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1. Introduction

The private English school industry in Japan has great advantages over the regular
school systems. Students attend because they want to and, rather than being influenced
by the Ministry of Education or a school principal, syllabus, curriculum and
methodology used in the school are left to the discretion of the owner. With new trends
in English education, new methodologies can be tried and tested with results being
immediately recognized. This kind of research could have great impact on the English
as a Foreign Language (EFL) education industry. In this paper, after a literature review
discussing key issues in the development of language syllabi and curricula, this author
will outline a new theory. The theory itself was tested in a private language school using
a task-based lesson. The task and its results are important, but the reasoning behind the
theory in creating the task is just as important. A task supported by this theory does
three important things: it generates learning opportunities in the classroom, it
encourages students to become autonomous learners and it becomes a tool that teaches
students how to learn. This will be the focus of the paper. It will show that a new
definition of task alongside Wgotsky’s concept of the zone of proximal development
(ZPD), will help teachers realize that creating autonomous learners in the classroom will
create an environment that fosters learning how to learn. This could be an ideal setting
for any EFL classroom where time for learning is limited to usually an hour a week.

The purpose of this essay is to introduce the link between WWgotsky’s concept of ZPD
and a new type of task. There is a way to combine methodology and syllabus seamlessly
and in such a way, to promote learner autonomy. It is to put the onus on the students to
acquire language by providing them with a task that requires them to access language to
complete the task. In so doing, students learn an invaluable lesson; they learn to learn

language.

2. Literature Review

2.1  Type A Syllabus and Type B Syllabus



For the purpose of introducing a new type of task, current syllabi and methodology first

need to be discussed.

Type A syllabus focuses on what is to be learnt, while the Type B syllabus focuses on
how it is to be learnt. This is the most salient characteristic distinguishing the two
(White 1988: 44). For the purposes of this essay though, only the basic differences
between the Type A and Type B syllabuses will be discussed as the concept of this paper
falls under the Type B syllabus umbrella.

Instead of presenting discrete items to be learnt as in a Type A syllabus, the Type B
syllabus, a holistic approach, involves learners in the exchange of meaning right from
the start. The Type B syllabus is a ‘reaction’ to the concerns regarding the Type A
syllabuses. The Type B syllabus is divided into two parts, process and procedural
(White 1988:94). Task-based learning falls under the category of the Type B syllabus.
Jane Willis (1996: 23) outlines ‘task’, as a goal-oriented activity in which the students
use their language to achieve a real outcome. The focus is not on the English, but rather

on the use of English to achieve the outcome.

The Bangalore Project introduced by Prabhu in 1979, has been very influential in the
way tasks have become a familiar resource in the classroom. This learning-centered
style procedural syllabus, known as ‘Communicational Teaching Project’ (CTP), was
developed and implemented in public primary schools in India (Howatt and Widdowson
2004: 346-349). Students used English as the medium of communication, learning
communication through information gap, opinion gap and reasoning gap activities such
as finding, naming or describing specific locations on a map (White 1988: 102-109).
These kinds of courses consisting solely of tasks do not fit well into a structured
educational system. Assessment is particularly difficult and as for teachers, this sort of
syllabus does not fit into the traditional teacher role (Howatt and Widdowson 2004:
349).

The Process Syllabus advocated by Breen and Candlin, is a learner-led syllabus, where

the direction of learning comes from the learners themselves. Therefore, the direction



and pace of the syllabus is difficult to determine (White 1988: 95). Candlin argued that
if most teachers were asked to compare their initial plans with eventual outcomes they
would find a significant disparity. This ‘retrospective syllabus’ should not be ignored
Candlin suggested, but instead, be built into the syllabus (White 1988: 97). The most
interesting aspect of this process syllabus is the concept of interdependent learners in
the classroom (Breen and Candlin: 2001: 19).

