
CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

  

 After discussing the operationalization of task conditions and the effects of pre-task 

planning and on-line planning on EFL learners’ oral production, a summary of the present 

study, including the findings and explanations for the findings, will be presented in this 

chapter in response to each research questions. Also, the limitation of this study and 

suggestions for future planning studies will also be explored. Finally, practical classroom 

implication in the future will be suggested in the hope of putting the results of planning 

studies into practice. 

 

6.1 Summary 

What effects do pre-task planning and on-line planning have on the fluency of EFL 

learners’ production in an oral narrative task? It was hypothesized that pre-task planning 

would contribute to fluency while on-line planning would undermine it. The findings 

accorded with the hypothesis (See Figure 1 and 2). 
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As for complexity, what effects do pre-task planning and on-line planning have on 

EFL learners’ production in an oral narrative task?  

Originally, in this study, it was only assumed that PTP, OLP, and PTP+OLP could 

somewhat increase the three measures of complexity. It turned out that the pre-task 

planning group did outperform the NP group in all three complexity measures, and the 

on-line planning group reached greater syntactic complexity than the NP group.  

Nevertheless, the OLP group only got similar mean score with the NP group in 

syntactic variety and it even got lower mean score than the NP group in lexical variety 

(See Figure 3, 4 and 5).  

  In a word, these findings provided a weak suggestion that pre-task planning 

facilitated language complexity. As for on-line planning, further research is needed to 

clarify its effects on complexity.     

 

 



Figure 3 

Syntactic complexity

1.5

1.55

1.6

1.65

1.7

1.75

NP PTP OLP PTP+OLP

 

 

 

Figure 4 
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Figure 5 
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The final research question aimed to investigate the effects that pre-task planning 

and on-line planning had on the accuracy of EFL learners’ production. Ellis (2003) 

hypothesized that accuracy was more dependent on on-line planning. In accordance with 

Ellis’s finding, it was predicted that both pre-task planning and on-line planning might 

help enhance accuracy but that the OLP and the PTP+OLP groups might reach higher 

accuracy than the PTP group as a result of the on-line planning time which allowed for 

self-correction.  

As shown in Figure 6 and 7, it turned out that the OLP and PTP+OLP groups did 

gain higher mean score than the PTP group in percentage of correct verbs, yet actually the 

mean scores of PTP and OLP groups were quite close (43.3 and 44.4).  

Besides, the OLP group gained lower mean score than the PTP group (29.54 vs. 34.7) 

in the percentage of correct clauses.  

These results contradicted with the original prediction of the study and the results of 

the study of Ellis. It appeared that on-line planning did not evidently promote accuracy 



more than pre-task planning did.  

It is possible that neither pre-task planning nor on-line planning was sufficient for 

the participants to free up their attentional resources to attend to accuracy because they 

still needed to deal with the propositional content first. However, it is suggested that when 

both kinds of planning time were offered (the PTP+OLP group), participants might stand 

better chances to attend to the accuracy aspect.  
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It should also be noted that, though the above mentioned measures in fluency, and 

complexity were partially in line with the original prediction of this study, most of them 

failed to reach statistical significance. Table 19 summarizes the effects of three types of 

planning on fluency, complexity and accuracy by comparing the three planning groups 

with the no-planning group in terms of statistical significance. As shown in Table 19, only 

the PTP+OLP group reached significant greater fluency than the NP group. 

 

Table 19 
 

Summary of Comparisons between Each Planning Group and the No-Planning Group  
—————————————————————————————————— 

Group        Fluency      Complexity      Accuracy  
           ————————— 
        Syntactic     Lexical  
———————————————————————————————— 

Pre-task planning   Same  Same   Same  Same 

On-line planning   Same  Same   Same  Same 

Pre-task plus    Greater  Same   Same  Same 

On-line planning  

———————————————————————————————— 

 

 

To sum up the former discussion, there are several reasons which may explain the 

absence of stronger results in the present study.  

