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Abstract 

 Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT), an influential teaching approach used mostly for 

teaching English and other European languages as a second language, has been advocated for 

teaching Chinese as a second language (CSL) by policy makers and pedagogical theorists. To 

realize TBLT innovation, one group of critical stakeholders is classroom teachers because they 

put into practice the principles and procedures devised or mandated by textbook writers, 

pedagogical experts and educational officials. Therefore, this study aimed to understand how 

native Chinese-speaking teachers practise CSL teaching in relation to TBLT in university 

settings in China and to make sense of their teaching practice from the perspective of teacher 

cognition. 

 To better understand teachers’ teaching practice and teacher cognition, this study adopted 

Activity Theory as the conceptual framework. As a qualitative case study, the study was bounded 

in a Chinese university located in Sichuan Province. The participants of the study included 25 

teachers (including 8 key teacher informants), 2 directors and 17 students. Data were collected 

through teacher questionnaires, interviews and classroom observations with the key teacher 

informants, and interviews with the directors and students. Questionnaire data was analysed 

using descriptive statistics; qualitative data were analysed first by a thematic analysis followed 

by an activity system analysis.  

The findings revealed that the teachers adopted TBLT mainly to transfer declarative 

knowledge to procedural knowledge. Task-like activities and communicative activities were not 

peripheral in terms of the number of times they were observed and the time spent on them but 
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took on complementary status in addition to the traditional classroom instruction. Teachers’ 

understanding of TBLT diverged from how TBLT has been described by theorists in the 

literature. The major differences pertained to what TBLT is, the perceived value of TBLT, and 

the applicable scope of TBLT. The teaching activity shaped teachers’ cognition about TBLT 

through direct and indirect mediations at the cultural-historical, ontogenetic and microgenetic 

layer of the context. To alleviate the challenges brought up by the tensions existed in the 

teachers’ activity systems, teachers adjusted and readjusted their teaching, resulting in the 

classroom practice of predominantly applying the traditional approach and supplementing it with 

TBLT. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

My Story and My Enquiry 

My first language is Mandarin Chinese. I studied English as a foreign language (EFL) at 

schools in China following a traditional approach, largely through pattern drills, translation and 

rote memorization. For three years in junior middle school, my classmates and I were required to 

recite every passage and every dialogue that appeared in the textbooks. 

After I had learned English for approximately ten years, I studied Spanish in Spain from 

2007 to 2008 while I was an exchange student there. It was the first time I had a taste of a 

different style of second language teaching. I later learned from scholarly books that what I had 

experienced in my Spanish classes was called Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) and 

Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT). I thought these approaches were the trend and that 

language teaching had evolved from traditional methods to this communication-oriented 

approach. However, my later experience of learning Korean in Korea between 2010 and 2011 

dragged me back to the traditional approach to learning language. When I recalled my Korean 

learning experience with various teachers, what I remembered most was the large number of drill 

exercises I completed, transferring one sentence pattern into another both orally in class and as 

written homework. 

From 2012 to 2014, I took Spanish and Korean language courses simultaneously in 

Beijing. I went to the Cervantes Institute on weekends for Spanish lessons and to the Korean 

Culture Centre two weekday evenings per week for Korean lessons. In my Spanish language 
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class, we sat on movable chairs; the instructors taught in Spanish; and we became journalists 

reporting an airport strike by using past tense to re-narrate what other people said. In my Korean 

language class, we sat in lines facing the whiteboard; the instructor taught in Chinese, though she 

was a native Korean speaker; I took notes while she lectured; and I read dialogues with the 

woman sitting beside me. Imagine the contrast in the types of classroom teaching that I 

experienced at the same time. 

I was excited to see the differences in how an additional language was taught, yet I was 

puzzled. I started to associate the choice of a certain teaching approach with the kind of cultural 

and historical background that the teachers came from. I also wondered if the differences in how 

teachers approach teaching are due to the specific features of the target language they teach. 

Therefore, perhaps teaching the Spanish language was meant to be different from teaching the 

Korean language? 

I am a learner of various languages but also a teacher of the Chinese language. There 

were occasions when I taught my adult students line by line from the textbook; there were 

occasions when I designed my course syllabus as a list of tasks that I expected my students to be 

able to conduct in real life; and there were also occasions when I used drill sessions to teach 

university students largely through oral substitutions and tried to correct every mistake they 

made. Sometimes, I was the decision maker for my own class, but other times, I had significantly 

less autonomy due to the program’s specific requirements. 

As I have taught in a wide range of language programs in China, Korea and now in 

Canada, I have seen my attitudes and beliefs shift along with my journey of learning and 
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teaching in different contexts and along with my journey of academic enquiry. My personal 

interests, experiences, and feelings about language acquisition led me to this particular study: 

what visible and invisible forces are shaping teachers’ decisions and choices of their pedagogical 

approaches? 

At this moment, I see myself as a modest advocate of TBLT for teaching Chinese as a 

second language (CSL). I see the importance of better understanding students’ interests and 

needs to better engage them and to better balance language accuracy and fluency. Therefore, I 

see the value of communicative teaching approaches in general and TBLT in particular for 

teaching CSL. At the same time, through reading and observation, I have become increasingly 

aware of the complexity of pedagogical reforms. I realize that the TBLT reform means a 

fundamental shift from many of the dominant local learning cultures and that understanding 

TBLT requires specific training and a strong support network. However, what I could not find in 

my reading was what is happening to CSL teachers who use TBLT. CSL teachers are a unique 

group, somewhat different from the heavily researched group of teachers of English as a second 

language (ESL) and EFL but also similar in some aspects. I want to discover their story in 

relation to the TBLT reform. 

Background and Rationale 

Over the past two decades, Mandarin Chinese has gained popularity internationally as a 

language that is widely studied by speakers of other languages. Therefore, an increasing number 

of learners have come to China to study the Chinese language, and the majority of them have 

been adult learners at higher education institutions (Zhao, 2015). In 1969, the number of 
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international students at universities in Mainland China was 1130, and this number grew to 

52,000 in 2000 (Cui, 2010). The most recent data show that this number reached 489,200 in 2017 

(Ministry of Education, 2018). 

 Pedagogical issues arise as CSL teachers, working in a relatively young field, strive to 

meet the increasing demand and complexity of Chinese language teaching (Cui, 2010). TBLT, an 

influential teaching approach known mostly for teaching English and other major European 

languages as a second/foreign language, has been advocated in official CSL curricula (Hanban, 

2002a, 2008, 2014) and academic literature (e.g., Ma, 2000, 2002; Wu & Guo, 2009) for CSL 

teaching. Among other types of programs, TBLT was first fully adopted in The Curriculum for 

Teaching Chinese as a Second Language at Higher Institutions (Short-term Intensive) (Hanban, 

2002a). After being adopted for short-term programs in 2002, TBLT was later expanded to other 

types of curriculum programs, as shown by the International curriculum for Chinese language 

education standards published in 2008 and then revised in 2014. Professional development 

opportunities were provided for teachers to learn about TBLT. One example was a TBLT 

workshop for Chinese teachers organized by The International Society for Chinese Language 

Teaching (ISCLT) in 2015, followed by the publication of Task-based Language Teaching 

Approach’s Updated Ideas and TCSOL (Ellis, 2016), which was based on the workshop content. 

 Previous research examining the implementation of TBLT for teaching English in various 

educational contexts has collectively supported the idea of context sensitivity (Bax, 2003) in the 

implementation of language pedagogy, highlighting the importance of considering the needs, 

resources and traditions of the local educational context. Despite the fact that official curriculum 
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documents in the EFL context actively advocated TBLT as a pedagogical innovation, a number 

of studies, such as those conducted in Hong Kong (e.g., Carless, 2007, 2009), Taiwan (e.g., Lin 

& Wu, 2012), Mainland China (Deng & Carless, 2009; Zheng & Borg, 2014), Korea (Joen & 

Hahn, 2006), and Vietnam (Nguyen, 2014), have revealed that the transfer of TBLT from the 

ESL context to the EFL context was not a straightforward process. While the existing research 

has largely emphasized the context-sensitive nature of TBLT, the context of teaching CSL has 

been largely overlooked by the profession that is attempting to borrow TBLT from teaching 

English (and other European languages) to teaching the Chinese language, as proposed by the 

curricula published by Hanban—the Office of Chinese Language Council International. To 

simply transfer teaching pedagogy or research findings from one region to another, from 

teaching one language to another, is unlikely to be immediately successful. If a successful 

adoption of TBLT for CSL teaching is desired, more empirical research in this area is highly 

necessary. 

 To realize TBLT innovation, one group of critical stakeholders is classroom teachers. 

Teachers are the executive decision makers and implementers of different teaching approaches in 

the classroom; they put into practice the principles and procedures devised or mandated by 

textbook writers, pedagogical experts and educational officials (Borg, 2015). Taking into account 

how teachers approach and negotiate TBLT is critical to realizing the implementation of the 

intended innovation. However, in the recent wave of pedagogical innovation, little is known 

about how CSL teachers approach the imported pedagogy in classroom teaching and why they 

teach the way they do, indicating a need to study teachers’ classroom practice and teacher 
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cognition about TBLT. Although Wu and Guo (2009) stated that the release of the 2008 

curriculum marked the beginning of a new phase in which TBLT moved from rhetorical 

discussion to wide-scale adoption, this claim has not yet been supported by empirical evidence 

about classroom teachers. Studying TBLT from the teacher’s perspective is of critical 

importance to support the pedagogical innovation of TBLT within the burgeoning field of CSL 

teaching. 

Research Purpose and Questions 

 The purpose of the study is to understand how native Chinese-speaking teachers teach 

CSL in relation to TBLT in university settings in China and to make sense of their teaching 

practice from the perspective of language teachers’ teacher cognition in a situated context. The 

following research questions guided this study:  

1. What is the nature of CSL teachers’ classroom practice in relation to TBLT? 

2. What do teachers think, believe and know about TBLT in their context of teaching? 

3. How does the teaching context shape teachers’ classroom practice and teacher cognition? 

Definition of Key Terms 

Teaching practice: Teaching practice is how teachers conduct classroom instruction with a 

focus on the observable actions that they perform. 

Teacher cognition: Teacher cognition in the study refers to what teachers think, believe and 

know about certain aspects of their teaching (Borg, 2015). Teacher cognition is a theoretically 

and empirically defined conception that involves teachers’ attitudes, beliefs and knowledge. 
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Classroom work: Classroom work in this study refers to the various kinds of work (mostly 

language work) that teachers perform with students in class with instructional purposes. In this 

study, classroom work is categorized in three major types: language exercises, communicative 

activities and communicative tasks. 

Language exercises: Language exercises are language work that directs learners’ attention to the 

accurate use of the language form, including the phonological, lexical and grammatical system of 

the language. Meaning is largely controlled or neglected in language exercises. 

Task: In this study, task is a short form of a pedagogic communicative task in TBLT. Tasks are 

particular types of classroom work that teachers adopt for instruction. To be considered a task, 

the classroom work must have the following defining features (Ellis, 2003): (1) the primary 

focus is on meaning; (2) there is some kind of information gap; (3) learners should have to rely 

largely on their own resources (linguistic and non-linguistic) to complete the task; and (4) there 

is a clearly defined outcome other than the use of language. 

