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Chapter Two 
Literature Review 

  

The chapter is composed of two sections.  First, we shall look upon the issue 

of authenticity from recent developments in second/foreign language teaching.  

Then, we shall present a discussion on the issue of “authenticity.”  Finally, we shall 

review previous research on the issue and on the effects of using authentic materials 

in language teaching and learning.  

 

2.1 SL/FL Teaching and Authentic Materials  

 Second/foreign language teaching has greatly developed and received much 

attention over the past few decades.  Several aspects of the attention are of 

particular interest and closely related to the increasing use of authentic materials in 

the instructional process. 

 First, communicative language teaching with its emphasis on learners’ ability to 

use the language in an effective and appropriate way, both productively and 

receptively, in “unrehearsed contexts” (Brown, 1994), recognizes the necessity of 

exposure to authentic and functional language.  Roger and Medley (1988) contend 

that if students are expected to function effectively in a second or foreign language, 
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they should be given the opportunity to develop and internalize the necessary 

strategies which enable them to deal with the real language outside the classroom.  

The most reasonable way they claim is “to bring authentic materials into the 

classroom and make them consistently accessible to the students” (p.475).   

Second, the Input Hypothesis (Krashen, 1981), which directs attention from 

production to the kind of input that facilitates comprehension, underlies the 

importance of exposure to massive amounts of input slightly beyond learners’ 

current level of understanding.  Authentic samples are considered to be the most 

preferable materials which provide learners with such language input (Byrnes, 1987).  

Third, English for Specific Purpose (ESP) requires the materials that can 

provide both linguistic and conceptual content to the learners who are eager for the 

specific application of their linguistic skills to their professional reality.  Authentic 

materials, when selected and implemented appropriately, can bridge the gap between 

the learners’ linguistic skills and their professional goals, and therefore, become the 

favorite and most useful learning materials in ESP.   

Fourth, with the adaptation of the Foreign Service Institute Reading Proficiency 

Guidelines by the ACTFL, the new test used in academic settings increases the 

proportion of authentic language in the test (Allen et al., 1988).  As a consequence 

of this new trend, teachers have to teach about the new test and material writers must 
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provide texts which conform to the guidelines and objectives of the new test.  

 These have been thought to be the most influential factors in promoting and 

increasing the utilization of authentic materials in second/foreign language teaching.  

 

2.2 Authenticity Defined  

 The term “authenticity” has generated a lot of discussion in the fields of 

linguistics, material design, and language learning.  However, the term means 

different things to different people.  If we are to compare the results of different 

studies, to continue the research on this issue for promoting SL/FL learning, and to 

establish clear criteria to help teachers and materials writers recognize what is/isn’t 

authentic, then the meaning of “authenticity” needs to be clarified.  To begin with, 

some general views of authentic materials are addressed.  Then, the concept of 

authenticity is further discussed from diverse perspectives of the instructional 

process. 

 

2.2.1 General Views of Authenticity 

 According to Gallien (1998), Daniel Coste may be the first person to propose a 

definition of “authentic documents.”  He describes them in 1970 as “the documents 

produced by native speakers for native speakers” (p.157).  In 1972, Duda et al. 
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define such documents by what they are not.  They refer to authentic documents as 

“foreign-language documents whose original purpose is not the teaching of that 

language” (quoted from Gallien, 1998, p.156).  Such documents are, therefore, 

described as “non-didactic,” different from the “didactic” ones.  These two 

definitions, positive and negative, have been partially or completely used by many 

researchers later on (Duda et al., 1972; Coste & Gallison, 1976; Morrow, 1977; 

Maingay, 1980; Porter & Roberts, 1981; Zeller & Melvin, 1983; Carton et al., 1985; 

Dickinson, 1987; Dequette, 1987; Bacon, 1987, 1992; Rogers & Medley, 1988; 

Young, 1993; Wong et al., 1995).  Whereas, it has also been argued that these 

definitions are too restricted since the former (the positive one) excludes the 

interaction between native and non-native speakers, and the latter (the negative one) 

discards the documents created for pedagogical purposes but meeting other criteria 

of authenticity.  How could one regard, for example, the film of a Western wedding 

ceremony videotaped by a teacher with a pedagogical use in mind?  How could one 

define the difference between the language used by a textbook designer when s/he 

writes to American friends and when s/he writes to EFL learners? 

 The importance of native origin is primarily advocated by the scholars and 

practitioners who maintain that SL/FL profession should follow “Standard 

Language” as the norm and correct any errors deviating from this norm.  Contrary 
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to this viewpoint, other scholars question the notion of “Standard Language” and 

advocate respect for each “functionally based local variety” of the language (Hsieh, 

1995).  In his dissertation on using authentic materials in the TEFL context, Hsieh 

proposes the concept of “localized authenticity” as follows, 

In English language teaching in Taiwan, [the authenticity of] the language 
data produced in Taiwan, by native speakers or non-native speakers of 
English, in non-pedagogical settings, or in pedagogical setting but with 
non-pedagogical implications for English language learners (p.68). 

He elaborates further that the adoption of the localized authentic data is 

advantageous in practice not only for the students but also for the teachers because 

the topics and cultural information contained in such data are close to their life and 

familiar to both the teachers and the students.  In other words, in Hsieh’s view, for 

language data to be authentic, it does not have to be produced by native speakers for 

native speakers, especially in EFL situations.  Furthermore, Hsieh claims that any 

locally produced authentic materials can be authentic as long as “it is looked upon as 

such by those people who use it for meaningful communication” (p.viii).  Swaffar 

(1985) has also contended that for the purposes of the foreign language classroom, it 

is not the intended reader a material is written for, but an authentic communicative 

objective in mind, that is the most important consideration in determining 

authenticity of text.  In other words, native origin and native audience can be 

significant but not determinative criteria for authenticity.  
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 The Dictionnaire de Didactique des Langues (1976), cited in Gallien (1998), 

mentions that the term “authentic” doesn’t necessarily mean natural or spontaneous.  

