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Literature review – TBLT
• TBLT has attracted much attention in the past 20 years (Cook, 2010; East, 

2021; Van den Branden, 2006) as it accords well with SLA theories.

• The global uptake of TBLT is ubiquitous, especially in East Asian regions.

• Different strands of TBLT research have been developed.

• Meanwhile, there is a documented imbalance in the literature (Erlam and 
Tolossa, 2022, p.1).

• Practitioners and teacher educators would like to have more empirical 
support underpinning the basic principles behind TBLT (Van den Branden 
and Van Gorp, 2021).
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Literature review – TBLT in a school setting
• The role of a task and TBLT in a formal curriculum (Long, 2015)

Classroom 
learning

• A task is a workplan (Ellis, 2003)
• Pre-task, while-task and post-task framework (Willis, 1996)
• Ten methodological principles (Long, 2015)
• A distinction between target tasks and pedagogic tasks.
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Literature review – TBLT in a school setting
• The role of a task and TBLT in a formal curriculum (Long, 2015)

Classroom 
learning

Curriculum 
objectives

• A task syllabus (Long, 2015)
• A hybrid syllabus (Ellis, 2003) or 

A task-supported syllabus 
(Samuda and Bygate, 2008)

• A task is a workplan (Ellis, 2003)
• Pre-task, while-task and post-task framework (Willis, 1996)
• Ten methodological principles (Long, 2015)
• A distinction between target tasks and pedagogic tasks.
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Literature review – TBLT in a school setting
• The role of a task and TBLT in a formal curriculum (Long, 2015)

Assessment

Classroom 
learning

Curriculum 
objectives

• A task syllabus (Long, 2015)
• A hybrid syllabus (Ellis, 2003) or 

A task-supported syllabus 
(Samuda and Bygate, 2008)

• Task-based Language Assessment (Brindley, 1994; Norris, 2016)
• Facilitates the alignment of instruction, assessments and 

interpretation of students’ task performances (Van Gorp, 2018)

• A task is a workplan (Ellis, 2003)
• Pre-task, while-task and post-task framework (Willis, 1996)
• Ten methodological principles (Long, 2015)
• A distinction between target tasks and pedagogic tasks.
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Literature review –
Washback and constructive alignment

Assessment

Test preparation Curriculum 
objectives
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Washback (Alderson and Wall, 
1993; Cheng, 1997; Watanabe, 
2003 )

=

Constructive Alignment (Biggs, 1996)• Teachers
• Textbooks



Context of the present study
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The curriculum document is 
developed by both the Hong 
Kong Education Bureau (EDB) 
and Hong Kong Examination 
and Assessment Authority 
(HKEAA) (CDC, 2017). 

Assessment

Classroom 
learning

Curriculum 
objectives

Constructive Alignment (Biggs, 1996)• Teachers
• Textbooks

Intended

Task-based language assessments
(20 years)

“Adopting a task-based approach which 
further promotes experiential learning 
through providing students with a variety 
of  life-wide or cross-curricular learning 
experiences” (HKEDB, 2017, p.10)



Context of the present study
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The curriculum document is 
developed by both the Hong 
Kong Education Bureau (EDB) 
and Hong Kong Examination 
and Assessment Authority 
(HKEAA) (CDC, 2017). 

Assessment

Classroom 
learning

Curriculum 
objectives

Constructive Alignment (Biggs, 1996)• Teachers
• Textbooks

Intended

Task-based language assessments
(20 years)

“Adopting a task-based approach which 
further promotes experiential learning 
through providing students with a variety 
of  life-wide or cross-curricular learning 
experiences” (HKEDB, 2017, p.10)

Task-based 
coverage



Research questions
• Overarching RQ: What is the degree of alignment between TBLT teaching, 

pedagogical approaches and assessment design in ESL curriculum of senior 
secondary education in Hong Kong?

• RQ1: How do integrated tasks in the assessment align with the definition of task in 
TBLT?

• RQ2: How do the materials designed for teaching integrated tasks align with the 
methodological principles of TBLT?

• RQ3: How does teachers’ instruction in the classroom align with the 
methodological principles of TBLT?

• RQ4: How is teachers’ adoption of TBLT influenced by integrated tasks in the 
assessment? 

• RQ5: What are Hong Kong secondary teachers’ perceptions of the assessment?
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Context of the present study
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The curriculum document is 
developed by both the Hong 
Kong Education Bureau (EDB) 
and Hong Kong Examination 
and Assessment Authority 
(HKEAA) (CDC, 2017). 