Communicative activities: Communicative activities are one type of classroom work in a 

second/foreign language class that integrates language form and meaning. To perform 

communicative activities, although learners are given freedom to include some unpredictable 

meaning, they are usually explicitly directed to use certain language structures. Learners are 

aware of the intention of the activity is to practice correct language rather than to process 

message for meaning, and the outcome of communicative activity is usually the use of correct 

language.  

Task-like activities: Task-like activities are one type of classroom work identified in this study. 
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Learners are not required to use certain specified language structures, which makes them 

different from communicative activities. Because an information gap or a clearly defined 

outcome is usually missing in this type of classroom work, they fail to fully meet the criteria of 

tasks defined by Ellis (2003).  

Task-based Language Teaching: TBLT is a pedagogical approach to second/foreign language 

teaching that values the role played by tasks in the process of learners’ language acquisition. 

Based on how tasks have been adopted in the teaching procedure and syllabus design, TBLT 

encompasses weak and strong versions. A weak version of TBLT uses tasks as a complementary 

element together with other teaching methods. A strong version of TBLT uses tasks as a central 

organizing principle in teaching, with all other classroom work arranged around the completion 

of tasks. 

Traditional teaching approach: The traditional approach to teaching a second/foreign language 

refers in this study to the type of teaching that is structure-oriented and teacher-dominated. 

Students are taught different parts of the language system separately and step by step. Such a 

way of organizing content for instruction is also referred to as a structural or synthetic syllabus. 

Because the syllabus is pre-defined based on the structural difficulty, with little attention to 

students’ needs and interests, it is characterized as teacher-dominated teaching. Classroom work 

adopted in the traditional approach tends to focus primarily on form. The present-practise-

produce (P-P-P) model is commonly adopted in traditional teaching and represents a process of 

transforming language knowledge (declarative knowledge) into language skills (procedural 

knowledge) through practice. 
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Activity Theory: Activity Theory (Engeström, 1987, 1999) is a cognate and extension of 

Vygotsky and his followers’ (e.g., Leont’ev, 1981; Vygotsky & Luria, 1993) theory on the social 

formation of mind. This theoretical stance examines human development by taking into account 

the interactions between human beings and the environment. It identifies human activity as the 

unit of analysis. 

Context: Context in this study is understood from an Activity Theory perspective, which views 

the activity itself as the context (Nardi, 1996). Any human activity is situated in space, in time 

and in relationship with other people. 

Overview of the Dissertation 

 The dissertation is organized as follows. In Chapter One, I discuss my personal 

connection with the study, the background and rationale for the study, the research purpose and 

questions, and the definition of the key terms. Chapter Two reviews the relevant literature that 

frames my study, including the literature on TBLT, (language) teacher cognition, previous 

empirical studies about teachers’ perspectives on TBLT, and Activity Theory as a conceptual 

framework. Chapter Three provides a description of the methodological design for my study and 

the particular methods adopted. Chapter Four presents findings from data collected from 

different sources. Chapter Five first synthesizes and interprets the findings through activity 

system analysis. It then provides responses to the three research questions. The implications and 

limitations of the study and recommendations for future research are also addressed.  
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

 The purpose of the literature review is to understand the existing research findings that 

form the foundation of the study. It also clarifies the relevant terminologies by examining how 

they have been defined and used previously. In this chapter, I first review TBLT so that readers 

are informed of its origin, what it is, its theoretical underpinnings and how it has been studied in 

the field of CSL teaching. Then, I provide a review of the research on language teachers’ teacher 

cognition: its importance, its working definition, the major findings and the sociocultural 

emphasis in the field. Last, I review empirical studies on TBLT from the teachers’ perspective to 

summarize the major findings and research gaps.  

Task-based Language Teaching 

Task-based Language Teaching: Its Origin 

 In this section, I introduce the origin of TBLT and delineate its relationship with CLT. 

TBLT is understood as a pedagogical development within CLT (Littlewood, 2004; Nunan, 2004; 

Richards, 2006; Richards & Rogers, 2014). CLT embraced a functional and interactional theory 

of language and a constructivist, interactional, and sociocultural theory of language acquisition 

(Richards & Rogers, 2014). As an offshoot of CLT, TBLT has currently achieved the status of a 

new “orthodoxy,” and “especially in the last two decades, much discussion of teaching language 

for communication has referred to ‘task-based language teaching’ (TBLT) rather than CLT” 

(Littlewood, 2014, p. 349). Alternatively, CLT today is often used as an umbrella term that 

includes TBLT. Celce-Murcia (2014) used CLT to refer to TBLT, project work, content-based 
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and immersion instruction, and cooperative learning. Richards (2006) included both task-based 

and content-based instruction as “extensions of the CLT movement but which take different 

routes to achieve the goals of communicative language teaching – to develop learners’ 

communicative competence” (p. 29). What differentiates TBLT essentially from other 

communicative approaches is that it draws from second language acquisition (SLA) research, 

which emphasizes the unique design of tasks and the critical role played by tasks in the process 

of language acquisition (Richards & Rogers, 2014; Samuda & Bygate, 2008). 

Understanding TBLT 

 TBLT is a complex concept. I will approach the concept of TBLT by first defining its 

associated tasks and then clarifying the different versions of TBLT as discussed in the literature.  

 Defining communicative tasks. Central to TBLT is the understanding of what a 

communicative task is in association with TBLT. In the academic literature, a distinction is made 

between two types of tasks: target tasks and pedagogic tasks (Long and Crookes, 1991; Nunan, 

2004). Target tasks are those that learners are prepared to undertake in the real world and are 

usually based on needs analysis, such as renting accommodation, buying a ticket, solving a math 

problem, taking lecture notes (Long, 1985; Long & Crookes, 1991). In contrast to target tasks, 

pedagogic tasks are essentially classroom activities that “teachers and students actually work on 

in the classroom” (Long & Crookes, 1991, p. 22). Pedagogic tasks are designed and implemented 

to enable learners to conduct target tasks. In the study, communicative tasks, or simply tasks, 

refers only to the pedagogic tasks that teachers use with students for instructional purposes. 

 Different researchers have provided various definitions of communicative tasks (e.g., 
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Bygate, 1999; Ellis, 2000; Nunan, 2004; Prabhu, 1987; Samuda & Bygate, 2008; Skehan, 1996). 

For example, Nunan (2004) defined tasks as “a piece of classroom work that involves learners in 

comprehending, producing and interacting in the target language while their attention is focused 

on mobilizing their grammatical knowledge in order to express meaning, and in which the 

interaction is to cover meaning rather than to manipulate form” (p. 4). Samuda and Bygate (2008) 

defined tasks as “a holistic activity which engages language use in order to achieve some non-

linguistic outcome while meeting a linguistic challenge, with the overall aim of promoting 

language learning, through process or product or both” (p. 69). 

 Although various definitions differ from each other at first glance, some key features are 

common. Ellis (2003) synthesized them and summarized four defining features of tasks:     

 (1) The primary focus is on meaning; 

 (2) There should be some kind of information gap; 

 (3) Learners should have to rely largely on their own resources (linguistic and non-

 linguistic) to complete the activity; and  

 (4) There is a clearly defined outcome other than the use of language.  

Following Ellis, tasks in this study refers to the classroom work that satisfies these four defining 

features. 

 According to Ellis (2003), the first criterion means that when completing tasks, learners 

should be concerned primarily with encoding and decoding messages instead of focusing on 

linguistic forms. In other words, learners should function as language users rather than language 
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learners. The second criterion suggests the need for an information gap. For the learners to obtain 

information that they did not know, it is natural for them to convey information, to express 

opinion or to infer meaning. The third criterion suggests that learners are not taught or explicitly 

prescribed the language they will need to perform the task. However, during the pre-task stage, 

learners may have already been introduced to some linguistic sources to adopt; for example, they 

may view newspaper advertisements for renting accommodation and identify key words. The 

fourth criterion is that a clearly defined outcome is needed for a task. With the existence of the 

outcome, the language serves as the means to achieve the outcome rather than as an end in itself. 

As a type of classroom work, the term task is often entangled with language exercise and 

communicative activity. Researchers such as Ellis (2003, 2009) and Nunan (2004) understood 

language exercises similarly as a language work that focused on the accurate use of lexical, 

phonological or grammatical systems. Examples are drills, sentence completion, and filling in 

blanks with appropriate forms. Similar to language exercises, communicative activities also 

practise certain target structures to “provide manipulative practice of a restricted set of language 

items,” as noted by Nunan (2004, p. 24). However, unlike language exercises’ mere attention to 

language forms, communicative activities allow some degree of unpredictability in meaning and 

thus involve an element of meaningful communication (Nunan, 2004). However, Ellis (2003) 

noted that communicative activities may satisfy criteria (2) and (3), it does not satisfy criteria (1) 

as the learners are aware of the intention of the activity is to practice correct language rather than 

to process message for meaning, nor does it satisfy criteria (4), as the outcome of communicative 
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activity is simply the use of correct language. Therefore, Nunan (2004) viewed communicative 

activity as a “half-way house” (p. 24) between task and language exercise. 

Focus on form       ç         è    Focus on meaning 

Category1 

Non-
communicative  
learning  

Category2 

Pre-
communicative 
language 
practice 

Category3 

Communicative 
language 
practice  

Category4 

Structured 
communication  

Category5 

Authentic 
communication  

Focusing on the 
structures of 
language, how 
they are formed 
and what they 
mean, e.g., 
substitution 
exercises, 
‘discovery’ and 
awareness-
raising activities   

Practising 
language with 
some attention 
to meaning but 
not 
communicating 
new messages to 
others, e.g., 
‘question-and-
answer’ practice 

Practising pre-
taught language 
in a context 
where it 
communicates 
new 
information, 
e.g., 
information-gap 
activities or 
‘personalized’ 
questions 

Using language 
to communicate 
in situations 
which elicit pre-
learned 
language, but 
with some 
unpredictability, 
e.g., structured 
role-play and 
simple problem- 
solving 

Using language 
to communicate 
in situations 
where the 
meanings are 
unpredictable, 
e.g., creative 
role-play, more 
complex 
problem-solving 
and discussion  

Exercises       ç (Ellis)    è Tasks 

Enabling tasks                      ç (Estaire and 
Zanon 

è Communicative 
tasks  

Figure 1. The continuum of classroom work. Adapted from “The Task-based Approach: Some 

Questions and Suggestions,” by W. Littlewood, 2004, ELT Journal, 58(4), p. 322. Copyright 

2014 by Oxford University Press 

Rather than viewing classroom work as three types, i.e., language exercises, 

communicative activities, and communicative tasks, Littlewood (2004) classified classroom 

work in five categories (see Figure 1), including non-communicative learning, pre-
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communicative learning, communicative language practice, structured communication and 

authentic communication. The five categories were based on a continuum from form-focused to 

meaning-focused. Explanations and examples are shown in Figure 1.  

 Task Types. Researchers have classified communicative tasks as different types based on 

various criteria. Ellis (2009) proposed that tasks can be unfocused or focused. Unfocused tasks 

generally give learners opportunities to use language communicatively. Focused tasks are 

designed to give learners opportunities to communicate by using a specific linguistic structure. 

Ellis (2009) specified that focused tasks still differ from communicative activities. The target 

linguistic structure of a focused task is hidden, meaning that learners are not explicitly informed 

what the structure is. However, in communicative tasks, learners are made aware of what 

language structures they are supposed to use. 

