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PREFACE

Brian Tomlinson

This book has developed from a joint conference between MATSDA (the Materials 
Development Association) and the University of Liverpool, which was held in 
Liverpool on June 28th–29th, 2014. The theme of the Conference was SLA and 
Materials Development and many of the contributors to this book gave presenta-
tions at the Conference. What emerged from the Conference was an agreement 
that what Second Language Acquisition (SLA) research has revealed about what 
best facilitates language acquisition has been insufficiently applied to the develop-
ment of language learning materials. There was considerable debate about whether 
or not SLA researchers have a responsibility to facilitate the application of their 
findings to language teaching practice and about whether or not SLA researchers 
have taken sufficient account of what actually does and does not facilitate language 
acquisition in classrooms around the world. There was, however, complete agree-
ment that there should be more conferences and more publications which aim to 
bring together researchers, teachers, materials developers and publishers to share 
their experience and their good practice.

The book is about the interaction between Second Language Acquisition the-
ory and materials development for language learning, and aims to contribute to 
the greater facilitation of language acquisition through the sharing of experience 
and good practice recommended above. It consists of chapters by experts in SLA, 
chapters by experts in materials development and chapters by researchers who have 
expertise in both fields. The writers put forward position statements, report on mate-
rials development projects driven by SLA theory, evaluate materials in relation to 
SLA theory or propose future action by SLA researchers and/or materials developers.

The book concerns itself mainly with investigating the current match between 
SLA theory and materials development, with considering the reasons for the 
reported matches and mismatches, with questioning the desirability and feasibility 
of achieving a match and with proposals for profitable interaction between theory 
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xiv Brian Tomlinson

and practice and practice and theory. Its objectives are to inform and stimulate 
students, academics and professionals in the field and ultimately to promote both 
more effective research and more effective practice.

There is a very large body of literature reporting SLA research and theory but 
very little of it concerns itself with the application of SLA findings and theory to 
materials development practice. There is also a recently growing literature on the 
principles and practice of materials development for language learning. Within 
this literature there are chapters and sections in books on how materials develop-
ment is and is not informed by SLA theory (e.g. Harwood, 2010, 2014; McGrath, 
2013; Tomlinson, 2011, 2013a, 2013b) but there is as yet no book which focuses 
specifically on the interaction between SLA theory and materials development 
for language learning. This is a serious gap in the literature and has contributed, 
in my view, to an impoverishment of both SLA research and materials develop-
ment practice. This is a gap which I am optimistic this book will help to fill. It 
certainly needs filling, as the lack of such interaction has impacted negatively on 
SLA research in that many of its studies (though obviously not all) are laboratory 
experiments that could not be replicated in classroom teaching contexts which are 
constrained by lack of student motivation, inappropriate teacher training, pressure 
to cover the syllabus and the coursebook, compulsory use of inappropriate course-
books, large numbers of students, pressure to prepare students for examinations, 
insufficient time, lack of exposure to English outside the classroom, etc. The gap 
has also impacted negatively on materials development for language learning in 
that many activities that are unlikely to facilitate language acquisition are still being 
used and others which would be more likely to facilitate language acquisition are 
not. It has also impacted on classroom teaching and on language testing (in which 
task-types typically bear little resemblance to activities which are likely to facilitate 
language acquisition (Tomlinson, 2005)). There is no doubt that researchers, mate-
rials developers, teachers and testers could gain from greater connections between 
theory and practice, between practice and theory and between each other. That 
is what MATSDA (www.matsda.org) and this book are dedicated to achieving.

References

Harwood, N. (Ed.) (2010). Materials in ELT: Theory and practice. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Harwood, N. (Ed.) (2014). English language teaching textbooks: Content, consumption, produc-
tion. Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

McGrath, I. (2013). Teaching materials and the roles of EFL/ESL teachers: Practice and theory. 
London: Bloomsbury.

