
CHPATER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

To provide a background to the present study, cognitive processes which are believed 

to be involved during planning time and ways of discussing linguistic quality of planned 

output will be addressed in this chapter. Then, several previous studies will be 

summarized here. After presenting and discussing previous theories and methodologies, 

the need for investigation and purpose of this study will then be clearly stated.  

 

2.1 Cognitive Processes Involved during Planning Time 

 As mentioned above, much of previous research on the impact of planning time on 

interlanguage development has investigated the linguistic quality of planned output and 

tried to gain insight into the cognitive processes during planning time. The cognitive 

processes frequently involved notions of attention, focus on form, internalization of forms 

and information processing. Although each previous study had its own focus in the 

cognitive domain, these notions actually interwove in them.  

Tarone (1983) related IL variation to the allocation of attentional resources. He 

proposed a continuum of IL styles, which reflected different degrees of “attention” that 

language learners paid during tasks. At one end of the continuum was the vernacular style, 

which was called upon when the learner was not attending to his speech. At the other end 

was the careful style, which was called upon when the learner was attending closely to his 

speech. Based on Tarone’s account, Ellis (1985) suggested that SLA could proceed “by 

forms which are initially part of learner’s careful style to spread to his vernacular style” 

(p.94). Ellis proposed that language forms that had not yet been automatized by the L2 

learners were more likely to be accessed and used under conditions that allowed for 

planning. He proposed that this was because opportunities for planned output would 



increase the likelihood of these new, more difficult forms being used and when these 

forms were used, they were “practiced.” Consequently, they became more automatic, 

required less attention, and became available for use in IL styles nearer the vernacular end 

of the continuum.   

Tarone’s and Ellis’s accounts implied that when learners’ attentional resources were 

freed up, they could turn to focus on “form.” The notion of focus on form was further 

elaborated by Ortega (1999). He claimed that planning could not only lessen the cognitive 

load of a given task and free up attentional resources but it could also foster “a shift of 

conscious attention to formal aspects of a language” (p.110), which were needed to 

accomplish the task. Furthermore, in pre-task planning, the choice of what aspects of the 

language to attend to (and to what degree) was left to the learner. Thus, the focus on form 

was learner-initiated and learner-regulated. Ortega pointed out that this might result in 

“increased opportunities for making form-function connection (Schmidt & Forta, 1986), 

for noticing holes in one’s competence (Swain, 1998), and, most of all, for IL 

restructuring and development.” (p.110) 

The above mentioned notions implied that the attentional resources were limited. 

Foster and Skehan (1996) pointed out in their study: 

 

Recent works applying concepts from cognitive psychology to language teaching 

have suggested that (a) attention and noticing are central for second language  

development (Schmidt, 1990) and (b) attentional resources are limited (VanPatten,  

1990). Decisions have to be made about their allocation (Anderson, 1995), and 

decisions to attend to one area are usually made at the expense of attending to  

another. (p.300) 

 

A similar notion is the concept of information processing. Ellis (2003) summarized  



that most planning studies, either explicitly or implicitly, drew on information processing 

theory, “which claimed that humans possess a limited processing capacity and …are not 

able to attend fully to all aspects of a task” (p.1). Therefore, it was difficult for L2 learners 

to attend to meaning and form at the same time and learners had to make decisions about 

“how to allocate their attentional resources by prioritizing one aspect of language over 

others” (p.1). 

These interwoven cognitive notions provide researchers theoretical motivation for 

investigating the impacts of planning on L2 learners’ language output.  

 

2.2 Linguistic Quality of Planned Output 

 In planning studies, the linguistic quality of planned output is usually discussed in 

terms of three IL traits: fluency, complexity and accuracy. These three aspects were first 

proposed by Skehan (1992, 1996). He claimed that learners cannot attend to everything 

equally and that, because of attentional limitations, to focus on one area may well be to 

reduce the probability that some other area can also be the target of attention. Skehan 

argued that three areas enter into competition with one another for attentional resources: 

fluency, complexity and accuracy. He stated that: 

 

 …ongoing performance in ideal circumstances would be fluent, avoid error, and  

 draw on whatever structures that are necessary, …. Because attention is limited, it is  

 unlikely that all three of these aspects of performance will be achievable  

 simultaneously. (Skehan and Foster, 1999, p.97)  

 

Since Skehan, these aspects have been frequently referred to and widely adopted in 

planning studies. Before discussing previous planning studies, a distinction and 

clarification of the three basic aspects is necessary. 



