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I. Research Background, Aims and Research Questions
Task-based learning (TBL) is one of the important and innovative language teaching and SLL styles in the history of language teaching in the west. According to Jane Willis (1996), traditional ‘teacher-centered classroom tends to have fixed interaction patterns which inhibit natural learning’ and TBL can fulfill ‘the need for alternative patterns of interaction’ that center ‘on the learner rather than the teacher’ (p. 3). It has been applied in multiple fields of teaching, even beyond language teaching, in various designs. 9765 items are found in Chinese National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI, a key Chinese national academic and knowledge resources database) by searching ‘task-based approach’. It reveals from the searching results that the idea of TBL comes to China in early 1990s. Studies of TBL start to become more from 2001 in English grammar teaching, English listening classes and computer training courses. Rapid growth of TBL investigation starts from 2006 and lasts until 2009. Since then, the heat diminishes a little bit until 2012. Then it roars to the peak in 2014. However, it decreases gradually but maintains to a certain high degree in annual increment until now with a small increase in 2018. The latest paper on TBL is adopted in the teaching of reading in Chinese mother tongue. The annual distribution and trends of TBL researches in China can be seen in the figure below.
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Figure 1 Annual distribution and trends of TBL research in China

At the same time, 57905 items can be found in the online library resource in University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) by typing ‘task-based approach’, revealing 4.9 times more research number internationally than in China, which shows TBL is still a highly popular teaching style and worth more discussion. 
This project aims to apply TBL in Advanced English course for English major junior students to examine the teaching effectiveness and some reflections on TBL theories and syllabus design through the teaching practice in order to explore answers to the following three research questions: Will ‘task-based learning’ enhance teaching effectiveness in ‘Advanced English’ course? How TBL promotes students learning motivations? Can TBL style be effective in higher-level English learning and be related to realistic fields to improve students language skills and their future abilities? 
II. Rationale and Main Conceptual Themes
A. Practical Significance
The idea of TBL in China has been broadly applied to teaching in forty subjects involving education, language teaching, computer, basic medical science, economy, physical education, nursing, engineering, bromatology, architectonics, math, technology, film design, journalism, jurisprudence, tourism, fine arts, military science, textile science, science of library information and archival, biology, transportation, agricultural resources and environment, statistics etc. However TBL may focus mainly on language task designing in language teaching classes and problem solving similar to Problem Based Learning (PBL) in other subjects.
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Figure 2 Forty subjects using TBL (1) Figure 3 Forty subjects using TBL (2)

In language teaching field in China, TBL is so far used in the teaching of English, Japanese, Korean, German, local Cantonese, and Chinese. The Chinese teaching include teaching native Chinese speakers modern or ancient Chinese and teaching mandarin to foreign students in China. Students in primary schools, middle schools secondary and higher vocational schools and colleges and universities are being involved in the teaching of grammar, vocabulary, intensive and extensive reading, writing, listening, primary oral language, advanced speaking, oral communication and audio-lingual skills. 
Within the English teaching field, TBL is mostly adopted in middle schools and in different areas of basic professional English teaching in China, such as English for bridge engineering, business English, English for international trade practice, English in broadcasting and hosting, English for medical examination, English for tourism, environmental engineering English and medical English. 2582 items can be searched through typing ‘English’ plus ‘task-based approach’, which accounts for 26.44% among all the TBL researches in China. It means TBL used in English language teaching only occupies less than one third of the total number in all the subjects using TBL approach. The topics include English teaching in reading (the 12th item in the rectangle on the right of figure 4), speaking (the 15th item in the rectangle on the right of figure 4) and writing (the 17th item in the rectangle on the right of figure 4) ranking from high rate to low rate, as can be seen in the following two figures below. 
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Figure 4 Research topic distribution of TBL in English teaching 1
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Figure 5 Research topic distribution of TBL in English teaching 2

The figure below represents that slightly more than half (54.19% - the largest blue part in the pie chart of Figure 6) of the TBL in English teaching is designed for basic level English teaching. 16.65% is about basic-English education, middle school English and secondary vocational education. Only 6.61% (the purple part in the pie chart in Figure 6) is dealing with high language education. 