Assessment

Classroom 
learning

Curriculum 
objectives

Constructive Alignment (Biggs, 1996)• Teachers
• Textbooks

Intended

Task-based language assessments
(20 years)

“Adopting a task-based approach which 
further promotes experiential learning 
through providing students with a variety 
of  life-wide or cross-curricular learning 
experiences” (HKEDB, 2017, p.10)

RQ1

RQ2

RQ3

RQ4

RQ5



Methodology – A qualitative study (1/3)
Document Analysis (RQ1 & RQ2)
• Integrated tasks in the assessments 

are coded with task definition to 
determine how they are aligned with 
the definition of tasks. 

12

Multiple definitions (Breen, 1987; Crookes & 
Gass, 1993; Ellis, 2003; Nunan, 1989, Long, 
1985; Long & Crookes, 1992; Long & Norris, 
2000; Prabhu, 1987, Skehan, 1998)
1. Does the activity focus on meaning? 
2. Does the activity include an outcome? If 

yes, does the outcome go beyond the use 
of language?

3. To complete the learning activity, do 
learners need to fill a gap? If yes, what 
kind of gap is it?

4. Is there a relationship between the 
learning activity and a real-world activity? 



Methodology – A qualitative study (2/3)
Document Analysis (RQ1 & RQ2)
• Integrated tasks in the assessments 

are coded with task definition to 
determine how they are aligned with 
the definition of tasks. 

• Tasks and teaching sequences in two 
textbook series teaching the 
integrated skill tasks are analysed in 
through documents analysis. 
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• Same task definition is used to code the 
learning activities. 

• Three out of ten methodological 
principles of TBLT (Long, 2015) are 
chosen as critical methodology principles:

1. Use task, not text as a unit of analysis. 
2. Elaborate input.
3. Focus on form.



Methodology – A qualitative study (3/3)
• Lesson observation 

• Verbal reports are suitable for eliciting metacognitive roles (Bowles, 2010; Gass & 
Mackey, 2000)
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Think aloud (RQ4) Lesson observations (RQ3) Stimulated recall (RQ3, RQ4, 
RQ5)

• A think-aloud session is 
recorded through zoom

• a note of reminding the 
participant to think aloud 
will be printed on the 
teaching materials

• ~30 minutes

Lesson 1: Teaching with the textbook unit

Lesson 2: Feedback session on the 
assessment task

Lesson 3: A typical lesson

• A stimulated recall 
session is recorded 
through zoom

• Teachers shown specific 
scenes in their LO 
videos and their action in 
one of the sessions 

• ~30 minutes



Pilot results – RQ 1 test tasks
• What are included in the integrated tasks?
1. A data file (including 10-11 pieces of reading texts with various lengths, ranging 

from instruction emails, whatsapp conversations to posters with figures, a 
listening note-taking sheet, etc.)
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RQ 1: How do integrated tasks in the assessment align with the definition of task in TBLT?
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RQ 1: How do integrated tasks in the assessment align with the definition of task in TBLT?
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Data file content example:
Listening note-taking sheet

RQ 1: How do integrated tasks in the assessment align with the definition of task in TBLT?
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Data file content example:
Instruction email from the supervisor 
assigned in the situation.

RQ 1: How do integrated tasks in the assessment align with the definition of task in TBLT?

1. A summary document

2. An overview

3. An invitation letter
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Data file content example:
Information texts

RQ 1: How do integrated tasks in the assessment align with the definition of task in TBLT?
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Data file content example:
Email exchanges

RQ 1: How do integrated tasks in the assessment align with the definition of task in TBLT?



Pilot results – test tasks
• What are included in the integrated tasks?
1. A data file (including 10-11 pieces of reading texts, ranging from instruction 

emails, whatsapp conversations, posters with figures to a listening note-taking 
sheet, etc.)

2. A question-answer book where test-takers can write their responses
3. A marking scheme that covers content points, language, coherence and 

organisation and appropriacy
4. This kind of writing is defined as writing from sources (Grabe and Zhang, 2013)
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RQ 1: How do integrated tasks in the assessment align with the definition of task in TBLT?



Coding the test tasks
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Task definition questions Test tasks Evidence
1 Does the activity focus on meaning? Yes Content points are elicited 

and candidates need to be 
able to identify them and 
include them

2 Does the activity include an outcome? Yes 3 writing tasks
If yes, does the outcome go beyond the use of language? Yes ?

3 To complete the learning activity, do learners need to fill a 
gap? 

Yes There is a need for the writer 
to convey meaning when 
writing. And the need is 
clearly defined.