Fluency concerns the learners’ capacity to produce language in real time without 

undue pausing or hesitation. Skehan pointed out that fluency reflects the primacy of 

meaning and the capacity to cope with real-time communication. It may therefore 

prioritize lexicalized language (Ellis, 1987). It also reflects the effectiveness of the 

planning process and the way propositions can be made into effective, ongoing discourse 

(Foster and Skehan, 1996, p. 303). 

Complexity concerns the elaboration or ambition of the language that is produced. It 

emphasizes the organization of what is said and draws attention to the progressively more 

elaborate language and a greater variety of syntactic patterns that may be used. Skehan 

(1996) suggested that complexity may reflect a willingness, on the learner’s part, to 

engage in restructuring when more complex subsystems of language are developed. Also, 

it may be associated with greater risk-taking to the extent that actual performances may 

be pushed to use forms closer to the cutting edge of IL development (Foster and Skehan, 

1996). 

Like complexity, accuracy concerns form of language, but with a difference in 

emphasis. It is about the extent to which the language produced conforms to target 

language norms and its focus is on freedom from error. Therefore, a measure of accuracy 

may not reflect complexity of language and may be the result of relatively simple, 

well-controlled forms being used to achieve a more target-like use of language. In a sense, 

accuracy may have a more conservative orientation, whereas complexity may represent a 

greater willingness to experiment and to take risks (Foster and Skehan, 1996). 

From a pedagogic point of view, it is desirable to make sure that attention is divided 

between these three aspects as effectively as possible and prevent learners from 

emphasizing one of the goals for an extended period of time at the expense of the others. 

In other words, it is important to “arrange situations such that a balance is struck between 

syntactic and lexical modes of communication, on the one hand, and between 



conservative and ambitious syntactic use on the other.” (Skehan, 1996, p.23) 

 

2.3 Previous Research on Planning 

 In 1986, Rod Ellis proposed a notable model of variability of IL, the variable 

competence model. Ellis hypothesized a storehouse of variable interlanguage rules 

depending on how automatic and how analyzed the rules are. He drew a distinction 

between planned and unplanned discourse in order to examine variation. The former 

implied less automaticity, and therefore required the learner to call upon a certain 

category of leaner language rules, while the latter, more automatic production, 

predisposed the learner to dip into another set of rules. 

One of the early experimental planning studies is the study of Ellis (1987). He 

investigated second language learners’ use of past tense under planned and unplanned 

conditions. First, the participants wrote a story based on a set of pictures (Task 1: planned 

writing). Then, they recorded an oral version of the story (Task 2: planned speech). 

Finally, a new set of pictures was shown to the participants for 2 minutes and participants 

recorded an oral version of the story of the pictures (Task 3: unplanned speech). Ellis 

found that for regular past tense, greatest accuracy was most evident in planned writing 

and least evident in unplanned speech, with planned speech intermediate. 

 Crookes (1989) pointed out that there were conceptual and methodological problems 

(confound of writing and speaking) in Ellis’s study, so he did an experiment in which two 

groups of 20 Japanese learners of English as a second language performed two monologic 

production tasks with and without time for planning. He found that providing learners 

with time to plan their utterance resulted in more complex interlanguage productions. 

Several other measures focusing on accuracy were investigated but the differences did not 

reach significance although accuracy was greater under the planned condition. 

 Following Crookes, Foster and Skehan (1996) also found effects on complexity, with 



different measures used, though. In their study, there were three different implementation 

conditions (unplanned, planned but without detail, detailed planning) and strong effects of 

planning on fluency and clear effects on complexity were reported. However, the most 

accurate performance was produced by the less detailed planners. 

 Wigglesworth (1997) further investigated the accuracy aspect by dividing 

participants into high proficiency and low proficiency groups. It was found that for the 

high-proficiency participants, on the easier tasks, planning time did not make any 

difference. But where the task was more difficult and the participants were running out of 

cognitive resources, some differences emerged. In other words, planning time improved 

accuracy on some measures where the cognitive load of the task was high, but this effect 

did not extend to the low-proficiency participants. 