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Figure 6 Research level distribution of TBL in English teaching

TBL in English major language education includes only 386 studies, whereas many studies are done in the teaching effect combining TBL with other teaching methods but not the effect of TBL alone, for instance, combining content-based learning with TBL, TBL through question strategies and TBL and interactive teaching. The annual amount of research in this field reaches its peak in the year 2011 by 53 publications then soon drop done gradually by each year, which is shown in the following figure. The forecasting publication number is merely 2 in this year 2020, similar to the number back to the beginning in 1990s.
[image: ]
Figure 7 Annual distribution and trends of TBL research in English major teaching in China

Comparing with TBL abroad (through searching ‘task-based’ in UWTSD online library), we can get 18 subjects involve language and education (21319), computer science (12194), engineering (11198), humans (7569), computing and processing (6151), algorithms (5085), medicine (4676), communication, networking and broadcast technologies (3552), artificial intelligence (1794), segmentation (460), special purpose and application-based systems (241), database management (91), employee motivation (29), aircraft industry (12), schema matching (9), duplication (4), compensation management (4) and drama theory (1). TBL is used by 36.81% in language and education, within which English language learning especially as a second language counts 4767 researches and English learning in colleges with 748 studies. And most of these language teaching researches focus solely on TBL but not in combination with other research strategies. There are 1811 new studies in applying TBL in teaching, 644 from last month and 15 from only last week. Thus, from the source of UWTSD, TBL is adopted in language teaching field with higher ratio esp. in English language teaching and not in combination with other teaching strategies and it still is a growing but not declining research topic. However in China in comparison, the ratio of studies on TBL in English teaching field is not high, especially for teaching English major students, and fewer new researches are coming up. Besides, the data from both the source of UWTSD and CNKI show investigations more on basic-level English teaching but a few in higher level.
In addition, many studies focus on the discussion of how valuable it is to use TBL without real practical application. Some investigate TBL on students’ reading, writing or speaking. However, the tasks being designed are more like exercise but not ‘real task’ by the definition in TBL. Moreover, numerous TBL studies pay attention to improving only one language skill. Only a few teachers apply TBL in comprehensive English classes in the enhancement of integrated language skills. When I participate in the Foreign Language Teaching and Research Press Cup (FLTRP Cup) ‘Star Teacher’ Contest 2018: Task-based design: objectives, process and evaluation, 150 teachers teaching English major students nationwide are selected for the semifinals. All of them bring their teaching demo adopting TBL in teaching, which means there are at least more than 150 college teachers have some practice in this. Whereas from above, the predicting number of TBL research in English major students’ teaching is only two. Maybe it is because some teachers only practice TBL for only one lesson to attend the contest but haven’t prepare it to be a long-lasting methods in their actual daily teaching, or maybe there are many more teachers who adopt TBL but haven’t done any research to investigate systematically on its effect. Therefore, there need to be more researches in China in applying TBL in English teaching with further endeavor. Furthermore, in the contest, most participants adopt TBL style to teach first or second year students (basic level for English major students), only a few teachers use TBL in advanced English learning modules (third year and fourth year). Hence this project is practically significant to explore the usage of TBL in teaching English major students in their advanced level to improve students’ integrated language skills.
B. Reasons for Choosing the Topic
The reasons for my choosing this topic arise from my teaching experience, students’ interest and teaching goals of the module. I teach English major students advanced English in their third year (junior year) in a normal university. (Most students in normal universities in China are cultivated to be future teachers.) I like designing some activities or tasks for students in my daily classes. My testing result in one of Cook’s test ‘What is your style of language teaching?’ (2008, p. 236) is that my teaching style is more of communicative and TBL. I attend the FLTRP Cup ‘Star Teacher’ Contest with the yearly topic focusing on TBL in 2018 and get some enlightenment. More importantly, I find students are highly motivated in finishing the tasks I give to them. They become more active and willing to participate or speak in class, and their language usage becomes more fluent. The goals of the syllabus aim at improving students’ integrated language skills in listening, speaking, reading, writing and translation, abilities to express meaning and personal views effectively in real communication, grasp of more complicated vocabulary and grammar, appreciation of different types of texts and rhetorical devices used in them, critical and logical thinking abilities, group practice and cooperation, capabilities of valuing different languages and cultural phenomena, establishing positive values toward life and the world and developing English teaching potentials and abilities. It is appropriate to achieve these goals through TBL approach in advanced English classes. Furthermore, I have the chance to systematically study TBL theory in two of my professional Doctoral modules in UWTSD. Thus I can use the theory, especially Jane Willis’ theory to guide this research project to investigate into the teaching effect of TBL. I’m going to design my class in TBL style featured as student-centered, group practicing, focused task based, output-oriented, integrated skills promoting and linked series of tasks designing.
