
CHPATER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 

 This study aimed to examine the effects of pre-task planning and on-line planning on 

the fluency, complexity and accuracy of Chinese high school learners’ oral production in 

a narrative task. In this chapter, first, the operationalization of different task conditions 

will be discussed in order to determine whether the two groups with the opportunity to 

plan on-line (the OLP group and PTP+OLP group) were successfully operationalized. 

Secondly, the effects of different task conditions on participants’ oral production between 

(1) the PTP and NP groups, (2) the OLP and NP groups, (3) the PTP and OLP groups will 

be compared and discussed. Finally, the oral production of the PTP+OLP group per se 

will be discussed with a view to clarifying the effects of planning.  

 

5.1 Operationalization of the Planning Condition 

Did the on-line planners, who were told that they could have unlimited time to 

complete their task, engage in more on-line planning than the pre-task planners? After 

comparing the OLP group with the PTP group, it was found that the on-line planners 

spent more time on task than the pre-task planners (182.6 seconds vs. 144.5 seconds, 

about 26 percent more time and it is a difference that reached statistical significance). 

Besides, they produced more syllables than the pre-task planners (168.8 vs. 133). The 

speech rate of the OLP group was slower than that of the PTP group (56.88 syllables per 

minute vs. 76.4 syllables per minute). In addition, the OLP group repeated, reformulated 

and replaced more syllables than the PTP group. By comparing syllables A and B, it is 

found that the OLP group repeated, reformulated and replaced about 27 syllables out of 

168 on average (16 percent), while the PTP group repeated, reformulated and replaced 11 

out of 133 (8 percent). In a word, there is strong indication that the OLP group was more 



engaged in on-line planning than the PTP group. The indication lies in the longer time 

spent on the task, larger amount of production, slower speech rate and more frequent 

repetition or reformulation on the part of the on-line planners.   

Likewise, the PTP+OLP group, who was also provided with the opportunities to plan 

on-line, also spent more time (122.4 seconds vs. 109 seconds), produced more syllables 

(171.2 vs. 133) and self-corrected more syllables (21 syllables vs. 11 syllables) than the 

PTP group. 

The above-mentioned features that characterized the on-line planning group 

accorded with the features in the study of Ellis (2003), except that, in the study of Ellis 

(2003), the on-line planners produced fewer syllables than the pre-task planners. Ellis did 

not provide any explanation for the fact that the on-line planners reformulated and 

self-corrected more but produced less overall speech. 

 In short, there is strong evidence suggesting that the OLP group did engage in 

on-line planning. There is also some evidence showing that the PTP+OLP group engaged 

in on-line planning. To conclude, the four groups performed the task in line with the 

conditions designed by the researcher both in terms of length of time, the quantity of 

speech, speech rate, and frequency of self-correction.  

It should be noted that when the OLP group is compared with the no-planning group, 

on-line planners did spend more time (182.6 seconds vs. 144.5 seconds), produced more 

syllables (168.8 vs. 146.4), spoke more slowly (56.88 syllables per minute vs. 63.61 

syllables per minute); however, the OLP group did not self-correct more (16 % vs. 18 %) 

than the NP group. What explanation is there? 

Actually, the number of syllabus A (the number of syllables produced by each 

participant) and B (the number of syllables minus all syllables that were repeated, 

reformulated or replaced) do not provide much information about what the participants 

were doing during the task. That is to say, even with the comparison of syllables A and B, 



it remains unknown whether participants were doing “repetition” or “reformulation” 

during the recording. On account of this, the syllables that were subtracted from syllables 

A were further examined in this study by counting respectively the exact times of (1) 

mere repetition (no change was made to the original narration), (2) the times of 

reformulation or replacement (certain change was done to the original narration), and (3) 

the times of producing narration which was not related to the story line at all, such as 

asides. The results are shown in Table 11. 