It further indicates that authentic documents are those “originally produced for a real 

communicative, informative or linguistic function, as opposed to the documents 

designed specially for classroom” (p.156).  Obviously, this definition, 

corresponding to our discussion in the last paragraph, emphasizes the authenticity of 

language use instead of the source of the language data.  Nevertheless, whether the 

materials created for pedagogical purposes can be authentic or not is still a matter of 

debate.  Contrary to the negative definition proposed by Duda et al. (1972), Swaffar 

(1985) states that an authentic text can be a text intended for a language learner 

group.  Breen (1985), by reciting a poem from a textbook, composed by Miroslav 

Holub and extracting a paragraph-long story about a boy’s misfortune, comments 

that it is very likely that the story can generate authentic feelings on the part of the 

learners, whereas the poem, a particular example of an authentic text, may be 

interpreted as an illustration of the various lexical items or linguistic structures.  

Breen’s point is consistent with Lee’s proposition (1995) that “textually authentic 

non-textbook materials will not necessarily be learner authentic, and textually 

unauthentic textbook materials will not necessarily be learner unauthentic” (p.324).  

In other words, students still have the opportunity to be exposed to authentic 
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language via textbooks as long as the contrived materials in them are interpretable. 

 Other researchers argue that authentic language should focus more on the 

quality, appropriateness and naturalness of the language itself rather than on the 

source and the purpose (didactic or not) of the data.  This emphasis on the nature of 

language itself or the communicative function exercises a profound effect on the 

evolution and clarification of “authentic materials.”  Morrow (1977) proposes that 

an authentic text is “designed to convey a real message of some sort,” while Zeller & 

Melvin (1983) state that authentic materials exist to inform, entertain or persuade.  

For Carton et al. (1985), an authentic document should not only be the one produced 

as a message, but also be the one which takes place in a real communicative situation.  

The latter point, is emphasized again by Wong et al. (1995).  Little et al. (1989), 

quoted by Gallien, also capitalize on this criterion in their highly influential work 

and argues for the pedagogical use of authentic documents in language teaching.  

They define an authentic text as “a text that was created to fulfill some social 

purpose in the language community in which it was produced” (p.156).  This is one 

of the definitions cited most often (see Peacock, 1997; Guariento & Morley, 2001 

Alejandro, 2002).  Furthermore, Rogers & Medley (1988) explicitly define 

authentic language samples as the ones “that reflect a naturalness of form, and an 

appropriateness of cultural and situational context that would be found in the 
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language as used by native speakers” (p.468).  By this definition, neither the 

original source (produced by and for native speakers) of the language data nor the 

intended purpose (pedagogical or non-pedagogical) for which the text is created is 

the major consideration in determining whether a material is authentic or not.  

Instead, the quality (naturalness and appropriateness) and the primary intent 

(communicative meaning) of the language data are the essential considerations in 

determining text authenticity. 

 Concerning the quality of texts, some other researchers debate whether the 

authenticity of texts needs to be sacrificed; that is, whether original texts should be 

edited (modified/adjusted/simplified/revised), according to different leaner levels. 

 Simplification of authentic texts seems to be the most frequently used way of 

editing a text when there is a pedagogical object in mind (Hsieh, 1995).  However, 

whether a simplified text, edited in accordance with the proficiency of the learners, 

facilitates comprehension has not been proven consistently.  There are two opposite 

positions for this issue.  One position is that a simpler input is needed especially for 

the beginners for fear that these learners may be frustrated by the possible 

complexity and difficulty of authentic materials.  The other and more common 

position is that modifying original texts will deprive them of inherent qualities 

(repetition, redundancy, and discourse markers in the dialogues and reading texts) 
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(Honeyfield, 1977; Swaffar, 1985; Rogers and Medley, 1988).  Such simplification 

not only makes the material inauthentic (Davies, 1984) but also often results in 

“increased reading difficulty” (Swaffar, 1985).  Rogers and Medley proposed that 

rather than simplifying original materials, it’s the tasks that need to be examined to 

determine whether or not they are appropriate to the students involved. 

How can authentic materials be defined, then?  For our purpose, an acceptable 

definition is perhaps best introduced in the following table.  This table, based on 

Hsieh’s review of definitions of authenticity (1995), is drawn here to show the major 

elements of authenticity mentioned by some researchers.  According to Hsieh, the 

notion of authenticity is mainly composed of five elements: (1) produced by native 

speakers, (2) produced for native speakers, (3) conveying message or fulfilling 

communicative purposes, (4) not used for pedagogical purposes and (5) 

unedited/unsimplified language.  In Table 1, we can see clearly the chronological 

development of the five elements and the roles they play in the definitions by 

different researchers. 
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Table 1: A Comparison of the Elements of Authenticity Proposed by Different 
Researchers 