C. Relevant Theory and Theoretical Significance of the Investigation
TBL develops from communicative teaching approach. The three techniques of communicative teaching are ‘information gap exercise’, ‘guided role play’ and ‘tasks’. ‘These three techniques cover the same ground’. (Cook, 2008, p. 249) They overlap under certain circumstances but each with their unique features. As a variant of communicative style, TBL offers a reason for students to talk in a conversation. In the communicative classrooms, teachers are no longer dominators. They do not control and guide students every minute. Especially in a TBL style class, teachers stand by and play the role as organizers and helpers but not experts like in traditional classes. Students need to force themselves to communicate in pairs and groups by using their own language strategies. TBL also has its origin belongs ‘in the historical tradition of the exploitation phase of the audio-lingual style, in which the students use the language actively for themselves’ (Cook, 2008, p. 251). It ‘resembles behaviorist views of learning’ – ‘learning by doing’, with the ‘emphasis on spontaneous production and comprehension’. ‘It frees the classroom from the rigors of the academic and audio-lingual styles’. (Cook, 2008, p. 252) 
According to Jane Willis (1996), tasks are ‘activities where the target language is used by the learner for a communicative purpose (goal) in order to achieve an outcome’ (p. 23). A task is ‘a goal-oriented communicative activity with a specific outcome, where the emphasis is on exchanging meanings not producing specific language forms’ (p. 36). And ‘task-based learning (TBL) is the notion that learning and teaching should be organized around a set of classroom tasks’ (Cook, 2008, p. 257) A task is different from traditional common exercise. It emphasizes on meaning, outcome, procedure, challenge, purpose and goals. For example, students need to express meaning processed by themselves but not through mechanical reciting or simple role playing. There should be valuable outcome such as a mind map. Scaffolding procedures like task chains or task cycles should be clear to follow. The tasks must be challenging to students. The purpose shouldn’t be only paying attention to practicing certain words or grammar points. TBL approach aims at enhancing students’ integrated skills, as Willis (1996) has mentioned ‘teachers following a task-based cycle naturally foster combinations of skills depending upon the task. The skills form an integral part of the process of achieving the task goals; they are not being practiced singly, in a vacuum’ (p. 25). And students can make mistakes in TBL. 
Ellis (2003b) proposes four criteria for defining a task: ‘the primary focus should be on ‘meaning’; there should be some kind of ‘gap’; learners should largely rely on their own resources (linguistic and nonlinguistic) in order to complete the activity; there is a clearly defined outcome other than the use of language’ (Ellis and Shintani, 2014, p. 135). These four criteria ensure that learners treat the language as a ‘tool’ for achieving a communicative outcome rather than as an ‘object’ to be analyzed, studied and displayed. Willis introduces six types of tasks: listing, ordering and sorting, comparing, problem solving, sharing personal experiences, and creative tasks. Prabhu (1987) ‘identifies three types of tasks according to whether they involved a reasoning-gap, an opinion-gap or an information-gap’. Tasks can be further divided into input-based and output-based. Ellis (2003b) distinguishes two types of task-based syllabus: one based on focused tasks and one based entirely on unfocused tasks. Willis (1996) proposes the framework of TBL as being shown in Figure 8 below. In the framework, a pre-task is designed to introduce the topic, task, useful expressions or maybe a recording of similar task performed by others. The crucial part is the task cycle. Language focus can be put after the task.
