                    Mini Research Project Proposal

1. Title
An Exploration on the Effects of Applying Task-based Language Teaching Method to College Oral English Classes -- Based on Business English Students 
2. The aims of the investigation
The present study intends to investigate the effectiveness and feasibility of Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT) in China’s context of College Oral English Classes through an experiment. To be specific, the research aims to attain the answers to the following questions:  
(1) How can the business tasks be applied in oral English teaching?
(2) What are the students and teachers’ attitudes on TBLT?  
(3) What effects does TBLT have on business students’ oral English proficiency?
(4) What are the obstacles/difficulties in implementing TBLT in oral English classes?
(5) What suggestions can be provided to solve those problems?
3. The rationale and main conceptual themes for the investigation
Owing to the expansion of global economic cooperation, the talents who have high English proficiency and business knowledge are increasingly demanded in many joint ventures and other external sectors. As a response to the demands of talents in the market, many universities and colleges in China have offered business English courses. The aim of such programs is to cultivate graduates with a good mastery of English communicating skills as well as solid business knowledge. Among the many targeted skills and abilities schools intend to train on their students, oral business English is the most important and basic competence. Students with high English proficiencies to communicate well in business context take a favorable advantage in the workplace. Therefore, oral English Classes, which intends to improve the students’ communicative competence in business context, has been regarded as the most indispensable and elementary course for Business English majors. However, the teaching effects of business oral English are far from being satisfactory and a lot of students’ communication skills cannot reach the standard. This depressing situation can be further confirmed by the employers’ feedback and students’ own self-assessment. 
Researchers and teachers are responsible to find out what leads to the low efficiency of oral English teaching for business English majors and what can be done to improve the students’ pragmatic business English communication skills. Some argue that the unsatisfactory phenomenon of “dumb English” is caused by the overwhelming adoption of the traditional teaching method, the Presentation, Practice, Production (PPP) approach. In comparison, the “learning by doing” language teaching approach, TBLT, is claimed to be a more superior method; and a lot of studies have suggested the effectivity of TBLT in English classes. However, at college or university level, the topic on the feasibility of employing such an approach and the links between the effects and its implementation to business oral English classes has scantly been touched. Given the scarcity of adequate empirical research in this area, a research project comprising both a quantitative survey and qualitative study comes into my mind in an attempt to map out a general picture of the implementation of TBLT approach in the course of oral English for business English majors in Changchun Normal University. The ultimate goal of such a project is to verify whether the TBLT approach is more advantageous over the traditional PPP approach in improving business oral English skills for the students in colleges or not. Also, this project can provide valuable suggestions for employment of TBLT in college English teaching. 
Introduction of PPP
The PPP teaching approach is a well-established method to second language teaching which advocates three stages for language teaching: presentation, practice, and production. First came into being in the 1970s, it is a product of the communicative language teaching theory. To be specific, during the presentation stage, the teacher “gives students the opportunity to realize the usefulness and relevance of the new language and their need to learn it” (Matthew, A., Spratt, M. & Dangerfield, L., 1985:58)[footnoteRef:1]. Then the teacher would focus on helping students understand the meaning of the new language point. At this phase, it is the teacher who does most of the talking. Students are supposed to listen and follow the teacher’s lead. In other words, the aim of this step is to develop students’ understanding of the new language points. During the practice stage, students will be given opportunities to apply the newly-presented language point in a controlled framework. Through this way, they can better memorize the target language form and assimilate its meaning. In short, this practice stage aims to enable learners to practice making full use of the newly grasped language rules or patterns. The last Production stage, is also termed as the free stage, for it grants students the chance to express their opinions in a less controlled way with the knowledge they have just learned. For example, communication tasks or role-play activities will be conducted and students are expected to use the target language in a spontaneous and flexible manner.  [1:  Matthew, A., Spratt, M. & Dangerfield, L. Ed. 1985. At the chalkface: Practical techniques in language teaching. London: E. Arnold.] 