      The elements of “authentic 

Authors            materials” 

who define the notion 

Produced 

by native 

speakers 

Produced 

for native 

speakers 

To convey message/ 

fulfill communicative 

purposes 

Not for 

didactic 

purposes 

Unedited/ 

unsimplified

language  

Coste  1970      

Duda et al. 1972      

Coste & Gallison 1976      

Morrow 1977      

Maingay 1980      

Porter & Robert 1981      

Zeller & Melvin 1983      

Davies 1984      

Carton et al. 1985      

Swaffar 1985      

Dickinson 1987      

Dequette 1987      

Bacon 1987, 1992      

Rogers & Medley 1988      

Little et al. 1989      

Young 1993      

McDonough & Shaw 1993      

Hsieh 1995      

Wong et al. 1995      

Total  6 6 8 9 6 

From this table, we are inspired to look deeper into the different definitions over 

the last 30 years.  First, the two criteria, “not for didactic purposes” and “to fulfill 

communicative purposes” are the mostly frequently adopted ones which determine 
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the authenticity of a text.  Apparently, although some researchers regard 

pedagogical materials as lacking authenticity, still many others support the idea that 

authenticity can be achievable through the contrived language data found in many 

commercially prepared textbooks.  Next, native source and intended audience of the 

data, which have been the stereotypical traits of authentic materials, are no more the 

sufficient and even necessary criteria for authenticity.  Then, from the accidental 

balance among the three elements, we may conclude that with the development of 

the concept of authenticity, the communicative function of language data and the 

quality of texts become more important criteria than native language users for 

determining authenticity.  The shift in criteria from the source only to the 

involvement of the nature and the purpose of language appears to be a corollary of 

communicative language teaching.  In the TEFL context, it also brings out the 

possibility and the importance of real communication in the classroom situation.  

 

2.2.2 The Many Faces of Authenticity 

 In the last section, the debate on authenticity is restricted to the qualities of the 

text itself.  Carton et al. (1985) have proposed that the nature of authenticity 

remains omnipresent once such quality has been bestowed onto a certain text.  That 

is, any created texts are authentic no matter what kind of audience and situations 
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they are submitted to for interpretation.  This idea of equating textual authenticity to 

interpretative authenticity arouses some of the main theoretical controversies 

surrounding the notion of authenticity — learner authenticity (the importance of the 

decoding process and the role of the decoder (the receiver/ reader/ learner)), task 

authenticity (the function of pedagogic tasks), and the authenticity of the language 

classroom.   

Michael Breen (1985) may be the first scholar who subdivides authenticity of 

language and proposes four types of authenticity which teachers should be concerned 

with in the daily routine of the classroom: 

a. Authenticity of the texts which we may use as input data for our learners, 
b. Authenticity of the learners’ own interpretations of such texts, 
c. Authenticity of tasks conducive to language learning, 
d. Authenticity of the actual social situation of the language classroom (p.61). 

Among these four, Breen places much more emphasis on the second type of 

authenticity – that of learner interpretation.  As in his own words,  

[w]hen we ask “What is the authentic text?”, we need to relate our answer to 
the second question: “For whom can this [a text] be authentic?” 

1. Learner Authenticity 

As a matter of fact, back in 1979, Widdowson has seriously challenged the idea 

that authenticity is a trait residing in the text itself.  He distinguishes between 

genuineness and authenticity of a material, claiming that “genuineness is a 
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characteristic of the passage itself and is an absolute quality.  Authenticity is a 

characteristic of the relationship and it has to do with appropriate responses” (p.80).  

Widdowson believes that the receiver has the power to authenticate (or not) any 

instance of language, by taking or not an interest in it.  This suggests that the 

authenticity of a material can only be retained or obtained when there is an 

agreement between the material writer’s intention and the receiver’s interpretation, 

and some authentic materials may lose their authenticity owing to the 

misinterpretation of the receivers.  Davies (1984), quoted by Gallien (1998), states 

that “it is not that a text is understood because it is authentic but that it is authentic 

because it is understood. . . . Everything the learner understands is authentic for him.  

It is the teacher who simplifies, the learner who authenticates” (p.160). 

Breen (1985) further argues that whether a text is authentic or not depends on 

the learners’ background knowledge, interest and curiosity, which determine how 

they interpret the text.  For Breen, any learning materials (both authentic and 

pedagogically prepared) that will help the learners to develop authentic 

interpretations can be used in the language classroom.  This kind of authenticity, 

which is derived from the interaction between readers and texts, is emphasized again 

by Devitt (1997).  In his article discussing the multilayered interaction between L2 

input (written texts) and L2 readers, Devitt emphasizes the importance of authentic 
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texts and of reader-text interaction in reading such texts for second language 

development.  

 In short, besides textual qualities, learners’ interpretation is also an essential 

criterion of authenticity.  Breen even explicitly states that, “The learner may 

‘authenticate’, or give authenticity to a text from his own state of knowledge and 

frame of reference” (p.64).  In the case of this statement, the considerations of how 

learners may interact with and how to lead learners to work with language data in the 

classroom will be the necessary points we put emphasis on.  Thus, the next focus 

shifts towards authenticity of tasks. 

2. Task Authenticity 

In Breen’s viewpoints, rather than struggling to look for the materials which 

meet all criteria of so-called “authentic materials,” teachers need to devote 

themselves to providing any means to help their students to interpret texts in ways 

which are likely to be shared with the target language users.  The authenticity 

which retains as a result of the mapping between the producer’s intention and the 

receiver’s interpretation has much to do with the learning behavior required in 

relation to whatever data are offered.  In fact, there is growing evidence showing 

that comprehensible input, for the development of target language proficiency, is 

essential but insufficient by itself.  Some degree of instruction on learner 
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production is also considered necessary for successful language learning (Swain, 

1985).  Pedagogic tasks provide opportunities for learner production (Swain, 1985; 

Ellis, 1997), which in turn contributes to effective learning.  Rogers and Medley 

(1988) even suggest that the key to successful utilization of authentic texts in the 

classroom would appear to be the tasks associated with the language sample.  If this 

is the case, it is important and useful to take pedagogic tasks into account when 

discussing “authenticity in the foreign language classroom.” 

This kind of authenticity is called by Breen as “task authenticity” (1985).  He 

states that 

An authentic learning task in the language classroom will be one which 
requires the learners to communicate ideas and meanings and to 
meta-communicate about the language and about the problems and solutions 
in the learning of the language (p.66). 

