The Application of Task-based Approach to Writing Course
for English Majors in China

1. Aims
Task-based approach (TBA), proved to be more practicable, flexible and efficient in many ESL/EFL teaching contexts as compared with traditional teaching approaches like presentation, practice, production (PPP), is gradually introduced into China these years. In light of this, the current research aims to find the effects of applying TBA to writing course for English majors in China and students’ attitudes towards the new approach. The specific research questions are:
(1) Is TBA more effective in improving writing ability than PPP for English majors in China?
(2) Is TBA more effective in promoting learning motivation for writing than PPP for English majors in China?
(3) What are the attitudes of English majors in China towards the application of TBA to writing course?
2. Rationale and main conceptual themes
2.1 Rationale
Writing, as an important aspect in language learning, can reflect one’s language proficiency to a large extent. In Chinese colleges, all English majors are required to take Test for English Majors-Band 4 (TEM-4) at the end of the second year and Test for English Majors-Band 8 (TEM-8) before graduation, in which writing plays a vital role. However, students’ achievement in the writing part is not encouraging. Many English majors, with relatively good master of grammar, can write compositions with little grammatical errors, but many of which are lacking in idiomatic expressions, logical thinking or coherence. This may be partly due to the traditional teaching approaches in China. In most writing classes, teachers adopt the test-oriented PPP approach where students read model essay, memorize and imitate useful expressions and apply to their own writing. Students in this model are very likely to write compositions in a mechanical way and lose interests or motivation. Thus, some scholars began to regard traditional teaching approaches like PPP in writing class as being not in conformity with current demands. It is time that we think about questions like how to carry out more effective approaches for English writing course and how to connect the course with students’ interests and needs.
Under such circumstances, TBA has gradually come into the sight of college English teachers in China. TBA, as an approach providing real-life communicative tasks for language learners (Long, 2015, p.68), is expected to improve their language proficiency and learning motivation. In English writing, TBA has been proved in many teaching practices to play a positive role in promoting students’ writing ability. In order to complete various tasks, students communicate with each other in groups, which greatly increases the exposure to English and frequency of using English. During the process, students constantly adjust their original ideas, study behaviors and language structure to focus on both form and meaning. In this way, TBA helps to facilitate students’ cognitive processes involved in learning and producing, which fundamentally improve their writing ability.
Meanwhile, TBA tend to inspire the inner motivation for students’ writing. Based on the student-centered principle, TBA can create more favorable conditions to give students the sense of achievement and thus increasing their confidence. Through the accomplishment of tasks, students tend to produce autonomous learning consciousness, which builds up for interests and motivation.
TBA has received increasing attention in the past few decades both theoretically and empirically. From the theoretical perspective, reviews on TBA theory focused on its theoretical basis, history of development, definition, classification, characteristics and so on (e.g. Ellis, 2009; Long, 2015; Nunan 1989, 1999, 2004; Willis, 1996; Willis and Willis, 2007; Skehan, 1998). Among the most influential authors, Nunan (1989) studied on how to make students more communicative through various tasks, who concluded that the communicative task model consists of aim, input, activity, teachers’ role, learners’ role and setting. Willis (1996) explored components for designing TBA, namely pre-task, task cycle and language focus, which is of great help for scholars and teachers. Skehan (1998), who made great efforts to analyze the framework for task-based learning, contributed a lot to information processing theory and social language communicative theory. From the practical perspective, studies were carried out on how TBA can be activated to facilitate English teaching and learning in various contexts (e.g. Carless, 2007, 2009; Kim, 2012; Littlewood, 2007). However, most of the previous empirical studies constrain themselves for teaching children. Till now, studies taking adults as participants are still limited.
Therefore, this study aims to find out the effectiveness of employing TBA in writing course and students’ attitudes towards the approach. Academically, the study can lead to the deeper understanding of TBA related factors and theories, especially in terms of adult teaching and learning. Practically, pedagogical implications can be put forward on how to teach English writing with more scientific approaches and implement them to motivating adult learners. Researchers who are interested in teaching writing with TBA to adult learners can get related information from this study to facilitate their further research.