Tomlinson, B. (2005). Testing to learn. ELT Journal, 59(1), 39–46.
Tomlinson, B. (Ed.) (2011). Materials development in language teaching (2nd ed.). Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.
Tomlinson, B. (Ed.) (2013a). Applied linguistics and materials development. London: Continuum.
Tomlinson, B. (Ed.) (2013b). Developing materials for language teaching (2nd ed.). London: 

Continuum Press.
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7
FROM SLA RESEARCH ON 
INTERACTION TO TBLT MATERIALS

Alison Mackey, Nicole Ziegler and Lara Bryfonski

Following the appearance of more than seventy empirical studies of task-based 
interaction and second language (L2) learning outcomes in laboratory and classroo m 
settings over the past quarter century, several research syntheses and meta-
analyse s have emerged (including Keck et al., 2006 and Mackey & Goo, 2007).  
This body of work collectively provides empirical support for claims about the 
efficacy of task-based interaction in promoting L2 learning. Cognitively oriented 
research into task-based interaction has investigated relationships amongst working 
memory, cognitive creativity, noticing and attention, aptitude, and interaction-
driven language learning. Socially oriented research has examined factors such 
as the roles of learners’ conversational partners, their peers, and conversational 
contexts in task-based interaction-driven learning. Findings of these studies can 
explain how and why task-based interaction can work to positively impact learn-
ing and why it sometimes doesn’t. This chapter will first outline the background 
and then move on to discuss the relationships amongst L2 interaction research 
and authentic learning contexts to illustrate some of the research-based principles 
behind current claims about task-based language teaching and learning, and discuss 
how these can be translated into specific guidelines to inform task-based materials 
design. The main focus will be the strong connections between the Interaction 
Hypothesis and task-based language teaching (TBLT), specifically, how work on 
interactional feedback underpins the design of a number of different types of task, 
as well as considerations of task implementation.

Task-Based Language Teaching: An Introduction

Task-based language teaching utilizes task, as opposed to language, as the unit of 
instruction in language classrooms. It has garnered much attention in the past sev-
eral decades due to its grounding in second language acquisition (SLA) theory and 
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its empirical success (Long, 2015). TBLT emphasizes authentic, communication- 
driven tasks that simultaneously promote language acquisition and prepare stu-
dents to use their linguistic skills in meaningful interactions outside the classroom 
(Bygate, Norris, & Van den Branden, 2014). In contrast to other models of lan-
guage teaching, task-based teaching emphasizes the fact that language is used to 
“get things done in the real world” with authentic tasks playing the important role 
of “keeping things real” (Van den Branden, Bygate, & Norris, 2009, p.16). That 
being said, TBLT is not simply meaning-based language teaching. There are prop-
erties in a task that will predispose, and sometimes induce, learners to engage in 
certain types of language use and mental processing that are known to be beneficial 
to acquisition (Ellis, 2000). During task-based language learning, students interact 
and negotiate for meaning, while carefully designed tasks elicit perception and 
production of the linguistic forms learners need to notice, use and learn.

Traditional synthetic syllabuses present language in discrete grammatical units, 
assuming learners will be able to synthesize forms to create meaning when called 
upon to do so (Long & Norris, 2000). This type of syllabus utilizes a “focus-on-
forms” approach as the basis of instruction. This has been the dominant approach to 
language teaching for the past 60 years (Long, 2015). At the other end of the spec-
trum, analytic teaching methods rely purely on a “focus of meaning” eliminating 
any grammatical analysis (Van den Branden et al., 2009). Communicative language 
teaching and other immersion methods utilize meaning-driven methodologies as 
a route to language acquisition, and are often touted as the “natural approach” 
(Krashen & Terrell, 1983) or the kind of implicit learning employed in first lan-
guage (L1) acquisition. However, an exclusive focus on meaning has proven to be 
deficient in delivering advanced L2 competencies and leads to inefficient treatments 
of learner errors, particularly those made by adult learners (Long, 2015). Established 
research in the field of SLA proposes that language is actually acquired according 
to a learner internal syllabus, with each individual learner passing through com-
mon stages of acquisition (Pienemann & Johnston, 1986; Long & Norris, 2000; 
Robinson, 2001). As a result of this research, TBLT emerged from communicative 
language teaching with the aim to “focus on form” (not forms) by entailing “atten-
tion to formal elements of a language, whereas focus on forms is limited to such a 
focus, and focus on meaning excludes it” (Long & Norris, 2000, p. 598). For the 
learner, a task provides a narrative with a clear time sequence from beginning to 
middle to end, easing the language processing burden and enabling greater attention 
to accuracy and fluency in performance (Foster & Skehan, 2009). In addition, tasks 
might provide learners with opportunities to discover grammatical features or rules 
through task completion. In other words, learners may actively direct their atten-
tion during a task to discovering how or why certain features might be used in a 
story or conversation, thereby supplying opportunities for learners to develop their 
knowledge of the target language gradually and through self-discovery (Tomlinson, 
2012). TBLT therefore avoids many of the pitfalls in existing language teaching 
approaches, providing a testable model of language education that is consistent with 
SLA research findings and is grounded in philosophies of education (Long, 2015).
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From SLA Research on Interaction to TBLT Materials 105

