The Use of Task-Based Learning in Designing College Students’ Writing activities and Its Implication for Syllabus Design

I Introduction
The teachers in traditional teaching classes is dominant and controller, and students in this environment are passive receivers of information and knowledge. The situation is more obvious in English teaching and learning in China where students are comparatively shyer and more introverted. The phrase ‘dummy English’ is always used to describe Chinese students’ English because they are not good at using what they have learnt to speak and communicate. They are good at input such as reading but poor in output such as speaking and writing.
However, with the development of globalization, Chinese students are paying more and more attention to language use when learning English. The traditional teaching method, in which the teacher speaker more, conflicts with students’ needs. Task-based learning (TBL), which emphasizes language use, fits well to this trend. Teachers in task-based language teaching are facilitators, guider, monitor and observer while students become the more active part to implement the tasks. Task-Based Learning Teaching (TBLT) emphasizes the dynamic role of students in finishing the task. Long (2015) clarifies that ‘…negotiating initially less complex versions of full target tasks involves learners in a dynamic process of language use to accomplish those tasks, not passive study of language as object in the form of static texts …’ (Long, 2015:222).
II Aims of the Investigation
TBL ‘explores how natural language learning processes can enhance learning in the classroom’ (Willis, 1996:3) and provides real situations for learners. The objective of TBL is to enable the students to communicate accurately and effectively in the most common English language activities they may be involved in. A task-based language syllabus places task at the center of the curriculum development process. It specifies the tasks that should be carried out by learners within a program.
The three basic conditions for natural language learning include exposure, use and motivation. TBL adds the fourth one – instruction. All the four conditions in TBL provide ‘an optimum learning environment’ (Willis, 1996:3). Through TBL, learners learn to solve problems in natural situations with English as the tool for communication. In this way, learners not only master the language skills but also improve their communication skills.
Byrnes et al. (2014) mentioned the inadequacy of research on writing in TBL ‘TBLT-oriented theoretical framing and explicitly theorized empirical research endeavours have, in general, taken oral communication as their main focus’ (Byrnes et al., 2014:1). However, Willis (1996) stated the importance of writing: ‘It is well known that writing is in itself a learning process. It often helps people to clarify ideas and to create new ones’ (Willis, 1996:61). English writing is an important skill that college students are supposed to master for future academic or vocational development. It is also a way to evaluate students’ language use ability and logical and critical thinking ability.
Writing is an important skill for college students. For English majors, they are required to master the writing genres like narrative, descriptive, explanatory, and argumentative. For non-English majors, students are more focusing on technical writing. This essay will take non-English major freshmen as subjects and aims to explore the enhancement of TBLT in scores in writing tests through comparing subjects’ pre-test and after-test scores. Through the enhancing effects of TBLT for college students, it implies that English teachers should break through the traditional teaching methods and employ TBLT to cultivate students’ self-confidence, promote their language use ability and improve their writing scores in tests.
This project is to explore college non-English majors’ opinions on TBL and the effect of TBL on college non-English majors’ involvement in class activities and the improvement of their writing skills and scores. 
III The Framework of Task-Based Learning
Task-Based Learning was put forward by N.S. Prabhu in 1980s and its rationale was for learners to learn a language or skill through using it. Prabhu defined a task as an activity which requires learners to arrive at an outcome from given information through some process of thought, and which allows learners to control and regulate that process. When they focus on a series of well-designed tasks, learners will get a better effect in a L2 learning. So, tasks are not simple language outputs but practical activities which need thinking, judging, and analyzing.
Jane Willis defined tasks as classroom activities where the target language is used for the purpose of communication in order to achieve an outcome. ‘The aim of the task is to create a real purpose for language use and provide a natural context for language study’ (Willis, 1996:1). He gave six kinds of tasks: listing, ordering and sorting, comparing, problem solving, sharing personal experience, and creative tasks. The framework of Task-Based Learning included three phases: pre-task, task cycle and language focus. And the framework provided the three basic conditions for language learning-exposure, use and motivation. 