2.2 Conceptual themes
2.2.1 Task-based approach
2.2.1.1 Definition of task-based approach
Task-based approach (TBA), also known as task-based language teaching (TBLT), task-bask learning (TBL) or task-based instruction (TBI), is generally regarded as the development of communicative language teaching (CLT) (Richards and Rodgers, 2001, p. 223). TBA is a teaching or learning approach whose primary unit is “task”, which should be defined first. One of the representatives Nunan (1989, p. 10) referred task to a piece of classroom work involving learners in comprehending, manipulating, interacting and producing in the target language while their attention is mainly focused on meaning rather than form. In a similar way, Willis (1996, p.23) suggested task to be an activity in which learners use the target language for communicative purposes. Skehan (1998, p.38) defined task as an activity with some sort of relationship to the real world and primary focus on meaning. Generally, the core idea captured in these definitions is that when completing a task, students focus on meaning for communicative purposes.
Based on this, we can regard TBA as an approach where students learn language through communicative tasks. As Nunan (1999, p. 24) put, it is an approach to the design of language courses in which the starting point is not a list of linguistic items, but a collection of tasks. Tasks in the classroom are based on the communicative needs in real life. During the class, teachers lead students to accomplish communicative tasks to obtain and accumulate the learning experience of the target language. This approach, which embodies the “student-centred” notion, has an obvious effect in cultivating students’ ability to use English by themselves. In brief, TBA in this proposal is taken as a language teaching and learnig approach based on tasks for conveying communicative purposes.
2.2.2.2 Framework of task-based approach
The study intends to follow Willis’ framework (1996) as the basis for course design considering its clarity and feasibility. In his proposition, the framework of task-based approach comprises three stages, namely pre-task, task cycle and language focus (Willis, 1996).
The first stage is pre-task stage. As put by Willis (1996), tasks should be clearly put forward to ensure that students have clear objectives, which is helpful to stimulate students’ interests and motivation and relieve their load of cognitive processing. In this stage, teachers should also prepare students for tasks with the demonstration of relevant subjects and expressions. Though this, students’ real experiences and language basis can be activated.
The second stage is task cycle stage. This period gives sufficient chances for students to communicate with each other, which emphasizes language fluency in three sub-stages. At the task phase, students try to complete tasks in groups under the supervision of teachers. At the planning phase, students prepare to report their discussion results to the class. At the report phase, the group members present the task results to the class on a group basis.
The third stage is language focus stage. There are two sub-stages in this last stage that focus on language. One is tentative analysis in which students discuss and analyze the language used in the reports to better understand the difficult language forms and language points. The other one is real practice where students use language features they learned and put them into practice under the guidance of teachers.
2.2.2 Presentation, practice, production approach
One of the most influential approaches for writing course is the PPP approach, which consists of the stages of presentation, practice and production. In the presentation stage, teachers present explicitly or implicitly certain useful expressions, sentence patterns or model compositions for students to understand and internalize. In this part, teachers intend to impart knowledge to students, while the latter receive the knowledge passively most of the time. In the practice stage, a series of practice activities are provided for students to consolidate the newly learned knowledge, usually through memorizing instead of expressing personal thoughts. In the production stage, students are required to produce language depending on their thinking and feelings.
The underlying concept of the PPP approach is the Input Hypothesis (Krashen, 1985), which indicates that learners have to receive enough comprehensible input of the target language before they are able to output. However, many researchers nowadays indicate that input does not necessarily lead to equal intake, and the link between input and output is not always as strong as desired. Thus, the PPP approach has been under criticism these years.
2.2.4 Social constructivism
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Social constructivism, as a variety of cognitive constructivism, put emphasis on the collaborative nature of learning. Vygotsky (1978), one of the most well-known psychologists in this regard, maintained that all cognitive functions come from social interactions. In this sense, learning is not simply the assimilation and accommodation of new knowledge, but a process by which learners are integrated into a knowledge community (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky (1978) distinguishes between two developmental levels. One is the level of actual development, which refers to the level that learners have already reached and are capable of solving problems by themselves. The other one is the level of potential development, also called the “zone of proximal development” (ZPD), referring to the level that learners can reach under the guidance of teachers or in collaboration with peers. At the level of potential development, learners are able to understand materials and solve problems that are out of their reach when at the level of actual development. Hence learning takes place by construct and reconstruct cognitive structures with the help of teachers and peers.
Teachers act as constructivists in this process. They create a context where students are engaged in various activities that encourage and facilitate learning. In the meantime, teachers give students advice and encouragement as they approach problems in groups. In other words, collaborative learning is realized through peer interaction that is structured and supervised by the teacher.