Research on tasks has identified benefits for a range of features, based on 
planned manipulations of learning. By examining task features like the goal(s) of 
communication, the amount and type of information presented, as well as task 
conditions such as planning time, and a host of additional features, task design-
ers are able to elicit specific grammatical forms and influence different aspects of 
language learning, as noted, in the early days of task research, by Pica, Kanagy, 
and Falodun (1993). In order to carry out or complete a task, the learners must 
typically clarify when they are misunderstood and ask for help when they are 
confused. As part of task-based instruction, teachers have the opportunity to 
implement a variety of interactional feedback techniques. These processes allow 
learners to notice the gaps between their current state of linguistic knowledge and 
the target language (Schmidt, 1990).

Over the years, language-teaching methodologies have alternated between syn-
thetic and analytic approaches without providing consistent, generalizable results. 
TBLT’s blend of analytic and focus-on-form teaching is empirically researched 
with evidence of its effects on potential and actual language learning (Van den 
Branden et al., 2009). It has been applied in many countries around the world, for 
example in Belgium, for Dutch as an L2 classrooms, and it has been shown to be 
associated with success in children through adults (van Avermaet & Gysen, 2009). 
A host of research programs, targeted at tasks and task design, aim to continue to 
improve and expand on this exciting approach to language teaching.

Theoretical Underpinnings of TBLT: The Interaction 
Approach

Grounded in the notion that communication is the driving force behind lan-
guage learning, with research of the past few decades investigating the relationship 
between communication, learning, and mediating factors, such as noticing, atten-
tion, and the role of affective and cognitive engagement on learners’ processing, 
the interaction approach, which posits that exposure to linguistic information (as 
input), opportunities for language production (as output), and positive and nega-
tive feedback on learners’ production (through interaction) are constructs critical to 
understanding L2 learning processes (Mackey & Gass, 2006; Gass & Mackey, 2007; 
Mackey, Abbuhl, & Gass, 2012), provides a firm theoretical foundation for TBLT.

Within the interaction approach, input, which can be defined as the lan-
guage that a learner is exposed to through various mediums, can be modified to 
accommodate the needs of language learners. For instance, learners experiencing 
communication breakdowns can seek additional input from their interlocutors 
through negotiation, such as confirmation checks (expressions that clarify whether 
an utterance has been correctly heard or understood) and clarification requests 
(remarks aimed at developing a better understanding of a previous utterance), 
thereby encouraging speakers to modify incomprehensible utterances using lexi-
cal substitutions or different grammatical structures, or by providing repetitions. 
In addition, negotiation may prime learners to be more attentive to future input, 
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raising their awareness of specific features of the target language and providing 
them with multiple opportunities to confirm or disconfirm hypotheses they have 
formed regarding the L2. Although input is a key component of L2 acquisition, 
the interaction approach suggests that it is the ways in which learners interact with 
input and their interlocutors through negotiating for meaning, as in the descrip-
tions of various interactional features above, that are most likely to support L2 
development (Mackey, 2012; Mackey et al., 2012).

