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Background and summary 

The framework for task-based learning as described in this paper was developed over a 

period of time in the 1980s, working with students aged 14 and upwards in both multi-

lingual and mono-lingual classes in a number of teaching environments. It is illustrated in 

more detail in ‘A Framework for Task-based Learning’ first published in 1996 but now 

out of print and available as an e-book from 

http://www.intrinsicbooks.co.uk/title_by_title/framework.html  

This paper explores the rationale behind task-based learning, defining and giving 

examples of tasks and their outcomes. It explains the stages in a typical task cycle which 

focus on using language to exchange meanings, then looks at the importance of a 

subsequent study of language forms in the context of the task. It shows how the stages in 

the framework generate optimum conditions for language learning  Finally it reports the 

reactions and findings of novice teacher trainees trying out task-based teaching for the 

first time. 

Note:  This is a revised version of the paper written originally in 1995 for inclusion in the 

collection ‘Challenge and Change in Language Teaching’ (now out of print) alongside a paper on 

Consciousness-raising activities in TBL, for which see http://www.willis-elt.co.uk/articles/  This 

Task-based Learning (TBL) framework has since been adapted for use by teachers in many 

countries round the world – and their experiences are reported in ‘Doing Task-based Teaching’ 

Willis and Willis, 2007. For a summary and sample TBL lessons, see http://ihjournal.com/doing-

task-based-teaching-2   Sample TBL lesson plans are available free from www.willis-elt.co.uk 

 

 Introduction 

We began to experiment with task-based learning in the early eighties, frustrated by the limitations of 

methodologies that prioritized form-focused language teaching, even when supplemented with `skills' 

lessons. The Presentation, Practice, Production (PPP) model, which focused on accurate use of the 

grammatical forms taught at the Presentation stage, was in common use at the time. But very few students 

who finished their English courses were able to use their English to communicate adequately with others. 

We were encouraged by the success of Prabhu's Communicational Teaching Project in primary and 

secondary schools in Bangalore (Prabhu 1987), where the focus throughout was almost entirely on meaning 

rather than grammatical forms.  We felt supported by recent research findings in the field of Second 

Language Acquisition such as those  reported by Ellis (1993) and summarized by Skehan (1996) earlier in 

this volume. 

This task-based framework differs from a PPP cycle because the focus on language form comes at the end. 

The communication task itself is central to the framework. Such a task may involve student production of 

http://www.intrinsicbooks.co.uk/title_by_title/framework.html
http://www.willis-elt.co.uk/articles/
http://ihjournal.com/doing-task-based-teaching-2
http://ihjournal.com/doing-task-based-teaching-2
http://www.willis-elt.co.uk/


language and/or may be linked to a spoken or written text. A single task would normally involve both 

productive skills, eg speaking and note-taking, and receptive skills, eg listening and often reading. 

Learners begin by carrying out a communication task, using the language they have learnt from previous 

lessons or from other sources. They then talk or write about how they did the task and compare findings. At 

some point they might listen to recordings of other people doing the same task, or read something related to 

the theme of the task, again relating this to their own experience of doing the task. Only after that is their 

attention directed towards specific features of language form - features that occur naturally in the recordings 

they have heard or the texts they have read. 

In other words, learners begin with a holistic experience of language in use. They end with a closer look at 

some of the features naturally occurring in that language. By that point, the learners will have worked with 

the language and processed it for meaning. It is then that the focus turns to the surface forms that have 

carried the meanings. 

One of the main problems we have in the classroom is providing a context for grammar teaching. In this 

procedure the context is already established. The framework can be summarized thus:    

PRE-TASK 

Introduction to topic and task 

TASK CYCLE 

Task -> Planning -> Report 

FOCUS ON FORM 

Analysis and practice 

 

 

No new teaching techniques are needed for a task-based approach, although it does demand a different weighting 

and sequencing.  Before illustrating this basic framework in more detail, I want to define the term `task'.  

 

What is meant by `task'? 
 