 

Table 11 

Times of Repetition, Reformulation (Replacement) and Unrelated Narration 

———————————————————————————————————— 

   Repetition    Reformulation    Unrelated Narration 

or Replacement   

————————————————————————————— 

NP    51     39      17 

PTP    20     35      0 

OLP    45     36      0 

PTP+OLP  32     29      2 

———————————————————————————————————— 

Note. NP = no-planning group, PTP = pre-task planning group, OLP = on-line planning group and PTP + 

OLP = pre-task plus on-line planning group. 

 

 It was found that the no-planners repeated more times and produced more times of 

unrelated narration than the other groups. Three of the no-planners produced lots of words 

and phrases such as “O.K.,” “Yah,” or “Picture one…picture two…” throughout their 

recording. This might explain why the OLP group, though produced more syllables, did 

not reach higher percentage of self-correction than the NP group.  



Finally, it should be pointed out that though the no-planners and the pre-task 

planners were asked to complete the task within five minutes, they did not make full use 

of the time and the mean time spent on the task for both the NP and the PTP groups was 

under 5 minutes. According to Ellis (2003), this does not mean that the task conditions for 

the two groups were not met. The purpose of the experiment design was not to make the 

participants use the full 5 minutes but to make participants speak “under time pressure.” 

And it turned out that the NP group and the PTP group did speak faster than the OLP 

group. 

   

5.2 Pre-task Planning vs. No-planning  

 To discuss the effects of pre-task planning on the fluency, complexity and accuracy 

aspects of L2 learners’ oral production, the experimental results of the PTP and the NP 

groups were compared and discussed.  

Most previous studies have reported that pre-task planning leads to more fluent 

language use. Ellis (2003) found that the pre-task planning group got higher means for the 

fluency measures than the no-planning group, but no statistically significant difference 

was found. In line with the results of Ellis’ study, in the present study, the PTP 

participants did obtain higher means for the fluency measures than the NP participants 

(76.4 vs. 63.61 in Rate A and 69.5 vs. 54.21 in Rate B); however, no significant difference 

was found, either.  

Ellis (2003) attributed this lack of significant difference in fluency to the time 

pressure faced by the two groups. He claimed that since both groups were required to 

complete the task within 5 minutes, the time limit might have an equalizing effect on the 

two groups where fluency was concerned. He further explained that: 

 

The need to tell the story within the time limit and to produce a minimum number of 



sentences per minute may have caused the no-planning learners to speak more 

rapidly than they would have done had they been free to complete the task in their 

own time. Thus any advantage gained by the pre-task planners was minimized. 

(p.19) 

 

Ellis’s explanation may also apply to the present study, in which the experiment 

design was similar with that of Ellis (2003). 

As for complexity, Ellis (2003) also found that pre-task planning had a strong effect 

on syntactic complexity (the ratio of clauses to T-units), but it did not have a statistically 

significant effect on the other two complexity measures, syntactic variety (the number of 

different grammatical verb forms) and lexical variety (Mean Segmental Type-Token 

Ratio), although in both cases it did result in higher mean scores than the no-planning 

group. In the present study, the pre-task planning did not have a strong effect on 

complexity since no statistically significant difference was found between the PTP and 

NP groups in these three complexity measures. However, in all three measures, the PTP 

group did gain higher means than the NP group (1.6 vs.1.57 in syntactic complexity, 3.3 

vs. 2.4 in syntactic variety, and 0.66 vs. 0.62 in lexical variety). 

Why was there no significant difference in syntactic complexity in this study as in 

the study of Ellis? The questionnaires, interviews and the notes made by the pre-task 

planners revealed that the they did get engaged in their planning time. Notes of the 

pre-task planners revealed that 9 out of 10 participants successfully wrote a complete 

outline for the story and only one participant wrote down just some words and phrases. 

One of the participants reported in her questionnaire that she could afford to use the last 

two minutes of the planning time to rehearse her narration. Another participant reported 

that, after outlining the whole story, he glanced through his notes to detect if there were 

any grammatical errors. Pre-task planners seemed to have made use of their planning time. 



Then, why was there no statistically significant difference between PTP and NP groups in 

terms of complexity as a whole or in syntactic complexity as in the study of Ellis (2003)?  