Another key component of the interaction approach is output. Research 
has demonstrated that in addition to exposure to the target language, learners 
need opportunities to produce language. For instance, Swain’s (1985, 1995) 
investigation s of children in a French immersion program revealed that learner s’ 
productive skills were deficient when compared to native French-speaking 
childre n of the same age, a result attributed to a lack of opportunities to produce 
output. Modified output, or learners’ reformulations of previous utterances in 
response to feedback or self-monitoring (Mackey, 2012), is believed to facilitat e 
L2 development by providing learners with opportunities to develop fluency 
and automaticity, test hypotheses about the L2, and receive corrective feedback, 
thereby drawing their attention to mismatches between their production and the 
target language (TL) and facilitating noticing (Izumi et al., 1999), a process dem-
onstrated to be supportive of L2 learning. In addition, production, particularly 
instances where learners are ‘pushed’ to produce output, is posited to aid learners 
in moving from semantic top-down processing to syntactic bottom-up processing  
(Swain, 1995). In order to produce language, learners must attend in some manne r 
to the linguistic form they are attempting to utter to maximize their comprehensi-
bility, thereby experiencing syntactic processing on some level. Other researchers 
have also argued that production requires deeper levels of processing than com-
prehension (Izumi, 2002), and that without affective and cognitive engagement 
there is minimal chance of deep, syntactic processing (Tomlinson, 2008, 2012). 
Furthermore, as Mackey (2012) points out, the process of modifying output can 
be as important to language development as the actual modification, with learners 
still benefiting whether they produce correct target forms or not. This impor-
tant finding highlights the potential benefits learners might receive from interac-
tion, even with minimal pre-teaching on the part of the instructor. For example, 
instructors may hesitate to use tasks in the classroom without first pre-teaching 
vocabulary or certain grammatical structures, due to concerns that learners may 
not be able to successfully complete the task goals. Although they might make 
more errors or fail to produce target-like utterances without pre-teaching exer-
cises, they are still likely to benefit from the processes of negotiation and output 
modification sparked by these potential linguistic issues.

In addition to providing learners with opportunities to practice the L2, output 
also offers learners the chance to receive negative evidence in the form of feed-
back from their instructor or other learners (Leeman, 2003, 2007). In other words, 
negativ e evidence provides learners with information regarding their use of ungram-
matical forms, indicating that there was an issue with their language production. 
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Ideally, this helps to draw learners’ attention to potential differences between their 
L2 utterances and the TL, thereby creating an environment supportive of learning.

Negative evidence can take a variety of forms, with scholars proposing various 
ways of classifying different types. For example, Ranta and Lyster (2007) suggest that 
types of feedback can be categorized as either reformulations or prompts. Both cat-
egories consist of implicit and explicit types of corrective feedback designed to draw 
learners’ attention to an incorrect utterance, and vary instead in the extent to which 
they provide learners with reformulations of their erroneous utterances or whether 
learners are instead prompted to initiate self-repair without a model of the target-
like language (Lyster, Saito, & Sato, 2013). In other words, teachers’ use of negative 
evidence may or may not include the provision of positive evidence, defined as 
the modeling of target-like language, in conjunction with the negative evidence. 
For example, recasts and explicit correction, considered reformulations in this tax-
onomy, provide learners with more target-like versions of their non-target-like 
production (positive evidence), while prompts, such as elicitation, metalinguisti c 
clues, clarification requests, and repetition, encourage learners to discover their own 
errors and produce modified output. However, as other scholars have pointed out, 
although positive evidence may be helpful to a learner, it is limited in its efficacy 
as it only demonstrates correct forms and/or use (Long, 2015). That is, negative 
evidence shows a learner the correct form as well as indicating that their production 
is incorrect, helping learners to focus their attention on differences between their 
production and target-like forms. In addition, learners interacting with other learn-
ers might not feel that they have the metalinguistic knowledge to provide positive 
evidence when giving corrective feedback, potentially limiting learners’ exposure 
to interactions with instructors or learners with higher proficiency levels. As also 
discussed below, research examining the effects of various types of corrective feed-
back has suggested that the potential benefits may vary according to context, target 
feature, or whether learners are interacting with their instructor or other learners, 
with scholars calling for further research into the variable effectiveness of corrective 
feedback in the L2 classroom (Lyster, 2013; Lyster et al., 2013).

Research has also indicated that negative evidence can be classified according 
to explicitness, with types of feedback including implicit and explicit forms, such 
as recasts and metalinguistic feedback. Recasts, defined as the reformulation of all 
or part of a learner’s immediately preceding utterance in which one or more non-
target like item(s) are replaced by the corresponding target form, and where the 
focus is on meaning rather than form or object (Long, 2007), have been shown to 
be facilitative of L2 development as they enhance the salience of the target feature 
and help learners to contrast their incorrect utterance with the reformulation (e.g. 
Doughty & Varela, 1998; Long, 2007; Goo & Mackey, 2013), thereby focus-
ing learners’ attentional resources on the target form. However, research has also 
demonstrated that the impact of recasts on learning may be affected by a variety of 
factors, such as target feature (Egi, 2007), learners’ proficiency and developmen-
tal readiness (Mackey & Philp, 1998), setting (Oliver, 2000), task characteristics 
(Révész, Sachs, & Mackey, 2011), and learners’ individual differences (Mackey, 
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2012). Although some researchers have argued that other kinds of feedback may be 
more beneficial than recasts (e.g. Lyster & Ranta, 1997; Lyster, 2004) research has 
empirically demonstrated the effectiveness of recasts on learners’ L2 development 
(see Mackey & Goo, 2007 for a review). In general, as explained below, recasts are 
one tool in a teacher’s toolbox, and though they may lead to development in one 
way, and other kinds of feedback may lead to development in other ways, direct 
comparisons of feedback types may not be helpful for authentic teaching scenarios.