According to Skehan (1998:94)[footnoteRef:2], the merits of PPP is believed to be able to “secure teacher roles” and it is very comforting for the teacher, because it requires teachers to “take the structure of the day and do whatever is necessary to ensure that structure is learned”. Another advantage of PPP is that the teaching goals are rather clear and tangible, which can be assessed easily. Finally, this approach may work well for it is in line with the theory that “learning is focused on rules which are then automatized as a set of habits”.  [2:  Skehan, P. 1998. A cognitive approach to language learning. Oxford: Oxford University Press.] 

Despite its edges, Willis (1996: 135)[footnoteRef:3] also states: “the irony is that the goal of the final P, free production, is often not achieved. How can production be free if students are required to produce forms that have been specified in advance?”. Drawbacks of the PPP approach include limitations on learners’ exposure to language; learners’ lacking of learning motivation caused by boring “teacher-controlling” instructing style; and their inadequate meaningful language use and real communication.  [3:  Willis, J. 1996. A framework of task-based learning. London: Longman Limited Group.] 



Introduction of TBLT
Comparing with the PPP approach, TBLT focuses more on the improvements of students’ communicating skills. The more tasks they have in class, the more comprehensible input to the students. As a further development of communicative language teaching, it was first put forward in the 1980s by Prabhu from the teaching perspective. And it has attracted attentions from many researchers and second language teachers ever since the mid-1980s. In the area of applied linguistics, the late 1990s is taken as “the Age of the Task”. With the key focus on tasks, TBLT requires learners to use the target language to communicate with each other to solve real life questions. The view is that in the process of accomplishing tasks, students are more focused on meaning and communicating with each other; and as a result, they can be better prepared to meet challenges of real-world situations and at the same time, acquire the target language naturally.  
Features of TBLT
TBLT is a teaching approach that advocates learners to accomplish tasks through the target language. The tasks are usually quite meaningful and communicative in nature. Nunan (1991: 279)[footnoteRef:4] summarizes five features of TBLT:  [4:  Nunan, D. 1991. Communicative tasks and language curriculum. TESOL Quarterly. Vol. 25.(2). ] 

(1) An emphasis on learning to communicate through interaction in the target language; 
(2) The introduction of authentic texts into the learning situation; 
(3) The provision of opportunities for learners to focus not only on language, but also on the learning process itself; 
(4) An enhancement of the learner’s own personal experiences as important contributing elements to classroom learning; 
(5) An attempt to link classroom language learning with language activation outside the classroom. Freez (1998)[footnoteRef:5] also came up with six specific features: [5:  cited from Richard, J.C. Platt, T & T. Rogers. 2001. Approaches and methods in language teaching. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  ] 

(1) The focus is on the process rather than product; 
(2) Basic elements are purposeful activities and tasks that emphasize communication and meaning; 
(3) Learners learn language by interacting communicatively and purposefully while engaged in the activities and tasks; 
(4) Activities can be either that learners might need to achieve in real life; or those that have a pedagogical purpose specific to the classroom; 
(5) Activities and tasks of a task-based syllabus are sequenced according to difficulty; 
(6) The difficulty of a task depends on a range of factors including the previous experience of the learner, the complexity of the task, the language required to undertake the task, and the degree of support available.
In other words, in the process of carrying out the meaningful tasks, students can learn the language naturally through interacting and communicating with each other. Comparing with PPP, TBLT provides more classroom communication opportunities for students. 
Three phases of TBLT
In A Framework for Task-based Learning, Willis (1996) put forward three stages, that is, pre-task: introduction to topic and task; task cycle: task, planning and report; and language focus: analysis and practice. Sometimes they are also termed as “the pre-task stage”, “the main-task stage” and “the post-task stage”. At the pre-task phase, students are offered with opportunities to recall the things they have already known, and then are exposed to speak and write with opportunities for students to learn from each other at the main-task phase. It is worth mentioning that in private tasks stage, language mistakes will be neglected, as long as they can understand each other and have their opinions expressed in a clear way. It is during the planning stage between the private tasks and the public report that students’ attention on correct language form will be promoted. In order to achieve accuracy, they can make use of other sources to organize their reports clearly in accurate and proper language forms. In the final phase, language analysis activities can also strike an emphasis on the correct language forms and students would consciously notice and reflect on the features of language, go over their report and restudy the useful phrases. 
Pre-task Stage：
Skehan (1998) proposed two focuses in the pre-task stage: one is the emphasis on the general cognitive demands of the task, and the other is an emphasis on linguistic factors. Teachers’ job is to activate the students’ background information/knowledge and inform them with new information/knowledge. In the meantime, teachers should also provide task models and give some instructions on language points when necessary.  For the model can facilitate students in understanding what they are expected to do in the following step. To sum up, the three functions of the pre-task phase are: 
(1) to stimulate and arouse students’ interest in doing a task on the chosen topic;  
(2) to activate students’ storage of topic-related words, phrases and target sentences that will be useful in carrying out the task in the real world; 
(3) to incorporate an enabling task to help students communicate as smoothly as possible during the task cycle.
Main-task Phase：
The task cycle/main-task phase consists of three sub-phases: task-doing; report-planning; and reporting. In this phase, it is of great importance for teachers to design and choose proper tasks. As stated by Ellis (2003)[footnoteRef:6], every task-based lesson should set up clear teaching goals, be it fluency, authenticity or complexity and design tasks that can help students achieve those goals.  [6:  Ellis, R. 2003. Task-based Language Learning and Teaching. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
] 