 On the other hand, Mehnert (1998) investigated the effect of different amounts of 

planning time. Participants were provided with 0, 1, 5, and 10 minutes. Results showed 

fluency and lexical density increased as a function of planning time. Accuracy improved 

with only 1 minute planning but did not increase with more planning time. Complexity of 

speech was significantly higher for the 10-minute planning condition only.  

 Ortega (1999) not only focused on the linguistic output as the previous planning 

studies did; he also investigated the cognitive and attentional processes engaged during 

the planning time by conducting retrospective interviews to document what the L2 

speakers actually did during the 10 minutes of pre-task planning. He found that the 

planned condition enhanced fluency and complexity but the results regarding grammatical 

accuracy were mixed.  

In the study of Ellis (2003), the latest planning study, retrospective interviews were 

also employed. Ellis found that pre-task planning enhanced fluency and complexity, while 

it was “on-line planning” that enhanced accuracy. This will be further discussed in the 

following section.  



2.4 Discrepancy of the Effects of Planning on Accuracy 

Two major findings which emerge from previous studies on the linguistic quality of 

planned language output are: (1) planned output is more fluent and syntactically complex 

than unplanned output, and (2) results for grammatical accuracy are conflicting and 

inconclusive. (Ellis, 2003; Ortega, 1999)  

As for fluency and complexity, Crookes (1989), and Foster and Skehan (1996) 

reported that pre-task planning resulted in increased fluency. Mehnert (1998) investigated 

different length of time (0, 1, 5, and 10 minutes) and found that fluency improved with 

each increase in planning time. Crookes (1989), Ellis (2003), Foster and Skehan (1996), 

Mehnert (1998), and Ortega (1999) and all reported that pre-task planning resulted in 

greater complexity of language.  

However, when it comes to accuracy, mixed results have been found. Ellis (1987) 

found that accuracy on the regular (rule-governed) form of the past tense declined 

according to lack of planned discourse being engaged, while performance on the irregular 

past form was not affected by these conditions. Crookes (1989) found no significant 

increases in accuracy in terms of the use of articles. Foster and Skehan (1996) found a 

complex relation between planning and accuracy, with the most accurate performance 

produced by the less detailed planners. Ortega (1999) found positive effects for planning 

on noun-modifiers but not on articles. 

In an attempt to explain the mixed results regarding the effects of planning on 

accuracy, three major explanations have been proposed.  

First, Wigglesworth (1997) suggested that in the testing situation, planning time was 

used to focus on accuracy, with the test situation creating the environment for a focus on 

form. Examinees in a test situation were aware that grammatical accuracy would affect 

their scores. However, the same was not true in the case of tasks performed in the context 

of classroom instruction.  



Both Crookes (1999) and Ellis (2003) quoted from Wendel (1997)’s unpublished  

dissertation another explanation for the lack of impact of planning on accuracy. For 

Wendel, pre-task planning was a strategic type of planning that engaged “off-line” 

processes; in contrast, accuracy on L2 output resulted from on-line processes, which were 

mostly automatic, unconscious, or both. It followed that off-line planning processes could 

affect on-line processes. Instead of pre-task planning, Wendel (1997) suggested that task 

instructions to attend to form “during production” might be the only means to increase 

accuracy of production. In line with Wendel, Ellis (2003) investigated a new construct, 

on-line planning, and he suggested that on-line planning resulted in learners’ enhanced 

accuracy. 

Still another explanation, proposed by Foster and Skehan (1996), argued for a 

trade-off effect between accuracy and complexity. It stated that the more complex 

linguistic production was, the more likely grammatical accuracy was to decrease because 

attentional resources needed to be shared by the competing task goals of complexity 

accuracy. In other words, as what is mentioned above, planning time may enable learners 

to tap into the upper limits of their IL and forms which have not been automatized in IL, 

but when more new rules and forms are attempted, the accuracy of learners’ performance 

might suffer. 

