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What Is a Task?



What Is a Task?

I define it [task] as a piece of work undertaken for oneself or 
for others, freely or for some reward. Thus, examples of 
tasks include painting a fence, dressing a child, borrowing a 
library book, taking a driving test, typing a letter, weighing 
a patient, sorting letters, taking a hotel reservation, writing 
a cheque, finding a street destination and helping someone 
across a road. In other words, by “task” is meant the 
hundred and one things people do in everyday life, at work, 
at play, and in between. “Tasks” are the things people will 
tell you they do if you ask them and they are not applied 
linguists. 

(Long, 1985, p. 89)
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Tasks in Language Teaching

A task is a workplan that requires learners to process 
language pragmatically in order to achieve an outcome that 
can be evaluated in terms of whether the correct or 
appropriate propositional content has been conveyed.  

(Ellis, 2003, p. 16)



Criteria for a task: 

1. The primary focus should be on “meaning.” 

2. There should be some kind of “gap.” 

3. Learners should largely rely on their own resources. 

4. There is a clearly defined outcome other than the use 
of language. 

(Ellis, 2012, p. 198)

Tasks in Language Teaching



Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT)



Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT)

• Basic steps in task-based syllabus design: 

1. Set a (communicative) goal as a target task. 

2. Create a series of pedagogic tasks by adjusting task 
complexity. 

3. Sequence the pedagogic tasks from the simplest to 
the most complex (= target task).



Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT)

• Basic steps in task-based syllabus design: 

1. Set a (communicative) goal as a target task. 

2. Create a series of pedagogic tasks by adjusting task 
complexity. 

3. Sequence the pedagogic tasks from the simplest to 
the most complex (= target task).



Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT)

• Basic steps in task-based syllabus design: 

1. Set a (communicative) goal as a target task. 

2. Create a series of pedagogic tasks by adjusting task 
complexity. 

3. Sequence the pedagogic tasks from the simplest to 
the most complex (= target task).



Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT)

• Basic steps in task-based syllabus design: 

1. Set a (communicative) goal as a target task. 

2. Create a series of pedagogic tasks by adjusting task 
complexity. 

3. Sequence the pedagogic tasks from the simplest to 
the most complex (= target task).



Target Tasks

• Are concrete examples of what the learners are 
expected to do (in the future). 

• Are ideally identified through a needs analysis. 

• Are usually too difficult for the learners to perform.



Pedagogic Tasks

• Are derived from target tasks by: 

• dividing them into sub-tasks. 

• adjusting task complexity. 

• including use of pre-tasks that build schema. 

• elaborating the input.
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Task Complexity

• Is the result of the attentional, memory, reasoning, 
and other information processing demands imposed 
by the structure of the task (Robinson, 2001, p. 29).



Task Complexity, Conditions, & Difficulty

(Robinson, 2001, p. 30)



Task Complexity (Cognitive)

• Resource-directing 

• e.g., ± few elements, ± here-and-now,  
± no reasoning demands 

• Resource-depleting 

• e.g., ± planning, ± single task, ± prior knowledge



Task Conditions (Interactional)

• Participation variables 

• e.g., open/closed, one-way/two-way,  
convergent/divergent 

• Participant variables 

• e.g., gender, familiarity, power/solidarity



Task Difficulty (Learner)

• Affective variables 

• e.g., motivation, anxiety, confidence 

• Ability variables 

• e.g., aptitude, proficiency, intelligence



Task Sequencing

• Pedagogic tasks are classified and sequenced 
according to their intrinsic complexity. 

• Sometimes same or similar tasks are repeated to help 
learners improve accuracy and fluency of their 
performance.



A Case of a University EBP Curriculum
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• English for Specific Purposes (ESP) 

• English for Academic Purposes (EAP) 

• English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) 

• English for Medical Purposes (EMP) 

• English for Business Purposes (EBP) 

• …
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A Case of a University EBP Curriculum

• A private university located in Sapporo, the 5th 
largest city in Japan on the island of Hokkaido. 

• Largest and oldest private university in Hokkaido. 

• Five faculties: Economics, Law, Engineering, 
Humanities, and Business Administration 

• The Faculty of Business Administration has its own 
English program.
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• Needs to use English in Hokkaido (Naito et al., 2007) 

• Internet survey for business people in Hokkaido 

• Data in 2005 (N = 1,085) 

• “How often do you use English for work?”

“Every day.” 4.7%

“A few times a week.” 4.6%

“A few times a month.” 4.4%

Needs Identification



Needs Identification

• Frequent tasks (Naito et al., 2007)

Reading

websites 43%

manuals 38%

emails 34%

Writing

emails 34%

reports 12%

research papers 9%
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Task-based Presentation Class



Task-based Presentation Class

• Goals of the business presentation class 

1. To understand different types of presentations and 
ways to give presentations effectively 

2. To learn frequent expressions used in business 
presentations 

3. To be able to give effective business presentations 
for different purposes



Task-based Presentation Class

• The course is divided into three “modules” 

1. Sales talk 

2. Data presentation 

3. Presentation with slides
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• The course is divided into three “modules” 
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• Target task: 

• Give a quick introduction to a product to potential 
buyers.

“Sales Talk” Module



• Materials: 

• Original speaking (pedagogic) tasks that are partly 
derived from target discourse samples 

• Semi-structured interview with an in-service learner 

• Experience in internship at various business 
transactions

“Sales Talk” Module



• Source of target discourse samples 

• International food expo in Bangkok (ThaiFEX 2016) 

• First-hand experience as an observer/interpreter 

• Field notes

“Sales Talk” Module





1. Start with quick attention-grabbing remarks 

2. Followed by a short product description 

3. Questions and answers 

4. When the potential buyer is interested, s/he will be 
taken over by more experienced staff for technical 
details.

Characteristics of Target-discourse Samples



• They need to stop/slow down potential buyers who 
pass by their booths. 

• Each remark is very short. 

• They encourage tasting of food samples. 

• They use catchy key words/phrases to draw attention.

1. Attention-grabbing remarks



• Sample remarks 

• “Do you want to try this?” 

• “Why don’t you try our…?” 

• “This … is made in Hokkaido, Japan.” 

• “We only use organic ingredients.”

1. Attention-grabbing remarks



• Short and simple, less than a minute, sometimes 
shorter. 

• Information is sorted in order of importance. 

• Visual aids are used, e.g., actual product samples, 
brochures, and photos. 

• Buyers sometimes listen while eating/drinking 
samples.

2. Product description



• Some questions are predicable and thus can be 
prepared in advance, e.g., price, ingredients, sales 
units, local agents/distributors. 

• Sometimes buyers ask unexpected questions, in 
which case spontaneous responses are required.

3. Questions and answers



• Pedagogic tasks and task sequencing/repetition 

• The target task is first divided into sub-tasks. 

• Attention-grabbing remarks, product 
descriptions, & questions and answers. 

• Q&As are placed near the end of the sequence as 
two-way tasks are more complex than one-way 
tasks. 

• A series of pedagogic tasks for product description 
are created and sequenced in order of complexity.

“Sales Talk” Module



• Pedagogic tasks and task sequencing/repetition 

1. Show-and-tell a favorite item (+planning). 

2. Show-and-tell another item (–planning). 

3. Give a sales talk of a product (+planning). 

4. Give a sales talk of another product (–planning). 

5. Give a sales talk and answer questions from buyers. 

“Sales Talk” Module



Summary



SummarySummary

• Definitions of a task 

• Steps in task-based syllabus design 

• Task complexity 

• Task sequencing 

• A case of a university EBP course 

• “Sales talk” module
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