  Richards (2001) proposed five types of tasks:  

• Jigsaw tasks: These tasks involve learners in combining different pieces of 

information to form a whole (e.g., three individuals or groups may have three 

different parts of a story and have to piece the story together). 

• Information-gap tasks: These are tasks in which one student or group of students 

has one set of information, and another student or group has a complementary set 

of information. They must negotiate and discover what the other party’s 

information is to complete an activity. 

• Problem-solving tasks: Students are given a problem and a set of information. 
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 They must arrive at a solution to the problem. There is generally a single 

 resolution of the outcome. 

• Decision-making tasks: Students are given a problem for which there are a 

number of possible outcomes, and they must choose one solution through 

negotiation and discussion. 

• Opinion exchange tasks: Learners engage in discussion and an exchange of ideas. 

They do not need to reach an agreement. (p. 162) 

Willis (1996) proposed six types of tasks: listing, sorting and ordering, comparing, problem 

solving, sharing personal experience and creative tasks. 

TBLT: Strong and weak versions. In the literature, the implementation of TBLT 

consists of strong and weak versions. Wills (2004) noted, “TBI [task-based instruction] is not 

monolithic; it does not constitute a single methodology” (p. 3), embracing flexibility in applying 

TBLT. Samuda and Bygate (2008) also stated that when applying TBLT, the range of roles that 

tasks fill can vary. 

In the weak version, tasks are used with other methods. One typical model of the weak 

version integrates TBLT with the more traditional P-P-P model by incorporating tasks into the 

last stage after explicitly introducing target forms and practising them in controlled practices 

(Carless, 2009). The weak version of TBLT is also referred to as task-supported teaching 

(Butler, 2017; Carless, 2009; Ellis, 2003). The weak version of TBLT could be used in 

conjunction with other teaching approaches in second/foreign language teaching, such as 
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content-based and text-based teaching (Willis, 2004). 

The strong version of TBLT uses tasks as the central component in syllabus design and 

teaching procedure, which is also referred to as task-based teaching (Butler, 2017; Carless, 2009; 

Willis, 1996). Nunan (2004) suggested a 6-step procedure for implementing task-based teaching. 

The first step is schema building, which involves teachers introducing an initial vocabulary, 

language and context for a task, such as identifying key words from reading material. Step 2 

gives learners controlled language practices, such as having them listen and read a modelled 

conversation and practise in pairs. Step 3 gives learners an authentic listening practice. Step 4 

focuses learners on linguistic elements, such as grammar and vocabulary; for example, students 

may write sentences using the target structure. Step 5 involves freer practices in which students 

are allowed to move beyond the modelled language material to innovate, such as in creative role 

plays. Step 6 is the implementation of the pedagogical task itself. Nunan (2004) noted that after 

working through the sequence, students found that they were able to complete the task in step 6 

more or less successfully. 

While the 6-step procedure proposed by Nunan (2004) gradually decreased teachers’ 

control and gave students more freedom, Willis (1996) and Willis and Willis (2007) suggested a 

reversed procedure for task-based teaching, with the controlled practice on language structures 

towards the end of the teaching procedure. Their teaching procedure is composed of three stages: 

pre-task, during-task, and post-task. Teachers start by introducing the theme and task to the 

students during the pre-task stage. For the during-task stage, teachers direct students to complete 

the task, plan to report and report. The post-task stage focuses on language as teachers guide 
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students to analyse the target language and conduct more form-focused exercises. Willis and 

Willis (2007) were opposed to teaching isolated grammar at the beginning because once learners 

are directed to certain linguistic structures, their language will be “halting and stilted” (p. 17). 

Consequently, they believed that three good reasons were associated with focusing on form at 

the end of a task sequence. First, because the focus-on-form stage comes after the learners have 

experienced the target language, it helps them to make sense of the new language. Second, once 

learners have studied the language in the focus-on-form stage, they are more likely to notice and 

learn the target structures in the future. Third, because learners have been struggling to find 

language to express their intended meaning during tasks, the focus on form provides answers to 

the questions they have asked themselves and thus enhances their motivation to learn. 

Appendix A provides two examples of TBLT lesson plans. The first is a weak version of 

TBLT that incorporates tasks towards the last stage of the P-P-P model. The second is a strong 

version of TBLT that follows Willis and Willis’s (2007) procedure. 

 To summarize, in this study, a task is a type of classroom work that meets Ellis’s (2009) 

four defining features, which are different from language exercises and communicative activities. 

In TBLT, tasks can be used either as a supporting component (i.e., weak version) or as central to 

the teaching (strong version), acknowledging a range of flexibility for the teacher. 

Supporting TBLT and Counterarguments 

 SLA theory and findings have been a direct support for TBLT. One reason to employ 

TBLT, according to Long (2015), is to avoid known problems with existing teaching approaches. 

The belief behind the traditional analytic approach to language teaching is that declarative 
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knowledge (knowledge about language, such as grammatical rules) can be transformed to 

procedural knowledge (language skills) through extensive practice, which is referred to as skill-

building theory (Anderson, 1993). However, such a belief about language learning is inconsistent 

with the evidence of 40 years of SLA research (Long, 2015). Long noted that an approach to 

language teaching should be psycho-linguistically plausible, and he believed that TBLT is such 

an approach.  

 First, TBLT draws on the interactional view of language learning (Richards and Rogers, 

2015). SLA researchers such as Ellis (1984), Swain (1985) and Long (1985) have noted that 

language acquisition occurs when learners attempt to negotiate meaning in conversations. Long 

(1985) found that when each student working in a group had unique information to contribute 

(which he called two-way tasks), rich opportunities for meaning negotiation arose. Pica, Kanagy 

and Falodun (1993) proposed four conditions to maximize opportunities for the negotiation of 

meaning: 

• Each interactant holds a different portion of information; 

• It is necessary for the information to be exchanged for the task to be successfully 

completed; 

• The interactants have convergent goals; and 

• Only one acceptable outcome is possible. 

 Second, TBLT also draws upon the noticing the gap hypothesis of SLA research. Swain 

(2000) suggested that when learners must make efforts to ensure that their messages are 
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communicated, they are in a better position to notice the gap between their own language use and 

that of proficient users, thus fostering second language development. In TBLT, tasks provide 

opportunities to notice the gap. As noted by Van Gorp and Bogaert (2006), learners learn by 

noticing the gaps that exist in their own linguistic resources when performing tasks and being 

intentionally supported. 

 Sociocultural learning theory (Vygotsky, 1986) was also adopted for SLA research. A 

process referred to as scaffolding, an important aspect of sociocultural learning theory, was also 

found to be critical for language acquisition (Van Gorp & Bogaert, 2006). In TBLT, scaffolding 

occurs when the learners engage in a task by collaborating and interacting with peers and more 

capable others, e.g., the teacher or another learner (Van Gorp & Bogaert, 2006). 

 In addition to theoretical and empirical support from SLA research, TBLT has its basis in 

progressive educational philosophy of John Dewy, Ivan Illich, John Holt, Colin Ward, and many 

others. According to Long (2015), TBLT realizes progressive educational ideas, such as learning 

by doing, individual freedom, rationality, emancipation, learner-centredness, egalitarian teacher-

student relationships, participatory democracy and mutual aid and cooperation. Long (2015) 

stated, “Interestingly, the implications of these philosophical principles and those of TBLT’s 

psycholinguistic underpinnings converge in most cases” (p. 8).  

 Certain researchers, however, such as Klapper (2003), Bruton (2005), and Swan (2005), 

questioned the effectiveness and efficiency of TBLT, especially in time- and input-constrained 

classroom instruction (East, 2017). For example, TBLT originated in a university setting, and 

Bruton (2005) doubted the applicability of expanding it to state secondary foreign language 
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classrooms. Klapper (2003) voted for the weak version of TBLT and critiqued the 

appropriateness of applying the strong version of TBLT to adult learners and in the foreign 

language context due to its overemphasis on natural acquisition and consequent neglect of 

language learning as a cognitive process of skill acquisition. Swan (2005) believed that while 

TBLT may successfully develop learners’ command of what is known, it is less effective for the 

systematic teaching of a new language, especially when the time for instruction is limited and 

out-of-class exposure unavailable.  

Research on TBLT in CSL Teaching 

 The pedagogical change of direction towards TBLT as a shift of thinking about the nature 

of second language learning derives from the development of SLA research (Richards & Rogers, 

2014). Educational policy changes that occurred in different parts of the world were another 

important impetus for the widespread influence of TBLT. Van de Branden (2009) stated, “To a 

great extent, the introduction of TBLT into the world of language education has been a top-down 

process” (p. 1). The field of CSL teaching is not an exception to this trend, as shown by a series 

of curriculum documents published by Hanban. According to Wu and Guo (2009), the release of 

the 2008 curriculum marked the beginning of a new phase in which TBLT moved from 

rhetorical discussions to wide-scale adoption. 

 A review of the literature investigating TBLT for teaching and learning Chinese suggests 

that the majority of publications in this field were position papers interpreting the theoretical 

underpinnings of TBLT (e.g., Wu, 2006, 2016), designing task-based courses/programs (e.g., 

Ma, 2000) and creating task-based syllabi (e.g., Ma, 2002). Only a rather small number of 
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studies have used an evidence-based approach to investigate TBLT for teaching Chinese. One 

example was Zheng and Li’s (2016) experimental study comparing TBLT with traditional 

methods for teaching oral skills in Chinese in an L2 university setting. Their findings supported 

TBLT over traditional methods in terms of students’ improved performance in both oral 

accuracy and fluency and higher rates of class attendance and participation. Another example is a 

study conducted by Liu (2017) that investigated the effect of task types on lexical complexity in 

L2 Chinese speech. The researcher found that task types, manipulated in terms of text type (i.e., 

orientational, narrative, descriptive and argumentative) and communicative mode (i.e., 

monologue and dialogue), significantly affect both lexical variation and lexical sophistication. 

However, task complexity significantly affects lexical variation but not lexical sophistication. 

 A series of studies were conducted in Denmark to investigate TBLT for teaching Chinese 

as a foreign language (CFL), focusing on the learners and their learning process. Bao and Du 

(2015a) explored the perceived benefits and challenges of TBLT by beginning learners of 

Chinese at a Danish university using interviews and classroom observations. They found that 

TBLT benefits learners in terms of increasing participation, creating more opportunities for 

speaking, easing learners’ anxiety, and enhancing enjoyment. However, they also identified 

challenges, such as lack of pronunciation practice, difficulty in balancing learners’ preferences 

for different learning strategies (e.g., a preference for teacher-fronted instruction), and a lack of 

sufficient time for instruction. Bao and Du (2015b) studied beginner-level lower secondary 

school learners’ first language (L1) use in a TBLT class and found that L1 use occurred mainly 

in learners’ efforts to mediate completion of the tasks and was associated with a number of  



 

 

 

24 

ASfactors, such as task type, learners’ proficiency and learning context. Ruan, Duan and Du 

(2015a) explored what types of tasks are perceived as motivational from the students’ 

perspective. Their results indicate that the students enjoyed the supportive environment created 

by TBLT for learning a foreign language. They also found that both learners’ affective factors 

(e.g., satisfaction, enjoyment, and self-efficacy) and their learning situation factors (e.g., learner 

autonomy, peer interaction and cooperative learning) can boost learners’ motivation to complete 

tasks. Integrating cultural elements into language learning tasks was another motivation for 

students. Finally, Ruan, Duan and Du (2015b) explored using TBLT to enhance beginning 

learners’ orientation, i.e., goals for learning Chinese. Their findings indicate that learners 

developed clearer goals for further study during the TBLT course. The researchers identified 

external factors (e.g., the TBLT course design) and internal factors (learners’ increased self-

efficacy and student satisfaction) as contributing to the positive changes in learners’ orientation. 