The role of the teacher should change to someone who should become an
interdependent participant and actively share in the responsibility for learning and
teaching with the learners. In this role, teachers need to realize that learners have
important contributions to make and the teacher needs to be able to distinguish between
learning and the performance of what is being learned. All learners are confronted with
the effort of discovering how to learn the language. An interdependent participant in a
cooperative milieu is positively encouraged to depend on other learners and the teacher
when the need arises. The nature of Breen and Candlin’s work has been very helpful to
the concepts introduced in this paper yet more is needed to better reach learners — the
answer lies in scaffolding or the concept of the zone of proximal development.
‘Interdependent’ appears to be a term isolated to Breen and Candlin (2001: 9-26).
‘Autonomous’ is a term which can be considered synonymous and this author will use

throughout this paper.

2.2 The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)

The zone of proximal development is the key point for understanding the requirement
for social interaction in the classroom and the type of task that is needed to create this

environment.

Wgotsky described the zone of proximal development as:
“...the distance between the actual development level as determined by
independent problem solving and the level of potential development as
determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration

with more capable peers” (1978: 86).



Wagotsky adds:

“an essential feature of learning is that it creates the zone of proximal
development; that is, learning awakens a variety of internal developmental
processes that are able to operate only when a child is interacting with people in

his environment and in cooperation with his peers” (1978: 90).

It can be seen then that learning is not development. Cognitive developmental processes
lag behind the learning process and even though a student may have assimilated the
meaning of a word, the developmental process has only just begun. This is different
from the traditional point of view that at this point the developmental processes are
basically completed (\Vygotsky 1978: 90).

The learner has a zone that they work within, which needs to be nurtured with the help
of a more capable person through social interaction. Our assumption is that we learn
language to communicate, yet with \ygotsky’s approach, children attempt to
communicate and in doing so, acquire language (Scovel 2001: 21).

2.3 Scaffolding in the EFL classroom

Scaffolding can be thought of as a similar concept to that of the zone of proximal
development as it helps a student carry out a task which would be normally beyond his
or her unassisted efforts. Yet a slight variation of this image would be for the teacher to
control elements of the task that are just beyond the learner’s capability and therefore
allowing the learner to complete those steps which are within his or range of
competence. This kind of process can potentially achieve more for the learner, rather
than merely assisting in the completion of the task (Wood, Bruner, and Ross 1976).
Scaffolding was a key pedagogic approach in order to meet the prime objective of this
lesson, that of learner autonomy. Microgenesis (Ohta: 2001: 74) is the term given to the

process of development that occurs moment to moment through social interaction.

2.3.1 Learner Autonomy



Kumaravadivelu states that promoting learner autonomy is a matter of helping learners
to “‘discover their learning potential’, and ‘understand that autonomy is a complex
process of interacting with one’s self, the teacher, the task, and the educational
environment’. But it must also be realized that ‘autonomy is not independence, that is,
learners have to learn to work cooperatively with their teachers, peers and the
educational system’ (2003: 133-134).

3. Examining the Objective of the Lesson

The objective of the lesson is for the students to access the language needed to complete
the task.

3.1 The current TBL dilemma

The real-world relationship of many of the tasks proposed in Task-Based learning can
be questioned in terms of their practicality. For example, Skehan outlines the concepts
and definitions of tasks and identifies examples such as ‘completing one another’s
family trees’ or *solving a riddle’ (1998: 96-97). Under the right conditions, these tasks
perform admirably but greater flexibility is needed in order to maximize language
learning. Skehan (1998), Ellis (2003), Willis (1996), and Nunan (1989) unanimously
agree that TBL was designed for communication to occur. While the general consensus
is that tasks are for communicative purposes only with a focus on the development of
interlanguage, Swan states ‘there is no reason or evidence to suggest that the acquisition
of a particular syntactic feature such as English negation, third-person —s, or indirect
question word order, has any wider repercussions on interlanguage as a whole (2005:
382).