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Figure 8 Components of the TBL framework (Willis, 1996, p. 38)
Classes in TBL approaches are different from the traditional teacher-led classes. Doing a task in pairs or groups can bring many advantages to English learners. Students are more confident without fear of making mistakes or being corrected frequently. They can experience spontaneous interaction to compose the meaning they really want to express. It also gives learners a chance to notice others’ performance and to make comments. Students can negotiate with others, unlike in traditional teacher-led interactions that they can only respond to teachers. They can learn how to build meaning and use language cooperatively and purposefully. ‘It makes learners participate in a complete interaction, not just one-off sentences’. (Willis, 1996, p. 35)
However, Cook (2003) points out certain issues with TBL that needs to be further concerned. For example, TBL concentrates on classroom work but not overall teaching goals, which can only be beneficial to students in a short-term to improve their fluency, but not the long-term linguistic, personal, local or international goals. Nor have the internal goals such as benefiting educational effects been mentioned through TBL. Tasks can’t provide resources from learners’ native language although they require students to draw on it. A task does not cover pronunciation. Teachers aren’t experts in the tasks they design which hints they might face being untrusted by students. Therefore, TBL can’t suit highly academic students or form the core of language teaching to help students further engaged with the world. It should be used with other techniques. On the contrary, Ellis and Shintani (2014) state with different opinion that it’s necessary to carry out students’ needs in specific purpose in task-based courses ‘to identify the “target tasks” that learners will need to perform in real-life situations and then “translate” these into pedagogic tasks’ (p. 140). Careful selection of tasks in a syllabus with consideration of the thematic content of the tasks will help learners develop general proficiency or the abilities of L2. Therefore this project tries to prove TBL can mirror the world outside the classroom if carefully designed. It can bring long-term benefiting educational effects to L2 learners to improve their language proficiency, metalinguistic knowledge and better future professional skills. Students’ native language and the enhancement of SL pronunciation can be involved in task training. English language teachers can be experts in a task if the task assignments include teaching training and metalinguistic explanation. TBL can be applied in high grade language class by itself to form the core of class designing and have good future impact on students engaging in the society after graduation. All these bring this investigation theoretical significance on a second thought of TBL’s limitations assumed by some scholars.
III. Evidence  
The evidence I intend to collect in this project include data from two classes combining quantitative data and qualitative data. One class adopts TBL approach while the other doesn’t. The quantitative data involves marks from cumulative tests including oral and written forms, and results from students’ Teacher Certification Interview. The qualitative data covers students’ mind-maps, video clips of students’ performance (language abilities, participation, engagement, concentration and mood), questionnaires and Syllabus for Advanced English. The mind-maps are only from the experimental class using TBL.
The three research questions are: Will ‘task-based learning’ enhance teaching effectiveness in ‘Advanced English’ course? How TBL promotes students learning motivations? Can TBL style be effective in higher-level English learning and be related to realistic fields to improve students language skills and their future abilities?
Five cumulative tests in oral and written forms focusing on testing learners’ language abilities are offered to the two classes with one in the beginning of the project and four after the studying of each unit. The test marks will reveal whether adopting TBL approach in Advanced English module will gradually enhance students’ language abilities, thus offer answer to the first research question. Given that Advanced English belongs to the high-level English course, the results also provide answer for the first part of the third research question. The teacher certification interview is a form of exam to test whether students are qualified to be teachers in the future. My students need to attend it in their junior year in college. They will get a teaching certificate if they pass the exam. The result of the interview will help answer the third research question. Students’ progress in drawing their mind-maps will show their improved language abilities as well. Enhancement of learners’ language abilities and whether they are motivated to participate can be observed from videos of their performance, which offer answer to the first and second research question. Students’ questionnaires reveal their attitudes and feelings toward TBL style, and their view on its instant and long-term effects, thus provide evidence for question two and three. Whether students achieved the requirements for them in language capabilities and levels and their potentials to become a good teacher or a useful person to the society can also be checked through criteria in the ‘Syllabus for Advanced English’, which helps to answer the first and third research questions.
IV. Method/Procedure in the Class Applying TBL Approach
Two classes will be created in comparison. The experimental class follows TBL syllabus and the control class follows traditional teacher-led teaching syllabus. Procedure in the TBL class is specifically illustrated here.
Pre-task:
1. Pre-class task appreciation (in the first class of each unit): Students report on the author of the text by using the booklet made by themselves.
2. In-class task introduction: Teacher helps students understand in-class group task instructions.
3. Modeling performance (optional): Students listen to the standard reading recording of the paragraph or watch the task being performed by students who take the same module last year. 
4. Pre-teaching language: Teacher highlights useful expressions and difficult language points in the paragraph. (Maybe pointed out by students first then explained by the teacher.)
5. Schema-developing (at the beginning of the module): Teacher offers excellent mind map samples. (not mind-maps of the teaching text)
Task cycle:
1. Strategic planning: Students are given time to prepare and negotiate with partners to perform the task before their actual performance. They can ask questions to the teacher if there are any problems.