Breen finds it impossible and unnecessary for teachers to simulate the real world in 

the classroom.  The most authentic kind of activities in a language classroom, he 

thinks, is the ones which are conductive to both learning and communication, that is 

to say, communicating about the target language and about the problems and 

solutions in the learning of the language.  

 Compared with Breen’s most authentic learning task, Rogers and Medley (1988) 

and Guariento and Morley (2001) identify some other diversifying qualities and 

explicit procedures which contribute to task authenticity.  Rogers and Medley 
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propose that tasks preceding the listening or reading passage, tasks accompanying 

the selection, and tasks following the passage should be included when working with 

authentic materials.  In their own words, “[u]nless students are provided with some 

initial guidance by way of structured tasks, instructional benefits of the materials are 

questionable” (p.468).  Guariento and Morley endeavor to apply the notion of 

authenticity to pedagogic tasks.  They contend that authenticity should not be 

restricted to the genuineness of text, but is closely related to the nature of the 

(pedagogic) task.  Based on some arguments from different perspectives, Guariento 

and Morley systematically discuss four aspects that should be taken into 

consideration with regard to task authenticity: (1) authenticity through a genuine 

purpose, (2) authenticity through real world targets, (3) authenticity through 

classroom interaction, and (4) authenticity through engagement.  

 The first of the determinants for a task to be authentic, like what most 

researchers have highlighted, is whether the language has been used for a genuine 

communicative purpose.  Willis (1996), quoted by Guariento and Morley, 

distinguishes tasks from activities.  Tasks emphasize meaning and communication, 

whereas activities capitalize on the accuracy of language forms.  In order for the 

students to learn the target language as it is used in real life, they should be given the 

chance to interact naturally, to achieve communication for any genuine purposes.  
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This kind of interaction in the foreign language classroom is activated by authentic 

tasks. 

 Next, how can tasks be real on the part of the students?  Guariento and Morley 

cite Long and Crooks’s (1992) argument for the “real-world target tasks,” which 

refer to the tasks related to the real-world needs of the learners.  Buying a 

train/movie ticket, asking for directions, searching for information in the newspapers, 

and so forth are the tasks which the learners are preparing to undertake in their daily 

life, and therefore, they are good examples of classroom-based tasks. 

Then, in line with Breen’s opinion, classroom interaction between the teacher 

and learners regarding the negotiation of the choice and sequence of tasks is also 

treated as one of the crucial aspects of task authenticity (This authenticity will be 

specifically discussed in the next section.).   

Finally, Guariento and Morley claim that whether or not a learner is engaged by 

the tasks may be the most crucial aspect of task authenticity.  Mirroring some 

researchers who emphasize learners’ responses to texts and their power to 

authenticate the texts, the two authors indicate that unless a learner is engaged by the 

task, i.e., he/she is interested in the topic and purpose of the task, other types of 

authenticity can not be activated or accessed.  Hence, Guariento and Morley further 

note that for a task to be authentic and meaningful to the students, it should cater to 
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students’ needs and interests.  The best way to do this is to have learners select and 

present tasks.  This implies that task authenticity, like text authenticity, relies 

heavily on learners, which somewhat echoes the notion of learner-centered pedagogy 

in foreign language teaching.  In addition, task authenticity is closely interrelated 

with the nature or the function of a language classroom. 

3. Authenticity of the Language Classroom 

With regard to the question of the authenticity of the classroom, Breen argues 

that 

 [p]erhaps the most socially appropriate and authentic role of the classroom 
situation is to provide the opportunity for public and interpersonal sharing of 
the content of language learning, the sharing of problems with such content, 
and the revealing of the most effective means and strategies to overcome 
such problems (p.67). 

In a sense, he capitalizes on explicit functions, purposes, and situations of a 

classroom as a classroom.  He objects to anything contrived from the world outside 

the classroom because that is considered to be inauthentic and quite unnecessary.  

“The authenticity of the classroom is that it is a rather special social event and 

environment wherein people share a primary communicative purpose: learning” 

(p.67-68).  On the basis of this viewpoint, Breen thinks that the most authentic 

communication in a language classroom is talking about language learning.   

In sum, we can conclude that the content and the learners’ own interpretation of 
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the text, the actual tasks the learners are expected to undertake, and the situation of 

the language classroom constitute an integral part of that learning process and each 

of the four elements provides its own relative criteria concerning what might be 

authentic (Breen, 1985).  Parts of Breen’s arguments have been criticized for being 

too strong to exclude some practically pedagogical issues from consideration1.  

Nevertheless, his conviction that authenticity is an attribute connected more with the 

interpretative end than with the productive end, and it happens both to pedagogical 

and non-pedagogical texts, brings about much discussion on the relation between 

text authenticity and learner authenticity or task authenticity in the pedagogical 

world.  

4. Hsieh’s Model of Authenticity 

The last research mentioned in this section and also the only paper 

systematically discussing the notion of authenticity in Taiwan is Hsieh’s Ph. D. 

dissertation (1995).  He provides some resolutions about the nature of authenticity 

based on his review of previous research and establishes his own model of 

authenticity as shown in the following diagram.  
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Figure 1: Authenticity Interpretation and the Real World (p.25) 

The Pedagogical World 

 

Other Worlds 

 

 

 

The diagram says that if the interpretation of the text-receiver orients to the 

non-pedagogical world, then it is an authentic interpretation whether the text is 

produced for pedagogical purposes or not.  In Hsieh’s own words, “the text has to 

be perceived by the student to be connected somehow to his life outside the school in 

order to be authentic” (p.25).  Furthermore, he offers “a functioning definition” of 

authenticity that best suits the pedagogical purposes for the language teacher.  He 

mentions that 

 [a] possible definition of authentic text might be an edited or unedited text 
which has the potential of eliciting a non-pedagogical responses from the 
language learner (p.26). 