In the pre-task phase is the shortest stage in the framework in which teachers ‘give them (learners) relevant exposure, …create interest in doing a task on this topic’ and ‘write jumbled-up words and phrases connected with the topic and task’ (Willis, 1996:43). In the Task Cycle stage, students do the task in pairs or small groups, plan and do the report to the whole class. ‘Students prepare for the task, report back after the task and then study the language that arises naturally out of the task cycle and its accompanying materials’ (Willis, 1996:1). Teachers in this stage act as linguistic adviser and give feedback. There is always the concern that some learners develop fluency at the expense of accuracy, which will cause ‘grammar fossilising’ (Willis, 1996:1) in learners. The problem will be solved in the Language Focus stage of TBL in which the teacher will summarize and give feedback to students’ report and focus on the improvement of students’ language accuracy. ‘Task-based learning combines the best insights from communicative language teaching with an organized focus on language form’ (Willis, 1996:1).
TBL aims to satisfy the conditions for L2 learning. It emphasizes on exposure to the target language, thus encourages teachers and students to communicate through interaction in the target language. ‘If learners know that in class they will be expected to make real use of the target language themselves, this leads them to pay more attention to what they hear and read, and to process the input more analytically, noticing useful features of language. Thus, output can encourage intake’ (Willis, 1996:13). It introduces authentic texts into the learning situation and enhances learners’ own personal experiences as important contributing elements to classroom learning. So, they will have ‘a pressing desire to communicate’ (Willis, 1996:4) and then highly motivated. Willis (1996) classified that ‘A task-based learning framework aims to provide opportunities for learners to experiment, both with spoken and written language’ (Willis, 1996:7). TBL makes learners to get the meaning across rather than to focus on given forms or patterns, which encourages learners to use whatever words and phrases at their disposal. But this does not mean that TBL pays no attention to language forms and accuracy. In the language focus stage, teachers will give feedback and instruction to introduce new words and phrases and correct errors to help learners to improve their language accuracy. So in TBLT, both meaning and form are managed.
IV Setting Description of the Project
I will choose freshmen as the test subjects for the three reasons: 1) Only non-English major freshmen have College English classes and from the second grade, students will start professional classes. There are no more English classes for sophomores, juniors, and seniors. 2) Freshmen are facing College English Test - Band 4 (CET-4), the qualified score of which is a necessity to obtain bachelor’s degree, thus, they are highly motivated to improve their English proficiency. 3) It is generally agreed that Chinese students are better at reading than writing. Reading is input while writing is output. A good input in reading is supposed to leads to a good output in writing. However, it is not the case. So, there is space for students to improve their writing skill.
College Entrance Examination (CEE) is a national examination for senior high school students to enter colleges or universities. Freshmen are divided into different classes according to CEE score and different classes have similar level. I will choose 3 classes from the same school, such as School of Mathematics, because student groups from the same school will share more common points than those from different schools. This will also decrease other independent variables that will affect the teaching effect and students’ after-test scores.
  I will design TBLT-guided class based on Willis’ TBL framework. I will take resume writing as an example to demonstrate a teaching class through TBLT. Resume is an important writing style for freshmen who are facing applying to join various clubs or associations. TBLT is task-focused through the whole class. In the pre-task phase, the teacher provides task-related inputs to give a general idea to the topic and purpose. For resume writing, the teacher could ask the students the questions such as what a resume and what components is included in a resume, why do we need to prepare a resume and what is the characteristics of a typical resume. These questions will inspire students to think about resume and then have a general idea of it. Task Cycle phase is the most important part of TBLT. Students are divided into several groups and given the task to write a resume. They will need to employ their language knowledge at their disposal finish the task and the group will discuss each member’s resume and give suggestions to improve the writing. And then each member will revise their application according to their partners’ suggestions. The purpose of the resume writing is to make the student stand out in a position application and to improve students’ writing through interaction with their partners. A well-designed resume will increase the chance of obtaining a position. In the writing and discussion process, group members need to collaborate to finish the task and solve problems. After the discussion and revision, each group need to select a representative to give a report before the class. In the process, their communication ability and language use ability will improve. In the language focus stage, the teacher will give feedback and new words and expressions to improve students’ language accuracy. 
  In the whole process, students accept language exposure from both the teacher and their partners. In the task cycle, students focus on language use and are inspired to use the words and phrases at their disposal to express their ideas. They are not passive receivers but active creators who can make their meaning across, thus, they are highly motivated. In the language focus stage, the teacher will give feedbacks based their observation and help the students improve the language with proper instruction. So, through TBLT, the four language acquisition conditions are all met: exposure, use, motivation, and instruction. And, both language meaning and form are involved in the teaching and learning. Students are inspired to use the words and phrases they know to express the meaning and have the chance to improve the language form with teachers’ instruction.