Doing the task
During this period, students usually work in pairs or groups to complete one task or several tasks using whatever linguistic resources they have to obtain the goals of the tasks. In order to avoid the risk of developing fluency at the cost of accuracy, they can choose to work with the teacher to improve their language ability. However, to help students feel free to express their ideas in the tasks, the teacher should not interrupt too much.
Planning  
During this step, students are preparing to report to the whole class on how they have carried out the task. They may decide to prepare a trial report orally or in a written form. In addition, because it is a public presentation that is required in the final stage, accurate language output is one basic requirement, teacher should stand by to offer advice or to help with clearing up language problems students have encountered. 
Reporting  
Finally, all the groups need to present their reports to the class publicly; exchange their written reports; and compare results. The teacher may act as a chairperson to organize the reporting as well as comment on their performance. 
Post-task Stage
The final phase is composed of two steps: analysis and practice. It provides  opportunities of form-focused work for students. 
Analysis 
In this step, some of the specific features of the target language, such as functions, syntax, words or phonological features etc, which occurred naturally during the task, will be identified and analyzed by the teacher. 
Practice 
Finally, based on the needs of students and the problems emerged from the reporting stage, the teacher needs to select the necessary parts for students to practice. Students will then reinforce their understanding of useful language points in an effective and natural way.
The Application of TBLT to Oral English Classes for Business English Majors
Business oral English course is intended to improve the students’ communicative competence in business context. For a long time, it remains to conduct the traditional PPP approach, in which the teacher instead of students governs the whole class. As a result, students instructed by PPP approach are often failed to behave very well to communicate successfully and confidently in business setting with what they have learned. As the goal of oral English teaching for Business English majors is not only to impart knowledge, but also help the students to communicate with others fluently and properly in business circumstances. In TBLT atmosphere, through the working of tasks, students can learn from each other, build good relationship and establish a spirit of cooperation as well as improve their language competence. All the skills above are very essential for the students who are striving to be the winner in the fierce business competition after they step into the society. Furthermore, through the tasks one after another, the abilities to probe the unknown and self-study will be further developed.  
4. A description of the evidence you intend to collect
In order to answer the research questions, the evidence needed to be collected consist of the results of two tests (pre-test and post-test); responses to questionnaires and interviews and observation notes from classes. They would be constructed to obtain the reliable data of students’ attitudes on this teaching approach; performance of participants in experimental class before and after the implementation of TBLT; observed difficulties/problems in implementing TBLT.  
To be specific, participants’ scores on the pre- and post-tests can be used to demonstrate whether TBLT can promote learners’ oral English proficiency or not. The views and opinions gathered from the questionnaires and interviews can be used to reflect students’ attitude and cognition on this teaching approach. For instance, whether they would show favorable attitudes to this teaching method or not in general. In addition, the researcher’s classroom observation notes can be used to analyze and categorize the difficulties and problems in employing the method to achieve the targeted teaching aims. It is also worth noting that the overall information of the students in the experimental class and control class need to be collected beforehand to ensure the comparability of the research results. 