This notion of authenticity still emphasizes the interaction between materials and 

learners.  Hsieh further suggests that what the teacher should be concerned about is 

not only the characteristics of the text itself, but also the ways s/he presents the 

material and the tasks designed with the material, which are crucial to a successful 

derivation of learner authenticity.  Based on this argument, he presents another 

diagram concluding his interpretation about authenticity. 

Edited 

Material 

Unedited 

Material 
Authentic Interpretation 
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Figure 2: Transmission of Authenticity (p.27) 

               Edited/ unedited form 

Producer －   (Encoding)                  (Authenticity)       

               Pedagogical/ non-pedagogical intention 

                                  Edited/unedited form 

          Receiver －     (Decoding) 

                                 Non-pedagogical interpretation 

The diagram shows that the authenticity of the message can be successfully 

transmitted from the decoder to the receiver when: (1) the message is explicitly 

encoded whether in an edited or in an unedited form, for pedagogical or 

non-pedagogical purposes, (2) the message should be able to elicit non-pedagogical 

response from the receiver.   However, this diagram seems to overlook the 

contribution of tasks, which directs receivers’ attention toward the world outside the 

message.   

Based on the previous discussion on task authenticity and on the significance of 

pedagogical tasks, we think it necessary to modify Hsieh’s diagram with the “three 

categories of tasks” proposed by Rogers and Medley (1988) as follows: 
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Figure 3: Modified Transmission of Authenticity 

               Edited/ unedited form 

Producer －   (Encoding)        authentic tasks      (Authenticity)     

               Pedagogical/ non-pedagogical intention 

                                  Edited/unedited form 

 authentic tasks     Receiver －     (Decoding)         backup tasks/activities 

                                 Non-pedagogical interpretation 

In other words, the provision of authentic materials is not enough.  Materials cannot 

be truly authentic for language learners if they are not introduced with the help of 

authentic tasks.   

 

2.3 Authenticity-related Issues 

Although a pedagogical trend is clearly in the direction of increased use of 

authentic materials in language instruction, there is still some dispute about the 

influences of such materials on learners.  In the first part of this section, the 

advantages and the disadvantages of adopting authentic materials will be discussed. 

Then there is a review of previous experimental studies involving authentic materials 

as comprehensible input and their effect on language learners and language 

proficiency. 
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2.3.1 The Advantages and the Disadvantages of Adopting Authentic Materials 

The use of authentic materials has been regarded as essential to second 

language and foreign language learning.  Such materials are considered to be 

preferable to ready-made language teaching materials for a number of reasons.  

Duda et al. (1972), referred to by Gallien, report that authentic documents provide a 

variety of language input featuring various authors, registers, topics, objectives, etc. 

as opposed to author-scripted dialogues.  Little et al. (1989), also mentioned by 

Gallien, note that authentic materials, originally written for a real communicative 

purpose so as to prioritize content over form, are “bound to be more interesting and 

more likely to have acquisition-promoting contents” (p.161).  Such materials are 

therefore viewed as a motivator to learners (Bacon & Finnemann, 1990).  For one 

thing, they can be more easily chosen to cater students’ needs and tastes (Guariento 

& Morley, 2001).  For another, such materials often contain natural language full of 

hesitations, false starts, repairs, sentence fragments and possible mistakes produced 

by the native speaker rather than the idealized language sample.  Being able to deal 

with these materials can be encouraging for the learners and can raise their 

self-esteem (Gallien, 1998).  Furthermore, authentic materials are considered to be 

more practical because they provide students with the appropriate real-life language 

and this can fill the knowledge of real-life situation (= filling-in gaps) that may be 
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easily missed in textbooks and syllabuses (Cook, 1991). 

 The psychological reasons in favor of the use of authentic materials have also 

aroused much discussion and investigation.  Swaffar (1985) summaries in her paper 

that authentic materials encourage the learner to play the “psychological guessing 

game” because such materials persuade students to establish the main meaning 

through the continuation of the reading process without understanding every single 

word in the passage by offering multiple chances of guessing to be confirmed.  This 

viewpoint is also supported by Bacon & Finnemann (1990), who argue that authentic 

materials “provide the necessary context for appropriately relating form to meaning 

in the language acquisition process” (p.459).  Maingay (1980) thinks that the final 

goal of adopting authentic texts is one of student autonomy; that is, the ability to deal 

with various written language and to use appropriate reading strategies according to 

the nature of the text and his own specific needs.  This ability to handle real 

language outside the classroom is also highlighted by Rogers and Medley (1988).  

They point out that teachers should help students to see and hear the target language 

“being used as the primary medium of communication among native speakers— as 

language with a purpose” (p.467).  The best way to do this in the EFL classroom is 

exposing students to authentic materials in class.  

 The richness of (socio-)cultural information of authentic materials has also 
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gained more and more attention.  García (1991) suggests that reading in a foreign 

language involves not only decoding the linguistic code, but also understanding the 

underlying sociocultural context that the linguistic code reflects.  However, it is the 

cultural information shown in the target language data that thwarts comprehension 

the most for non-native readers.  For Omaggio (1986), distortions in comprehension 

may even “arise from misinterpretation of the script or schema, activated due to 

cultural bias.”  Using authentic materials accompanying meaningful activities in the 

classroom instruction will help students to discover and understand a text’s 

sociocultural information, which will further facilitate language development.  To 

sum up, in the cultural domain, adopting authentic materials is seen as the best way 

to diminish the “language shock” (Gallien, 1998) and to develop cultural 

understanding (Nostrand, 1989; McGinnis and Ke, 1992; Young, 1993).  