First, the story line of the pictures in the present study might be too simple to call for 

use of more vocabulary items, verb forms or sentence structures. Foster and Skehan (1999) 

commented that task characteristics did seem to have interesting effects on the nature of 

performance. With hindsight, it seems reasonable that owing to the simple story line, 

planning would have less evident effects on participants’ oral production in this study.  



Besides, since most participants in this study reported a lack of opportunities for oral 

practice before, their proficiency in oral ability might be too limited for them to benefit 

greatly from the pre-task and on-line planning time. Also, the “ed” sound of past tense 

verbs was too often ignored unconsciously by most participants.  

As for why on-line planning did not enhance accuracy as proposed by Ellis (2003), 

several possible explanations could be provided. First, it was found that, like the pre-task 

planners, on-line planners’ first priority was to complete propositional content though 

they were told that they could self-correct their errors at will. Second, on-line planners 

were not used to self-correcting during the process of recording. In the present study, this 

is the most contradictory finding to the results of the study of Ellis (2003) and it is in need 

of further investigation. 

 

6.2 Limitation and Suggestion  

After replicating the study of Ellis (2003), it was found that there were problems 

with the experiment design, measures, and data analysis in his study. The following are 

some problems encountered in the present study: 

First, during the pre-task planning time, participants were asked to take notes and not 

to write a complete sentence. This experiment design followed the design in the study of 

Ellis (2003). Ellis claimed that this achieved two purposes. First, removing the notes 

ensured that the language elicited by all the tasks was oral. Second, the notes could be 

used as evidence regarding how individual students undertook the planning. 

However, in the present study, most participants tended to write out the whole story. 

Therefore, when they did the recording, they mainly tried to recall what they wrote word 

by word. This confound of modality (confound of writing and speaking) was difficult to 

avoid and it made participants’ oral production less spontaneous and intuitive.  

Also, the operationalization of pre-task planning is problematic. Following the study 



of Ellis (2003), the experiment design made the pre-task planners speak under time 

pressure in order to limit their opportunities to plan on-line. But should researchers tell 

the pre-task planners that on-line self-correction is allowed? Pre-task planners in this 

present study reported that actually sometimes they were aware that they had made 

mistakes but they just chose not to make any corrections. If the time limit of oral 

production for pre-task planners remains the same but pre-task planners are told that 

correction during the recording is permitted, will the on-line planners still outperform the 

pre-task planners in accuracy as in the study of Ellis (2003)? Without telling the pre-task 

planners that they could correct their mistakes during their narrating, the experiment 

design seemed partially responsible for the difference in accuracy between the PTP and 

the OLP groups.  

As for measures for linguistic output, there is also room for improvement.  

In fluency, mere calculation of syllables A and B did not tell whether participants just 

repeated a lot or they indeed made lots of reformulation and replacement. In syntactic 

complexity, the “ratio of clauses to T-units” failed to provide information about what 

kinds of clauses participants used and thus failed to provide an in-depth understanding of 

the level of syntactic complexity that learners had reached. In accuracy, there were two 

measures: percentage of correct clauses and percentage of correct verbs. In the present 

study, it was found that the two measures overlapped with each other because lots of 

incorrect clauses resulted from incorrect use of verbs. 

What’s more, there is the problem of data analysis. Planning studies require a standard 

way of dividing transcribed data into units in order to examine linguistic features; 

however, in the study of Ellis (2003), neither a clear definition of a T-unit nor 

transcription of participants’ narration was provided to demonstrate how oral data were 

divided into T-units. Many other research reports also tended to provide simplistic 

two-line definitions of units which at best were exemplified by unproblematic written 



examples (Pauline Foster, Alan Tonkyn, and Gillian Wigglesworth, 2000). In this study, 

the researcher and her colleague managed to apply a consistent principle when 

transcribing and the full transcription can be referred to in the Appendix.  

