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A participatory Action Research (pAR) study
Context: EFL classes for Non-English 
majors at a Vietnamese university
Participants: Three teachers and their 
classes: New Cutting Edge (Intermediate) 
(2007)
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“Dull classes”

“Demotivated students”



A case of one teacher’s teaching of one txb unit 
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Activities 
in 1 unit Retained Adapted Added Removed Total

Non 
communicative

9

 (23%)

9

 

12 21

 (49%)

Pre 
communicative

18 

(46%)

13

 

2 3

 

15

 (35%)

Communication 10 

(26%)

5 5

 

5

 (12%)

Structured 
communication

2 

(5%)

1 1

 

2 

(4% )

Total 39 (100%) 43 (100%)



For example …

Removed 
interactive 
activities

Translated
text into Vietnamese 

(with Ss)

… or turned them 
into tcher-led Q&A 

practice

Teacher as 
knowledge provider
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‘… it is not necessary to choose 
between form-based and meaning-

based instruction. Rather, the 
challenge is to find the best balance 

between these two orientations’ 
(Waters, 2012: 442)

1. Theoretical – what is the rationale for TBLT?

• SLA is a process of building a functioning L2 system

• A learner’s emerging L2 system is a “dynamic, non-linear, complex system” (Larsen-Freeman, 2012)

• Acquisition is largely an incidental process (where the learner’s primary focus is meaningful use)

• This process builds implicit knowledge (i.e. not requiring conscious attention), which is the foundation of a 
productive L2 system.

• Deliberate learning (FoF) and explicit knowledge are also important, especially for vocab learning.

• FoF is most effective when integrated into TBLT??

• Draws on education theories that emphasize experiential, multi -modal learning and active learner participation.



FoF: bridging Implicit & explicit learning processes

The complex and abstract mental representation of language is mainly 
built up through implicit learning processes as learners attempt to 
comprehend [and produce] messages […] in the language. 

Explicit learning plays a more minor role in the language acquisition 
process, contributing to metalinguistic knowledge rather than mental 
representation of language.  (Lichtman & VanPatten, 2021, p. 288) 



How much of that would make any sense to this teacher?

Removed 
interactive 
activities

Translated
text into Vietnamese 

(with Ss)

… or turned them 
into tcher-led Q&A 

practice



Textbooks: dragging the anchor?

“Findings from the fields of applied linguistics 
and SLA, which should have fed into language 
learning approaches and hence language 
coursebooks, have been slow to do so in any 
systematic or significant way.” 

(Mishan, 2022, p. 1)
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What eap teachers 
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tasks and tblt
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Strong and ‘weak’ versions of Tblt 
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Strong TBLT

• Needs analysis – to identify target tasks

• Emphasis in situational authenticity

• Curriculum design – involves developing a sequence of 
pedagogic versions of target tasks:

❑ Vertical dimension – list of target tasks

❑ Horizontal dimension – progressively more complex 
pedagogic versions of each target task
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“… by ‘task’ is meant the hundred and one 
things people do in everyday life, at play, and in 
between. Tasks are the things people will tell 
you they do if ask them and they are not 
applied linguists” (Long, 1985, p. 89)



Backward engineering is intrinsic to strong tblt

Steps in strong TBLT:
1. Identify key conceptual and linguistic demands of target tasks.
2. Develop pedagogic versions of target tasks using conceptual frameworks such as:
• Robinson’s (2022) Cognition Hypothesis
• Skehan’s (1998) Trade-off (Limited Attention Capacity) Hypothesis.

3. Engage learners in pedagogic tasks, providing opportunities for FoF (incidental attention to 
language forms while primarily focused on meaning) during and around the task performance.
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FoF in strong TBLT

1. Primarily reactive FoF:
• Notice gaps in comprehension or production and find resources to fill them (Skehan, 2014b)

• Communication problems generate negotiation for meaning (NfM) sequences (Long, 1996; Newton, 2013)

2. Pre-task planning (Skehan, 2014a)

3. Post-task consolidation (Skehan, 2014b)
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Reactive Fof: nfM
S6 hypnotist, hypnotist I, I, I know, yes

S4 hyp-  I don’t know 

S5 hypnotist, y’know? know a bit, a little so you can-

S6 I guess that it is gipnotist, hypnotist, it’s profession- person who make hypnos - like psychological, it’s special name of profession 
in medicine 

S4 ohh medicine

S6 sometimes it’s by show on tv when hypnotist go between many people  and sleep, sleep, and persuade ahh people make anything

S4 ahhh ohh yeah, I understand -

S6 - hypnotist, I think that it is very high qualification, I not sure

S5 yes yes y’know this word?, very good     (Newton, personal data)
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Browne, C., Culligan, B., & Phillips, joseph. (2023). In focus academic 1. Kinseido. 
https://www.kinseido-elt.com/infocus

Strong tblt and EAP materials - congruence?

https://www.kinseido-elt.com/infocus
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What could strengthen this task from a strong Tblt 
perspective?