Based on the above discussion, the summary of the advantages of adopting 

authentic materials to language learners are as follows.  First of all, language and 

culture go hand in hand.  While learners are acquiring a language, they’re learning 

its culture at the same time.  The increasing cultural understanding will then further 

accelerate language development and enlarge language knowledge of the learners.  

Thus, authentic materials are viewed as one of the best cultural mediators.  Next, 

the contents of authentic materials are mostly interesting, so that they usually 
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motivate students to keep on learning.  Then, authentic materials are also 

learner-friendly in the format of presentation.  Students are able to deal with this 

kind of learning materials by means of their real-life common sense, or just learn by 

guessing.  The learning style – comprehending what’s in the learning materials by 

learners themselves – enables students to be more autonomous in learning and more 

confident of themselves than ever.  Here, we also summarize the above-mentioned 

advantages in the following figure.  

Figure 4: The Advantages of Using Authentic Materials to the Language 
Learner 
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 Compared with the advantages, less has been written against the use of 

authentic materials.  According to Gallien, the strongest objection to authentic 

materials is that these materials are thought to be linguistically and culturally too 

difficult and often too long for the learners (also referred to by Peacock) and are 

likely to raise the anxiety level of the learners.  Moreover, the variety of such 

materials is viewed as being useful for learning a language for special purposes, but 

not helpful for general language learning because “they are too particular and 
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individual to allow any generalization to be attempted to” (Morrow, 1977, mentioned 

by Gallien).  Nevertheless, there is a trend that some possible disadvantages such as 

the difficulty and the length of the documents are no more problems for language 

learners because the solution such as grading the tasks carried out in the classroom 

and offering adequate help has been accordingly provided.  Therefore, although 

there is proposition and opposition to the adoption of authentic materials, it is 

generally regarded that advantages outweigh disadvantages.  However, it is fair to 

say that these controversies have been inconclusive until there are more empirical 

studies on this issue. 

 

2.3.2 Empirical Studies 

Popular in the literature are studies that evaluate students’ affective responses to 

authentic (unedited/unsimplified) versus inauthentic (edited/simplified) materials. 

Young (1993) points out that a majority of the college students in her study tend to 

respond more favorably to an authentic passage than to the other three edited ones.  

Peacock (1997), however, doubts the validity of the positive effect on learner 

motivation produced by adopting such documents.  He finds out in his own report 

that although the learners’ observed motivation increases significantly when 

authentic materials are used, the self-reported motivation of the learners only 
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increases over the last few days of the study.  Peacock also quotes Gonzalez’s 

research (1990) which shows the similar result to his.  

 There are still other studies which examine the reactions of different grade 

school students to authentic materials. Dequette, Dunnett and Papalia (1987) report 

that the introduction of authentic cultural materials into a kindergarten class has a 

positive effect on language learning and cultural identification.  However, on the 

elementary level, Kienbaum et al. (1986) find no significant differences in language 

performance of children using authentic texts compared with those using edited 

texts.  

As for the use of authentic materials in the high school class, Allen et al. (1988) 

find out that all of the students, regardless of their levels of foreign language, can 

extract some meanings from all of the authentic texts at three levels of task difficulty. 

Rubin (1990), mentioned in Herron & Seay (1991), indicates that students who have 

been exposed to 120 minutes of the highly contextualized videos over the six-week 

course improve their listening comprehension significantly more than those who 

have not viewed the videos.  

Among the research into the use of authentic materials in SL/FL education, 

most has targeted the college level.  Bacon & Finnemann (1990), Herron & Seay 

(1991), Bacon (1992), Young (1993), Wong et al. (1995) claim that the adoption of 
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authentic materials in the learning process is an effective way to develop language 

skills and strategies for the real world.  For many of them, the fact that authentic 

materials have been written for a real communicative purpose and thus emphasize 

content over form makes them more interesting and therefore, more likely to 

promote learner motivation.  

 

2.4 Tasks 

    Reception for EFL learners usually comes from the instructional materials, 

while production is mainly activated and developed by pedagogical tasks.  Swain 

(1985) claims that pedagogic tasks provide a means of giving learners opportunities 

for production.  If this is the case, it might be useful to apply the notion of 

authenticity to pedagogical tasks.   

 

2.4.1 Definitions of Tasks 

    Tasks have been defined in various ways.  According to Long (1985), a task is 

a piece of work undertaken for oneself or for other, freely or for some reward.  In 

other words, anything people do in everyday life, at work, at play and in between, 

are what a task is meant.  But from a pedagogical perspective, a task is a piece of 

work or an activity, usually with a specified objective, undertaken as part of an 
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educational course (Crookes, 1986).  Such a task not only requires learners to reach 

an outcome from given information through some process of thought, but also allows 

teachers to control and regulate that process (Prabhu, 1987).  Examples of such 

tasks include drawing a map while listening to an instruction or performing the 

action of a command.  It is the teachers’ responsibility to decide whether a task has 

been completed (Richards et al., 1985).   

    Instead of working with general descriptors of a task, Nunan (1989) gives a 

more precise and operational definition of tasks: a task is any classroom work which 

“involves learners in comprehending, manipulating, producing or interacting in the 

target language while their attention is principally focused on meaning rather than 

form.  The task should also have a sense of completeness, being able to stand alone 

as a communicative act in its own right” (p.10).  Nunan’s definition has three 

ingredients: (1) it is a classroom activity; (2) it is instructional in purpose; (3) it is 

communicative in function.  This definition seems to have made task as it should be 

in any foreign language classroom (Brown, 2001) and thus has incurred consensus 

among language teachers. 