Overall, research indicates that a range of interactional processes, such as 
receivin g feedback and participating in negotiation, are beneficial to learners’ L2 
development, with a large body of empirical research and meta-analyses supporting 
the use of interaction-based tasks and activities (see Keck et al., 2006; Mackey &  
Goo, 2007; Ziegler, 2015 for reviews). As a research-based pedagogical approach 
(Long, 2015), TBLT is firmly situated in the theoretical foundations of the 
interaction approach, providing educators with a framework focused on meaning 
and communication that provides a site for the ideal type of interactive learning 
processes known to facilitate acquisition.

External and Social Factors: The Role of Context and Setting 
in Task-Based Interaction

The role learners’ individual cognitive differences play in mediating the impact 
of interactional feedback in task-based learning is an interesting one, but sadly 
beyond the scope and word limit for the current chapter. However the role of 
instructional contexts and settings is important and directly relevant for materials 
design. For example, the growing body of research examining task-based com-
puter-mediated communication (CMC) and interaction suggests positive benefits 
within technology-supported environments (e.g. Smith, 2004, 2005; Lai & Li, 
2011; Sauro, 2011,) with tasks commonly found in face-to-face (FTF) interac-
tion research, such as decision-making and information-gap tasks, demonstrated to 
be successful in eliciting learner interaction and negotiation in a CMC environ-
ment (Pellettieri, 1999; Blake, 2000). In addition, some studies indicate advantages 
within computer-mediated contexts over FTF contexts. For instance, research has 
demonstrated that text-based synchronous computer mediated communication 
(SCMC), a context considered most similar to face-to-face interaction because 
learners communicate and engage in tasks in real time, such as might occur in a live 
text or video chat, may result in increased and more equitable learner participation 
(e.g. Beauvois, 1992; Kelm, 1992; Warschauer, 1996), as well as greater quality of 
language production (e.g. Chun, 1994; Kern, 1995), than in FTF interactio n. In 
additio n, SCMC may also provide learners with a less stressful environment than 
FTF interaction (Chun, 1998), potentially leading to reduced anxiety and improved 
willingness to communicate. Text chat environments may also help learners with 
lower WM to compensate by providing a visual, written representation of input 
and output (Payne & Whitney, 2002), thereby directing learners to attend more 
closely to the form and content of the input, while still maintaining the real-time 
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feel of conversation (Pellettieri, 2000; Smith, 2003). This increased processing time 
may provide learners with additional opportunities to receive modified input, and 
produce modified output and corrective feedback, increasing their potential for L2 
development. Overall, research findings suggest that task-based SCMC interaction 
leads to learning outcomes similar to those found in FTF modes (see Ziegler, 2015 
for a review), providing instructors with encouraging evidence that computer-
mediated tasks can be successfully used independently or as a supplement within 
the traditional classroom.

Previous meta-analyses have also demonstrated that foreign language (FL) and L2 
settings act as influencing factors on the efficacy of interaction, with research in FL 
producing larger effect sizes for interaction than research in L2 settings (Mackey & 
Goo, 2007). Sheen (2004) examined the relationship between corrective feedback 
and learner uptake in FL and L2 communicative classrooms, with results indicating 
that the amount of corrective feedback, as well as uptake and instances of repair, 
varied significantly across contexts. Research has also demonstrated that the effec-
tiveness of different types of corrective feedback (Lyster & Mori, 2006), as well 
as teachers’ provision of and learners’ response to corrective feedback (Llinares & 
Lyster, 2014), is dependent on the communicative orientation of the classroom.