The answer might lie in the difference of task difficulty. In the study of Crookes 

(1989), participants gained higher means on most measures in Task 2 than in task 1, in 

which there was no need for detailed description. Crookes claimed that Task 2 might call 

for more complex explanations and thus required more from its participants and he argued 

that perhaps choice of task was more important to quality of speech produced than 

whether or not participants had time to plan. In view of Crookes’ viewpoint, one possible 

explanation for the lack of difference between PTP and NP groups in complexity in this 

study is that the story line was simple so it did not require or push the participants to 

figure out extra descriptions aside from the basic story line. (In contrast, the task in the 

study of Ellis can be considered “demanding” because it was necessary for the 

participants to describe and distinguish two sets of boys and the two buses, which was 

probably the reason why there was significantly higher degree of syntactic complexity in 

the study of Ellis.)  

Take syntactic variety for example. The story line did not induce varied use of verb 

forms. Table 12 lists the verb forms used by each group (Syntactic variety was measured 

by counting the total number of different grammatical verb forms used in the task. 

Grammatical verb forms used for the analysis were tense, modality and voice). Present 

tense and past tense were excluded from the list of table 12 because the two tenses were 

used by almost all the participants.  

 

 

 

 

 



Table 12 

Verb Forms Used in Each Group 

———————————————————————————————————— 
   Tense     Modality     Voice 

—————————————————————————————— 

NP          will, can, could, should  

PTP   present progressive*2  can*4, could, should*3   passive*2  

past progressive 

OLP   past progressive   can*3, could    passive   

PTP+OLP       can*4, may  

———————————————————————————————————— 

Note. NP = no-planning group, PTP = pre-task planning group, OLP = on-line planning group and PTP + 

OLP = pre-task plus on-line planning group. 

  

 As shown in Table 12, the forty participants did not use numerous varied verb forms. 

Other than past and present tense, only present progressive and past progressive were 

used and they were used only four times. Passive voice appeared totally three times 

among the 40 participants’ narration. The most frequently used model verb was “can.” It 

appeared 12 times. It usually appeared when participants narrated the little boy wondering 

what he could do to help the old blind man. Aside from these varied verb forms, 

participants made use of simple past tense and present tense only.  

Another possible explanation for the lack of difference between PTP and NP groups 

in complexity in this study is that pre-task planning time did not benefit these participants. 

As mentioned earlier, Wigglesworth (1997) claimed that planning time appeared to 

benefit the high-proficiency candidates and he claimed that this was not the case for 

low-proficiency candidates. He argued that for the high-proficiency candidates on easier 

tasks, planning time did not make any difference, but where the task was more difficult 



and the candidates were running out of cognitive resources, some differences emerged. 

However, he claimed, this difference was not as pronounced in the low-proficiency group. 

It might be that, as Wigglesworth proposed, while the high-proficiency candidates might 

focus on the form and complexity of their linguistic output, the low-proficiency 

candidates were focusing on content.  

As mentioned in chapter 3, the participants in the present study were considered to 

be at a low level of oral language ability. To some degree, Wigglesworth’s comment for 

low-proficiency candidates was also the case with the participants in the present study. 

Most of the pre-task planners reported that, in the pre-task planning time, they first 

studied the pictures, then tried to organize the story, and finally looked for vocabulary 

items that they had learned to narrate the story. (It is noteworthy that two participants 

stated that they outlined the story in mind first in Chinese rather than in English and then 

tried to translate the storyline into English.) In other words, they used the pre-task 

planning time to organize the story and plan what they wanted to say (content). Only 

secondarily did they plan how they would say it in English (form and complexity).  

On the other hand, it could also be argued that though given extra time to plan, the 

pre-task planners were equipped with a fixed number of vocabulary items and sentence 

patterns. As a result, pre-task planners might produce more syllables than the no-planners 

yet with a similar range of vocabulary items and sentence structures, thus leading to lack 

of significant difference in terms of complexity. 

Also, though nine out of ten participants reported to have finished outlining the story 

before performing, most of them reported that they just made use of the linguistic 

knowledge they possessed and tried to narrate the story line one picture after another. 