By `task' I mean a goal-oriented activity in which learners use language to achieve a real outcome. In other 

words, learners use whatever target language resources they have in order to solve a problem, do a puzzle, play a 

game, or share and compare experiences. Some examples follow. The first would be suitable for beginners 

learning English (instructions could be given in L1), since most of the words are internationally known:  

 

 

 All these are English words. How many ways can you classify them? 

hotel football taxi disco jeans sandwich tennis music hamburger video  

 internet goal  museum Pepsi dollar basketball radio computer 

 Think of a teacher from your early schooldays whom you remember well. Write down three things 

you remember about him or her. Then, in pairs, tell each other about them. Try to find two things 

your teachers had in common. 

 

 Look at the headlines and the first three lines of this news story. Now together think of and write 

down seven questions that you both think will be answered in the full story. Exchange questions 

with another pair. Finally read the whole story and see how many of those questions were actually 

answered in the text. Who found answers to the largest number of questions? 

 

 



One topic can give rise to a number of different tasks, and these might be linked in order to provide a 

thematic `unit' of study. For example, the topic `Families' could, depending on the level of your students, 

give rise to: 

 Draw a family tree for your partner's family. 

 Family survey: find out if there are more males than females in your partner's family. 

 Memory challenge: show your partner a photograph of your family. Tell them the names of five or 

six people in your family, including those in the photo. Turn the photo over. How many can they 

remember? And what relation are they to you?  

 Family birthdays: tell your partner all the family birthdays you can remember. Do any of their family 

have birthdays in the same month or on the same day? Make groups of six and do the same. 

 Find out what kinds of work people in your partner’s family (past and present) do,  hope to do or 

have done. Write a list to help you remember.  Compare with people in your family. Do they have 

anything in common?  

 Decide what you think are the three most difficult problems that a single-parent family with two 

children aged 5 and 13 might face. Tell your partner and agree on a list of three. What solutions can 

you suggest for each? Now listen to the radio interview and see which problems are mentioned and 

evaluate solutions.  

 

It is important to note that each of the above tasks has an identifiable outcome, and a goal to be achieved 

that can be shared: a list of categories for ‘international’ words, two things the teachers had in common, the 

number of questions answered, a family tree drawn up,  a survey result to report, a memory challenge completed.  

 

Tasks can have a variety of starting points: they may be based on a written text, or a recording of spoken 

data, or visual data, and/or they may draw on learners’ own input, on their personal experience or their 

knowledge of the world.  They could be games, demonstrations, interviews or a combination of several of these.  

 

The important thing is, that while doing the tasks, learners are meaning what they say.  The main focus is 

on meaning. They are using language to exchange meanings for a real purpose.  They must be free to use 

whatever words or language forms they want.  The games they play, the problems they solve, the experiences 

they share may not be things they will do in real life, but their use of language, because it is purposeful and real,  

will replicate features of language use outside the classroom.   [for more detail, see     
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/article/criteria-identifying-tasks-tbl   and  the subsequent readers’ comments with task ideas.] 

 

I  would like to clarify here what tasks are not.  Tasks – as defined above – do not include activities 

which involve language use for practice or display, such as ‘Describe the picture using some of  the phrases 

below.’ Or ‘Ask your partner if he likes the foods  below using the forms ‘Do you like’  ‘Yes I do,’ ‘No I don’t.’  

or role-plays which are pre-scripted, where there is no outcome or purpose other than practicing pre-specified 

language.   These might make perfectly good practice activities but they would not count as tasks, as  here the 

main focus is on using  particular forms, not exchanging meanings to achieve an outcome.   

To summarize briefly, if we believe that learners learn better through taking part in meaning-oriented interactions, 

then we ought to be thinking in terms of providing such opportunities for interaction. It is these that I am calling 

`tasks' 

Are tasks sufficient on their own? 

It would of course be possible to fill our language lessons with nothing but tasks. Learners, talking to each other 

in pairs and small groups, would get plenty of opportunities to interact, to express themselves freely and gain 

confidence in using the target language. 