 In addition to the above-reviewed studies on learners and learning, four studies were 

identified as having investigated implementing TBLT from the perspectives of Chinese language 

teachers. These studies are reviewed in detail when I review the empirical studies of TBLT from 

teachers’ perspectives later in this chapter.  

Language Teacher Cognition 

Why Study Teacher Cognition? 

 According to Clark and Peterson (1986), the process of teaching involves two major 

domains: (1) teachers' thought processes and (2) teachers' actions and their observable effects. 
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The latter domain, studied mostly through a process-product model, dominated the study of 

teaching in general education in the 1960s and 1970s, and its dominance in second language 

education lasted even longer, until the 1980s (Borg, 2015). Research on teachers’ actions and the 

observable effects has certainly contributed greatly to educational research; however, 

underpinning the process-product studies is the positivist epistemology that knowledge is 

objective and can be identified through scientific enquiry and that knowledge can be transmitted 

from person to person and from place to place. From such a perspective, if effective teaching 

actions are identified, they can be applied universally. However, the problem with this 

perspective is that teachers are not passive implementers of packaged teaching behaviours but 

rather active decision makers regarding what to teach and how to teach. Accompanied by the 

development of cognitive psychology, the focus of research on teaching has gradually shifted 

from studying teachers’ behaviours to teacher cognition, which is thought to guide teaching 

behaviours. This shift has, therefore, established the paradigm of teacher cognition research in 

general education.  

Such a research paradigm did not penetrate second language education research until the 

1990s, when language teacher cognition was established as an important field of study (Borg, 

2015). Part of the reason for the belated attention to teacher cognition in the field of second 

language education came from the notion of teaching method (in a pre-packaged classroom 

practice sense) that had dominated the field for a long time. The audio-lingual method, for 

example, was implemented through highly structured drill and repetition, which called for little 

cognitive work on the part of the teacher (Burns, Freeman & Edwards, 2015). Since the mid-
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1990s, research on teacher cognition in the field of second language education has undergone 

rapid growth (Borg, 2015). As Johnson (2006) noted, “many factors have advanced the field’s 

understanding of second language (L2) teachers’ work, but none is more significant than the 

emergence of a substantial body of research now referred to as teacher cognition” (p. 235 

[emphasis in original]). 

Teacher Cognition: An Operational Definition 

  The term teacher cognition has been widely used among researchers in general education 

(e.g., Calderhead, 1996; Clark & Peterson, 1986; Fang, 1996; Kagan, 1990; Shulman, 1986) and 

in second language education (e.g., Borg, 1999, 2003, 2015; Feryork, 2010; Johnson, 2009; 

Woods, 1996). To map out an overall picture, I categorize the usage of the term—teacher 

cognition—in two situations: as a field of study and as a construct used as a conceptual lens. I 

then present the reasons for adopting teacher cognition as a construct for my study and its 

working definition towards the end of this section. 

 Teacher cognition as a field of study seeks to understand teachers’ mental lives by 

examining various constructs separately, such as decision making, perceptions, knowledge, 

beliefs, and identities (see Borg, 2015, p. 55–57, for a list). My review is restricted to teachers’ 

knowledge and beliefs for two reasons: First, knowledge and beliefs are the most theoretically 

discussed and empirically researched constructs in the incredible amount of literature; second, 

knowledge and beliefs are most closely related to the use of teacher cognition in my study and 

can add to the literature perspective that supports my study. 

 Teacher knowledge is the total knowledge that a teacher has at his or her disposal at a 
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particular moment that underlies his or her actions (Carter, 1990). Various sub-types of teacher 

knowledge have been proposed, such as pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986), 

practical knowledge (Elbaz, 1983), personal practical knowledge (Connelly & Clandinin, 1985), 

situated knowledge (Leinhardt, 1990), and craft knowledge (Grimmett & MacKinnon, 1992). 

Fenstermacher (1994) attempted to make sense of teacher knowledge research from an 

epistemological perspective and classified the various sub-types of teacher knowledge in two 

major categories: teacher knowledge/formal and teacher knowledge/practical. Teacher 

knowledge/formal answers questions such as the following examples: What is known about 

successful teachers? What is known about what makes teachers good at what they do? It also 

focuses on dealing with relationships among the identified variables of making teachers or 

teaching successful. On the other hand, teacher knowledge/practical answers questions such as 

what teachers know as a result of their experience as teachers. Teacher knowledge/practical 

developed from teachers’ participation in and reflection on action and experience. Fenstermacher 

subsumed sub-types of teacher knowledge such as practical, personal practical, situated, and 

craft knowledge under teacher knowledge/practical. As Fenstermacher (1994) claimed, these 

different names for teacher knowledge do not necessarily point to different types of knowledge 

but imply different contexts, just as one person can have different names (e.g., a formal given 

name, nickname, and religious name) in different contexts.  

According to Pajares (1992), belief is “an individual’s judgement of the truth or falsity of 

a proposition, a judgement that can only be inferred from a collective understanding of what 

human beings say, intend, and do” (p. 316). Much of the discussion of teacher belief has been 
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dedicated to delineating the distinction between knowledge and beliefs. A common distinction 

between these two is as follows: Belief is based on evaluation and judgement; knowledge is 

based on objective fact (Pajares, 1992). However, this simple distinction does not always hold 

true when we consider the teacher knowledge/practical type of knowledge in relation to beliefs. 

By emphasizing the practical and personal element of knowledge, Elbaz (1981), Calderhead 

(1996), Connelly and Clandinin (1996) and Meijer, Verloop and Beijaard (1999) claimed that 

beliefs are not distinct from knowledge but rather are a crucial part of knowledge. Pajares (1992) 

similarly acknowledged that knowledge has inherent affective and evaluative aspects. In this 

study, I conceptualize teacher knowledge and beliefs as integral to each other. The overlap is the 

affective aspect of knowledge or the evaluative aspect of beliefs. 

Due to the relationship between teacher knowledge and beliefs, a problem with studying 

them separately within teacher cognition as a field of study is that many of these constructs are 

hard to separate from each other in empirical research exploring classroom teacher actions. For 

example, Grossman, Wilson and Shulman (1989) set out to study teachers’ knowledge but 

concluded, “while we are trying to separate teachers’ knowledge and belief about subject matter 

for the purposes of clarity, we recognize that the distinction is blurry at best” (p. 31). Similar 

difficulty was noted by others, such as Kagan (1990), Verloop, Van Driel and Meijer (2001), 

Woods (1996) and Borg (2015), and has led some researchers to use teacher cognition as a 

construct instead. 

Alternatively, some researchers blur the distinction between attitudes, knowledge and 

beliefs and refer to this blending as teacher cognition (e.g., Borg, 1999, 2003, 2015; Chappell, 



 

 

 

29 

Bodis & Jackson, 2015; Cross, 2010; Feryok, 2008). Attitudes are viewed as supporting and 

connected to beliefs. Rokeach (1968) equated attitudes with beliefs about constructs—beliefs 

about politics, abortion, art, or the nature of knowledge. Pajares (1992) also regarded attitudes as 

part of a belief system. Borg (2015) acknowledged that researchers with a more philosophical 

orientation might find it untenable to blur the distinction between belief, knowledge and related 

constructs; however, efforts to separate these constructs are not particularly fruitful, as “in the 

mind of the teachers, these constructs are not held or perceived distinctively” (p. 34). 

Considering the embedded relationship among these constructs, I propose to use teacher 

cognition as a construct in my study. 

Using teacher cognition as a construct, I specifically adopt Borg’s definition (1999, 2003, 

2015) from the field of second language education: teacher cognition is the unobservable 

cognitive dimension of teaching— “what teachers think, know and believe” (p. 81). It is the 

intent of this study not to explore the separate aspects of knowledge, belief and attitude but to 

investigate how these aspects work simultaneously as teacher cognition that supports teachers’ 

actions and decisions related to their use of TBLT in CSL classrooms.  

Major Findings in Language Teacher Cognition Research 

Much of the discussion of language teacher cognition as a construct has centred on two 

themes: the origin of language teacher cognition and its relationship to teaching practice. 

  Borg (2015) summarized three sources of language teacher cognition: previous 

schooling, professional coursework and teaching practice. The influence of teachers’ previous 

schooling on teacher cognition could be explained by the notion of apprenticeship of observation 
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(Lortie, 1975). According to Lortie, teachers’ prior understanding of teaching and learning 

comes largely from spending a considerable amount of time, approximately 13,000 hours, 

observing their own teachers and participating in classrooms as students themselves. For 

example, Woods and Çakır (2011) reported that pre-service English teachers in Turkey gained 

their initial thinking about language teaching and learning from more than 10 years of previous 

language learning experience in an educational system in which grammar-based teaching was the 

norm; thus, they found the ideas behind CLT remote and impersonal. 

 A second source of teacher cognition is teachers’ professional coursework and learning 

(Borg, 2015). The prior beliefs and knowledge that teachers bring to teacher education programs 

are sometimes inappropriate, unrealistic or naive (Brookhart & Freeman, 1992). Early studies in 

general education as reviewed by Kagan (1992) reported that the influence of teacher learning 

programs on teacher cognition was not significant. However, recent findings have shown that 

teachers’ professional learning programs do change teacher cognition to some extent (Borg, 

2011). For example, Wyatt and Borg (2011) reported that after a training program for in-service 

teachers in Jordan, all three teachers experienced cognitive and practical changes towards a 

better appreciation of learner-centred teaching and the design and use of communicative tasks. 

A third source of language teacher cognition comes from teachers’ current and past 

classroom practice (Borg, 2015). Studies have suggested that classroom practice either 

unconsciously influences teacher cognition or affects changes in teacher cognition through 

teachers’ conscious reflection (Borg, 2015). Studies have also shown that in-service teachers 

tend to routinize their teaching if they feel that it is successful (Nunan 1992; Richards 1998; Tsui 
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2003). In a recent study on TBLT in a Chinese EFL teaching context, the most experienced 

teacher used a traditional approach, presenting detailed vocabulary and grammatical explanations 

followed by controlled practice. Her experience informed her that this approach was highly 

necessary; thus, she showed few elements of TBLT in her teaching (Zheng & Borg, 2014). 

 A number of studies have examined the relationship between teachers’ teaching practice 

and teacher cognition. In the field of second language teaching, Basturkmen (2012) reviewed 

empirical studies after 2000. Among them, she found 11 studies that indicated a lack of 

correspondence between teaching practice and teacher cognition, meaning that teachers’ teaching 

practice is different from their teacher cognition to a great extent, and six studies that highlighted 

correspondence, indicating that teachers’ teaching practice is mainly in line with their teacher 

cognition. Contextual factors were reported as the major reasons that teachers did not put their 

knowledge and beliefs into practice (Basturkmen, 2012). The review showed how teachers under 

pressure from situational constraints felt unable to put their beliefs into practice (Sinprajakpol, 

2004; Sugiyama, 2003) and that the relationship between the teachers’ beliefs and practice could 

vary in different schools and classrooms (Maikland, 2001; Mitchell, 2005). Barsturkman (2012) 

found that stated belief-practice correspondence occurred mainly in situations involving 

experienced teachers and planned aspects of teaching, such as task design (Kim, 2006), teaching 

orientations and instructional approaches (Tam, 2006), and the selection of activities for teaching 

(Vibulpol, 2004). 