They did not manage to add detailed or additional description. It appeared that the 

pre-planners were not used to effectively using their planning time that they were 

provided with and they perceived the purpose of their task as just completing narrating a 



story rather than telling an vivid and enriched story. 

When it comes to accuracy, the results of the present study showed that pre-task 

planning did not affect accuracy strongly, although the means of the PTP group were 

higher than those of the NP group on both measures of accuracy, percentage of correct 

clauses (34.7 vs. 34.01) and correct verbs (43.3 vs. 40.04). This is in accordance with the 

results reported by Ellis (2003) and a number of previous studies, which also failed to 

find an effect of pre-task planning on accuracy. What explanation is there for the lack of 

significant difference in accuracy between the PTP and the NP groups both in this study 

and the study of Ellis (2003)? 

The task in the study of Ellis was considered demanding. Crookes (1989) stated that 

it was unlikely for SL learners who produced more complex speech than they were 

normally capable of to maintain a given level of accuracy at the same time. He 

maintained that as the utterance of a second language learner became longer and more 

complex, the chances of the utterance being completed without error became smaller. 

This statement implied that learners’ processing capacity is limited and not capable of 

paying attention to both complexity and accuracy at the same time. Skehan and Foster 

(1997) also argued that in more demanding tasks, learners might attend to propositional 

content prior to accuracy. They proposed that learners might be predisposed to use their 

planning time to pay attention to how to organize and encode the propositional content 

rather than searching their linguistic repertoire to maximize accuracy. 

Compared with the task in the study of Ellis (2003), the narrative task in this study 

was not as demanding. Yet, the above statements of Crookes and Foster and Skehan also 

seem to apply to the case in this study. In this study, both no-planners and pre-task 

planners reported that they felt nervous during the recording because of the time limit. 

Also, 3 out of 10 pre-task planners reported that though they had planned for the story 

line during the pre-task planning time, they still “often forgot what they had planned and 



were at a loss of what to say in the process of narrating.” Five pre-task planners reported 

that they did not think much during the recording and that they just spoke out the story 

according to what they had planned. When asked if they made any corrections during the 

recording, most of the pre-task planners reported that they did little self-correction. One 

of them reported that he did not attend to grammatical correctness at all since he regarded 

himself as not “good at grammar.” Three of them reported that, in the process of planning, 

they had been aware of their own grammatical errors for several times but finally they 

aborted the attempt to correct the errors and decided to neglect them and continued 

narrating.   

The above reports from the participants might help explain why pre-task planning 

time did not considerably benefit accuracy of language production. The answer probably 

lies in the limit of time and participants’ limited proficiency.  

It is likely that the pre-task planners felt pressured to complete the task because of 

the time limit so they just tried to narrate according to their original draft. In other words, 

their main concern was how to complete the story and might therefore be restricted in 

opportunities to attend to grammatical accuracy. In addition, though compared with the 

task in Ellis (2003), the task in this study was not so demanding, it might be that the 

participants’ limited proficiency prevented them from making the most of their planning 

time to attend to accurate language use.  

In a word, compared with the no-planning group, the pre-task planning group gained 

higher mean scores in all three aspects, fluency, complexity and accuracy; however, due 

to the possible explanations mentioned above, the results were not statistically significant.  

 

5.3 On-line Planning vs. No-planning 

 To discuss the effects of on-line planning on the fluency, complexity and accuracy 

aspects of L2 learners’ oral production, the experimental results of the OLP and the NP 



groups were compared and discussed.  

 Compared with the no-planning group, the on-line planners had the advantage of 

unlimited time to complete the task. Neither groups had the opportunities to plan in 

advance. Therefore, any difference found between the two groups can be accounted for by 

the on-line planning time.  

There was no difference between the OLP and NP groups in fluency. The on-line 

planners spoke more slowly than the no-planners (56.88 vs. 63.61 in Rate A and 48.21 vs. 

54.21 in Rate B) but the differences were not statistically significant.  