Some researchers have also argued that interaction may not be as effective 
in classroom contexts as in laboratory settings (Foster, 1998). However, other 
researchers have shown that task type affects the amount of negotiation more 
than the educational setting (Gass, Mackey, & Ross-Feldman, 2005). Nicholas, 
Lightbown, and Spada (2001) have also suggested that the benefits attributed to 
interaction in lab settings could be caused more by the intense, focused, and con-
sistent application of the treatment rather than the treatment itself, especially as the 
classroom environment is unpredictable due to factors often beyond researchers’ 
control, such as the effects of peer relationships or disruptive students. However, 
despite the possible advantages that lab-based environments may offer due to their 
controlled and calculated nature, research has indicated that interaction and correc-
tive feedback are facilitative of L2 development in classroom environments (Gass 
et al., 2005; Russell & Spada, 2006; Mackey & Goo, 2007; Lyster & Saito, 2010).

Overall, these findings suggest that the relationship between the individual 
learner, the setting, and overall learning outcomes is complex. Researchers, edu-
cators, and curriculum developers are best advised to inform their practice by 
understanding that considering all of these cognitive and affective underpinnings 
of TBLT, as well as external factors such as task design, task sequencing and imple-
mentation, including time pressure and modality, and complexity can influence the 
outcomes of task-based language teaching.

Task Variables Impacting Learning and Performance

There are a multitude of task factors that influence the relationships between inter-
action and learning within a task-based environment. These factors must be taken 
into account when designing tasks. For example, individual differences such as 
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motivation or aptitude act to influence perceived task difficulty. How complex 
a task is can be affected by conditions that can increase or decrease the cognitive 
demands placed on the learner. According to Robinson (2001), teacher decisions 
about sequencing tasks in a syllabus or curriculum should be based on the rela-
tive complexity of the tasks. In his framework, a gradual increase of the cognitive 
demands of the task brings learners closer to the authentic version they would have 
to perform in the real world. The more cognitively demanding the task, the more 
attention learners pay to input and output, the more input is incorporated into the 
learners’ language, and the more learners modify their own output. Task complex-
ity can be manipulated in a variety of ways, for instance by either directing resources 
(increasing/decreasing the elements in a task, changing the task from present to past 
tense, or increasing/decreasing reasoning demands), or depleting resources (pro-
viding/not providing planning time, increasing/decreasing the number of tasks, 
or increasing/decreasing the amount of required background knowledge or task 
familiarity) among other possibilities (Robinson, 2001).

Take, for example, a typical map task where learners have to give their partner 
directions using a map. If the tasks are sequenced starting with the least complex 
task, the learner will receive a small map of an area they are familiar with, with 
a clear route marked, and time to plan how they will explain the route to their 
partner (Robinson, 2001; Long, 2015). Learners begin with a limited number 
of task elements (small map), they have the required background knowledge  
(a familiar map), the reasoning demands are low (the route is pre-marked), and 
they have time to decide what to say (planning time). To increase the complexit y 
of the task, any of these factors can be manipulated, for example, eliminating 
planning time. To make the task even more complex, the learners could use 
a map of an unfamiliar area or create their own route, and so on. In this way, 
tasks can be sequenced according to their approximation of real world tasks 
(Robinson, 2001). This could also be accomplished in a two-way interaction 
with a spot-the-difference task. In this type of task, learner pairs have pictures 
that are different in predetermined ways (see Iwashita, 2003) and are asked to 
find the differences without looking at their partner’s picture. A low-complexity 
version might involve a picture of a familiar scene, such as a classroom, includin g 
familiar vocabulary, and a small number of differences. Complexity increases 
as more differences are added, if the scene and vocabulary are unfamiliar, or if 
learners do not know how many differences to look for.

The effect of changing task complexity on learners’ processing has been 
explored in a variety of different empirical studies. One way of manipulating task 
complexit y is to offer, or take away, supports such as graphic organizers or visuals, 
with research demonstrating a clear relationship between task complexity, uptake, 
and interactional feedback (Révész, Sachs, & Mackey, 2011), suggesting that pro-
viding or withholding visual support from learners impacts their task performance. 
The effects of task complexity have also been investigated with children as well as 
adults. For example, Mackey, Kanganas, and Oliver (2007) investigated the issue of 
task familiarity in a study with 40 English as a second language (ESL) learner s. The 
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children, in pairs, carried out tasks that had either familiar or unfamiliar procedures 
and content. Children working on tasks with unfamiliar procedures and content 
(more complex tasks) produced more clarification requests and confirmation checks, 
and provided more corrective feedback to each other. However, the children work-
ing on tasks that had familiar procedures had more opportunities to use the feedback 
provided, and the learners working on tasks that had familia r procedures and content 
actually used the feedback the most, suggesting that thoughtfu l manipulation of task 
design can elicit a range of learning outcomes.