V Methods Used in Collecting Data and Evidence
In my research, I will use the strategies of questionnaire and tests to collect quantitative data and use observation and interviews to collect qualitative data. Before the class starts, I will do a survey through questionnaire, aiming to get subjects’ general preference of teaching methods to see if TBLT is better accepted by college students. ‘The questionnaire is a widely used and useful instrument for collecting survey information, providing structured, often numerical data, being able to be administered without the presence of the researcher…’ (Cohen et al., 2007:317). I will first do a survey among the subjects and design a questionnaire. The questionnaire will include around 7-9 structured questions and one open question for in-depth ideas and suggestions. The purpose of the questionnaire is to have a general understating of students’ current situation, their expectation for English writing teachers, their preferred teaching methods for writing, their learning purposes and most important, what kinds of writing they would like to improve, the skills that they plan to improve in the future study. Through analyzing the data, I will know better students’ needs, which helps me to design the writing activities in classes. Questionnaire is often relatively straightforward to analyze and from the result, I will know what kind of teaching method most students prefer.
Then I will do experiments in three classes, with one class taught in TBLT, one in half TBLT and half traditional method and the third one in traditional method. I will use quantitative method to work out students’ average pre-test scores and after-test scores and compare each class’ pre-test and after-test results and to see the effects of TBLT. Students will sit for a pre-test in writing before the class begins. The average score (mean) of each class will be calculated out for comparison with after-test mean. There are five score range: 90>, 80-89, 70-79, 60-69, <60. The ratio of students from each score range will be figured out. I will use only TBLT in the first class, half TBLT and half traditional method in the second class and only traditional method in the third class. The after-test score will include three parts: class performance and involvement (10%), mid-term test (30%), and final exam (60%). After a semester, I will work out the mean of after-test scores of each class and the ratio of different score range of each class. The pre-test mean and after-test mean of each class will be compared to see if the first class makes the most obvious progress and the second class comes next and the third class makes the least progress. The pre-test ratio of each score range will be compared with that of the after-test to see which level of students benefit most from the TBLT.
In TBLT environment, students are given more time to finish a task and communicate with partners, which will give more time for teachers to go around the classroom to observe the performances of students. I, as researcher and teacher at the same time, can take the chance to observe ‘what is taking place in situ’ (Cohen et al., 2007:396). During the teaching process, I will observe students’ performance in classes and mark the 10% performance score. It is a structured observation and I will list the items that needs to be observed in advance. ‘The observer adopts a passive, non-intrusive role, merely noting down the incidence of the factors being studied’ (Cohen et al., 2007:398). 
After the semester, I will choose students representatives from different score range in the class taught in TBLT. Cohen et al. (2007) stated that ‘the interview is not simply concerned with collecting data about life: it is part of life itself, its human embeddedness is inescapable’ (Cohen et al., 2007:349). It enables the researcher to collect data in multi-sensory channels such as verbal, non-verbal, spoken and heard. It is expensive in time but can provide in-depth information. So, at last, I will interview the 9 students for more detailed information in TBLT and opinions. The aim of the interview is not to compare data but to collect ideas, so an interview guide approach (See Cohen et al., 2007:353) with outline will be employed. It is question guided but remains conversational and situational to allow subjects to discuss and give their own ideas. I will do the interview in groups, with students from the same class in a group because subjects taught through the same method may share more commons and it will inspire deeper discussion. Then I will compare responses of different classes.
VI Methods used to analyze the Data and Evidence
  For the questionnaires and tests, I will use quantitative method to analyze the data. The questionnaire in my research is mainly used to ask for students’ information and their opinions and attitudes. For their gender, family socio-economic status, preferred teaching methods, the nominal scale is used to denotes categories. For their opinions and attitudes, a 5-point ordinal scale is designed for this purpose. After the questionnaires are collected, I will use SPSS to get the results.
  When getting the pre-test scores and after-test scores, I will use SPSS to obtain the mean of writing scores of each class and compare them. Then I will work out the overall mean of the scores of three classes and compare the mean of each class with the overall mean of three classes.
  From the structured observation, I will collect numerical data which will ‘facilitate the making of comparisons between settings and situations, and frequencies, patterns and trends to be noted and calculated’ (Cohen et al., 2007:398). From the observation data, I will get the involvement frequencies of students in different teaching environments through.