Likewise, in the study of Ellis (2003), on-line planners did speak more slowly than 

the no-planners but the difference was not significant, either. Ellis suggested that the 

daunting nature of the task facing the NP group limited the degree of fluency they could 

achieve. He stated that asking learners to perform a task “cold” (i.e. without planning 

time) and under time pressure was very challenging so that, given the processing demands 

of the task, the NP group did not achieve significantly greater fluency than the OLP group. 

(It should be noted that this explanation contradicts his another explanation which 

claimed that NP and PTP group were both under the 5-minute time pressure and that the 

restricted time limit made the NP group comparable in fluency to the PTP group.)  

In the case of this study, however, the story line was simple and the task was not so 

demanding. The proper explanation for the lack of significant difference might be that the 

on-line planners did not have to spend considerably much more time on detailed 

descriptions in order to complete the task than the NP group even though the on-line 

planners did spend more time on repeating, replacing, or reformulating their oral 

production.   

As for complexity, Ellis (2003) found that on-line planning, like pre-task planning, 

had a clear effect in the case of syntactic complexity (the ratio of clauses to T-units). 

However, it did not benefit lexical complexity (Mean Type Token Ratio). In his study, the 



OLP group even got lower Mean Type Token Ratio than the NP group. In the present 

study, as with the results in Ellis’s study, the OLP group gained higher mean score than 

the NP group in terms of syntactic complexity (1.69 vs. 1.57). That is, the OLP group 

gained higher ratio of clauses to T-units. What’s more, as shown in Table 13, among all 

kinds of clauses, the OLP group used higher percentage of adjective clauses (10 vs. 8) and 

adverbial clauses (20 vs. 15) in their oral production than the NP group. In terms of 

syntactic complexity, there is at least some evidence that on-line planning time plays a 

facilitative role. 

 

Table 13 

Number of Different Types of Clauses 

———————————————————————————————————— 
   N. Cl (%)   A. Cl. (%)  Adv. Cl.(%) V to V (%)  Others (%)    
              V O to V     Total
      —————————————————————————     —— 
NP   22 (31)   6 (8)  11 (15)  26 (37)    6 (8)   70 

PTP   12 (18)   5(7)  15 (22)  22 (33)     12 (18)  66 

OLP   23 (25)   9 (10)  18 (20)  29 (32)    10 (11)  89 

PTP+OLP 13 (15)   10 (11)  23 (27)  28 (33)    10 (11)     84 

———————————————————————————————————— 

Note. NP = no-planning group, PTP = pre-task planning group, OLP = on-line planning group and 

PTP + OLP = pre-task plus on-line planning group. 

 

However, the OLP group only gained similar score with the NP group in syntactic 

variety (the total number of grammatical verb forms used in the task) (2.5 vs. 2.4) and it 

even gained lower score in terms of lexical complexity (0.61 vs. 0.62). No statistically 

significant difference was found for all these measures, though. What explanation is 

there? 



According to Ellis (2003), both the pre-task planning and the on-line planning 

contributed to more syntactic complexity. He also suggested that the reason why on-line 

planning failed to enhance lexical complexity was that, when given time to plan on-line, 

some learners switched to prioritizing grammatical accuracy over lexical searches.  

This may not apply to the present study since most on-line planners reported in their 

questionnaires that, during on-line planning time, they spent time trying to figure out 

“how to say something” rather than “whether certain usage was correct.” Three of the 

on-line planners reported that they thought of the usage of relative clauses and two 

on-line planners reported that they thought of the usage of conjunction during planning 

time. Most on-line planners reported that they tried to figure out how to say some words 

or phrases such as “cross the road,” “get out of the taxi,” “at the moment,” and so on.  

Therefore, the possible explanation for the lower mean score in lexical variety is not 

that participants switched part of their attention to accuracy (the OLP group did not 

outperform the NP group in terms of accuracy) but that the story line was easy and the 

on-line planners used a fixed number of words to narrate the story no matter how much 

time they were provided with. This possibly also explained why neither the PTP nor the 

OLP groups achieved statistically significant higher means in terms of syntactic 

complexity and syntactic variety in this study. 