5. The methods you plan to use to collect your evidence
Two classes will be selected, one as the experimental class, the other the control class. The selection of the two classes will be based on the average principle, which will be further explained in the setting part. One prerequisite of the research is that the participants in the experimental class and control class are similar in terms of overall English proficiency, age, studying motivation etc. 
At the beginning of the experiment, the students from both classes would be arranged to take an oral test so that the researcher could gain a clear picture of each one’s current oral English proficiency. Another test would be conducted after the experiment to show whether there are changes or improvements of students’ performance in business communications skills due to the implementation of TBLT. The design of the two tests shall guarantee the objective reflection of students’ general and business oral English level. The Cambridge English qualifications business tests (BEC) can be used as references. For example, the pre-test may incorporate sections like asking students to read several individual sentences according to the meaning and tone; to deliver a 3-5minutes speech on a given topic; and to start a business negotiation with a partner. In terms of tests assessments, both tests shall be assessed by at least two examiners independently with the same criteria: fluency & coherence, lexical resource, grammatical range & accuracy and pronunciation.
In the teaching experiment stage, both classes would study exactly the same material with different teaching approaches: the experimental class would be taught by TBLT, while the control class still follows the traditional teaching way, PPP. In the teaching stage, the researcher would attend the two classes as an observer to record the actual implementation of TBLT. The analytical framework of the classroom observations may include the evaluation of teaching methods, objective, content, effectiveness and attitude etc.
After the teaching experiment, a questionnaire would be conducted among the students of experimental class. Its purpose is to gather information of the students’ attitudes on their learning experience under TBLT oral English classes as well as their evaluation of the effectiveness of TBLT to business oral English teaching. To be specific, the questionnaire may consist of four parts: a. students’ self-confidence and enthusiasm in business oral English; b. students’ self-assessment in the improvement of business oral English and other pragmatic skills; c. students’ reflection on the business oral English class atmosphere implemented by the present teaching method; d. students’ attitudes towards TBLT. The questionnaire is designed according to Attitude/Motivation Test Battery by Gardnerand Learning Autonomy by Dickinson. And it is adopted the format of a typical five-level Likert item:1= strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3=neither agree nor disagree; 4=agree; 5= strongly agree. The investigation data would be cross-checked by two researchers.
Two types of interviews will be carried out. One to survey students’ feedback on the new teaching method. The other to investigate the teacher. The questions would be relevant to the present business oral English teaching and learning and be revised based on the following sources: (1) Feedback on Task-based Course (Xia, 2001)[footnoteRef:7]; (2) A Study on the Problems and Countermeasures in the Application of Task-based Language Teaching (Wang, 2011)[footnoteRef:8]. The following are some possible questions. [7:  Xia, J. 2001. Benefits brought about by TBLT on college English teaching. College Teaching in China. ]  [8:  Wang, H. 2011. A Study on the problems and countermeasures in the application of task-based language teaching.] 