2. Task chain (group performance to the whole class): Students perform with integrated skills - reading, listening, translation, mind-map drawing, retelling, speaking, meta-linguistic cognition and teaching abilities. 
3. Each group (with 6 students) is in charge of one paragraph of the text. Within the group, 1 student read the paragraph while another 2 students consecutively (not simultaneously) interpret the paragraph from English to Chinese. After that, the fourth student points out the figures of speeches found in the paragraph and their types. Meanwhile there is 1 student drawing the mind-map of the paragraph onto the blackboard. Then the last student retells the paragraph by using the mind-map painted by the former student. Finally all performers need to briefly explain things to pay attention to in language or in their performance. For instance, the reader points out words or sense groups hard to read and how to read them better compared with the standard recording; the translator explains the phrases or sentences hard to interpret and the reasons; etc. 
4. Modeling performance (optional): Students see mind-maps or watch a video clip of others doing the same or a similar task and compare how they all did it. (If not being shown in the pre-task phase, then the examples can be shown to students here.)
5. Peer comment: Students in other study groups make comment based on the performance, such as the language expressions, the mind map and the retelling. 
6. Teacher’s evaluation: Teacher corrects some obvious or frequently made mistakes in students reading and interpretation, illustrates the criteria picture of this paragraph’s mind map, and makes suggestions on improving students’ mind map and retelling.
Post-task:
1. Surprise element (optional): Additional information or materials relevant to the task.
2. Task-pattern repeating (optional): Passage of the same topic is offered to students to practice in the same task-pattern after class. Students may be required to take a video of their performance.
3. Summary writing (optional, at the end of each unit): Students write a summary of the whole text.
4. [bookmark: _GoBack]Text-theme reinforcement (in the last class of each unit): Each student take a picture of him/herself participating in the after-class activity designed in accordance with the theme of each unit, and write a sentence using a rhetorical device to explain why what he/she is doing in the picture is meaningful. All pictures and sentences of the whole class for each unit are made into a PPT and students present a report on it.
V. Settings
The learners are Normal English major students in their third year. 3/4 of them have passed Test for English Majors Level-4 (TEM-4), an English level test for sophomores majoring in English. They already have achieved certain English proficiency so they can accomplish complicated tasks with high requirements based on integrated language skills. They like challenges and opportunities to perform and practice. Students in Normal Universities receive teacher training courses and are encouraged to practice teaching skills in the usual courses they take. Many of them will be teachers after graduation. Thus practicing explaining language phenomena in the task provide students a chance to use simple meta-language, which might improve their teaching abilities, because it is necessary for professional teachers to have meta-lingual knowledge and awareness. Besides, some of the English language major students may want to be translators or to work in a foreign company. Therefore, good language abilities, teaching skills, communicating and organizing strategies, capabilities for cooperation, confidence in expressions etc. are important for their future development. 
Both the experimental class and the control class have 30 students in each. Learners in the experimental class are being divided into 5 studying groups with 6 students in each group. But the group members are not always fixed. The teacher requires them to change their groups after learning each unit. Students in China learn from textbooks. For students in this project, there are four units to learn in four weeks, and each unit contains one text with many paragraphs. In each text, each group needs to choose one appropriate paragraph to prepare for the task. It’s like each study group is ‘in responsible of’ one paragraph. When the text analysis in class comes to that paragraph, the group needs to perform following the task chain.
VI. Ethical Issues
BERA guidelines are applied in this investigation. Students’ consent, privacy and data storage especially the confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ are paid attention to and the videos of them will not be shown to others if they don’t want to. 
VII. Data Analysis
Results taken from cumulative tests of both classes are going to be compared to show which class makes more progress in language abilities. Passing rate of the two classes in Teacher Certification Interview will be compared to reveal whether the task-performance requiring language teaching skills and language abilities influence the results. The mind-maps and video clips will be analyzed to reveal how students are making progress. Answers to the subjective and objective questions in questionnaires will be interpreted to discover whether and how learners are motivated and engage their attention in class, their feelings toward TBL or traditional teaching, and whether and how the tasks designed help in their learning and future development. Finally the original goals in Syllabus for Advanced English are double checked to compare whether they can be better fulfilled by TBL approach or traditional teacher-led style. 
VIII. Timetable
Week 1-2: Literature review.
Week 3-4: Classes and syllabus designe.
Week 5-10: Observation and procedure.
Week 11-14: Data collection and analysis, conclusion.
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