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Chapter Three   
Methodology 

 

As the aim of this study is to understand the degree of task authenticity the 

language learning activities included in the junior high school English textbooks 

reach, we need to look into the types of task-based activities included in the English 

textbooks currently used in most junior high schools.  By using a rating scale 

developed on the basis of Littlewood’s (2004) classification of activity types, we 

evaluate and compare five sets of English textbooks currently used in Taiwan in 

terms of their task authenticity. 

    

3.1 Definition of Terms  

     First of all, we would like to clarify the two terms which may be related to one 

another in our study.   

1. Tasks and Activities in Terms of Authenticity 

    Indeed some scholars differentiate tasks from activities, but the two terms can 

be exchangeable in the discussion of task authenticity.  Lebow (1993) described 

authentic activity as “experiences of personal relevance that permit learners to 

practice skills in environments similar to those in which the skills will be used.” 
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According to Newmann and Wehlage (1993), authentic activities are real-world tasks 

that a person can expect to encounter on the job, in the home, or in other social 

contexts.  Similarly, Muller (2006) defines an authentic task as “an assignment 

given to students designed to assess their ability to apply standard-driven knowledge 

and skills to real-world challenge.”  Among the description of authentic activities or 

authentic tasks, Jureckov A. (1998) seems to be the only one who refers to the two 

terms at the same time.  In her paper discussing ESP syllabuses, she mentioned that  

    Language objectives resulting from learners’ needs should be included in the 
syllabus hand in hand with authentic activities/tasks demonstrating and 
practicing the language. If not, we face the danger that we cram the syllabus 
with too much “language,” leaving very little or no time for students to practice 
it.  

An important implication of these definitions is that either authentic tasks or 

authentic activities have the potential to foster intellectual accomplishment and 

language learning, since authentic learning activities/tasks are directly related to 

students' real-life experiences.  As a result, there is no difference between the two 

terms, and we would adopt Jureckov’s way of expression, “authentic 

activities/tasks,” in this paper.  

2. Authentic Tasks and Task Authenticity 

    As shown in Section 2.4.2, our study has focused on defining crucial 

characteristics of authentic activities/tasks based on a wide literature review of recent 
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research.  Among the interpretations of authentic tasks we have collected so far, we 

would like to adopt the definition proposed by North Central Regional Educational 

Laboratory (2004). 

Authentic tasks are school assignments that have a real-world application. Such 
tasks bear a strong resemblance to tasks performed in nonschool settings and 
require students to apply a broad range of knowledge and skills.  

With respect to task authenticity, William Guariento and John Morley (2001) 

define task authenticity as the combination of (1) a genuine purpose, (2) real world 

targets, (3) classroom activities, and especially (4) the student "engagement" in a 

task.  To put it differently, in regular classroom settings, task authenticity is often 

gauged by the degree to which student activities are similar to those undertaken by 

communities in the outside world beyond the learning instruction.  Furthermore, 

task authenticity is achievable by means of the implementation of authentic 

tasks/activities, which elicit learners’ high engagement in interacting with the 

learning environment, and in learning, applying and practicing their newly acquired 

skills.  The learner’s active involvement in the real authentic communication is the 

most significant attribute of authentic communication task proposed by Littlewood. 

 

3.2  Sampling Tasks 

In order to examine the authentic qualities of the language learning activities in 
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our junior high English textbooks, we would adopt the classification of task types 

proposed by Littlewood (2004).  Littlewood differentiates between those tasks 

focusing on language forms and those focusing on the meanings to be communicated, 

so that tasks can be divided into 5 types: non-communicative learning, 

pre-communicative language practice, communicative language practice, structured 

communication and authentic communication (see Figure 5).  We would use the 

classification as our framework of analysis. 