But, as Skehan stresses in Paper 3, there is a danger in this. Learners tend to gain fluency at the expense of 

accuracy. Also, some learners become adept at task completion strategies and manage to get by on a very limited 

use of the target language.  

https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/article/criteria-identifying-tasks-tbl


A variety of topics and range of task types will broaden their language experience, extend their vocabulary and 

prevent boredom. But will this prevent learners from evolving a type of classroom `pidgin' or from fossilizing 

early? Skehan suggests that learners need to be kept on their toes, that they need a constant linguistic challenge 

and it is this that helps to drive their interlanguage development forward. 

Here the studies carried out by Labov (1972) are relevant. Labov collected samples of people talking in a range of 

social settings. He found that people who made common use of vernacular forms in some settings would change to 

a more prestige version when speaking in a more formal setting. In the same way, even in our mother tongue, we 

are always aware of when we need to be on our best linguistic behaviour. If we have to speak in public, or present 

a case in a business meeting, we often plan beforehand what we want to say. We tend to speak more carefully and 

use different types of words; we may even change our accent. The same applies when writing. We will dash off a 

quick, personal letter to a friend, but take far more care when drafting a letter to be published n a newspaper or a 

report to be made public. 

The variety of language we use, then, depends on the circumstances of communication. We can summarize these 

and relate them to classroom language use as follows: 

Private use in pairs or small groups   Public use talking to whole class or writing   

    

spontaneous      planned 

exploratory      rehearsed 

ephemeral      permanent  (recorded) 

 

Focus on fluency and getting    Focus on fluency, accuracy, clarity and 

meanings across somehow.   organization, as befits a public presentation.  

 . 

Correction rarely requested or acted upon.   Correction and advice welcomed and incorporated. 

 

The task framework 

The Pre-task phase and the Task cycle proposed below take advantage of the sociolinguistic norms described 

above, and ensure a smooth and natural transition from private to more public interaction. The complete 

framework aims to create in the classroom the essential conditions for language learning. 

1 PRE-TASK 

Introduction to topic and task 

• T helps Ss to understand the theme and objectives of the task, eg brainstorming ideas with the class, 

using pictures, mime or personal experience to introduce the topic,  

• Ss may do a pre-task, eg topic-based odd-word-out games. 

• T may highlight useful words and phrases, but would not pre-teach new structures.  

 



• Ss can hear a recording of a parallel task being done (so long as this does not give away the solution to 

the problem).    Or, if the task is based on a text, Ss read a part of it. 

 Ss can be given preparation time to think how to do the task. 

This initial phase gives useful exposure which helps students to recall relevant words and phrases and to 

recognize new ones. The preparation time helps them to think of the kinds of things they can say, and seems to 

result in better quality language use at the task stage (Foster, Paper 12). 

2 THE TASK CYCLE  

Task 
• The task is done by Ss (in pairs or groups) and gives Ss a chance to use whatever language they 
have already to express themselves and say what they want to say. This may be in response to 

reading a text or hearing a recording. 

• T walks round and monitors, encouraging in a supportive way everyone's attempts at communication 

in the target language. 

•  T helps Ss to formulate what they want to say, but will not intervene to correct errors of form unless 

asked. 

• The emphasis is on spontaneous, exploratory talk and confidence-building, within the privacy of the 

small group. 

• Success in achieving the goals of the task naturally helps raise Ss' motivation. 

 Planning 

•  Planning prepares for the next stage, when Ss are asked to report briefly to the whole class how 

they did the task and what the outcome was. 
•  Ss draft and rehearse what they want to say or write for their reports. 

 T goes round to advise students on language, suggesting phrases and helping Ss to polish and correct their 

language. 
• If the reports are in writing, Ts can encourage peer-editing and use of dictionaries. 

• The emphasis is on clarity, organization and accuracy, as appropriate for a public presentation. 

• Individual students often take this chance to ask questions about specific language items. 