Sociocultural Turn 

 Studies of language teachers and their teaching have experienced conceptual paradigm 
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shifts—from behaviourist to psycho-cognitive and then to sociocognitive. The first shift is 

reflected in the decrease in process-product research focusing on teaching behaviours and the 

associated learning outcomes and the increase in teacher cognition research. The second shift, 

referred to by Johnson (2006) as a sociocultural turn, is reflected in the idea that when we study 

teacher cognition, it is no longer viewed as inside the individual’s head, i.e., psycho-cognitive, 

but rather is viewed as situated and distributed across time and place, i.e., sociocognitive. From a 

sociocultural perspective, “teachers’ experiences, their interpretations of the activities they 

engage in, and, most important, the contexts within which they work are extremely influential in 

shaping how and why teachers do what they do” (Johnson, 2006, p. 234). Examining teacher 

cognition from a sociocultural perspective stands in contrast to the previous psycho-cognitive 

perspective that views learning as isolated in the learner’s mind, which is largely free of the 

physical and social context in which the learner and learning are situated (Johnson, 2006).  

 From the sociocultural perspective, context has gained a more central role than ever 

before; it is seen as the driving and shaping force of teacher cognition. Admittedly, the 

awareness of contexts is not new. In earlier research, contextual constraints accounted for the 

divergence between teaching practice and teacher cognition (Basturkmen, 2012). However, as 

noted by Cross (2010), it has only been in the past few years that the field of language teacher 

cognition has begun to demonstrate a need for a better understanding of the role of context. The 

sociocultural perspective focused on teachers’ engagement in their societal, cultural and 

institutional contexts. Johnson (2006) specified her understanding of context as follows:  

 Context is not necessarily limited to specific geopolitical boundaries but can be 
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 sociopolitical, sociohistorical, and socioeconomic contexts that shape and are shaped by 

 local and global events, for example, the globalization of English or the recognition of 

 World Englishes (p. 245). 

 Historicity is another aspect that requires special attention when studying teacher 

cognition from a sociocultural perspective. One core thesis of Vygotskian theory is that human 

cognition and practice can be understood only on the basis of their origin, which is referred as a 

genetic approach (Vygotsky, 1986). Vygotsky and Luria (1993) proposed that human 

development spans four domains: phylogenetic, cultural-historical, ontogenetic and 

microgenetic. The phylogenetic domain covers the development of humankind as a natural 

species, such as physical evolution; the cultural-historical domain concerns the development of 

the broader contexts in which humans exist, such as the social, cultural, and historical bases of 

society; the ontogenetic domain focuses on the human individual’s development across a lifetime 

and is the culmination of the development that occurs in the microgenetic domain, which 

encompasses the momentary incidents of concrete, practical activities in which individuals are 

involved. An individual’s development of higher psychological functions is the result of the 

internalization of these domains. Thus, to better understand teachers’ teaching and thinking, it is 

essential to scrutinize the historical development of teachers themselves and the development of 

the contexts in which they are engaged.  

Empirical Studies on TBLT from Teachers’ Perspectives 

In this section, I review and synthesize the empirical studies of TBLT that have focused 

on teachers. I begin by reviewing the four studies that have examined Chinese language teachers. 
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Then, I broaden my review scope to include TBLT literature from teachers’ perspectives in the 

ESL and EFL contexts. I cover the three themes that are directly pertinent to my research 

questions: teachers’ classroom practice in relation to TBLT, teacher cognition in relation to 

TBLT, and the contextual constraints. The identified research gaps are addressed towards the end 

of this section. 

Studies on Chinese Language Teachers 

 Four studies were identified that examined Chinese language teachers’ perspectives on 

the employment of TBLT. In the context of online classrooms at an American high school, Lai, 

Zhao and Wang (2011) revealed that teachers believed that TBLT was effective for fostering 

good learning habits and autonomy among students. However, when implementing TBLT, 

teachers reported encountering a series of difficulties. For example, in Lai et al.’s study, teachers 

found that students became easily frustrated by the extensive use of the target language; students 

expected the language needed for the pedagogical tasks to be pre-taught; and some students were 

not active or independent in the process. 

 The study conducted by East (2012) examined teachers of foreign languages taught in the 

New Zealand school system, including four Chinese language teachers. To investigate teachers’ 

knowledge of and beliefs about different aspects of TBLT, the teachers were guided to talk about 

the self-identified tasks that they used in class. East found that teachers of Asian languages 

generally were more traditional in their teaching practice than teachers of western languages. A 

Chinese language teacher, for example, noted that several of her students had an Asian 

background and therefore appeared to prefer a behaviourist approach to learning. Three of the 
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four participating Chinese language teachers were found to have little familiarity with TBLT. 

East suggested that teachers of European languages showed a stronger understanding of TBLT 

than teachers of Asian languages, although this finding was presented with caution due to the 

small sample size. The researcher speculated that the closeness of the relationship between 

foreign language and first language might be a factor influencing teachers in the study. It was 

also possible that the ideas of TBLT were comparatively unfamiliar to Asian teachers and their 

students with Asian backgrounds. 

 A research project (Du & Kirkebaek, 2012) consisting of different cases was conducted at 

secondary schools in Denmark. This study was a collaborative action research because teachers 

(also acting as researchers) worked together to examine their practice systematically using 

research techniques to identify better teaching practices when Chinese courses began to be 

offered in Danish educational settings. In particular, four teachers/researchers combined TBLT 

with Problem-based Learning (Beckett, 2006) and examined Task-based PBL for teaching CFL 

to students. In addition to the perspectives of students and school administrators, teachers 

reflected on their own instructional practices for teaching the Chinese language at lower 

secondary levels (Bao, 2012a; Bao, 2012b), for teaching Chinese culture at the beginner level 

(Ruan, 2012), and for teaching Chinese characters (Kirkebaek, 2012). Collectively, the teachers 

found that Task-based PBL was effective for the development of students’ communicative ability 

and for strengthening students’ interest in and motivation to learn Chinese. Ruan (2002) found 

that the teaching method rather than the content ensures an engaging class. Thus, she called for 

careful and skilful design of tasks. Bao (2012) reported a rather unsuccessful case in terms of the 
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level of students’ interest and involvement in class. This experience led the teacher/researcher to 

believe that the implementation of tasks cannot guarantee students’ strong motivation. She 

suggested four possible reasons that the successful implementation of TBLT was impeded: the 

lack of a strong class identity, the lack of an official obligation, students’ low language 

proficiency, and the lack of communication about mutual expectations.  

 The fourth study is an examination by Baralt and Bravo (2016) of the beliefs of a native 

Chinese-speaking teacher at an American university about the timing of grammar teaching in the 

pre-task versus the post-task phase. The study was conducted in an experimental setting in which 

the teacher taught two lessons to the same group of students: one lesson with the grammar 

instruction placed before the task and one with it placed after completing the task. The results 

showed that the teacher clearly valued placing the grammar explanation in the pre-task phase 

despite the fact that the tasks with grammar teaching in the post-task phase yielded more 

language production, higher accuracy, modified output, and learner-learner interactions. 

Teaching Practices of TBLT 

 I summarize teachers’ classroom practice in relation to TBLT as three major types: little 

evidence of TBLT, a weak version of TBLT, and a strong version of TBLT. Among the existing 

studies, the majority conducted in the ESL context found that a traditional structural approach is 

dominant, with limited evidence of TBLT. In many cases, barely any evidence of TBLT could be 

identified (e.g., Deng and Carless, 2009; Nguyen, 2014; Lin and Wu, 2012). Based on 

Littlewood’s (2004) framework, Nguyen (2014) reported that Vietnamese secondary school 

teachers’ teaching practices fell into the categories of pre-communicative language learning and 
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communicative language practice, with little evidence of more meaning-focused practices 

towards the right end of the continuum (see Figure 1 for Littlewood’s continuum of classroom 

work). Similarly, although Deng and Carless’s (2009) study focused on only one teacher, they 

found little evidence of teaching practice congruent with principles of TBLT. 

 In other cases, TBLT elements were sometimes implemented, but to a very limited 

extent, such as in the studies of Carless (2009) and Chen and Wright (2016). Carless (2009) 

reported that the majority of the teachers reported that they practised the P-P-P model with some 

tasks mainly in grades 7 to 9 but used it less in higher grades, when exam preparation became 

paramount. Chen and Wright’s (2016) study at a secondary school in China reported that 

elements of tasks were sometimes observed but were limited to the final few minutes of a lesson 

or assigned as homework, with most of the lesson following the P-P-P procedure. 

 Although a majority of studies indicated that teachers follow a traditional approach for 

classroom teaching in the EFL context, some exceptional teachers were reported, as in a study by 

Hu (2013). Hu’s study was situated in Beijing, China. The researcher identified half of the 

teachers (15 out of 30) in the study as explorers who found selected ways to implement TBLT in 

their classes and classified the observed practice of the explorer teachers as a weak version of 

TBLT. Hu claimed that this finding demonstrated the success of curriculum development and the 

improvement achieved by these teachers in Beijing and noted that the study provided empirical 

evidence suggesting the possibility of implementing TBLT in foreign language classrooms 

across different school levels in Beijing.  

 Three studies were the ESL context in Canada and UK. This group of studies reported 
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that ESL teachers implemented TBLT to different degrees, some with a strong sense and others 

with a weak sense of TBLT. Andon and Eckerth’s (2009) qualitative study in the UK 

investigated four experienced teachers of adult learners in commercial training programs. They 

found that tasks were commonly adopted by these teachers; however, they also noted that the 

teachers adopted and adapted TBLT and did not “follow TBLT in a slavish way” (p. 305). The 

teachers in the study tried different elements of TBLT, rejected some and embraced others. In the 

other study in Canada in the context of teaching English for academic purposes, Douglas and 

Kim (2014) collected questionnaire data from 42 teachers. They found that TBLT was widely 

prevalent in practice, and more than half (69%) of the teachers indicated that they used TBLT in 

at least half of their lessons. Plew and Zhao (2010) studied seven ESL teachers at Canadian 

schools through classroom observations and semi-structured interviews followed by a narrative 

analysis (Polkinghorn, 1995). They reported that the teachers used TBLT in both a strong and a 

weak sense. In practising strong TBLT, teachers considered the real-world relevance of the task, 

its completion, and the presentation of its real outcome; in practising weak TBLT, teachers 

structured their classes in anticipation of a specific skill or discrete language item. Similar to 

Andon and Eckerth’s findings, the teachers in Plew and Zhao’s study also did not follow a pre-

determined procedure but adapted TBLT according to their needs.  

 In sum, a review of teachers’ actual classroom practice in relation to TBLT suggests that 

the traditional approach is still dominant in EFL classrooms, especially the P-P-P model with 

limited evidence of TBLT. In the ESL context, however, teachers embrace TBLT more in 

practice, adopting either a strong version of TBLT or a weak version with various degrees of   
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adaptation.  