Brumfit (cited in White 1988: 3) states that a syllabus can only specify what is to be
taught, it cannot organize what is to be learnt. “The issues which face anyone concerned

with developing and introducing a new language syllabus are not only — or primarily



questions of content... to talk of syllabus design in isolation from broader educational
issues is to deny access to an important body of theory, research and practice’ (White
1988: 1). Yet Sinclair and Renouf (cited in Willis 2000: 3) feel that the preoccupation
with methodology may lead to a path where syllabus is relegated to a secondary role.
The lack of distinction between syllabus, methodology and course book has led to the
concerns of treating a course book as a syllabus. Specifically, that course books come
packed with methodology and the specification of content should be independent of
methodology. Yet in the same breath (Willis 2000: 9) in identifying aims of a language
programme, produces three headings, ‘Learning about a language’, ‘Learning to
produce a language’, and ‘Learning to use a language’. The educational system is built
on the assumption that there is a close correlation between knowing a language and
being able to produce a language with the ability to use the language. What could be

added here is a fourth possibility: ‘Learning to learn a language’.

What really needs to be taken into account is not a method which teaches to students,
nor a method which has students communicate, but a method which trains students how
to learn the language. Having reviewed the literature, this author has not found a
syllabus based on this concept. Using the \Wgotskian ZPD concept, allows us to
re-examine how the methodology of EFL needs to be adapted to fit the needs of the
student. Kumaravadivelu (2003), Lantolf (2000), Lantolf and Thorne (2006), Wells
(1999), Pinter (2006) and Ohta (2001), have come close to this kind of thinking yet
while the concepts are there, the methodology and the syllabus need to be linked.

To this end, a new type of task needs to be developed. A type of task that focuses on

language learning from the perspective of the student; a focus on learning how to learn

the language, as well as learning how to acquire more language.

3.2 Wygotsky-task (V-task)

A definition of V-task:



A V-task is a tool for the students to learn how to access the language they want or need.
It can also be used to learn how to acquire more language using previously acquired
language. This task type is driven by the Wgotskian theory of the Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD). The focus is on the learning process rather than immediate results.
Therefore the objective is not to complete the task, but to access the language necessary
to complete it, and in doing so, the task completes itself.

Within the V-task there are two abstract levels. These levels are seamless; students may
move between them as they need to. Both levels are student-led, peer assisted and
scaffolded through or by the teacher. The nature of the V-task would determine which

level or levels the students would need to work within to access or acquire the language.

The V1-level: (initially and indefinitely): Students learn how to access language.

The V2-level: (indefinitely): Students learn how to use the acquired language to acquire

more language.

At a V1-level, the student’s questions may resemble;

Example 1: Student 1 (S1): What’s this? (pointing to 1:00 on the board)
Teacher (T) or Student 2 (S2): It’s one o’clock.

Example 2: S1: What’s this? (pointing to a picture)
T: or S2: It’s calligraphy.
S1: How do you spell calligraphy?

In a classroom where the teacher uses flash cards, display questions (Chaudron 1988:
127) such as the following would be eliminated by the V-task concept. For example, the
SuperKids2 text recommends teaching time using the following set phrase accompanied
by flash cards.

T: What time is it? (showing a flash card with 2:00 written on it)

Ss: It’s two o’clock.

At a V2-level, the student’s questions may resemble:
Example 3: T: What time is your recess?



S1: Recess? What’s recess?

T or S2: When you play outside.

In the Example 3, the student hears a word and wants to know its meaning. In this case,
the student needs to acquire language not through pictures, but instead through language
that he or she already knows. In this case, ‘play’ and “outside’ are the vocabulary needed

to understand the word ‘recess’ in the context of the school schedule.

An example of how students might move between a V1-level and a V2-level might
resemble the following:
Example 4: T: What time is your recess?

S1: Recess? What’s recess? (V2-level)

T or S2: When you play outside.

S1: How do you spell recess? (V1-level)

Ellis points out, ‘It is not the tasks themselves that create the context for learning, but
rather the way the participants carry out the task.” (Ellis 2003: 180). This author will
take this opportunity to disagree, since by this new definition, it will be the tasks that

create the context for learning.

In no readings was this author able to find any similar type tasks, Willis outlines six
types of tasks (Willis 1996) but nothing similar to what is being proposed here. Ellis
also outlines (Ellis 2003: 4-5) various definitions of tasks, but again nothing that

resembles the type of task which is being presented here.

This type of task does not focus on communication to the extent that the current TBL
model does, but instead focuses on the student being responsible for their own language
acquisition because of the way the task is designed. The parameters for the V-task are

outlined below.