Repeating a task is another way of manipulating the variable of familiarity or 
background knowledge, whether it is a direct repetition or a repetition of the same 
type of task. Practicing a task gives learners meaningful experience with language 
production and allows them to identify gaps in their knowledge base (Bygate, 
2001). In a study by Gass et al. (1999), the effect of task repetition was explored 
with L2 Spanish learners learning the Spanish verb forms ser and estar. Three groups 
of learners were presented with Mr. Bean videos and instructed to simultaneously 
record their own online rendition in Spanish of the episode. One group watched 
the same video three times over the course of several weeks, while the other group 
watched three different Mr Bean videos. After analyzing the development of over-
all proficiency, morphosyntax, and lexical sophistication of the student-produced 
renditions, the repetition group demonstrated higher performance than the other 
groups, although these effects did not transfer to new contexts.

The sequencing of tasks according to increasing complexity has become a corner-
stone of TBLT curricula (Norris, 2009). When designing tasks, instructors can take 
advantage of the complexities tasks can offer learners by carefully planning sequences 
to maximize the interactive and learning potential of the tasks. As learners progress 
through stages of increasingly complex tasks, they become gradually more prepared 
to perform the task in a real world setting; this is the ultimate goal of language acqui-
sition and underscores why TBLT has met such empirical success, as has been dem-
onstrated empirically by a number of scholars in diverse contexts, such as in Thailand 
(McDonough & Chaikitmongkol, 2007) and Belgium (Van den Branden, 2006).

Pedagogical Implications

Interactional approaches and TBLT are only useful if they can be successfully 
applied to real-world classrooms. The transformation of TBLT research into prac-
tical language education has been a top priority for both teachers and researchers 
(Norris, 2009). Designing materials, sequencing tasks, and understanding the cho-
sen tasks’ effects on the complexity, accuracy, and fluency of learners’ production 
are all essential elements for creating an effective language classroom.

In order to sequence and effectively execute tasks in the classroom, instructors 
designing tasks would benefit from asking: What are my sequencing criteria? How 
complex will the task be? What conditions will be present? These questions can be 
decided and planned for ahead of time. Instructors can also examine the methodo-
logical criteria for task design such as: What individual learner differences might 
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mediate task difficulty? What are the abilities of my students? How will I group 
them? These decisions may affect how the task plays out in real time and can be 
made online in the classroom (Robinson, 2001).

The complexity, accuracy, and fluency of a learner’s output during a task are 
also helpful variables to keep in mind when designing a task. Robinson (2001) 
predicts that increasing the complexity of the task along one or more of the dimen-
sions described above will push learners to improve the accuracy and complexity 
of their output, at the expense of fluency. The more authentic the task, the more 
complex the language produced. Empirically testing this hypothesis has been the 
subject of many TBLT studies (Foster & Skehan, 1996; Bygate, 2001; Ortega, 
2005). For instance, Foster and Skehan (1996) explored the relationship between 
unplanned, short planning, and detailed planning on learners’ production during 
a task. They found that the opportunity to plan improved the learners’ fluency; 
however, the most accurate productions were provided by the less detailed plan-
ners, suggesting a trade-off effect between complexity and accuracy. Other studies 
have suggested that a number of factors influence whether or not pre-task plan-
ning leads to increased accuracy (Skehan & Foster, 1996, 1997; Mehnert, 1998; 
Ortega, 2005). Yuan and Ellis (2003) examined the effects of planning time on 
fluency, complexity and accuracy during L2 monologic oral production. Their 
study compared pre-task planning (time to plan out what to say before the task) 
with online planning (formulation and monitoring of speech plans). The results 
demonstrated that pre-task planning positively influenced grammatical complexity 
and encouraged more fluent and lexically varied language, while on-line planning 
positively influenced accuracy and grammatical complexity. The studies described 
above underscore how the specific type of task chosen, along with designated task 
conditions, will mediate complexity, accuracy, and fluency and must be carefully 
considered when choosing a task and designing materials.