Another problem concerning data analysis is how to count the number of incorrect 

verbs. For example, in the sentence “the blind man is not thank him,” is there one or two 

incorrect verbs? In the study of Ellis (2003), there was no explanation about this. In this 

study, both “is” and “thank” were regarded as incorrect verbs. All the oral data were 

analyzed with care and with consistent principles. 

The above-mentioned problems mainly resulted from the experiment design of the 

study of Ellis (2003). Yet, there are other limitations that derived from the present study 

per se. 

For example, participants in this study were not used to planning on line and dared not 

make full use of time to plan carefully or correct over and over again and thus the effects 

of on-line planning on their oral production were limited. It is suggested here that more 

familiarization tasks could be conducted before carrying out an experiment. 

Also, owing to absence of stronger results in this study, it is clear that there are a 

number of other variables in need of further investigation in future planning studies, 

especially learner’s proficiency level and task difficulty (or task characteristics) in 

relation to the effects of planning. As Skehan (1996) has pointed out, excessive task 

difficulty should lead learners to rely on lexicalized communication. On the other hand, 

tasks should not be so easy that no extension of interlanguage development is achieved.  

Task situation should also be taken into account. As mentioned before, Wigglesworth 

(1997) suggested that “in the testing situation, planning time is used to focus on accuracy, 

with the test situation creating the environment for a focus on form” (p. 89) Examinees in 

a test situation are aware that grammatical accuracy will affect their scores. However, the 

same is not true in the case of tasks performed in the context of classroom instruction. In 



view of this, a researcher’s instruction may also affect the results of planning studies. In 

this study, in order to lessen the pressure of performing the oral task, the researcher 

encouraged the participants not to be afraid of speaking up and the purpose of the task 

was not to estimate their English language ability. With hindsight, a non-pressured 

atmosphere might fail to push the participants to take care of the accuracy aspect of 

language.  

Furthermore, though this researcher have tried to looked into some details of 

participants’ narration, such as kinds of clauses and types of replacement, more efforts 

could be made in order to have an in-depth and qualitative study on the effects of panning 

time. For example, apart from verbs (tense, modality and voice), features of other 

constituents in a sentence could also be analyzed. The use of determiner, for instance, 

might also be a good indicator for level of accuracy. Besides, questions in the 

questionnaires and interviews should also be designed more carefully instead of general 

and open-ended questions only. With more specific and detailed questions, it might be 

easier to calculate and compare participants’ answers to the questions and help the 

researcher to gain insightful qualitative information.   

Most of all, so far most planning studies have investigated the effects on some 

task-based performances such as narrating a set of pictures in the classroom. However, 

there are no longitudinal studies that connect this sort of performance with longer-term 

language acquisition. For future research, making the link between planning studies and 

longer term language development seems unavoidable if the impact of planning studies is 

to be realized and practiced to the full.  

 

6.3 Implication 

Even with these unsolved problems, it is worthwhile to investigate the effect of 

planning. It would be of great use to investigate methods to help learners become 



effective planners, probably with the help of instruction prior to performance, frequent 

practice, or some conscious-raising activities. Through learning to plan, learners may gain 

increased opportunities for making form-function connection, for noticing holes in one’s 

competence, and, for IL restructuring and development (Ortega, 1999). One of the 

participants in this study reported that after the task he looked up the words and phrases 

that he had had problem with during the oral production and this way he could indeed 

learn from the task.    

Furthermore, it is even more useful to research into ways to intentionally channel 

learners’ attention toward fluency, complexity or accuracy. For example, Wendel (1997) 

suggested that task instructions to attend to form during production might be the only 

means to increase accuracy of production. Hulstijn and Hulstijn (1984) also suggested, 

while planning time itself did not increase accuracy, attention (or focus on form) together 

with planning time might be a means to increase accuracy. If it can be established how 

various types of planning conditions have an impact on oral performance, it will be 

feasible to design instructional activities that direct or balance language development in 

fluency, complexity and accuracy.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