As far as TAB is concerned, it regards the success of individual learning as fundamentally linked with that of group learning, which relies on learners’ cooperation in collaborative tasks. Tasks can be made by the presentation of specific subjects, scenarios or concepts with well-designed questions to promote potential development. When employing TBA in class, it is necessary that we take the social constructivism into account.
2.2.4 Cognition Hypothesis
Robinson’s Cognition Hypothesis (2001, 2003, 2007, 2011) explicated that tasks with increasing cognitive demands can bring more interaction-driven learning opportunities and how different cognition-demanding tasks may affect learners’ attentional distribution, language processing and consequently language development. According to the Cognition Hypothesis (Robinson, 2003, p. 59), an increase in cognitive demands of tasks along resource-directing dimension will lead learners to use more accurate and complex linguistic structures with overall reduced fluency because such demands direct learners’ attention towards specific linguistic forms; on the other hand, increasing cognitive demands of tasks along resource-dispersing dimension will divert learners’ attention away from linguistic code, which will degrade accuracy, fluency and complexity of language output.
In the meantime, Robinson (2001, 2003, 2007, 2011) put forward a framework of task characteristics associated with the Cognition Hypothesis, providing task designers with operational criteria for categorizing and sequencing tasks in classroom or experimental contexts. Within this framework, task characteristics are logically put into three categories, namely task complexity, task conditions and task difficulty. First, task complexity, dealing with cognitive factors, refers to the intrinsic cognitive demands of tasks (Robinson, 2003, p. 55). This factor consists of resource-directing and resource-dispersing dimensions concerninig cognitive resources such as attention and memory. Second, task conditions, focusing on interactive factors, relates to interactive demands of task performance with participants and participation variables (Robinson, 2003, p. 56). Third, task difficulty, concerning learner factor, includes factors that relate to learners’ perceptions of tasks, and is dependent on ability and affective variables of learners (Robinson, 2003, p. 56).
Robinson’s Cognition Hypothesis (2003, 2007, 2011) explained task effects in a comprehensive way and offers feasible criteria and suggestions for categorizing and sequencing tasks from simple to complex, which helps to create optimal conditions for progressive practice. Hence for the present study, the Cognition Hypothesis is chosen as the theoretical basis to design and sequence tasks for adult language learners.
2.2.4 Adulthood in language learning
Since the participants of the study are adult learners in college, it is necessary that we take the adulthood in language learning into consideration. Knowles (1980, p.24) defined “adulthood” from different perspectives. He suggested that educators focus on the social and psychological perspectives when teaching adults since the most distinguishing features of them in learning contexts are the ability to perform adult roles and hold self-concept (Knowles, 1980, p.24).
In education specifically, it is the features, needs and learning process of adult learners that differentiate the education for them from that for children and adolescents. Among the studies of adult learners’ nature, one of the most recognized products come from Knowles’ (1990), who summarized characteristics of adult learners from six perspectives,
(1) The need to know. Adults need to know the reasons for learning something and the benefits for learning it.
(2) The self-concept. Adults have a self-concept of being independent individuals responsible for their own and are capable of self-directed learning.
(3) The role of experience. Adults have enriched life experiences and relatively fixed self-identity, which can be good sources for learning, thus an emphasis on experiential techniques and peer-helping activities should be made.
(4) Readiness to learn. Adults are ready to learn the things they need to know and do accordingly to cope effectively with real-life situations.
(5) Orientation to learning. Adults are life-centered (or task-centered or problem-centered) in their orientation to learning.
(6) Motivation. Adults’ potent motivation for learning mainly comes from internal factors.
(Knowles, 1990, pp. 57-63)
Besides, Knowles (1990) also indicated how adult teaching and learning can be organized on these adults’ characteristics and how interactive methods can be used to engage and motivate adult learners.
When it comes to the realm of language learning, adults differ from children in language learning process, partly because the former has no access to the innate knowledge or device for language (Chomsky, 1965), which is suggested by some scholars to guide the natural language development. In this regard, scholars tend to hold that this innate knowledge or device decrease after the Critical Period or sensitive periods for language acquisition (Long, 1990). On the other hand, adults have more mature cognitive and linguistic abilities than children, which they can adopt in language learning (Newport, 1990). In the present study, we should make tasks tailored for adult learners to achieve better teaching effects in light of their characteristics as proposed by Knowles (1980, 1990).