 

3.2.1 The Selection of Textbooks  

    Five sets of junior high school English textbooks in Taiwan are chosen for 

analysis: (A) Kong-hsuan Series, (B) Nan-e Series, (C) Joy Han-lin Series, (D) Hess 

Series and (E) Pearson Series.  We choose these five sets of textbooks for two 

reasons.  On the one hand, the authors of this study have used these books in our 

teaching experience.  On the other hand, statistics indicate that they have been the 

top five major newer textbook series widely used all over Taiwan since 2000, in 

which The Guidelines of Grade 1-9 Curriculum of Elementary and Junior High 

School Education were promulgated.  That is, the five sets of the newer English 

textbooks were all compiled according to The Temporary Grade 1-9 Curriculum 

Guidelines for English Learning Areas.   
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    The five major sets of textbooks are compiled into six volumes, 2 for each 

grade.  In order to focus on the authentic evaluation of the learning activities in a 

qualitative perspective, we choose only one volume of each series (volume 4) as our 

data source.  One reason is that we think the English proficiency of the most 

second-graders make these learners capable of dealing with authentic activities/tasks.  

Another is that both teachers and third-graders in Taiwan are mainly focused on 

reviewing English grammar and vocabulary because they are under the stress of 

senior high school entrance exam.  The situation makes it less possible for learning 

activities in the textbooks to be implemented in the third-grade classroom.  As for 

the first-graders, many of them are still thought to be too premature to perform 

authentic task-based activities.  Accordingly, despite the possibility that a variety of 

authentic learning activities may be provided in different volumes of textbooks, we 

choose the fourth volume in each set as our sole data source. 

 

3.2.2 Data Analysis 

We are interested in finding out whether the new sets of textbooks, compiled by 

local commercial publishers, conform to the basic requirements of authentic tasks.  

Generally speaking, each lesson in these five sets of junior high school textbooks 

contains the following sections: (1) The text – a dialogue or a short story for reading, 
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followed with after-reading exercises; (2) Sentence Patterns – the presentation of the 

target grammar of that lesson; (3) Oral/Written Practice – drills and/or activities 

concerning the target grammar of each lesson; (4) Follow-up Activities – 

pronunciation drills, presentation of phonetic symbols, extensional reading/writing 

or “learning by listening/singing.”  Owing to the dissimilar titles of the activities 

given in different sets of textbooks, we can just say that our discussion will focus on 

the learning activities for eliciting “application of knowledge,” without regard to the 

sections mainly for “acquisition of knowledge,” like readings, dialogues, 

pronunciation/phonics, listening to songs or any extensional activities.  The reason 

is that it is through these activities that the students can be required to respond to 

and/or to be directly involved in the learning process in class.   

After careful calculation, a total of 475 language learning activities (LLA) in 

the five sets of the textbooks are identified, and the distribution is presented in Table 

3. 
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Table 3: The Total Number of the LLA Found in the Five Sets of the Textbooks 

Publishers The Total Number of the LLA Found 

Kong-hsuan Series 106 activities in 12 lessons (inclusive of 3 review ones) 

Nan-e Series 109 activities in 12 lessons (inclusive of 3 review ones) 

Joy Han-lin Series 85 activities in 11 units (inclusive of 3 review ones) 

Hess Series 78 activities in 10 lessons (inclusive of 2 review ones) 

Pearson(Longman) Series 97 activities in 10 units (inclusive of one starter unit and 

three recycle units) 

 

3.3 Framework of Analysis 

Littlewood (2004) reconsiders tasks in terms of the continuum from focus on 

language forms to focus on meaning.  It is not a dichotomy, but a continuum along 

which learners may cope with different degrees of focus on form and meaning.  