Report 

• T asks some pairs to report briefly to the whole class so everyone can compare findings, or begin 

a survey. (NB there must be a purpose for others to listen.) Sometimes only one or two groups 

report in full; others comment and add extra points. The class may take notes. 

• T chairs, comments on the content of their reports, rephrases perhaps but gives no overt public 

correction. (T can note language items that are still causing problems.) 

 

This component gives learners practice in public, prestige use of language and increases other 
students' exposure to spoken or written language. 

 

Post-task listening 

• Ss listen (several times if needed)  to a recording of fluent speakers doing the same task, and 

compare the ways in which they did the task themselves. 



This component gives additional exposure to topic-related material and increases students' 

experience of the target language in use.  

3  FOCUS  ON FORM   

Analysis 

• T sets some language-focused tasks, based on the texts students have read or on the transcripts 

of the recordings they have heard.  These are often called ‘consciousness-raising activities’.  

(Willis and Willis 2006) 

 
Examples include: 

- Find words and phrases related to the title or topic of the text.  Circle them. 

- Read the transcript, find words ending in s or 's   and say what the s means. 

- Underline all the verbs in the simple past form. Say which refer to past time and which do not. 

 

- Underline and classify the questions in the transcript.  

 

- Choose three phrases you think might be useful for others to know. 

 
•  T  starts Ss off, then Ss continue, often in pairs. 

•  T goes round to help; Ss can ask individual questions.  

 T then reviews the analysis with the whole class, possibly writing relevant language up on the board in list 
form; Ss may make notes.  Class shares the useful phrases. 

 

The aim is to help students to explore language, to develop an awareness of aspects of syntax, collocation 

and lexis, to help them systematize what they have observed about certain features of language, to clarify 

concepts and to notice new things.  

Practice 

• T conducts practice activities as needed, based on the language analysis work already on the 

board, or using examples from the text or transcript. 
• Practice activities can include: 

- choral repetition of the phrases identified and classified 

- memory challenge games based on partially-erased examples or using lists already on blackboard for 

progressive deletion 

 
- sentence completion (set by one team for another) 

- matching the past tense verbs (jumbled) with the subjects or objects they had in the text 

 
- Kim's game (in teams) with new words and phrases 

- dictionary reference work on new words from text or transcript 



I am not suggesting that learners will necessarily gain instant command of any of these features. We are 

helping them to notice salient features, in the hopes they will recognize them when they meet them again in 

other texts and recordings and slowly begin to use those they need.  

Optional follow-up 

 At the end of the task-based framework, students could: 

- Repeat the same or a similar oral task but with different partners. 

-Go back through the task materials or earlier texts and write down in their language notebooks 
useful words, phrases and patterns that they have noticed. 

 

- Discuss how they felt about the task and the task cycle and what they might like to do next or some 

time later (and/or note this down in their diaries for their teacher to read later).  

 

 
Flexibility within the framework  

 
How flexible can this framework be? 

 

The TBL ‘framework’ is not necessarily synonymous with ‘lesson’.  With a task that would benefit from 

some independent learner preparation, (eg web research, or reading part of a text) the PRE-TASK phase 

could be done at the end of a previous lesson, so learners can prepare at home.  And the finalising or 

rehearsing of the Report could be achieved after class, for homework, and be presented in the following 

class. 

 
Some lessons - especially those based on reading texts or listening - may be planned with two or three 

mini-task cycles, each task supplying a different reading goal, and having a very brief report after each 

mini-task. 

Some tasks will not need a formal reporting phase, because the subsequent task grows directly out of the 

first. Other tasks, such as story-telling, where each pair or group has something quite different, may 

naturally produce a lengthy reporting phase. With problem-solving tasks, it is sufficient to hear only the 

groups that can offer different solutions. After the report, a vote can be taken for the best story or 

solution. 

