

the article. Together, each pair need to decide which action they would like to jointly take in 

the upcoming week and create a brief presentation about why they chose that activity and what 

they will do to accomplish it.  

 In this task, student both share their perspectives with each other in a two-way exchange of 

information. They will need to work collaboratively to accomplish a shared goal (deciding 

which action they want to take in the upcoming week). Together, they will make a decision 

about how they want to be more environmentally conscious in their daily routines and habits.  

 

Opinion-exchange 

Students imagine they are preparing to travel to Quebec for winter vacation. They have a 

budget they are allowed to spend on different day trips and adventure tours. For homework, 

students read a selection of pamphlets of attractions in and around the city and plan out their 

ideal week in Quebec, based on the budget they have. Then, the next day, meet in small groups 

to share how they have chosen to spend their vacation. After the conversations, students are 

given an opportunity to make changes to their itinerary if they were swayed by their peers’ 

decisions.  

Because students each make their own “dream” travel itinerary and because there may be 

many “right” ways to complete this task, it is an opinion-exchange tasks. All the students are 

asked to share information and listen to their peers’ choices too.  
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Problem-solving 

Students work in small groups to help an imaginary “friend” decide what to do a summer 

camp. They are provided with a description of this friend, who had a bad experience at 

summer camp the year before. Then, as a team, they review the different summer camp 

options and pick the summer camp they think this friend will enjoy the most. Students then 

make a slide explaining their selected camp and assuring the imaginary “friend” that they will 

have a good time there. 

Because all group members are encouraged to share their ideas about what will make their 

imaginary friend happy, and because they all must arrive at one outcome (the best camp), this 

task is a problem-solving task. 
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