 With regards to the trade-off effect, Ellis (2003) further pointed out that though there 

was agreement that learners with limited L2 proficiency traded off attention to one aspect 

of language against another when given the opportunity to plan the performance of a 

challenging task, it was still inconclusive as to which aspects were involved in this 

trade-off. For example, Wendel (1997) and Ellis (2003), unlike Foster and Skehan (1996), 

suggested that the main competition involved fluency and accuracy.  

 This discrepancy of viewpoints on the effects of planning on accurate language 

output is in need of further investigation.  



2.5 Lack of Consistency in Methodology 

Besides the mixed results on accuracy found in planning studies, the lack of  

overlap or consistency in methodology of previous studies also lessens the comparability 

of planning studies. The lack of consistency in task types, operationalization of planning 

and measures used to analyze language output will be discussed as follows. 

The task type most frequently used in planning studies is story-telling (e.g. Ellis 

2003), which is usually elicited by means of pictures. However, a wide range of other task 

types have also been used, including picture description, decision making, personal 

information exchange, giving instructions, telephone answering-machine messages, 

giving directions, summary of conversation and general discussion questions. 

As for the operationalization of planning, most of the studies have operationalized 

speech planning as time given in advance of task performance and compared L2 learners’ 

speech performance under two conditions: an unplanned condition, in which subjects had 

no time to plan their speech, and a planned condition, in which they had time to plan their 

speech.  

However, the planning condition of each study is not without differences.  

For example, researchers’ instructions on how to plan differed. Crookes (1989) told 

participants to plan in terms of “words, phrases, and ideas” (p.372), while Ellis (2003) 

asked his participants to plan their narratives in terms of “content, organization and 

language” (p.11). in their studies, it was unexplained whether further explanation on these 

general terms was provided to the participants or not. Furthermore, Foster and Skehan 

(1996) operationalized planning as detailed and undetailed; that is, half of the 

experimental groups received guidance on how they might use the 10 minutes to consider 

“syntax, lexis, content, and organization of what they would say” (p.307), and the other 

half of the groups received no guidance and were simply told to plan. Unlike the above, 

Mehnert (1998) specifically required the use of certain words and tenses in tasks.  



As for the length of planning time, 10 minutes were commonly given. The only 

exception is Mehnert (1998), who investigated the effects of 1-minute, 5-minute and 

10-minute planning time.  

 Aspects of linguistic output were also investigated differently in different studies. 

Several ways of measuring fluency have been devised—speech rate, length of run, pause 

length, silence, false starts, repetitions and reformulations. Measures of complexity were 

generally based on the extent to which subordination was evident (e.g. number of clauses 

per T-unit or c-unit). However, there was usually no clear definition of a T-unit or c-unit. 

Research reports tended to provide simplistic two-line definition of units exemplified by 

unproblematic written examples. As for accuracy, researchers varied in how this was 

measured. Some examined how accurately specific grammatical features were used and 

some used more generalized measures such as percentage of error-free clauses.  

  

2.6 On-line Planning 

As stated earlier, in second language acquisition literature, there has been plenty of 

evidence showing that pre-task planning can enhance fluency and complexity of learners’ 

language performance. However, it is not clear whether pre-task planning promotes 

accuracy. That is why Ellis (2003) proposed another kind of planning, on-line planning, 

and claimed that accuracy was more dependent on on-line planning than on pre-task 

planning.  

Ellis’s hypothesis was based on Levelt’s (1989) model of speech processing, which 

includes three overlapping stages of speech processing: conceptualization stage (where 

conceptual content of a speech is planned), formulation stage (where lexical items and 

grammatical features are accessed, with the latter attended to later in the planning process) 

and articulation stages (where the internally formulated utterances are given phonetic 

shapes and articulated). According to Levelt, a speaker’s internal speech plans could be 



returned to the conceptualizer for monitoring how successful the plan for the speech act 

was in meeting the intentions of the speaker. This might lead to the speaker modifying the 

speech plan by adjusting its conceptualization, formulation or articulation and this might 

happen both before and after the production of the speech act.  