3.3 V-task parameters
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A V-task will require the following parameters in order to follow the Wgotskian ZPD

concept:

1. In order for the task to be completed, students need to access L2 through social
interaction either with a peer or with a more capable peer.

2. The objective of the task is to access the language needed or wanted, and completion
of the goal becomes a by-product of working through the objective.

3. The task will be unable to be completed without accessing L2.

4. The acquisition of L2 will come from the student’s need to access the L2 in order to
complete the task.

5. The teacher should provide the scaffolding required to assist the learners through
their ZPD. The teacher should also redirect questions to encourage social interaction.

6. Students determine what language they want or need to acquire through questions.

This assists the students in acquiring L2.

The task would need a clear goal, otherwise there would be no motivation for the
student to access the language needed to complete the task. Yet the focus of the lesson is
still based on the current model of TBL where the task is not language focused, but uses

language to complete the task.

There is one point that needs to be addressed concerning the teachablity and learnability
hypotheses. Swan (2005: 381) is quick to point out that a student may notice they lack a
difficult structure long before they are ready to learn it. Wood et al state clearly though
‘the learner must be able to recognize a solution to a particular class of problems before
he is himself able to produce the steps leading to it without assistance’ (Wood, Bruner
and Ross 1976: 90). Swan fails to bring scaffolding into his arguments and it must be

recognized too, that scaffolding only provides the steps, it does not specify a time-line.

4. The lesson

4.1 The students and the teacher

There were four students in this class, two boys and two girls, aged seven to eight.
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These student’s parents were made aware that the class results would be used in a
research assignment and their children’s privacy would be maintained throughout.
These students have completed Finding Out 1, (Paul 1991) which focuses on reading,
writing, speaking and listening skills. The students have completed SuperKids 1 (Krause
2005a), which is a textbook primarily PPP structured and are now currently using the
textbook SuperKids 2 (Krause 2005b). The teacher in both of the lessons was the author
of this paper.

4.2 The learning objectives

Although the student textbook is structured around a Type A Syllabus (PPP
methodology), this lesson was designed to get the students to interact and gather the
language they needed to complete the V-task.

The lesson was done in two parts. In part 1, students needed to create their school
schedules. In part 2, students needed to ask about each other’s schedules based on the
TPR section in the text. Part 2 was a regular TBL communication type lesson, done as a
check to see how much language was actually acquired during part 1.

The lessons were done a week apart. All four students were present for both lessons.

The first lesson was designed around SuperKids 2 and SuperKids 3 material.

The chapters this lesson was derived from can be seen in the following table (fig. 2).

SuperKids 2 Syllabus (Krause 2005b)

Unit 4 Telling Time 1:00~12:00, 12:15, 12:30, 12:45
Unit 4 TPR verbs Daily activities; what time do you: get up,
Done as a TBL | go to school, eat lunch, do homework, take
lesson) a bath, go to bed?
Unit 8 After School After school activities; English class,

calligraphy class, art class, baseball
practice, dance class, swimming class,

soccer practice, math class

SuperKids 3 Syllabus (Krause 2005¢)
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Unit 1 Days of the Mon., Tues., Wed., Thurs., Fri., (Sat., Sun.)
Week

(Fig. 2 The content for the V-task outline)

4.3 The V-task in action

The lesson had to conform to the parameters of the V-task (section 3.3). The task had
only one objective; the students needed to access the language in order to complete their
school schedules. In accessing the language, the objective of the V-task would be
accomplished and the goal, being to complete their school schedules, would also be
reached. These students had not been taught any of the vocabulary prior to the task, and
had not been taught any of the lessons within the SuperKids2 text that pertained to the
task.

On the walls of the classroom on a regular basis, there are a number of signs, two of
which are the following:

1. How do you say... in English?

2. How do you spell...?

Students are familiar with these two ‘lexical chunks’ and were able to use them at any
time during the lesson. The role of the teacher then, in accordance with the V-task
parameters, is to redirect these questions back to the other students, or to encourage the

other students to answer each other’s questions.