4 Is there a relationship between the learning activity and a 
real-world activity? Are they situational authenticity or 
interactional authenticity?

Yes Both situational authenticity 
and interactional authenticity 
could be observed. 

RQ 1: How do integrated tasks in the assessment align with the definition of task in TBLT?



Coding the test tasks
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Task definition questions Test tasks Evidence
1 Does the activity focus on meaning? Yes Content points were elicited 

and candidates need to be 
able to pick them and include 
them

2 Does the activity include an outcome? Yes 3 writing tasks
If yes, does the outcome go beyond the use of language? Yes ?

3 To complete the learning activity, do learners need to fill a 
gap? 

Yes There is a need for the writer 
to convey meaning when 
write. And the need is clearly 
defined.

4 Is there a relationship between the learning activity and a 
real-world activity? Are they situational authenticity or 
interactional authenticity?

Yes Both situational authenticity 
and interactional authenticity 
could be observed. 

TASK!

RQ 1: How do integrated tasks in the assessment align with the definition of task in TBLT?



Overall findings for RQ1:
• An overall analysis of the test tasks from 2012 to 2022 (11 years) found that 

all the test tasks (66) are aligned with the definition of a task. 
• Among these, 11 tasks doesn’t require learners to complete a complete 

text.
• The categories of the test tasks are presented.
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RQ 1: How do integrated tasks in the assessment align with the definition of task in TBLT?

Text types Count
• Email 15
• Article 8
• Report 7
• Letter 6
• Speech 4
• Script 2
• Announcement 2
• Webpage 2
• Biography 2
• Advice page 2
• Description 1
• Programme 1
• Summary 1
• Editorial 1
• Introduction paragraph 1

Total 55



Reflection on the test task coding
• The coding does not differentiate integrated writing task from writing tasks. 
• Washback created by writing task might not be the same as integrated task, 

as the test formats are different (Alderson and Wall, 1993)
• Understanding the test-taking procedures when test takers or proficient 

English users completing the tasks might shed light on the sub-skills that 
are required in these test tasks.
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RQ 1: How do integrated tasks in the assessment align with the definition of task in TBLT?



Pilot results – Textbook materials 
What do I have as data?
• Two skill books series targeting integrated skills in the exam.
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RQ2: How do the materials designed for teaching integrated tasks align with the methodological principles 
of TBLT?



Pilot results – Textbook materials 
What do I have as data?
• Two skill books series targeting integrated skills in the exam.
• Supplementary materials including exam boosters, audio files with various 

speed, etc.
What is the coding framework?
• Three-level framework by Littlejohn (1998, 2011)
• Level 1: What is there?
• Level 2: What is required of users?
• Level 3: What is implied?
• Further questions specifying Long’s (2015) methodological principles are 

asked when coding as well.
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RQ2: How do the materials designed for teaching integrated tasks align with the methodological principles 
of TBLT?



Initial observation – Textbook materials 
• Elements of tasks and teaching 

suggestions aligning with task 
principles were observed.

• Text type features are also explicitly 
explained.

•  A pre-task stage is offered, but they 
might not be focusing on providing 
language support (Willis & Willis, 
2007), exam strategies are explained 
instead.
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RQ2: How do the materials designed for teaching integrated tasks align with the methodological principles 
of TBLT?

Connect to real life

Focus on meaning



Initial observation – Textbook materials 
• Elements of tasks and teaching 

suggestions aligning with task 
principles were observed.

• Text type features are also explicitly 
explained.

•  A pre-task stage is offered, but they 
might not be focusing on providing 
language support (Willis & Willis, 
2007), exam strategies are explained 
instead.
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RQ2: How do the materials designed for teaching integrated tasks align with the methodological principles 
of TBLT?

Elaborate input



Initial observation – Textbook materials 
• Elements of tasks and teaching 

suggestions aligning with task 
principles were observed.

• Text type features are also explicitly 
explained.

•  A pre-task stage is offered, but they 
might not be focusing on providing 
language support (Willis & Willis, 
2007), exam strategies are explained 
instead.

• Examples will be supplied in the 
presentation.
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RQ2: How do the materials designed for teaching integrated tasks align with the methodological principles 
of TBLT?



Initial observation – Textbook materials 
• Elements of tasks and teaching 

suggestions aligning with task 
principles were observed.

• Text type features are also explicitly 
explained.

•  A pre-task stage is offered, but they 
might not be focusing on providing 
language support (Willis & Willis, 
2007), exam strategies are explained 
instead.