Depending on the needs and backgrounds of students, the components of the framework can be weighted 

differently. Students who are already quite fluent, such as those working in Britain, may need a  greater 

emphasis on accuracy and analysis work, ie less task time and more planning and formal report time, 

with more tasks requiring written outcomes. Recording their reports on audio or video would give them a 

greater motivation to achieve clarity and accuracy. Conversely, students from a grammar-oriented 

background, used to writing and reading but unused to using their English, may need a diet of tasks, 

initially with no reporting stage, to develop their fluency and give them confidence in speaking. 

With beginners, the actual task itself may be a `listen and do' type of task, requiring only recognition of 

meaning, with the teacher summing up at a Report stage. With ESP/LSP students who require a reading-

only knowledge, the tasks set would be based on a text in the target language, and could be discussed 

and reported in L1. 

There can also be flexibility in the way students are grouped. With a task-based approach, students of 

different levels can work together more easily, the weaker ones can learn from the others, and gain 



confidence from the support of the small group. Sometimes, though, shy students feel less 

intimidated and contribute more if asked to work together. 

[Lesson plans based on adaptations of this framework can be found at www.willis-elt.co.uk] 

How does this TBL framework fulfill the conditions for 
learning implied by SLA research findings? 

Although the learning styles of individuals may differ, most Second Language Acquisition (SLA) 

researchers would agree there is overwhelming evidence that, in order for anyone to learn a language 

effectively in a classroom, there are four key conditions to be met. In this section, I will briefly outline 

these conditions and relate them to components in the task framework.  

Four key conditions for language learning 

1 Exposure to a rich but comprehensible input of real language, ie the 
kind of language that learners will be needing or wishing to understand and 
use themselves 
Exposure and input come from teacher talk (especially during the pre-task phase and when reviewing 

language analysis), from students listening to each other, reading the texts or listening to recordings 

of others doing the task. This input is not confined to sentence level examples, but consists of real, 

often spontaneous, language use.  

 

2 Opportunities for real use of language - chances for learners to 
experiment and test hypotheses, to mean what they say and express what 
they mean in a variety of circumstances 
During the Task cycle, the TBL framework gives students  opportunities to use language to express 

what they want to say, to gain practice in turn-taking, controlling the interaction, interacting 

spontaneously in pairs. The Report phase then offers them the challenge of drafting and perfecting 

their report and presenting it to a wider audience. The Planning stage gives students the confidence 

and support they need to revise and rehearse before they actually perform in public. 

3 Motivation to listen and read, ie to process the exposure for meaning; and 
also to use the language, to speak and write 
The goals of the task provide the main motivation; students generally want to achieve the task 

outcomes which involve them in working towards a goal eg solving a problem. Success in 

completing the task is in itself a motivating factor. Then, because they have done or will do the task 

themselves, they are keen to listen to a related recording and read the transcript or a related text.  

4 Focus on language form - in order to prevent fossilization, and to 

challenge learners to strive for individual improvement, they need chances to 
reflect on language and to try to systematize what they know.  

In the task framework, there is a natural focus on language form as students prepare to `go public' for 

the Report, and therefore strive for accuracy as well as fluency.  A more specific focus on form 

happens after the task cycle.  Analysis activities cast students into the role of `text investigators'; 

during the consciousness-raising activities they are free to work as individuals at their own pace; free 

to make their own discoveries which they will be able to apply at some later time, when they are 

ready to, and when the need arises. They are not being forced to work in lock-step, or concentrate on 

one single structure pre-selected by the book or the teacher, as in a PPP approach.  They may of 

course practice pronunciation of any useful language items, and consolidate useful new language. 
 



Once students are used to a task-based approach and become aware of the learning opportunities it 

offers, they develop both as learners and language users, achieving greater fluency and confidence. It 

is, however, vitally important that both learners and teachers alike understand the principles behind 

the approach, and the rationale behind each component of the framework which is what this paper 

has tried to elucidate. 

 

Task-based learning for novice trainees? 

The biggest challenge for the teacher or tutor used to a teacher-led PPP approach is to stand 

back, have faith and let learners get on with their learning. Untrained teachers find the cycle a 

very natural one to follow, since it progresses naturally from private to public use of language, 

with a planning stage in between. And there is plenty of language data related to the task 

(reading text, task recordings etc) to be explored and used for from focused study, so there is no 

need to make up examples to fit specific structures or patterns, or invent contexts for isolated 

language items. Neither do teachers need to try to teach complicated rules of sentence grammar 

that they may not feel confident with themselves. 