  The questionnaire after the semester will be designed in a combing nominal and ordinal scale. For the nominal scale questions, I will list the potential independent variables besides TBLT method and give some space for students to write down their own answers if not included in the given ones. I will also give ordinal scale for their opinions for the TBLT effect. 
Cohen et al. (2007) mentioned that ‘Qualitative data often focus on smaller numbers of people than quantitative data, yet the data tend to be detailed and rich’. For the interview, I will use qualitative method to analyze the data. I will summarize the responses of interviewees from the same class and list the similarities and differences. Then responses from different classes will be compared to find out subjects’ opinions towards different teaching methods. 
VII The Ethical Issue
  Ethical considerations pervade the whole process of research. Before doing the survey and experiment, I will apply to School of Foreign Languages I am working with and to the school the subjects belong to for official permission. After gaining official approval from related schools and department, I still need to talk about the research with headteachers of the tested classes for their support. 
When doing research, the ‘costs/benefits ratio’ is often a dilemma which requires researchers to balance between the pursuit of truth and their subjects’ rights. I then inform the subjects about the research. However, I will not tell them details about TBLT and traditional teaching methods to avoid the potential influence on their choices in the questionnaire. I will also ask them for approval to get their College Entrance Examination scores. 
Cohen et al. (2007) made it clear that ‘the welfare of subjects should be kept in mind, even if it involves compromising the impact of the research’ (Cohen et al., 2007:59). Although my research does not cause pain or indignity to the participants, the questionnaire may be an intrusion into the privacy, ideas and preferences of the subjects. It also takes participants’ time to complete it although it is a short one and takes only around 10-15 minutes to finish. I will tell them in advance that the questionnaire is used for a research and all their information will be kept secret and will not spread out. I will encourage them to take part in the survey and inform them the values of the research, which is to test the effectiveness of a teaching method and they are making contribution to its generalization. On the other hand, I respect their freedom and they have the right to quit in the midway. If there are students who are unwilling to have their scores used in the research, I will exclude them, too.
At the same time, I choose 9 students from each class and altogether 27 for interview. It is possible that some of them may change their ideas and do not want to be interviewed. Their right to quit is guaranteed in the research and hopefully there are at least 2 from each level in one class for interview.
VIII Timetable for the Project
  In the previous semester before I conduct my research, I will talk to related schools and department to get official approval. It may be time-consuming to go the processes; it is better to apply earlier to allow for unexpected situations. I plan to contact related chairperson in April, and it is expected to get the official approval in June before the summer vacation.
  Usually there are 18 weeks for a semester. Freshmen will have a 2-week military training before having classes. The following 14 weeks is for classes and week17-18 is for preparing and sitting for final exams. I will contact subjects’ headteachers and do the surveys in the first 2 weeks. For the rest 14 weeks, I will conduct the experiment and give a writing test min-term. The after-test score will include students’ class performance, the mid-term test score and that of the final exam with different proportions. 
After marking out the final exam score, comparison will be conducted and analyzed. So, from March to April, I will collect the after-test data and do the comparation and analyzation. The following February to April will be the time for analyzing the test data and drafting the dissertation.
IX Implications of TBL to Syllabus Design
English writing is an important skill for college students. In the traditional way, teachers dominate in the classroom and students are required to finish a writing task individually with the teacher check it and give feedbacks. Students are not active participants in this way. Moreover, writing need a lot of practice to improve and motivation and interest are quite important. In TBLT, teachers are guiding the process and students are active participants in the whole process, which provides opportunities for students to use language. In the task cycle phase, students are creators and assessors at the same time, which involves them more in the task. Teachers are observer, facilitator, who enhance students’ self-assessment and mutual assessment. In the process, the four language learning conditions (exposure, use, motivation, and instruction) are all met. Students’ communication ability and writing skill are improved, and their language use ability and language accuracy are enhanced at the same time.
In present time, traditional method is still dominating in College English writing classes in our university. From this project, it is possible for us to conclude that TBL will work better for a class’ overall score in writing test and it may work better for a certain group of students. If students in the TBL class make the greatest improvement in writing scores and skills, it is worthwhile to generalize the teaching method first in individual schools and then in the whole university. And further research will be conducted on its influence on different group of students.
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