Teacher Cognition about TBLT 

A number of studies (e.g., Carless, 2003; Chen & Wright, 2016; Cheng & Samuel, 2010; 

Tabatabaei & Hadi, 2011) reported that teachers had positive attitudes towards using TBLT 

because of the perceived potential, such as motivating students (Cheng & Samuel, 2011; Deng & 

Carless, 2009), creating a collaborative learning environment (Jeon & Hahn’s, 2006), and real-

world relevance (Jeon & Hahn’s, 2006; Mcdonough & Chaikitmongok, 2007). Some studies 

reported that teachers had negative or cautious attitudes towards using TBLT. Jeon and Hahn’s 

(2006) study reported that more than half of the teachers in a Korean secondary school context 

favoured traditional language teaching and viewed TBLT as impractical because it created 

psychological pressure on the teacher to manage the classroom and required much more time for 

preparation. Carless (2009) found that teachers in Hong Kong usually preferred traditional form-

focused instruction following a P-P-P procedure over TBLT because P-P-P was perceived as 

easily understandable, manageable and effective for grammar teaching, with a clear 

manifestation of the teacher’s role.  

 Studies conducted in the EFL context, including East Asian, Southeast Asian and Middle 

Eastern regions, reported mixed results concerning teachers’ knowledge of and beliefs about 

TBLT. Questionnaire-based studies generally found that teachers had a sound knowledge of 

TBLT, such as studies by Cheng and Samuel (2011), Jeon and Hahn (2006), and Tabatabaei and 

Hadi (2011). They reported that based on the questionnaire answers, teachers’ knowledge and 

beliefs were in most cases congruent with the key ideas and features of TBLT. However, in 
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interview-based studies, researchers found that teachers’ knowledge of TBLT seemed to be 

narrow and limited (Carless, 2009; Lin & Wu, 2012; Zheng & Borg, 2014). Thus, teachers were 

generally reported to have little confidence in their knowledge of this relatively new and remote 

approach (e.g., Carless, 2003; Chen & Wright, 2016; Lin & Wu, 2012; Zheng & Borg, 2014). 

For example, Zheng and Borg’s (2014) study of three teachers in secondary schools in Mainland 

China revealed that there was no evidence of awareness of the different ways that tasks and 

TBLT are defined in the literature. In particular, focusing on non-linguistic outcomes as a 

defining feature of tasks did not emerge at all. Teachers seemed to equate tasks with oral pair or 

group work. Tasks as understood by these teachers were not distinguished from communicative 

activities.  

 Teachers’ lack of knowledge of TBLT was considered one of the major constraints on the 

implementation of TBLT in the EFL context and was referred to as a conceptual constraint by 

Butler (2017) in her review article. This point resonated in multiple empirical studies, such as 

those by Carless (2004, 2007, 2009), Deng and Carless (2009), East (2012), and Lin and Wu 

(2012). For example, East (2012) noted that teachers’ concerns related to TBLT are partially 

attributable to the fact that teachers perceived TBLT mostly as oral pair and group work and 

believed that it places little emphasis on grammar and accuracy. 

In contrast to teachers in the EFL context, in which studies have reported mixed results 

concerning teacher cognition about TBLT, studies conducted in the ESL context found more 

congruent results, suggesting that teachers have a relatively sufficient understanding of TBLT. 

For example, in a study by Andon and Eckerth (2009), the researchers reported that the teachers 
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were well aware of the ideas of TBLT, which was reflected in the way they talked about and 

implemented tasks. In a study by Plew and Zhao (2010), teachers were also found to correctly 

understand TBLT as a communicative approach. For the teachers, TBLT introduced authentic 

language and aims for appropriate native speaker-like production and reflected learners’ 

authentic linguistic needs. They also found that teachers understood how to sequence tasks with 

a focus on form. More importantly, the ideas behind TBLT were congruent with teachers’ own 

beliefs about language teaching and learning. Plew and Zhao (2010) reported that teachers 

understood the role that they played in making real language input and materials available, 

motivating students, and acknowledging that students learn from noticing peers’ speech.  

Three studies in particular examined teacher learning in professional development 

programs, including studies by McDonough and Chaikitmongkol (2007), Wyatt and Borg 

(2011), and Erlam (2016). All three studies revealed teachers’ growth in TBLT. For example, 

Wyatt and Borg (2011) studied EFL teachers in Jordan and found that all three teachers 

experienced cognitive and practical changes towards a better appreciation of learner-centred 

teaching and the design and use of communicative tasks. Erlam (2016) examined a teacher 

development program in New Zealand with a focus on TBLT. She used Ellis’s (2003) definition 

of tasks to analyse teachers’ written descriptions of design tasks and found that most of the 

teachers understood the notion of tasks very well after training. The most difficult criteria for 

teachers to grasp were allowing learners to rely on their own resources and the existence of some 

type of gap. The easiest criterion for teachers to satisfy in their task design was a clearly defined 

outcome followed by a primary focus on meaning. However, in a natural classroom setting, Lin 
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and Wu (2012) noted that because TBLT was not the focus in teacher training programs, teachers 

could not remember the detailed content of TBLT. 

Contextual Constraints 

 In the identified studies on TBLT from the teachers’ perspective, teachers’ practice and 

teacher cognition towards TBLT in the ESL and EFL contexts showed clear differences, 

supporting the notion of context sensitivity (Bax, 2003). Therefore, context seems to play a 

significant role in shaping teachers’ classroom practice and teacher cognition. 

 In most of the existing literature, context was studied as contextual factors that prevented 

teachers from implementing TBLT. Two levels of contextual constraints were identified: the 

classroom-institutional level and the societal level. In the EFL context, the commonly reported 

contextual constraints at the immediate classroom-intuitional level included large class size 

(Cheng and Samuel, 2011; Liu, Mishan & Chambers, 2018; Zheng & Borg, 2014), limited time 

for instruction (Carless, 2003; Zheng & Borg, 2014), limited time for lesson planning (Carless, 

2003), a rigid school syllabus (Lin and Wu, 2012), an inappropriate textbook (Carless, 2003; Liu 

et al., 2018), students’ low or mixed language proficiency (Carless, 2003; John and Hahn, 2006; 

Zheng & Borg, 2014), and the lack of support for professional development (Chen & Wright, 

2016; Liu et al., 2018). In the ESL context, teachers in Douglas and Kim’s (2014) study also 

reported that the prevalent drawbacks to implementing TBTL were mismatched student 

expectations, a lack of time for lesson preparation, and limited time for classroom teaching. 

Similarly, teachers in Andon and Eckerth’s (2009) study indicated that time pressure and student 

expectations were difficulties. 
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 Contextual constraints at the societal level were the dominance of the grammar-based 

examination system in many studied EFL educational contexts (e.g., Carless, 2007; Deng and 

Carless, 2009; Lin and Wu, 2012; Zheng & Borg, 2014). In the examination-oriented educational 

system, teachers believed that TBLT was ineffective for preparing students to pass the exams. 

 Another societal-level constraint was more broadly referred to as the traditional local 

culture or the Confucian heritage culture (e.g., Carless, 2003, 2004, 2007; Chen & Wright, 2016; 

Lin & Wu, 2012; Nguyen, 2014). In the Chinese context, for example, teachers’ reluctance to 

implement TBLT was attributed to two traditions of Confucian heritage culture: the teacher-

centred and knowledge-transition tradition (Carless, 2004) and the tradition of valuing written 

texts over oral speech (Carless, 2003, 2007). Carless (2004) found that classroom discipline and 

noise issues caused by TBLT were major concerns that faced teachers in Hong Kong. He 

explained this problem as societal or cultural expectations of the classroom role—the traditional 

education approach has a low tolerance of noise; thus, TBLT challenged the Confucian heritage 

school context. In terms of the value of written text and oral speech, Carless (2003) noted that 

Chinese teachers’ deference to a textbook might be related to the emphasis on text in traditional 

Chinese culture. Similarly, in Carless’s (2007) study, many teachers remarked that TBLT placed 

too much emphasis on the oral dimension, and two informants claimed that Chinese people are 

not auditory and that they traditionally do not emphasize the oral aspect of learning and using 

language.  

 A third societal-level constraint was the foreign language environment. In a foreign 

language context, English was not commonly used outside the classroom; thus, students had 
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limited opportunities to use and acquire the language. Under such a condition, students’ 

proficiency in the target language was limited, and students expressed a lack of motivation to use 

the language in class (Carless, 2003). Additionally, since the students shared the same first 

language, their reliance on the first language also posed difficulties in successfully implementing 

TBLT (Carless, 2003, 2004). Teaching directly in English is usually expected when applying 

TBLT. However, since English was also a foreign language for the teachers themselves, studies 

such as Jeon and Hahn’s (2006) reported teachers’ lack of confidence in teaching directly in 

English as one of the reasons for their avoidance of TBLT. 

Research Gaps 

 After reviewing the available studies on teaching practice and teacher cognition about 

TBLT, two research gaps were identified. The first concerns the missing perspective of the 

context of CSL teaching. The second research gap is related to a missing research paradigm of 

examining teaching practice and teacher cognition about TBLT from a sociocultural theoretical 

perspective. 

Most of the studies were conducted in either an ESL or EFL context, with only four 

studies involving Chinese language teachers. These four studies were all conducted in a foreign 

language context (in the US, New Zealand and Denmark), indicating a paucity of studies 

investigating TBLT for teaching Chinese in China, that is, as a second language. A number of 

reasons suggest the need to investigate CSL teachers in China. The CSL context is a unique 

combination of several key contextual factors for implementing TBLT. On the one hand, because 

this context is situated in China, it is possible to trace the traditional local culture in CSL 
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classrooms through local teachers and institutional policies; however, students from different 

cultural and linguistic backgrounds may change the dynamics of local classrooms. In a second 

language environment, CSL teachers are mostly native speakers of the target language, while 

learners are expected to have rich interactions with the target language environment, which may 

be favourable for practising TBLT, as suggested by the previous literature. Such a CSL context 

differs significantly from the previous heavily researched ESL and EFL contexts and also differs 

from the CFL context. Therefore, conducting research in a CSL context is likely to yield new 

findings about TBLT from teachers’ perspectives. In addition, incorporating languages other 

than English and other major European languages, and also less commonly taught languages, 

might provide alternative perspectives to the current knowledge base on TBLT. As Erlam (2016) 

noted, applying TBLT to the teaching of a modern language other than English has been largely 

overlooked, and the existing research focuses primarily on the teaching of EFL and ESL. 

Another issue with the previous research is that enquiry into how and why teacher 

cognition about TBLT has remained the way it is has been limited. Figure 2 shows how previous 

studies have investigated the relationship between teaching practice, teacher cognition and 

context regarding TBLT. Teachers’ limited understanding of TBLT (conceptual constraints) and 

contextual constraints were viewed as the two major reasons for the limited implementation of 

TBLT in the EFL context. However, the relationship between teacher cognition and the context 

lacks investigation. In particular, how does the broad and elusive local traditional culture get into 

teachers’ mind, in other words, how does teacher cognition develop in the local educational 

context remained unclear, as indicated by the dotted line in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2. Teaching practice, teacher cognition and context in relation to TBLT  

Some studies touched on tracing teacher cognition and teaching practice to the context in 

which teachers are engaged. For example, Zheng and Borg (2014) found that teachers’ beliefs 

were powerfully shaped by the examples they saw in the curriculum materials they were given. 