3. Intended Evidence
This is an empirical study with a mixed-method design, hence evidence is collected and analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively. To see the effectiveness of adopting TBA as compared with PPP, English majors from two intact natural classes in a Chinese college are selected as participants. Each class comprises 30 participants, making the total 60. All the participants are third-year English majors, who speak Chinese as mother tongue and have spent about ten years learning English since primary school. With a pre-test of English writing, the participants in the two classes are proved to have no significant difference in English writing proficiency. 
One class is tagged as the experimental class (EC) and the other as the control class (CC). In the EC, the teacher applies TBA, while in the CC, the teacher implements PPP. The writing course is given four sessions every week in one semester. The EC and the CC adopt the same textbooks and are taught by the same teacher. In the whole semester, students from the two classes write the same amount of compositions on the same topics for practice.
During the course, participants in the EC are divided into five groups, each containing six group members. Students are encouraged to discuss with each other in the group to share ideas and do reports. In class, a variety of tasks are made by teachers around the writing topic for students to complete in groups. After the activities, students write compositions on their own. In the CC, where the traditional PPP approach is adopted, the teacher presents useful structure and expressions for students, shows them how to use and give them chances to practice, finally students write their own compositions.
3.1 Quantitative data
First, before the writing course starts, 60 compositions from the participants on the same topic are collected and marked to measure their current level of writing competence. Second, 60 compositions at the end of the semester are marked to see students’ level after one semester. All the 120 compositions are marked blindfolded according to the TEM-8 marking criteria by the same two teachers to get an average as the final score. Third, 60 copies of five-point-scale questionnaire are collected at the beginning of the semester and another 60 copies at the end to survey students’ motivation for writing. In addition, 30 copies of five-point-scale questionnaire on the EC participants’ attitudes towards the application of TBA are gathered. 
3.2 Quantitative data
30 participants in the EC are divided into five groups with each group having six people. Five recordings of group interview on the perception of TBA are transcribed and stored.
4. Methods for Evidence Collection
4.1 For quantitative data
4.1.1 Test
Test scores of compositions can to a large extent reflect participants’ writing competence. In the beginning, a pre-test is needed to make sure that there is no significant difference between participants in the EC and the CC in terms of overall writing competence. By comparing tests scores before and after the writing course in one semester, we can see whether there is an improvement of participants’ writing competence. Finally, if the improvement in the EC is significantly better than the CC, the effectiveness of the new approach can be confirmed.
In the present study, a pre-test is adopted at the beginning and a post-test at the end of the semester. Both tests are selected from the authentic writing test in TEM-8. The full mark of the writing test in TEM-8 is 20 points. To make the scores more objective and accurate, all compositions are marked with participants’ names blindfolded. And the compositions in the pre-test and the post-test are marked in accordance with the TEM-8 marking criteria by the same two teachers to get an average as the final score.
4.1.2 Questionnaire
Questionnaires are adopted to measure participants’ motivation level for writing and attitudes towards the adoption of TBA. In terms of the motivation level for writing, the same questionnaire containing five-point-scale questions is adopted before and after the experimental semester. Points in the post-questionnaire as compared with the pre-questionnaire can be employed to see whether the writing courses are effective in motivating students. Meanwhile, statistical difference between the EC and the CC reflects the difference of the TBA and the PPP in promoting students’ motivation.
In terms of participants’ attitudes towards the adoption of TBA, a five-point-scale questionnaire is employed for participants in the EC after one semester. The questionnaire can display students’ attitudes of in the EC from the quantitative perspective.
4.2 For qualitative data
4.2.1 Interview
In supplement of the questionnaire for investigating attitudes towards the adoption of TBA, a face-to-face group interview is adopted for participants in the EC at the end of the semester. 30 participants are divided into five groups, each group having six people. During the interview, students are asked about their attitudes, perceptions, beliefs and experiences. Views may emerge from the interaction and discussion among participants. To better suit the group form and make it more flexible, the interview is semi-structured. Besides, the interview is conducted in Chinese to make it easier for students to express themselves.