(1) What are the problems and challenges of improving the business oral English skills to you?  
(2) Do you think the present teaching approach is of help to improve your business oral English? 
(3) What do you want to propose for your teacher regarding the business oral English class?  
(4) How do you control the degree of the difficulty of the tasks? 
(5) What is your understanding of the differences between task and exercise? 
    All the interviews will be conducted in participants’ L1 to ensure that they can accurately express their ideas with ease. And the conversations will be recorded and later transcribed into scripts by two researchers to reach reliability.
6. A description of the settings in which you plan to collect your evidence.
The subjects will be chosen from 2 parallel classes of 1st year Business English majors in Changchun Normal University. For the English major freshmen are allocated to different classes based on their overall English performance, which can guarantee that the students’ average English proficiency in each class is basically the same. Meanwhile, it can also be affirmed that the subjects would show showing no significant difference on the attitudes towards business oral English or acquaintances with TBLT through this class allocation policy. Class A would be designed to be the experimental class (EC) for TBLT application, and Class B would be arranged to be the control class (CC) for traditional PPP approach. Both classes would be instructed by the same teacher, who is familiar with both teaching methods and has no preference with either. In addition, the syllabus design of the two classes will be made with a teaching and research group, which can guarantee the consistency with each approach.

7. The ethical issues you need to consider
Ethical issues will be considered with caution and I will apply for an ethical clearance to get the ethical approval from the College Ethics Committee in the first place. I may closely stick to the ethical principles proposed by British Educational Research Association to carry out my study. Hammersley and Traianou (2012)[footnoteRef:9] stated five commonly recognized ethical principles and based on my own research situation, I summarized the following ones to follow. [9:  Hammersley, M. and Traianou, A. (2012) Ethics and Educational Research,
British Educational Research Association on-line resource.] 

First, I will get the permission from relevant authorities to gain access to Scholl of Foreign Languages, Changchun Normal University, the institution which I intend to conduct my experiment. Then, I would seek all participants’ assent. Teachers and students will be informed of the purposes of the study; the things they need to do and the procedures of the research. 
Second, I will respect the principle of autonomy, which means that all the participants can make decisions for themselves about whether to participate or not and every participant is granted with the right to discontinue participating at any time. Especially in the interview part, for those who’d rather not be interviewed, I would respect their opinion. In addition, they had their rights to decide which recording method, video or audio recording, to use in the study. 
Third, I will follow the principle of confidentiality. The name of the university will be disguised and all participants will be anonymized to fully protect their personal information and ideas. It is also the participants choice of deciding which place on campus they’d like to take the interviews. 
Fourth, after collecting the data, it is my duty to keep them safe and it is also my responsibility to report general findings according to their real meaning. Also, I will double check on some of the controversial points with the participants to make sure that their opinions and view are accurately reflected. 
Fifth, I will offer reciprocity. After completing the scheduled observations and interviews, I would thank all students, teachers, cooperating researchers and administrations for their cooperation and help. The subjects being interviewed will be given small gifts to show gratitude to them. 
8. The methods you expect to use to analyse the evidence you collect.
In the data analysis, the standard of significance level is set as 0.05. If the P-value is smaller than 0.05, it would mean that there is significant difference; and if P-value is larger than 0.05, it would be suggested no significant difference can be spotted. To be specific, in the analysis of the results of the pre-test and post-test, instruments like SPSS 17.0 will be used. And the mean score of each class will be used as comparison. 
In the analysis of the results of the questionnaire surveying students’ views and evaluations on oral English teaching, the results would be listed in one table and the statements will be allocated to four categories:
(1) Students’ self for instance and enthusiasm in business oral English;
(2) Students’ self-assessment in the improvement of business oral English and other practical skills;
(3) Students’ reflections on the business oral English class atmosphere implemented by the present teaching method;
(4) Students’ attitudes toward TBLT.
In the analysis of the interview, the issues being discussed can be categorized into 3 areas: problems and challenges in improving oral English proficiency; the effectiveness of TBLT; suggestions on future teaching. 
In coping with the classroom observations, typical problems will be found out and improving methods would be discussed with the instructor and other researchers. 
9. The timetable for the proposed project
The overall project would take 20 weeks. For in Changchun Normal University, one semester usually lasts for 16 weeks and in order to make the comparison valid, applying one complete semester would be a good choice for the experiment. In the first week, the syllabus design and class allocation would be finished. And a pre-test will be conducted among the experimental class and control class. In week 2 to week 16, the experimental class and control class would be taught with the teaching material by TBLT and PPP approach respectively. And the research would select 10 specific classes to observe during this period. Through observation notes, the research will try to find the obstacles in the implementation of TBLT method and discuss with the teacher and students regarding the issue. In week 17-18, apart from conducting the post-test for all student participants, interviews and surveys on students’ attitudes and reflections will also be carried out during the two weeks. Finally, after collecting all the data and analyzing them, the last two weeks will be spent on research report writing and revising.  