As for accuracy, in the study of Ellis (2003), the OLP group achieved greater 

grammatical accuracy than the NP group. He held that this confirmed the claim of Wendel 

(1997) that accuracy arose as a result of what learners did during performance. However, 

in this study, on-line planning had no statistically significant effect on the accuracy of 

language use.  

Though the OLP group gained higher mean score than the NP group in the 

percentage of correct verbs (44.4 vs. 40.04), no statistically significance was reached. It 

was also found that more than 70 percent of the mistakes made by on-line planners 



involved verb tense. This is also true of the other three groups. Table 14 shows the 

number of incorrect verbs used by the four groups in this study and percentage of 

incorrect verbs which resulted from incorrect tense usage.  

 

Table 14 

Incorrect Verb 

———————————————————————————————————— 

         Incorrect Verbs Resulting     

  Incorrect Verbs  from Tense        Percentage 

  ———————————————————   ———————       

NP     n=135    n=107       79.25 

PTP     n=118     n=88        74.58 

OLP     n=139    n=103       74.1 

PTP+OLP   n=114     n=99       86.84 

—————————————————————————————————— 

Note. NP = no-planning group, PTP = pre-task planning group, OLP = on-line planning group and PTP + 

OLP = pre-task plus on-line planning group. 

 

In their interviews and questionnaires, only three on-line planners reported that they 

had paid attention to or thought of tense aspect of verbs when they narrated; besides, 

according to transcription of their narration, little of the self-correction made by the 

on-line planners was about verb tense. What’s more, some on-line planners reported that 

even though they remembered to use past tense verb, they failed to clearly pronounce the 

“ed” sound at the end of a past tense verb. In other words, the sound of “ed” at the end of 

a past tense verb was often neglected by the speakers whether they had the opportunities 

to plan on-line or not. To sum up, on the one hand, on-line planners did not attend to the 

tense aspect; on the other hand, they were not used to pronouncing the “ed” sound. These 



two factors might lead to the lack of statistically significant higher percentage of correct 

verb usage. 

The OLP group even gained lower mean score than the NP group in the percentage 

of correct clauses (29.54 vs. 34.01). What possible explanation is there? First, it should be 

noted that most of the incorrect clauses resulted from containing incorrect verb use, 

especially incorrect verb tense (See Table 15). Therefore, the explanation provided above 

on correct verbs somewhat applied to the case of percentage of correct clauses as well.  

 

Table 15 

Incorrect Clause 

———————————————————————————————————— 
        Incorrect Clauses Resulting 

Incorrect Clauses  from Incorrect Verb Forms      Percentage 

—————————————————————      ————— 

NP   n=130    n=122      93.85 

PTP   n=117    n=101      86.32 

OLP   n=156    n=128      82.05 

PTP+OLP n=122    n=108      88.52 

———————————————————————————————————— 

Note. NP = no-planning group, PTP = pre-task planning group, OLP = on-line planning group and PTP + 

OLP = pre-task plus on-line planning group. 

 

Second, in this study, most on-line planners reported that during the on-line planning 

time, they were paying more attention to the propositional content of the story than the 

accuracy of their oral production. This accords with VanPatten’s statement that in the 

context of second language learning, the main competition for attentional resources was 

between meaning and form, with first priority generally being given to meaning 



(VanPatten, 1990). Though on-line planners replaced and reformulated more syllables 

than the NP group, their replacement or reformulation were mainly related to the 

modification or completion of the content of the story rather than the correction of errors, 

as is the case with all the NP and PTP groups (See Table 16). There is no evidence that 

on-line planners switched more of their attention toward accuracy than the other groups 

did as proposed by Ellis. This discrepancy might be due to the different proficiency levels 

between the participants of the study of Ellis (2003) and of the present study.  