5. Settings of Evidence Collection
To test the effectiveness of using the TBA for English majors in writing course, the investigation is conducted in two parallel classes (EC and CC) in a Chinese college for a whole semester. In the first session of the course, participants in both classes are asked to write a composition in 45 minutes as a pre-test. In the second session, all participants complete the pre-questionnaire in 10 minutes anonymously. At the end of the semester, students should finish the post-test and post-questionnaire in the last two sessions. Besides, participants in the EC fill in an additional questionnaire on their attitudes of the TBA.
After the whole semester, the researcher conducts face-to-face group interviews with students in informal settings, where they can feel relaxed and pleasant to freely express themselves.
6. Ethical Issues
The research is guided by Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (British Educational Research Association [BERA], 2018) on the ethical issues. Before the study starts, the researcher should be open and honest with potential participants as well as college and department leaders and relevant teachers. All of them are as fully informed as possible about the whole picture of the research. Particularly, participants need to know why their participation is necessary, what they will be asked to do, what will happen to the information they provide, how that information will be used and to whom it will be reported (BERA, 2018). On this basis, participants’ voluntary informed consent as well as leaders and teachers’ permission are obtained. It is made clear to participants that they can withdraw at any time without the need of explanation. Leaders and teachers may act as gatekeepers on behalf of participants.
In addition, the researcher should make sure that the study does not invade individual privacy. Commitment is made on the confidential and anonymous treatment of the data of participants and relevant institutions and teachers. Meanwhile, the researcher must obey the legal requirements on the storage and use of personal data how their personal data is being stored and used and to whom it may be made available (BERA, 2018). Participants are clearly told about why and how their personal data is being stored and used and to whom it may be made available (BERA, 2018). The researcher should bear in mind that data are kept with security.
After the research, the researcher will inform participants about the outcomes of the research by offering them copies of reports on the research. If the TBA is proved to be significantly effective in improving students’ writing ability and motivation, the approach will be offered to the CC to minimize the effects of the research designs that advantage the EC over the CC.
7. Methods for Evidence Analysis
7.1 For quantitative data
The results of the tests and questionnaires are analyzed with the software Statistic Package for Social Science 25.0 (SPSS 25.0). By comparison, we can see whether there are significant differences between the EC and the CC with regards to the improvement of writing ability and learning motivation for writing. The significant differences will be counted only when the probability (p) is below or equal to 0.05. Meanwhile, the tendency of participants’ attitudes in the EC towards TBA can be drawn.
7.2 For qualitative data
The students’ group interviews are interpreted through thematic analysis. A four-step approach (Harding, 2013) is adopted here, namely identifying initial categories, coding data, reviewing codes and emerging themes and finally identifying findings. During the process, possible emerging themes may be as follows.
(1) Class centre. In TBA, students are not passive recipients of information, but rather active participants of cooperative tasks. It is student rather than teacher who plays a centre role in class. Teacher’s role is to monitor and mediate student’s discussion in groups.
(2) Affection. TBA class is welcomed by students for they enjoy the active class atmosphere and the high spirit to work in groups. On the other hand, a traditional writing class full of teacher talk with little peer interaction may often leads to the loss of students’ autonomy and active inquiry of knowledge, making them feel derepressed. Compared with traditional teaching approach, TBA appeals to more students.
(3) Motivation. TBA encourages students to use English in various cooperative tasks. Since accuracy of form is of secondary importance under communicative purposes, students’ anxiety level can be put under control to a large extent. Higher levels of motivation lead them to put more attention on language use, which helps in developing cognitive and practical skills for English writing.
(4) Interaction. TBA values the communicative environment for students to learn and practice the target language. Through cooperative tasks, students can work together in groups to exchange ideas by actively exploring the resources of the target language, which gives them more opportunities of language practice. Students’ collaboration and interaction with each other are the major promoting force to achieve language proficiency.
(5) Construction. TBA puts a heavy emphasis on the peer interaction with increasingly complex tasks, which leads to progressively greater language processing as well as input and output. With the help of teacher and the interaction with peers, students acquire the language proficiency through progressive knowledge construction.
8. Timetable for the Proposed Project
The proposed project is supposed to last about ten months, with the timetable shown through a Gantt Chart in Figure 1. The researcher spends the first three months doing literature review, within which the preparation for tests, questionnaires, syllabus and tasks is done. After that, one month is spent on the teacher training for the application of TBA and PPP. Then a whole semester of four months is immersed in the teaching and learning practices of TBA in the EC and PPP in the CC for data collection. Finally, the researcher finishes data analysis and paper writing in the last two months.
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