Nunan’s definition will also be adopted in the present study.  To put it simply, 

a task is any teaching or learning activity students are asked to perform, with the 

purpose of learning the language and using it in communicative situations.  
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2.4.2 Classification of Tasks or Learning Activities 

    There has been much discussion on the types of learning activities or tasks, in 

line with the development of teaching methods and approaches.  A number of 

studies have examined the quantitative or the qualitative differences in the way 

meaning is negotiated in a task, which is thereby how learning activities may be 

classified.  Several studies that have investigated the effects on interaction of tasks 

involve the discussion about one-way and two-way information tasks (Ellis, 1999).  

Examples of the former include giving instructions and telling a personal story, while 

an example of the latter is types of free conversation activities.  Courtney (2001) 

has described graphically the research linking oral tasks to acquisition.  Such task 

types as structural tasks, language drills, note exercises, problem-solving tasks, and 

information-gap tasks have been widely discussed in research papers.   

    In recent times, there has been a great deal written about authentic 

activities/tasks.  In fact, the use of authentic tasks has a longstanding tradition in 

domain of education such as Medicine, Engineering, Management, Aviation, etc.  

However, it was Newmann et al. in 1992 that were among the first to use the term 

“authentic” formally in the context of learning (Berge, Ramaekers & Pilot, 2004).  

Since then, several concepts of authenticity in education, inclusive of authentic tasks, 

have evolved.   
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Several authors have attempted to delineate characteristics of authentic 

activities. For example, Marszalek, C. and LaMaster, C. (1999) propose that what 

makes tasks authentic is their correspondence to the ones in the home and 

workplaces; that is, they have a real-world application.  The ideal authentic tasks 

“will fill a real need for the students, resulting in an end product that can be utilized 

within the student's actual world” (online page).  North Central Regional 

Educational Laboratory (2004) have defined “authentic tasks” as 

 
[s]chool assignments that have a real-world application. Such tasks bear a 
strong resemblance to tasks performed in nonschool settings (such as the home, 
an organization, or the workplace) and require students to apply a broad range 
of knowledge and skills. Often, they fill a genuine need for the students and 
result in a tangible end product. Some examples of authentic tasks include 
developing a business plan, making decisions about land use, and designing and 
producing a program for the school play (online page). 

Similarly, Mueller (2006) defines an authentic task on the basis of its real-world 

application.  According to him, an authentic task is  

 [a]n assignment given to students designed to assess their ability to apply 
standard-driven knowledge and skills to real-world challenges (online page).   

We may conclude that a task we ask students to perform is considered authentic 

when (1) students are asked to construct their own responses based on what they 

have learned rather than select from the ones presented, and (2) the task replicates 

situations or challenges faced in the real world.  
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In addition to the discussion of defining the term “authentic activities/tasks”, 

some researchers work on clarifying the attributes of these tasks.  Reeves, 

Herrington & Oliver (2002) definitely identify 10 characteristics of authentic 

activities, which provide a useful checklist for teachers and designers of learning 

materials.  These characteristics are:  

1. Authentic activities have real world relevance. 

2. Authentic activities are ill-defined, requiring students to define the tasks and 

sub-tasks needed to complete the activity. 

3. Authentic activities comprise complex tasks to be investigated by students 

over a sustained period of time.  

4. Authentic activities provide the opportunity for students to examine the task 

from different perspectives, using a variety of resources.  

5. Authentic activities provide the opportunity to collaborate.  

6. Authentic activities provide the opportunity to reflect.  

7. Authentic activities are able to be integrated and applied across different 

subject areas and lead beyond specific outcomes. 

8. Authentic activities are seamlessly integrated with assessment. 

9. Authentic activities creating polished products valuable in their own right 

rather than as preparation for something else. 
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10. Authentic activities allow competing solutions and diversity of outcome. 

These 10 characteristics have been individually supported by many authors and 

researchers (Reeves, Herrington & Oliver, 2002) and have become the criteria for 

selecting and designing authentic activities.   

With the key attributes of authentic activities/tasks clarified, some researchers 

further work on distinguishing (from the perspective of task authenticity) different 

types of tasks.  Littlewood (2004), in his paper on the task-based approach, 

differentiate tasks in terms of two dimensions.  One is the continuum from focus on 

forms to focus on meaning, and the other one is the degree of learner-involvement 

that a task elicits.  Based on the first dimension, Littlewood divides tasks into five 

sections: non-communicative learning, pre-communicative, communicative language 

practice, structured communication, and authentic communication.  The twofold 

distinctions and the five categories corresponding to the continuum along which 

learners may operate with differing degrees of focus on form and meaning are shown 

in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5: Littlewood’s (2004) Two Dimensions in Task-based Foreign 
Language Learning (p.322) 
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As for the second dimension, Littlewood notes the importance of a learner’s 

active personal involvement with the task, no matter what the nature of the task may 

be.  He proposes that “learners may contribute a high degree of involvement to a 

form-focused language exercise as well as to a role-play or discussion.  On the 

other hand, an inappropriate exercise may produce only minimal involvement, as 

may also an uninteresting discussion or role-play” (p. 323).  The following figure 

shows the combination of the two dimensions proposed by Littlewood. 

 

 



 45

Figure 6: Two Dimensions in Task-based Foreign Language Learning 
(Littlewood 2004, p.324) 

 High task involvement                  High task involvement 
 Low focus on meaning                  High focus on meaning 
 (High focus on form)                    (Low focus on form) 
 
 
 
 Low task involvement                  Low task involvement 
 Low focus on meaning                 High focus on meaning 
 (High focus on form)                    (Low focus on form) 

           Focus on form                Focus on meaning 

In Littlewood’s viewpoints, what the figure is presented is not so much the 

properties of the tasks themselves as the properties of the learners as they engage in 

the tasks.  In other words, it is a learner’s involvement with a task that determines 

degrees of task authenticity.  As a result, we propose here that whether a designed 

learning task can elicit high degrees of learner engagement may be the key to 

achieving a high degree of task authenticity. 