In 1992, a colleague in Turkey decided to experiment by introducing TBL on a Certificate 

Course for novice trainees. All sessions were video-recorded on a single camera in a back 

corner of the room. After experiencing PPP and reading about the TBL framework as 

described above, trainees were asked to identify similarities and differences between the two 

approaches. This is what they said: 

The trainees' initial comments (written after reading about TBL)  

Similarities 

`TBL is like a sort of PPP upside down - the steps are there but in a different order.'  

 

`Most of the teaching techniques are similar.' 

 

`There is attention to both accuracy and fluency.' 

`They both include a focus on language form and meaning.'  

Differences 

`TBL doesn't teach isolated chunks of language then attempt to put them back into the "whole 

body" of language.' 

`TBL starts with the "whole body" of language - language comes out of what learners know/can 

do/want to do, and out of the task.' 

`The skills are really integrated and include what other methods call "micro-skills" as well as 

"the four skills"'. 

`There is a real need to communicate and to listen.' 

`TBL distinguishes between private communication (fluency-based) and public 

communication (accuracy with fluency together).' 

Trainees then experienced some TBL cycles for themselves - one based on comparing pictures, 

one based on a short newspaper story. Finally for Teaching Practice they planned and shared the 

teaching of their own task-based lessons with their TP class of basic elementary adult students. 

Trainees' subsequent comments (after experiencing and teaching TBL) 



 `Tasks are intrinsically interesting.' 

 

`You can do a lot with this approach.' 

`You never know what the students have in their heads - it's amazing what comes out, and you 

find they have a lot they can build on.' 

`Recordings of spontaneous spoken English - of people doing the same task - a radical departure 

from most course book tapes because they are genuinely authentic; easy to understand because 

of natural repetition; students are motivated to listen because they have just done the same task 

and they want to compare how they did it.' 

 

`The language-focused work was a bit too analytical for beginners - a focus on key phrases might 

have been better for them.' 

 

`You're using what learners know and can do; much more learner-centred in a genuine way.' 

`The students really talked a lot ... and were very responsive and involved throughout.' (despite trainees' 

initial doubts) 

The trainer said: 

'It went better than a PPP lesson would have gone at this stage.' (Perhaps because TBL rests on natural 

communicative behaviour, rather than the tightly controlled teaching behaviour of PPP.) 

'Trainees found the language analysis component hardest and were not always sure when to correct and 

feed in new language - but this was their first time.' 

'In spite of the hitches, which seemed largely due to trainees having to "unlearn" PPP, the lesson flowed 

and the students loved it.' 

'The question now is - can we do without PPP altogether?' 

It is abundantly clear that we can. Many schools  and colleges have succeeded in making the switch and 

many learners of all ages have benefited. [Willis and Willis, 2007].  But, as Woodward points out in 

Paper 1, any such major change involves a paradigm shift. Less successful are the classes where teachers 

have not truly grasped the rationale for TBL, where teachers and/or students adhere to the security of a 

teacher-led presentation of grammar and pattern practice before the task, and those who insist that 

learners 'must be taught the right forms first, otherwise how can they do the task?' We need to realize that 

natural interaction does not repeatedly use the same patterns, and we need to have faith in what learners 

can do on their own, so long as they are given opportunities to make their own meanings, such as tasks 

confer. 

So is TBL like PPP upside down? 

I hope I have illustrated that a TBL framework is more flexible and offers students far richer learning 

opportunities than just PPP upside down'. It requires no radical new techniques, but the techniques it does 

use, and the order in which the components are sequenced, are chosen on the basis of sound theoretical 

principles, unlike PPP. And since it gives learners experience of language in use before studying language 

in detail, it might even be better to think of it as 'PPP the right way up'. 
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