Based on Levelt’s model, Ellis (2003) theorized on-line planning as involving a 

particular kind of speech production that incorporated “careful” production and 

“monitoring.” He defined on-line planning as follows: 

 

On-line planning is the process by which speakers attend carefully to the formulation  

stage during speech time and engage in pre-production and post-production  

monitoring of their speech acts. (p.6) 

 

Ellis pointed out that on-line planning was required in all speech but he used on-line 

planning to refer to the careful effort which resulted in what Ochs (1979) called “planned 

language use,” in which speakers could plan and replan the conceptualization and 

formulation of messages. Ellis further cited the model of working memory (WM) 

proposed by Baddeley and Logie (1999) as a basis for the distinction of planned and 

unplanned language use. Working memory comprises three specialized components of 

cognition: the central executive system, the phonological loop and the visual spatial 

sketchpad. The central executive is involved in the control and regulation of the WM. It is 

considered to play various executive functions, such as coordinating the other two 

systems, focusing and switching attention and activating representations within long term 

memory (Baddeley and Loggie, 1999). The central executive system has limits on both its 

storage and processing capacities and the extent to which it can attend to a specific 

system in long term memory (e.g. grammar) will depend on the other demands that are 

being made on it (Baddeley and Hitch, 1974). Ellis claimed that when learners had the 



opportunity for on-line planning, they were better able to access their long term memory 

systems via the central executive. In other words, Ellis hypothesized that allowing 

learners more time to complete a task might allow the speaker to search his long term 

memory and linguistic resources more thoroughly, which facilitates the process of pre- 

and post-production monitoring.  

  

2.7 Need for Further Investigation 

The purpose of this study is to examine the relation between planning and 

interlanguage variation in an EFL environment in order to learn more on the process of 

second language acquisition. The effects of both pre-task planning and on-line planning 

are investigated to see if the findings of previous research also apply to the present study 

and if on-line planning does improve accuracy. Additionally, this study will examine 

learners’ language output on condition that both pre-task planning and on-line planning 

are provided (the PTP+OLP condition). 

Also, in previous studies of planning, the participants are mostly university students. 

Wigglesworth (1997) claimed that planning time appears to benefit the high-proficiency 

candidates and that this is not the case for low-proficiency candidates. Accordingly, this 

writer expects to find out the influence of planning on high school students’ monologic 

oral production.  

In this study, the following questions will be addressed: 

 

1. What effects do pre-task planning (hereafter it would be abbreviated as PTP) and 

on-line planning (abbreviated as OLP) have on the fluency of EFL learners’ 

production in an oral narrative task?  

 

Most previous studies claimed that pre-task planning enhanced fluency. In the study 



of Ellis (2003), pre-task planning did promote fluency and on-line planning impeded 

fluency; however, no statistic significance was reached. In accordance with Ellis (2003), 

it is predicted that PTP will contribute to fluency while OLP will undermine it. The 

effects of PTP+OLP are uncertain because no previous studies have investigated this. It 

can only be predicted that the speech rate of the PTP+OLP group will be slower than that 

of the PTP group because participants in the PTP+OLP group may spend more time on 

line.  

 

2.  What effects do pre-task planning and on-line planning have on the complexity 

 of EFL learners’ production in an oral narrative task? 

 

Most previous studies indicated that pre-task planning enhanced complexity.  

Ellis (2003) found that both pre-task planning and on-line planning enhanced syntactic 

complexity; but they did not enhance lexical complexity. In this study, it can only be 

predicted that PTP, OLP, and PTP+OLP can somewhat increase complexity and it remains 

to be seen how planning time will affect complexity. 

 

3.  What effects do pre-task planning and on-line planning have on the accuracy of  

EFL learners’ production in an oral narrative task? 

 

 Mixed results on the effects of planning on accuracy were found. Ellis (2003) 

hypothesized that accuracy was more dependent on on-line planning. In his study he 

found that both PTP and OLP groups spoke more accurately than the no planning group 

(hereafter it would be abbreviated as the NP group), but only the OLP group reached 

statistic significance. In accordance with Ellis’s finding, it is predicted that both pre-task 

planning and on-line planning may help enhance accuracy yet it is also predicted that the 



OLP and the PTP+OLP groups may reach higher accuracy than the PTP group as a result 

of the on-line planning time.  

 

This writer looks forward to gaining more knowledge on both IL variation and the 

cognitive processes involved through the variable of planning time, hoping that this study 

can equip English teachers with knowledge when manipulating the planning technique in 

teaching.  

 