Based on this continuum, Littlewood divides tasks/activities into one of the five 

types: non-communicative learning, pre-communicative language practice, 

communicative language practice, structured communication and authentic 

communication.  The following is a summary of Littewood’s criteria of the 5 types 

of language learning activities and of the typical examples found in most textbooks. 
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Table 4: The Criteria of Classifying Language Learning Activities in Our Study 

Task types Criteria Examples 
Non-communicative 
learning 

Focusing on the structure of language, 
how they are formed and what they mean 

uncontextualized 
grammar exercises, 
substitution drills, 
pronunciation drills 

Pre-communicative Focusing primarily on formal features, but 
not on communicating new message to 
others 

question-and-answer 
practice 

Communicative 
language practice 

Working with a predictable range of 
language but use it to convey information 

information-gap 
activities,  
‘personalized question’

Structured 
communication 

Using language to communicate in 
situations which elicit pre-learnt language, 
but with some unpredictability 

more complex 
information-exchange 
activities, structured 
role-play tasks, 
simple problem-solving

Authentic 
Communication 

Using language to communicate in 
situations, and in which the language 
forms and the meanings are unpredictable 

creative role-play, more 
complex discussion and
problem-solving   

The first two types, non-communicative learning and pre-communicative 

language practice, belong to the form-focused learning activities because there is no 

requirement for learners’ real communication in them.  Thus, we would treat tasks 

of the two types as not authentic activities.  In structured communication and 

authentic communication tasks, the authentic communicative objective in themselves 

and the unpredictability of real communication make the two types meaning-focused 

and call for learner’ application of knowledge and skills.  As a result, the language 

learning activities which are classified as structured communication and authentic 
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communication are viewed as authentic tasks, for they can help students become 

engaged in learning, develop an understanding of instructional materials and the 

types of interactive skills that most closely appropriate communication in the “real 

world.”  As regards the communicative language practice, we come to the activities 

in which learners still work with a predictable range of language even though they 

use it to convey information.  There is comparatively little free communication in it, 

so that we would still treat tasks of this kind as not authentic ones.  A total of four 

hundred and seventy-five language learning activities are carefully examined and 

classified into one of the 5 types according to the criteria of each type of the 

language learning activities.  Below are a summary of these criteria and the relevant 

examples. 

Non-communicative learning tasks involve the strongest focus on language 

forms.  All the uncontextualized activities, such as repetition drills and substitution 

drills, belong to this type.  

Example 1: a repetition drill 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Source: Kong-hsuan Textbook series, Book 4, Lesson 1, P. 4)
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Example 2: a substitution drill 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

     

Pre-communicative practice tasks still focus primarily on practicing language, 

but are also oriented towards communicating new messages to others.  The typical 

example of this is question-and-answer practice, in which students can not answer 

questions without paying attention to the meaning of the words. 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Joy Han-lin Textbook series, Book 4, Review (3), P. 106)
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Example 3: an after-reading practice 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Nan-e Textbook series, Book 4, Lesson 8, P. 115)
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    In performing communicative language practice tasks, learners are allowed to 

communicate new information by means of practicing their pre-taught language.   

These would include, for instance, activities in which learners use recently taught 

language to express their own ideas, conduct a survey among their classmates, or ask 

some partners for information so as to complete a table or chart. 

Example 4: a survey about others 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Nan-e Textbook series, Book 4, Lesson 1, P. 13)
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Example 5: a survey about oneself 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Joy Han-lin Textbook series, Book 4, Unit 2 P. 31)
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In structured communication tasks, the focus moves (from language forms) to 

the communication of meanings.  Although a teacher has carefully structured the 

situation to ensure that the learners can use pre-taught language to communicate, 

learners are allowed to use their language knowledge to get their meaning across as 

effectively as possible without restriction on what the lexical items or syntactic 

patterns they must utilize.  

Example 6: a structured role-play 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Nan-e Textbook series, Book 4, Lesson 1, P. 5)
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Authentic Communication tasks comprise activities in which there is the 

strongest focus on the communication of messages, and in which the learners are 

ideally required to pay more attention to completing the task not only socially 

appropriate and acceptable but also functionally effective. 

Example 7: a real-life activity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another example, which is viewed belonging to a “guided SIA”, is like:   

 

 

 

(Source: Nan-e Textbook series, Book 4, Lesson 8, P.120)
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Example 8: a creative role-play 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 67

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

(Source: Joy Han-lin Series, Book 4, Unit 6, P.80-81)