• Examples will be supplied in the 
presentation.
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RQ2: How do the materials designed for teaching integrated tasks align with the methodological principles 
of TBLT?



Intended research contribution
• To fill in the current gap of how TBLT summative assessments influence 

practical teaching
• To develop a framework on the evaluation of summative integrated task-

based assessments
• To shed light on whether it is possible to use standardised task-based 

assessments for constructive alignment
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Thank you!
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Long’s Methodological principles (2015)

36

Methodological principles
Activities 1. Use tasks, not texts, as the unit of analysis *

2. Promote learning by doing
Input 3. Elaborate input *

4. Provide rich (not impoverished) input
Learning 
process

5. Encourage inductive (“chunk”) learning
6. Focus on form*
7. Provide negative feedback
8. Respect learner syllabi and developmental process
9. Promote cooperative learning

Learners 10. Individualise instruction



Literature review (1) - What is a task?
• Multiple definitions (Breen, 1987; Crookes & Gass, 1993; Ellis, 2003; Nunan, 1989, Long, 

1985; Long & Crookes, 1992; Long & Norris, 2000; Prabhu, 1987, Skehan, 1998)
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RQ1: To what extent are integrated tasks in the assessment aligned with the definition of  a task in TBLT?

Focus on 
meaning

Real-world 
activity

An outcome A gap Learners’ 
own 

resources

A goal

Long (1985) ✓

Skehan (1998) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Ellis (2003) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Ellis and Shintani

(2012)

✓ ✓* ✓ ✓

East (2021) ✓ ✓ ✓* ✓

Table 1. Elements of different task definitions



Task-based language assessment

An outline model for task-based testing (Ellis et al, 2019, p.245)
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Strengths and weaknesses of Task-
based assessments
• Improves the effectiveness of 

feedback (Norris, 2016)
• Improves learners’ 

communicative performances 
(Brindley, 1994)

• Facilitates the alignment of 
instruction, assessments and 
interpretation of students’ task 
performances (Van Gorp, 2018)

• Generalisability
• Fairness issues caused by 

the choice of the tasks
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Research Questions Research 
participant
s

Methodology Results

Carless 
(2004)

1. What are teachers' attitudes and 
understandings towards task-based 
teaching?

2. How do teachers attempt to implement task-
based teaching and what issues emerge from 
these attempts?

• 3 
Primar
y Ts

Classroom 
observation

Interviews

• Participating teachers adopted an abridged version of 
TBLT

• They thought that they had to balance TBLT with the 
use of the mother tongue, discipline problems and a 
lack of target language production

Carless 
(2007)

1. How suitable is TBLT for secondary schools 
in Hong Kong?

2. What adaptations might make it more feasible 
to implement?

• Secon
dary Ts

Semi-
structured 
interviews

• Teachers criticised TBLT for its rigidity and lack of 
flexibility, pointing out it was time-consuming and 
difficult for them to fit tasks into their teaching 
schedules.

• They preferred direct grammar instruction, saying it 
was needed as they viewed grammar as the key 
focus of teaching.

Carless 
(2009)

1. What do informants see as the potential 
relative advantages of TBLT and P-P-P?

2. What are the main reasons for informants’ 
preferences for TBLT or P-P-P?

• 12 
Secon
dary Ts

• 10 T 
educat
ors

Interviews • Only three teachers favoured TBLT. Six out of the 
remaining nine teachers preferred P-P-P over TBLT 
and three of them had no specific preference.

• Teachers were worried that tasks could not promote 
learners’ grammar learning.

• Teachers acknowledged that tasks could motivate 
learners. But they were unsure about learning 
outcomes.



Chan 
(2014)

1. What are the language teaching beliefs of 
Hong Kong secondary school English 
teachers?

2. How is TBLT implemented in Hong Kong 
secondary school English classrooms?

3. How do the language teaching beliefs held by 
Hong Kong secondary school English 
teachers influence their pedagogical 
practices?

• 10 
Secon
dary Ts

A collective 
case study:

1. in-depth 
interview
s

2. Classroo
m 
observati
on

3. Documen
t analysis

• Teachers were not entirely convinced by the 
advantages that TBLT could bring to the classroom as 
there was a gap between ELT teachers’ beliefs and 
TBLT principles.

• There might be a gap in teachers’ understanding of 
TBLT as they interpreted TBLT as using oral activities 
and authentic learning materials in the classrooms.

• Some teachers were implementing task-based 
language teaching with assistance from other 
teaching methods.
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