1. Raise awareness of the demands of the target task and how this task prepares learners for it.

2. Add a reflective/evaluative phase in which learners assess their task performance (and that of 
their peers) against task accomplishment criteria.

3. Ensure principled (horizontal) progression of such pedagogic tasks across the textbook units, 
based on progressive approximation of the cognitive, interactional and linguistic demands of 
the target task.
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Task sequencing criteria (robinson, 2001, p. 30)
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So that was Strong TBLT

• Based on back-engineering of target tasks

• Relatively easy to adopt in EAP, e.g., through theme-based units

• Possibly workable within a modular curriculum model (Ellis, 2018)
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Modular curriculum models (Ellis, 2019)

Fig 2: Structure first option Fig 3: Task first option



Strong TBLT

How close to this model is your teaching?

What do you think of strong TBLT?
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‘weak’ TBLT: task-supported language teaching (Ellis, 2009)
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TSLT is relevant to contexts in which: 

• NA and target tasks are not feasible as 
curriculum design principles

• Language teaching is textbook-based 

• Learning goals are exam-focused

• Time constrained teaching

• Cultural expectations of a traditional teacher role 
and knowledge-based learning

TSLT is characterized by: 

• A synthetic syllabus

• Focused tasks

• PPP-type lesson design

• Interactional rather than situational authenticity



Back-engineering tasks in tslt – possible?

No target tasks to back-engineer!
An alternative approach to backward engineering:
1. Establish criteria for defining tasks (and distinguish tasks from non-tasks)
2. Develop a taxonomy of task-types to help with task identification and classification
3. Use (1) and (2) to:
• identify and strengthen textbook tasks
• re-engineer non-tasks by adding task features



Criteria for defining tasks (ellis, 2018)

Meet ‘MGOO’
❡ Meaning – The task encourages learners to attend primarily to meaning/messages.

❡ Gap – To complete the task, learners must fill a gap in information, reasoning, opinions, or experience.

❡ Own resources – In doing the task, learners need to draw on their own linguistic and non-linguistic 
resources rather than just reproducing structures they have been presented with.

❡ Outcome – The completed task produces a communicative outcome (e.g., a problem solved, agreement reached, 
etc.).



types of tasks: A sample of task type distinctions

Input or output based tasks (listen & draw vs. talk about a topic)

One-way vs. two-way  (listen and draw vs. jigsaw reading)
Shared- vs. split-information (group problem solving vs. information gap tasks)
Divergent vs. convergent  (share your travel stories vs. agree on a ranking of items)
Open vs. closed   (compare experiences vs. find the correct answer)
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Browne, C., Culligan, B., & Phillips, joseph. (2023). In focus academic 1. Kinseido. 
https://www.kinseido-elt.com/infocus

Strong tblt and EAP materials - congruence?

1. MGOO?
2. Task type?
3. Situational or interactional authenticity?

https://www.kinseido-elt.com/infocus
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But it gets 
tricky …



And trickier …

M      G      O      O

✓ ? ?✓ ✓ ✓ ?

Source: Tieng Anh 10 (2016) Unit 7 



New Cutting Edge Elementary

M
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✓

✓
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M

G

O
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Meaningful 
use or 

language 
practice?

New Cutting Edge Elementary

X?

✓

?

✓





So that was tslt …

1. Increasingly widespread 

2. Adaptable

3. But current task criteria are not particularly teacher-friendly and difficult to reliably 
operationalize for the purpose of back-engineering textbook activities.

4. More research and development is needed here.
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Summary and conclusions
Backward engineering the concept of 
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Practical

Theoretical

Figure 1: Three dimensions of teacher cognition for TBLT
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• The theoretical dimension: Often a gap between the SLA-based 
rationale for TBLT and teacher PCK

• The conceptual dimension – two areas that need attention
• STRONG TBLT - Back-engineering target academic tasks is fundamental to 

EAP. It probably needs to be a more conscious and explicit process, and 
used in learner awareness-raising

• TSLT: relies on a useable and interpretable set of task criteria –– backward 
engineering textbook activities shows gaps that need attention.

•  In both versions, the concept of ‘task’ is a powerful lever for 
strengthening EAP.

1. Raise awareness of the demands of the 
target task

2. Have learners assess their task performance 
against task accomplishment criteria.

3. Relate progression of pedagogic tasks to the 
demands of the target task.
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