The students all have notebooks. The teacher wrote the abbreviated days of the week
(not including Sat. or Sun.) across the top of the board and the times (starting from 8:00
and ending at 5:00) along the left side of the board. (See Appendix A - 7.1)

The teacher instructed them in English, to complete their school schedules for the week.
The students up to this point had not been exposed to the days of the week, time, or
school classes or daily activities.

The lesson had to follow the V-task parameters so the students needed to ask questions

in order to write the information in their books.
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The first clarification that needed to be made concerned the words written along the top
of the board.

Si: What’s mon, tues... ? (V1-level)
T The days of the week, Monday, Tuesday... (pointing to the
calendar)

In this instance the teacher neglected to see if any other students knew the answer to the

question posed by S1.

The next problem for the students was the fact that the times did not correspond with

their school schedules. We needed to work as a group to correct this.

g1:  ichiji kan me, eight, eight... forty (first period)

S3:  eh? Eight... how do you say sanjyugo in English? (V1-level)
Teacher redirects

T. I don’t know. Does anyone know? ;
question

S1: thirty five.

S2:  eight thirty five

S4:  uchiha eight forty

T.  Your first class is at eight forty?
S4:  Yes.

T.  Then write eight forty.

Some of the students put dash marks between the whole hours to indicate the 30-minute

mark.

The next negotiation was the actual class names. This author wanted to dispel that
foreigners all know the Japanese language, so the teacher redirected many questions
back to the group, initially, and found that during the class the questions to the teacher

became fewer.

s2:  How do you say hirugohan in English? (V1-level)

g1:  lunch jyanai? (isn’t it lunch?) student interaction
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T:  Lunch? What time do you have lunch?

g2: | eh... twelve twenty.

s4:  How do you spell lunch? (V1-level)

T-  Does anyone know how to spell lunch? Teacher redirecting
' question

s1:  l-u-n-s-h?

T lun- CH (accent on the ch) scaffolding

g2:  l-u-n-c-h?

T:  That’sright.

S3  l-u-n-...? One more time student interaction

S2  l-u-n-c-h student interaction

This is an example of ‘scaffolding’ in which the teacher provided the students with only
the information they needed to complete the spelling. With the initial question ‘how do
you spell lunch?’ the teacher could have easily answered the question, but instead posed
it to the rest of the class for collaboration. An attempt was made, and through a bit of
help from the teacher, the spelling was completed. S3’s question to respell the word was
not directed at the teacher, but directed at S2.

Also, S1 had used the concept of a digital clock to begin with and the others followed.
Questions were more in tune with how to say some of the larger numbers. S1 and S2
were able to answer most of those questions helping S3 and S4.

There were some subjects which, as a group, they were unable to determine:

S1: Teacher, what is zukou in English? (V1-level)
T I don’t know. Does anyone know?

S3/S4: wakaranai. (I don’t know)

S2: I don’t know.

T No one? | don’t know either. (V1-level)
g2 aaaaa, dameda (this is not good)

(it was at this point that S2 began to look through his SuperKids2 textbook)

T Well, what do you do in ????

S1: Zukou

T what do you do in zukou? (V2-level from
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teacher)

S1: nanka tsukuru toka (make things)

T make things? you mean like shop class?
S4. shopping?

T shop class, you make things

S1: painting toka, (painting and...) (V2-level student

follow-up)
T: painting? In shop?
Student use of
S2: mitsuketa! (I found it!) ... art class! resource  other

than T or Ss.

The classroom is only one resource in language teaching, but it is also the meeting-place

of all other resources — learners, teachers, and texts. (Breen and Candlin 2001: 17).

4.4 | _esson 2

The second lesson was done primarily as a TBL lesson. Students could use the TPR
section in their SuperKids2 texts to ask each other what time they did various activities.
The students made charts in their notebooks and recorded the times of each student (and
the teacher) for each activity. This was done to see if students were able to use the
language of time to be able to complete the task. The students were able to complete the
task without much difficulty, which led this author to believe that the lesson on ‘telling
time’ could be thought of as complete. Students were given the assignment to ask their

parents about their daily schedules as well (See Appendix A - 7.3).