 

Table 16 

Times of Different Types of Replacement 

———————————————————————————————————— 

   Total Times   Modification or     Correction of Grammatical  

   of Replacement Completion of Contents   Errors   
 ——————    ——————————————————————  

NP  39    26        13  

PTP   35    25        10 

OLP   36    26        9 

PTP+OLP 29    15      14 

———————————————————————————————————— 

Note. NP = no-planning group, PTP = pre-task planning group, OLP = on-line planning group and PTP + 

OLP = pre-task plus on-line planning group. 

 

Ellis hypothesized that the greater accuracy evident in the OLP group in his study 

was because of the time the participants had to access their rule-based grammatical 

knowledge during performance. He further referred to the language learning history of his 

participants: 

 



It is possible, given the emphasis on formal grammar teaching in these Chinese  

participants’ prior language learning experiences, that they possessed ample explicit  

knowledge, which they used to formulate speech plans and to monitor their  

production when time permitted. (p.21) 

 

Participants in the present study were also Chinese and the focus of their English 

classes was on reading and grammar learning. However, with the performance of on-line 

planners in this study, it is found that participants in this study might not have internalized 

the rules of verb tense well enough to demonstrate them in their language production. 

Even when there was ample time, the participants failed to formulate or monitor their 

production with the formal grammar that they were taught before.  

 To sum up, compared with the no-planning group, on-line planning impeded fluency. 

While on-line planners spoke more slowly than the NP group, there was no evidence that 

on-line planning enhanced complexity or accuracy.  

 

5.4 Pre-task Planning vs. On-line Planning 

No previous studies have compared the effects of pre-task planning and on-line 

planning except for the study of Ellis (2003). Ellis found that the PTP group obtained 

higher scores than the OLP group in fluency while the OLP group did better in accuracy. 

The differences in complexity scores were mixed with no differences evident in syntactic 

complexity and syntactic variety but a statistically significant difference being found for 

lexical variety.  

In this study, as hypothesized, pre-task planning facilitated fluency while on-line 

planning impeded fluency. Also, the differences in complexity were mixed. The PTP 

group gained lower means than the OLP group in terms of syntactic complexity but  

higher means than the OLP group in syntactic variety and lexical variety, though there 



was no statistically significant difference being found. It somewhat accorded with the 

results of the study of Ellis in that the PTP group outperformed the OLP group in terms of 

fluency and lexical variety.  

On the other hand, however, the results of accuracy contrasted with what Ellis has 

found. Ellis argued that planning prior to performance seemed to predispose learners to 

attend to propositional content and its organization and this would result in enhanced 

fluency and lexical variety. In contrast, on-line planning enabled learners to access their 

grammatical knowledge more fully with consequential benefits for accuracy. 

However, in this study, on-line planning did not facilitate the use of correct clauses: 

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

NP group outperformed the OLP group in the mean score of the percentage of correct 

clauses.) Besides, the PTP and OLP groups gained similar means in terms of correct verbs 

(43.3 vs. 44.4). In other words, no clear evidence indicated that accuracy depended more 

on on-line planning than on pre-task planning as was proposed in the study of Ellis.  

What explanation is there? 

Levelt (1989) suggested that the attention to grammatical morphology took second 

place to lexicalization during the formulation stage of speech act processing. Similarly, 

Shekan (1998) proposed that learner’s rule-based system required more time and attention 

capacity to access than lexically stored language. Since the on-line planners did not have 

time to plan in advance, it is reasonable that during the on-line planning time, they 

prioritized the content aspect of language rather than accuracy.  

 As mentioned earlier, Wigglesworth (1997) claimed that planning time appeared to 

benefit the high-proficiency candidates and that this was not the case for low-proficiency 

candidates. In this study, though on-line planners were allowed to have more time and 

opportunities to deal with the accuracy of their language production, they still had to 

organize the whole story in the first place and thus failed to reach statistically significant 



higher means than the PTP group in terms of accuracy. Also, compared with pre-task 

planning, on-line planning was less familiar to the participants since in real classroom 

situation teachers seldom provided students with opportunities to plan on-line in oral 

tasks so on-line planners stood little chance to outperform the pre-task planners in lexical 

complexity, let alone the accuracy aspect. 