Mueller (2006) creates a website called Authentic Assessment Toolbox, in which 

he reports the characteristics of authentic tasks by means of distinguishing them from 

traditional ones.  The distinctive attributes are shown in the Figure 7.  
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Figure 7: The Distinctive Attributes of Traditional and Authentic Tasks (online 
page) 

Traditional --------------------------------------------------------------Authentic 

Selecting a Response--------------------------------------------------Performing a Task 

Contrived---------------------------------------------------------------------------Real-life 

  Recall/Recognition---------------------------------------------Construction/ Application 

  Teacher-structured-------------------------------------------------------Student-structured 

  Indirect Evidence-----------------------------------------------------------Direct Evidence 

Moreover, Muller further explores and clearly proposes “types of authentic 

tasks”.  Similarly, he uses the term traditional tasks on his website to refer to the 

many activities that are commonly administered to elicit and assess the acquisition of 

knowledge and skills.  Such kind of tasks usually consists of selected-response 

items and, occasionally, some constructed-response items.  In contrast, Muller 

regards such tasks as performances, products and constructed-response items that 

typically require more direct application of knowledge and skills as authentic tasks. 

 Muller’s four types of tasks are summarized together with common examples 

in Table 2. 
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Table 2: Muller’s Four Types of Tasks, with common examples 

Types of Tasks Characteristics Examples 

Selected-response In response to a prompt, students select an 
answer from among those given or from 
memory or from allowable study aids. 
Typically, no new knowledge is constructed; 
students simply recall or recognize 
information required to select the 
appropriate response. 

Multiple-choice 
tests 
True-false 
Matching 
Fill-in-the-blank 
Label a diagram 

Constructed 
Responses 

In response to a prompt, students construct 
an answer out of old and new knowledge. 
Since there’s no exact answer to these 
prompts, students are constructing new 
knowledge that likely differs slightly or 
significantly from that constructed by other 
students. Typically, constructed response 
prompts are narrowly conceived, delivered 
at or near the same time a response is 
expected and are limited in length. 

Short-answer essay 
questions 
“Show your work” 
Figural 
representation 
Journal response 

Product In response to a prompt or a series of 
prompts, students construct a substantial, 
tangible product that reveals their 
understanding of certain concepts and skills 
and/or their ability to apply, analyze, 
synthesize or evaluate those concepts and 
skills. It’s similar to constructed-response, 
but product tasks typically are more 
substantial in depth, and length, more 
broadly conceived, and allow more time 
between the presentation of the prompt and 
the student response than 
constructed-response tasks. 

Essays, stories or 
poems 
Research reports 
Extended journal 
responses 

Performance The same characteristics as the product 
tasks. 

Dramatic 
performance 
Debates 
Oral Presentation 
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We can learn from Figure 7 and Table 2 that according to Muller’s viewpoints, 

authentic tasks, in contrast to traditional ones, enable students to analyze, synthesize 

and apply what they have learned and even create new meanings of their own in the 

learning process.  When performing authentic tasks, students are asked to 

demonstrate understanding or proficiency by a more complex task usually 

representative of more meaningful, real-life application, which offers more direct 

evidence to prove that students do know and be able to do with the knowledge. 

    Given the definite characteristics (Reeves, Herrington & Oliver, 2002; Muller, 

2006) and examples (Littlewood, 2004; Muller, 2006) of authentic activities/tasks, in 

this study, by analyzing the language learning activities contained in the current 

textbooks, we would like to examine whether the learning activities are designed or 

selected following the principle of task authenticity. 

 

2.5 Summary 

From the results of the theoretical argument and the experimental research 

mentioned above, we conclude that the use of authentic materials has a positive 

effect on learners and on teaching-learning processes.  In today’s world, sources of 

authentic materials abound, for example, newspapers, TV programs, menus, 

magazines, the Internet, movies, songs and so forth.  However, these materials have 
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been mainly used for course book supplements in most of the TEFL counties.  The 

reason is that there is still heavy reliance on the textbooks in the foreign language 

classroom.  As the majority of teachers and students use textbooks as their main 

source of teaching/learning guidance, the authenticity in the textbooks has received 

much attention in recent years.  There has been a growing awareness of the 

effectiveness of exposing students to the real-world language through the textbooks 

in use in EFL classes.  However, researchers on the ESL/EFL field have not 

provided guidance that would enable English teachers to decide which textbooks can 

suit the situation of their students as well as can be authentic in itself.  

    The crucial need of textbook evaluation has become even more urgent for local 

English teachers here in Taiwan.  With the implementation of educational 

innovation – the 9-year-integrative curriculum since 2001, the monopoly of the 

textbooks produced by the National Institute for Compilation and Translation is 

replaced by an open market.  While the commercial publishers are trying their best 

to introduce their “newer” textbooks into junior high schools, our teachers take 

greater responsibility than ever for selecting appropriate textbooks for the students.  

As Byrnes says, quoted by Allen et al. (1988), “[o]nly by helping learners deal with 

authentic texts can we reestablish the connection of language to its natural setting 

and purpose.”  Hence, we posit that “authenticity” is one of the indispensable 
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criteria for teachers in choosing good textbooks for the students and themselves.  In 

addition to paying attention to the related issues on and criteria of text authenticity, 

current practice language teaching and more instructors recognize that authentic 

learning tasks designed with the instructional material play an important role along 

with students’ work with it.  Even many commercial textbook publishers have 

proclaimed proudly that there are abundant traits of task authenticity in their new 

textbooks.  We are pleased with the emphasis in our EFL textbook compilation and 

are eager to examine if the language learning activities presented in the present 

textbooks completely conform to the basic principles of task authenticity.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