Many different task types and features have been examined for their contribu-
tion to acquisition processes such as feedback, interlanguage modification, and 
comprehension. According to Long (2015), the most important feature of any 
task is its relevance to students’ communicative needs. Long also argues that the 
best task materials are those that are locally produced, as the program designers 
and teachers know their students and students’ needs the best. Available resources, 
whether human, financial, or technological, all need to be taken into account 
when designing materials. That being said, the type of task utilized can greatly 
affect the interaction that is produced. Types of tasks are usually grouped by the 
relationship between the interactors, the requirements for communicating infor-
mation, the goals of the task, and the possible task outcomes (Pica et al., 1993). 
For example, in a jigsaw task, there is a two-way information gap. In other words, 
each learner in a group begins with information that other group members do not 
have and cannot see. In this task type, all learners have to interact to complete the 
task and there is one solution as the task goal. According to Long (2015), this type 
of task elicits implicit and explicit negative feedback among learners as they work 
together to sustain conversation and complete the task. The spot-the-difference 
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task described above is an example of a jigsaw task that would lead to the type of 
interaction known to be facilitative of L2 development.

Other types of tasks manipulate the interactive factors described above into a 
variety of permutations. In an information-gap task, such as a picture-drawing 
task, one student holds all the information and must describe the scene to the 
other student. Since interaction is not necessarily required, a teacher would expect 
to see less feedback and modified output in this task type. Therefore, it is impor-
tant for task designers to keep interaction requirements and relationships in mind 
when designing tasks for specific purposes. A decision-making task, on the other 
hand, would require learners to converge on a single outcome for the task, thereby 
increasing the likelihood that interaction and modification of output would occur. 
An example of this, for students in a program for business English learning, is to 
involve them in negotiating the details of a contract, perhaps role playing with 
specific outcomes required, or converging to decide on a new company policy and 
how to implement it.

Above all, TBLT materials need to be relevant so that they can motivate learn-
ers to accomplish tasks they know they will need to succeed in real-world language 
interactions. Through careful observation of the effects of task type on interaction 
and linguistic complexity, accuracy and fluency of student production, instructors 
are the best-suited designers of task materials for their learners. Many materials 
need to be developed and altered in real time based on the specific needs of the 
given learners. TBLT is therefore not a one-size-fits all approach. The individual 
differences and authentic linguistic needs of the students are the essential compo-
nents for effective TBLT execution.

Conclusion

Overall, we have argued that there are a number of theoretically grounded 
principles for instructors and curriculum developers to keep in mind when 
designing and using interactional tasks in the classroom. For example, based 
on the large body of empirical evidence, it is clear that learners need rich and 
authentic input and meaningful interactional feedback as well as opportunities 
to produce and modify output. By providing learners with numerous com-
municative activities that vary in their cognitive and social demands, teachers 
will be creating an environment that encourages learners to practice and test 
their hypotheses about the TL, as well as giving them opportunities to notice 
differences between their production and more target-like utterances, thereby 
supporting L2 development.

In addition, the interaction approach underpinning TBLT highlights the 
importance of feedback and negotiation for L2 learning. A large body of empirical 
research has demonstrated the facilitative effects of feedback on L2 development, 
providing encouraging evidence for the use of feedback in task-based instruc-
tion. However, although the efficacy of feedback has been demonstrated (see Li, 
2010; Mackey & Goo, 2007 for reviews), instructors must nonetheless make daily 
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decision s regarding how many and which errors they address, as it will not always 
be appropriate to provide feedback on every error. Rather, instructors might con-
sider learners’ proficiency and expectations when deciding whether, and how, to 
implement feedback in the classroom. For example, for some forms, lower-level 
learners might benefit more from judiciously provided metalinguistic explanations 
that directly identify and correct an error while more proficient learners might 
feel recasts, which maintain a focus on meaning, to be more useful. For instructors 
interested in integrating technology into the classroom, the developmental ben-
efits of interaction might even be enhanced with the use of certain technologies. 
For instance, SCMC text chat activities might aid learners’ noticing of feedback 
due to the purely textual nature of the task, helping to draw learners’ focus to 
the feedback or target features, possibly providing more opportunities to focus on 
form and meaning in the absence of other forms of input.

Educators and program designers interested in TBLT have numerous options 
regarding the development and implementation of task-based pedagogy. In 
order to best meet the needs of their individual classrooms, instructors should 
consider the influence of learners’ cognitive and affective differences, as well 
as the potentially influencing role of setting or modality, on the quality and 
quantity of language that learners might produce during task-based interactions.
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