  In short, with the comparison of the PTP group and the OLP group, it was found that 

pre-task planning did better in terms of fluency and lexical variety and that on-line 

planning did not facilitate accuracy more than pre-task planning did.  

 

5.5 Pre-task plus On-line Planning   

 This study is basically a replicate of the study of Ellis (2003) with similar procedures 

and measures. However, in this study, the PTP+OLP condition is a new condition that has 

never been investigated before and the results of this condition are of particular interest 

since they may help shed light on the effects of pre-task and on-line planning.  

The PTP+OLP group spoke faster than the OLP group both in Rate A (88.75 words 

per minute vs. 56.88 words per minute) and Rate B (75.48 vs. 48.21) and the differences 

were statistically significant. It provides strong evidence that pre-task planning 

contributed to fluency.  

However, it should be noted that the PTP+OLP group also spoke faster than the PTP 

group though there was no statistically significant difference. Originally, it was predicted 

that the former group would speak slower than the latter because of the time spent on-line. 

However, it turned out the opposite. The PTP+OLP group did spend more time, produce 

more syllables and replace more syllables than the PTP group; yet, they spoke more 

fluently. What explanation is there?  

One possible explanation is that the story line was simple so that participants of the 

PTP+OLP group could finish planning what to say during the pre-task planning time and 



therefore did not make full use of the on-line planning time as participants in the OLP 

group did, who had no opportunity to plan and had no choice but to plan “on line.”  

As for complexity, no clear tendency could be found in terms of syntactic 

complexity and syntactic variety. In terms of lexical variety, the PTP+OLP group and PTP 

group outperformed the NP and OLP groups although there was no statistically significant 

difference (PTP+OLP = 0.68, PTP = 0.66, NP = 0.62, OLP = 0.61). One possible 

inference from this is that during the pre-task planning time, participants could search for 

words to express. On the contrary, during the on-line planning time, even though 

participants were provided with sufficient time, according to their response in the 

questionnaires and interviews, they were not used to planning on line and they still tried 

to complete the task as soon as possible instead of taking their time searching for words 

for detailed description. 

As for accuracy, the PTP+OLP group obtained the highest means among the 4 

groups both in terms of percentage of correct clauses and correct verb forms. It appeared 

that for the participants of this study, neither pre-task planning nor one-line planning was 

sufficient for them to switch their attention to accuracy because they were occupied with 

the propositional content. However, when both pre-task and on-line planning 

opportunities were provided, participants could afford to allocate their attention to more 

aspects of language.  

To precisely prove that the PTP+OLP group produced the most accurate language, in 

Table 17, the exact numbers of errors made by the four groups were calculated. It was 

found that the PTP and the PTP+OLP groups produced the fewest number of errors. To 

avoid the effects of different amounts of production, the total numbers of errors were 

further divided by the amount of production (syllabus B). As shown by table 18, the 

PTP+OLP group did make the least errors.  

 



Table 17 

Number of Errors  

———————————————————————————————————— 

                Number of Other Errors 

          —————————————————— 

Number of 

Incorrect Verbs   Syntactic   Lexicon   Article   Semantic  Total 

    ——————    ——————————————————  ——     

NP    135      44    3   2    2     51 

PTP    118      29     2     5    4     40 

OLP    139      43     3    11    5     62 

PTP+OLP  114      35     1   1    5     42 

———————————————————————————————————— 

Note. NP = no-planning group, PTP = pre-task planning group, OLP = on-line planning group and PTP + 

OLP = pre-task plus on-line planning group. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 18 

Ratio of Number of Errors to Amount of Production 

———————————————————————————————————— 

Total Number of   Amount of Production  Ratio of  

Errors    (Syllables B)    Errors to  

           Production 
 ———————————————————————————— 

NP    186      119.9     1.55 

PTP    158      121      1.3 

OLP    201      141.9     1.4 

PTP+OLP  156      140.6     1.1 

———————————————————————————————————— 

Note. NP = no-planning group, PTP = pre-task planning group, OLP = on-line planning group and PTP + 

OLP = pre-task plus on-line planning group. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