Andon and Eckerth (2009) noted that ideas filtered down to teachers through informal routes, 

such as the use of task-based teaching materials or discussions with colleagues. Wyatt and Borg 

(2011) found that one teacher had concerns about the views of others and appeared to have 

uneasy relationships with his supervisor, parents and other colleagues. The researchers 

speculated that this uneasy relationship might have affected the teacher’s willingness to change 

his teaching to adopt communicative tasks. The above findings, though tacit, are in line with a 

sociocultural theoretical perspective of understanding teacher learning, pointing to the fact that 

teachers’ practice and teacher cognition were shaped and reshaped through teachers’ engagement 

and interactions with the people and material that surrounded them. 

In fact, most of the existing studies are situated within a psycho-cognitive theoretical  
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perspective. This claim is especially apparent in how previous research regarded the role that 

context plays in the process of teaching and learning. The majority of the existing studies 

addressed the contextual constraints associated with practising TBLT (indicating the importance 

of the sociocultural context) but did so as if these constraints exist as factors in isolation between 

teaching practice and teacher cognition, preventing teachers from enacting teacher cognition. 

Therefore, my study, by applying the sociocultural theoretical perspective, seeks to better trace 

the formation of teachers’ teaching practice and teacher cognition about TBLT by examining the 

critical role played by the context. 

Activity Theory: A Conceptual Framework 

I adopted Activity Theory (Engeström, 1987, 1999), a cognate and extension of Vygotsky 

and his followers’ sociocultural theory (e.g., Leont’ev, 1981; Vygotsky & Luria, 1993) on the 

formation of mind, as the conceptual framework for my study. I use the term sociocultural theory 

to refer to Vygotsky (1978, 1986) and his followers’ learning theory, which recognizes the 

central role that social interaction and culturally constructed artefacts play in shaping human 

thinking and learning. In the following section, I first provide an account of the basic tenets of 

Activity Theory and then elaborate on why Activity Theory is of value for my study. 

Activity Theory 

 A basic tenet of Activity Theory is that human activities are goal-directed and tool-

mediated. Activity Theory asserts that the humans always function in pursuit of certain goals. 

However, to achieve the goals, the humans exert an effect on the world not directly from their 
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mind but instead through the utilization of tools. This indirect interaction relationship between 

human beings and the world is called mediation. Instruments such as hoes and plates are one 

type of mediating tool, i.e., physical tools. Language, signs, various systems of accounting, 

diagrams and maps are another type of tool, i.e., psychological tools. While physical tools that 

are tend to be outwards directed, i.e., for mastering the nature, psychological tools are inwards 

directed for regulating human cognition. Both physical tools and psychological tools are 

embedded in human culture, and they both mediate human actions. Among others, Vygotsky 

(1978) asserted that language is the most important tool for human beings and is the tool of tools.  

 A. N. Leont’ev, a student and colleague of Vygotsky, first noted that studying tool-

mediation at an individual level is not adequate for understanding human action (1981). Instead, 

since human beings work in coordination with other people, their activities must be studied as 

collective, thus pointing to collective activities as the unit of analysis. To emphasize the social 

activity as a meditational means, Lantolf and Johnson made it bluntly that it “is not that social 

activity influences cognition, but that social activity is the process through which human 

cognition is formed” (Lantolf & Johnson, 2007, p. 878). Engeström (1987) graphically depicted 

a single activity system, as shown in Figure 3. Thus, the basic mediation through tools is 

expanded to include rules, community and division of labour. Therefore, the triangle at the upper 

level represents the individual aspect of the activity, while the bottom level represents the 

collective aspect of the activity. Based on a single activity system, Engeström (1987) further 

expanded Activity Theory to include a network of activity systems (i.e., at least two activity 

systems) by incorporating neighbouring activities in relation to a central activity system.  
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Figure 3. A single activity system model. Adapted from Learning by Expanding: An Activity 

Theoretical Approach to Developmental Research (p. 78), by Y. Engeström, 1987, Helsinki, 

Finland: Orienta-Konsultit. Copyright 1987 by Yrjö Engeström 

 In a single activity system, the subject is the individual or group of individuals whose 

agency is selected as the point of view in the analysis, such as an individual teacher or a group of 

teachers. The object is the problem at which these activities are directed, for example, ensuring 

that students pass exams or fostering learners’ communicative competency in second language 

teaching. The object is continuously transformed into an outcome that is mediated by a host of 

elements, including tools, rules, community and division of labour. In a language teaching 

setting, tools refers to the physical or psychological objects that facilitate teaching activities, 

which could be a teaching pedagogy, a video, or a learners’ first language used in a second 

language class. Rules refers to the implicit and explicit norms or conventions imposed on the 

subject, such as the hidden curriculum or the expectation to cover all the textbook content. 

Community is a group of individuals who share the same general object with the subject. In an 
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educational activity, community may include learners, parents and administration. Division of 

labour refers to how people share the work, such as the teacher’s role or the student’s role in the 

class. All these elements work together with the subject to reach the object and thus have an 

effect on the subject: what the subject thinks and what the subject does. 

Four levels of potential tensions/contradictions exist in activity systems (Engeström, 

1987). The primary tensions arise within each element of an activity system (e.g., within tools or 

rules). The secondary tensions are the conflicts between the elements of a system; for example, 

rules may prevent certain tools from being used. The tertiary tensions occur when the 

objects/outcomes of another, culturally more advanced system contradict those of the system 

under investigation. The quaternary tensions occur between a central activity system and its 

neighbouring activities. According to Engeström (1987), these tensions may create conflicts, 

interruptions and clashes; however, through the resolution of conflicts, they can also be sources 

of change or development. 

Kim (2011) studied a Korean EFL teacher’s experience with a CLT-oriented curricular 

reform in Korea. For the qualitative case study, the researcher used data from curriculum 

documents, semi-structured interviews, classroom observations and stimulated recall and 

analysed the data using the Activity Theory model. The researcher found that the teacher 

envisaged the curricular reform in ways that reflected her own personal and professional beliefs 

and values of English language teaching and learning in the local context. The researcher 

demonstrated how the different elements of the teacher’s activity system had a mediating effect 

on her beliefs and values. For example, the norm (implicit rule) in the teacher’s instructional 
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activity was that the school and the society measure students’ performance based on exam 

scores. Therefore, achieving a high score was the dominant object shared by the subject and the 

community. To achieve this objective, teacher-centred instruction was a preferable and pervasive 

rule that defined the division of labour between teachers (being dominant) and students (being 

passive). In such a collective activity system, teachers as well as schools, students and parents 

co-constructed the mutually shared meaning of “real learning” and “pedagogical value” in the 

South Korean social and educational context. 

Systemic tensions were identified within the teacher’s activity system in Kim’s (2011) 

study. For example, one tension was found between the teacher (subject) and the tool (textbook) 

when the teacher wanted to introduce communicative activities into the class but found that the 

textbook-provided activities were not communicative but mechanical. Another tension was 

found between the teacher (subject) and the students (community) when the teacher expressed 

concerns about whether her exam-oriented students would regard communicative activities as 

relevant to their learning. The researcher also identified a tension within the teacher herself: on 

one hand, she acknowledged the value of communicative activities for developing students’ 

communicative competence; on the other hand, she regarded the mechanical learning of 

grammatical rules as necessary for learners to be competent in the English language. The 

researcher argued that due to the identified tensions, the teacher was unable to change her 

teaching activities towards a more communicative-reoriented instruction style. Based on the 

systemic tensions diagnosed through the activity system analysis, the researcher claimed that the 

tensions identified in relation to implementing curricular reforms enabled the reader to perceive 
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what was needed for curricular reform efforts to succeed. 

Despite a sociocultural turn in the field of human sciences (Johnson, 2006), studies 

employing the sociocultural theoretical perspective with a focus on language teachers’ cognition 

have been limited (Cross, 2010; Johnson & Golombek, 2003). Adopting a sociocultural 

theoretical perspective for the study of language teacher cognition means that a teacher’s mental 

life is viewed as highly situated and contextualized: teacher cognition originates from, interacts 

with, and is involved in the institutional, societal and cultural context in which teachers are 

historically situated and presently engaged. A legitimate examination of teacher cognition could 

be achieved by investigating teacher cognition in a situated context.  

Activity Theory for the Study 

Several benefits are associated with adopting the activity system analysis approach for 

this study. First, activity system analysis makes visible the context of the educational process 

under investigation by delineating the seven elements within an activity and outlining its 

neighbouring activities. Context is a critical component of the study, considering the context-

sensitive nature of TBLT, and for studying teacher cognition as well; therefore, a thorough 

description of context is needed. Activity system analysis is a powerful way to examine context 

through modelling it as activity systems and delineating the interactions among the different 

elements of the systems. 

Second, activity system analysis can study collective activity (as opposed to an individual 

unit) as the basic unit of analysis. Collective activity involves individuals who share the same 

objectives and work collaboratively towards them. By inserting individual teachers into a 
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collective activity system, the researcher can better interpret the meaning of teaching practice 

and teacher cognition that might otherwise appear meaningless from an individual perspective. 

Therefore, the unit of analysis expands from an individual person to a person-in-activities. 

Third, according to Cole and Engeström (1995), an activity system contains the results of 

all the previous activity systems that have influenced it. Thus, activity system analysis includes 

the historical dimension of the activity by scrutinizing the element-producing activities. Each 

element within an activity brings its own history to the current system. By incorporating the 

element-producing activities, activity system analysis allows the researcher to trace the historical 

formation of the teaching activity, such as where teachers come from, how the pedagogical tools 

have developed over time, and how the work of the community has been historically shared. 

Fourth, activity system analysis is powerful for identifying systemic tensions in 

educational contexts (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). In the activity system, the seven elements are in 

constant interaction with each other, and systemic tensions may emerge during this interaction. 

Systemic tensions exist not only within one activity system but also between the central activity 

system and neighbouring activity systems (Engeström, 1987). Uncovering the systemic tensions 

may lead to proposed resolutions and thus transformations of the teaching activity.
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Chapter 3 Methodology 

 In this chapter, I present the methodology and methods that I adopted to conduct the 

study. I first justify the choice of a qualitative case study and define the phenomena and 

boundaries of the case. I then provide an overview of the genetic approach (Vygotsky, 1986; 

Vygotsky & Luria, 1993; Cross, 2010) to research design for conducting the case study. The 

methods section provides detailed information about the participants, the instruments, and how I 

went about collecting and analysing the data. Last, I describe the efforts I made regarding 

trustworthiness and ethics in relation to the study.  

A Qualitative Case Study 

 I adopted a qualitative research methodology to address the research purpose and 

questions for three reasons. First, the study aimed to explore the complex and dynamic 

relationship of how teacher cognition and teaching practice develop and interact. This research 

purpose could be well served through a qualitative research design because qualitative research 

is essential to explore a complex problem or issue with thorough analysis (Creswell, 2013). 

Second, compared to the available literature on ESL/EFL teachers, very few studies have been 

conducted to empower CSL teachers, as a smaller group of second language teachers, to express 

what they think, believe and know. A qualitative research design is valuable because “we 

conduct qualitative research when we want to empower individuals to share their stories, hear 

their voices, and minimize the power relationships that often exist between a researcher and the 

participants in a study” (Creswell, 2013, p. 48). Third, teacher cognition is highly contextualized 
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(Borg, 2003; Cross, 2010; Feryok, 2010). The sociocultural context is vital in shaping and 

understanding language teaching practice and teacher cognition; therefore, a detailed 

appreciation of context is central to deeper insight into teaching practice and teacher cognition. 

