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In this paper I refer to the Keynote address by Professor Rod Ellis at MLTAWA Biennial Conference 
July 2018 and include my reflections on the implementation of one of his suggested tasks and how it 
worked it my school context. 

In his address at the MLTAWA conference, Professor Ellis pointed out that this is the first year that 
we have a mandated language policy starting with Year 3 which will roll out to include Year 8. 

He noted that in the last year there has been a 180% growth in adverts for bilingual job applicants 
which lends further credence to Languages being an essential life skill. 

Professor Ellis demonstrated a real understanding of the pressures on Languages teachers to map 
lessons to the curriculum and teachers feeling stressed about covering all the content in a limited 
time frame. He also realises that the amount of reporting, assessment and putting programs onto 
SEQTA all make it hard to create rich tasks for languages teaching as they are complex and so it is 
hard to come up with a numeric measurement for recording.  

Perhaps the biggest challenge facing teachers though is disengagement. Professor Ellis mentions a 
figure of 40% of students in Australia are switched off and 22% cannot even recall what they have 
done in a classroom once they have left the room.  

Professor Ellis sees task-based learning as a way to assist students to re-engage with their own 
language learning journey. “Students are more likely to develop intrinsic motivation in a task-based 
approach”. In a traditional PPP sequence (present-practice-produce) ending with a task provides 
opportunities for students to use the item in free language production. This focusses a student’s 
attention to form and how it is implemented.  It also helps students to “pick up” new language while 
they are working to achieve the outcome of the task. Professor Ellis also points out that this 
approach enables teachers to see if students are developing the ability to communicate in the 
second language. Professor Ellis suggests that teachers can evaluate the success of a task by asking 
students to comment afterwards and give feedback and by listening to audio recordings of students 
doing the task.  

One example of task-based learning is described below.  It was proceeded by an input-based task 
was students listening to directions finding and marking routes on a map. This was followed up by 
pair work where students had the same map with 6 different locations marked on it. They took turns 
describing a route to the location to each other and drew the route on their own map.  They had 15 
minutes to complete the task.  

(As a side note, I did this with two different Year 8 mixed ability all boy classes. Results were mixed, 
with very weak students giving up even with a prompt script and bright students finishing much 
earlier, around the 12-minute mark)  

Professor Ellis suggests a post task questionnaire where students can tick the comment that reflects 
their view or write their own. This would have been handy for the early finishers. 

These were:  

• I think doing map direction tasks is helpful to my learning. 

• I think working in pairs helps me to practice my spoken French. 

• I think the way we did the task motivates me to carry out the task. 

• I think the task wad enjoyable and fun to do. 

• I think the time limit for the task encouraged me to speak more fluently. 

• I think the pre-task helped me to do the main task.  



(Note - I allowed total freedom in feedback, gave some examples and brainstormed ideas with the 
class.  I still had students saying they did not know what to comment.) 

Professor Ellis noted that when he carried out this task students had problems with each other’s 
pronunciation, but my students were fine with this. My biggest challenge was listening to all the 
students and assisting them in the time frame. With one class I had a prac student with me and we 
were better able to assist and the whole class completed the task, even the weaker ones.  In the 
other class, by myself, I had 20% of students who did not complete the task including two who did 
not even manage two directions.   

Professor Ellis recognises that task based language teaching can be messy in the classroom but he 
urges us all to try it and incorporate “rich and juicy” tasks in our teaching so as to make meaningful 
and interesting language opportunities for our learners so that we can encourage originality and 
creativity that promote deeper thinking and provide students with greater challenge.  

 

Professor Ellis’  'Reflections on task-based language teaching’ was published in 2018. 
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