5. Implications

5.1 Scaffolding and microgenesis

As Ohta (Ohta 2001: 9) points out, assistance from peer interlocutors is possible
because even true peers have different abilities and the nature of the task will also
enable peer listeners to provide assistance. In the V-task, developing learner autonomy
is a key issue and ‘increasing autonomy is evidence of increasing internalization’ (Ohta

2001: 74). By creating a learning opportunity through student-student or
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student-student-teacher interaction this maximizes the learning opportunities
(Kumaravadivelu 2003: 57) as well as provides the necessary scaffolding for
microgenesis to occur. Swain (Swain 1993 cited in Ohta 2001: 47) proposed that there
are three options a learner has when faced with a gap in knowledge of L2 during
production. Ohta proposes a fourth option ‘test the candidate form or forms in social
interaction’ (Ohta 2001: 47). In testing the form in social interaction, she states, ‘the
learner moves beyond individual resources to draw on collective resources to solve the
problem’ (ibid: 47). Yet it is interesting to note that these concepts proposed here were

not tied together with the V-task type being introduced in this essay.

5.2 Social Interaction in the classroom and the role of the teacher

Through the V-task, one can see microgenesis developing through the social interaction
occurring not only between the teacher and the students but also between the students
themselves. This student-student interaction is an ideal situation as observed, but most
importantly it defines a new role for the teacher as the peer who can help create the
scaffolding opportunities in the classroom during the V-task. “Well executed scaffolding
begins by luring the child into actions that produce recognizable-for-him solutions.
Once that is achieved, the tutor can interpret discrepancies to the child. Finally, the tutor
stands in a confirmatory role until the tutee is checked out to fly on his own’ (Wood,
Bruner and Ross: 96). The teacher, obviously being the choice for students to direct
questions towards, may not provide the students with the interdependence that could
otherwise occur if the teacher redirected the questions back to other students in the class.
Redirecting the question could also provide information to the teacher as to who else
may have the same difficulty or which student may be able to provide the scaffolding

for language acquisition to occur (Kumaravadivelu 2003: 58).

Swan argues (Swan 2005: 390) ‘If one was seeking an efficient way of improving one’s
elementary command of a foreign language, sustained conversation and linguistic
speculation with other elementary learners would scarcely be one’s first choice.’
Wagotsky points out (1978: 90) ‘cooperation with his peers’ and Wells argues, based on
a range of studies, ‘it is not necessary for there to be a group member who is in all
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respects more capable than the others. This is partly because most activities involve a
variety of component tasks such that students who are expert in one task, and therefore
able to offer assistance to their peers, may themselves need assistance on another task’
(Forman and McPhail, 1993; Tudge, 1993 cited in Wells 1999: 323-324). This lesson
shows that this may indeed be the case and that the scaffolding that occurs can be

attributed not only to the teacher but to student’s peers.

6. Conclusion

The objective of the task was for the students to access the language needed to complete
their school schedules. The goal, a by-product of the objective was completed. The
students did communicate to access the language needed and remained focused
throughout the lesson. The second lesson was also successfully completed. The idea of
social interaction in the classroom is not a new concept but linking it to methodology or
to a type of task that encourages it, is new. The students used the V-task as their own
tool to access language, the language they needed in order to complete the task. It must
be reiterated that out of this research of four students, lessons such as this one have yet
to be tested on a wider audience and the results, although for the purposes of this essay
stand firm, need more research before they can be deemed to be useful elsewhere. The
link between this V-task and VWgotsky based on the premise that the students will be
able to distance their ZPD is a new concept that will need to be tested further across a
wider audience, but for the purposes of this essay shows a strong start. It also at this
point cannot prove that language accessed for the purpose of completing a task will be
acquired. But the idea that TBL can be streamlined to not only foster communication in
its current model, but can possibly be used to acquire language using this Wgotskian

driven task shows possibility for a much more effective EFL classroom.
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7. Appendix A

7.1 Sample template for the VV1-task.

7.2 Sample from Student (used with permission from student 2)
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Appendix A continued...

7.3 Sample from Student from lesson 2 (used with permission from student 2)
(names have been hidden by the labels)

'-«a!n

! ,”'
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