Creswell (2013) argued that “we conduct qualitative research because we want to understand the 

contexts or settings in which participants in the study address a problem or issue” (p. 48). 

 Among other qualitative research approaches, a case study was chosen to address the 

research questions. Creswell (2013) defined the case study as a qualitative approach that explores 

a real-life and contemporary bounded system or multiple bounded systems over time through 

detailed, in-depth data collection. Yin (2014) claimed that case studies are pertinent when the 

research questions address either what or how questions. For my research, the proposed what and 

how questions suggested that the case study method was appropriate for this study. In addition, 

Yin (2014) proposed that the case study is used to study a phenomenon in a real-world context. 

Given that the interest of this study was to explore teaching practice and teacher cognition in the 

natural teaching context, a case study approach is compatible with the research purpose.  

 Miles and Huberman (1994) think of a case as “a phenomenon of some sort occurring in 

a bounded context” (p. 25). Based on these definitions, I bounded my case as TBLT for CSL 

teaching at a chosen school in the university setting in Chengdu, China. The phenomenon of 

TBLT for CSL teaching is the focus of my study, the heart in the centre of a circle (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994), while the chosen school is the circle that defines the boundaries of the case: 

what will and what will not be studied. 

 Chengdu, the capital city of Sichuan Province, is the largest city in southeast China. In 
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contrast to cities such as Beijing and Shanghai, where western educational ideas have penetrated 

to a great extent and western-trained teachers are widespread, Chengdu represents a more 

common venue in which local Chinese educational values meet western educational ideas. 

However, as an important and influential provincial city, Chengdu hosts a large number of 

international students and has sufficient CSL programs. My knowledge of the local situation 

provided me with an insider’s perspective and enabled me to establish rapport with the local 

teachers. 

 Among the higher education institutions that offer CSL programs in Chengdu, I chose 

this particular institution for two reasons. First, its CSL program was one of the largest in the city 

in terms of the number of students and teachers involved and thus offered a rich resource for 

recruiting participants. Second, my initial knowledge of this institution suggested that its teachers’ 

backgrounds were relatively diverse in terms of, for example, the field of degree, years of 

teaching, and overseas teaching experience. Previous studies have suggested that teachers’ 

schooling and professional learning are important for understanding teaching practice and 

teacher cognition (Borg, 2015); therefore, it was important to have access to teachers with a 

variety of backgrounds. 

 This case was designed to achieve as full an understanding of the phenomenon as 

possible. As an instrumental case study (Stake, 2006), the chosen case under investigation played 

a valuable role in facilitating our general understanding of the greater concern that is TBLT for 

CSL teaching in situated context. Through understanding the selected case, the study does not 

intend to generalize the findings to a larger population in other contexts. Instead, through 
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understanding the CSL teachers’ teaching practice and teacher cognition, this instrumental case 

study could be analytically generalizable to suggest similar results in similar settings (Yin, 

2014). 

A Genetic Approach to Research Design 

 The genetic approach to research design in this study was based on Vygotsky and Luria’s 

(1993) conceptualization of human development over four levels of historicity: phylogenetic, 

cultural-historical, ontogenetic and microgenetic. Following the Vygotskian genetic approach, 

Cross (2010) demonstrated that in order to better understand teaching practice and teacher 

cognition, it was important to have three different layers of data to illustrate the research focus. 

At the cultural-historical level, Cross (2010) suggested the importance of examining the broader 

policy context as he believed in the critical role that educational policy plays in understanding 

teacher’s practice and teacher cognition. At the ontogenetic level, teachers’ developments as 

individuals across their lifetime need to be examined, such as teachers’ schooling, teachers’ 

professional training and the past teaching experience. At the microgenetic level, Cross (2010) 

proposed to examine the momentary instances of concrete, practical activity that teachers are 

engaged in. In particular, Cross suggested to examine the microgenetic activity by investigating 

each constituting node in Engeström’s activity system setting—its rules, community, division of 

labour, subject, object and tools.    

 Figure 4 is a graphic representation of my overall research design following the genetic 

approach to studying language teacher cognition as suggested by Cross (2010). Although 

teaching practice and language teacher cognition were immediately situated at the microgenetic 
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layer, the two research questions could be fully grasped only by gathering the above two layers 

of data. Data at the microgenetic layer included teachers’ teaching practice and teacher cognition 

situated in the immediate institutional and classroom context, which was the immediate activity 

system setting (Engeström, 1987). The ontogenetic layer included teachers’ personal histories 

and what they brought to their activity of CSL teaching and learning. More specifically, it 

included teachers’ schooling, professional training and past teaching experience (Borg, 2003). 

The cultural-historical layer included the broader policy context, which was mainly the 

curriculum documents published by Hanban. 

Cultural-
historical 

Policy context 

Ontogenetic Teachers’ schooling 

Teachers’ professional training 
Teachers’ past teaching experience 

Microgenetic Institutional and classroom context 
(i.e., activity system setting) 
Teaching practice 

Teacher cognition 

 

Figure 4. A genetic approach to research design based on Cross (2010) 

Participants 

Directors 

 Two directors were responsible for supervising the daily teaching routines at this 
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institution: one for the beginner and intermediate level and one for the advanced level. I 

approached the two directors individually to request their participation through email addresses 

obtained from the university website. Their insights provided information about the institutional 

context of teachers’ teaching activity from a macroperspective. Table 1 provides the 

demographic information of the two directors. 

Table 1 

Demographic Information of the Directors 

Name 

 

Gender Years 
teaching 

Responsibility Highest degree 
earned 

Professional 
status 

Director 
Zhong 

Female ≈10 Beginner and 
intermediate 

levels 

MA in English 
language and 

literature 

Lecturer 

Director 
Gao 

Male 
 

≈15 Advanced level MA in Chinese 
language and 

literature 

Lecturer 

Teachers 

 Teachers were the major focus of the study and thus formed the most important group of 

participants. The term teachers and its Chinese equivalent, laoshi, are used in this study to refer 

generally to the course instructors regardless of their professional status with respect to the 

cultural convention in Chinese to refer to educators at all levels as teachers/laoshi. During the fall 

semester of 2016, when I conducted the fieldwork, approximately 40 teachers were teaching at 

the institution. After obtaining the teachers’ contact information from the directors, I invited all 

of them through emails and messages to participate in the first phase of the study, i.e., an online 
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questionnaire. Twenty-five teachers completed and returned the online questionnaire. Their 

demographic information is presented in Table 2. 

Table 2 

Demographic Information of the 25 Participants for Teacher Questionnaires 

 Gender Highest degree earned Years teaching 

 Male Female Bachelor’s 

 

Master’s Doctoral ≤2 

 

>3, ≤10 >10 

No. 

Percentage 

3 

12% 

22 

88% 

13 

52% 

10 

25% 

2 

8% 

14 

56% 

7 

28% 

4 

16% 

 In the questionnaire, I asked teachers whether they were willing to participate in the in-

depth study. Ten of the 25 respondents indicated their willingness to participate in the following 

study and provided their contact information. Among the ten teachers who were willing to 

continue participating, five were experienced teachers with teaching experience ranging from 5 

to 17 years. I included all five experienced teachers, considering their diverse backgrounds of 

pre-service education, past teaching trajectories and years of teaching. The five novice teachers 

had similar demographic information in the sense that all of them were master’s degree students, 

and their teaching experience was all equal to or less than 1 year. Therefore, I included only 

three of the five novice teachers to represent diversity in gender (recruiting the only male 

teacher), educational background (recruiting the only teacher who was earning a master’s degree 
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in linguistics and applied linguistics) and courses taught (recruiting the only teacher who taught a 

writing course). Table 3 provides an overview of the eight key teacher informants’ demographic 

information. 

Table 3 

Demographic Information of the Eight Key Teacher Informants 

Name Gender Years 
teaching 

Highest 
degree earned 

Degree 
pursuing 

Main 

Course 
taught 

Program Professional 
status 

Jiang 
laoshi 

F ≈.3 BA in 
Chinese 

MA in 
TCSOL 

Writing 
(Intmd.) 

Non-
degree 

language 

Graduate 
student 

Shen 
laoshi 

F ≈1 BA in 
English 

MA in 
TCSOL 

College 
Chinese 
(Beg.) 

Undergra
duate in 

non-
Chinese 

Graduate 
student 

Han 
laoshi 

M ≈1 BA in 
English 

MA in 
TCSOL 

College 
Chinese 
(Intmd.) 

Undergra
duate in 

non-
Chinese 

Graduate 
student 

Yang 
laoshi 

F ≈5 MA in 
TCSOL 

PhD in 
linguistics 
& applied 
linguistics 

Speaking 
(Adv.) 

Undergra
duate in 
Chinese 

Graduate 
student 

Zhou 
laoshi 

F ≈5 MA in 
TCSOL 

n/a Speaking
& 
listening 
(Beg.) 

Non-
degree 

language 

Lecturer 

Wu 
laoshi 

M ≈9 MA in 
linguistics  

PhD in 
linguistics 
& applied 

Comp. 
(Intmd.) 

Undergra
duate in 

Lecturer 
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& applied 
linguistics 

linguistics Chinese 

Zheng 
laoshi 

F ≈13 MA in 
linguistics  

& applied 
linguistics 

n/a Comp. 
(Beg.) 

Non-
degree 

language 

Associate 
professor 

Wang 
laoshi 

F ≈17 PhD in 
comparative 

literature 

n/a Comp. 
(Beg.) 

Non-
degree 

language 
program 

Associate 
professor 

 Note. Beginner=Beg., Intermediate=Intmd., Advanced=Adv., Comp=Comprehensive. 

Students 

 In addition to directors and teachers, I included student participants because they made up 

an important part of the teachers’ professional community. Students’ perspectives can enrich and 

triangulate data on the issues of teachers’ teaching practice and on teachers’ perceptions of 

students, such as their objectives, needs, and preferences. I invited two students from each 

observed class after classroom observations. One exception was that a female student, Tharindi, 

asked to bring her friend Chatu from the same class to be interviewed with her. Therefore, I 

recruited three students from Tharindi and Chatu’s class. Altogether, I recruited 17 students. 

Before I approached them in person after classroom observations, I considered the balance of 

male and female and the students’ cultural origins as much as possible. Table 4 provides the 

demographic information of the 17 student participants. 
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Table 4 

Demographic Information of the Students 

Name Gender Age Program Level Country of 
Origin 

Jason Male 20s Undergraduate 
program in non-

Chinese 
disciplines 

Beginner USA 

Sally Female 20s Undergraduate 
program in non-

Chinese 
disciplines 

Beginner USA 

Mike Male 20s Undergraduate 
program in 

Chinese 

Intermediate Germany 

Gill Female 20s Undergraduate 
program in 

Chinese 

Intermediate Poland 

Murphy Male 10s Undergraduate 
program in non-

Chinese 
disciplines 

Intermediate Nigeria 

Tharindi Female 10s Undergraduate 
program in non-

Chinese 
disciplines 

Intermediate Sri Lanka 

Chatu Female 10s Undergraduate 
program in non-

Chinese 
disciplines 

Intermediate Sri Lanka 

Brenda Female 20s Non-degree 
language 

Intermediate Canada 
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program 

Minjun Male 20s Non-degree 
language 
program 

Intermediate S. Korea 

Bella Female 20s Non-degree 
language 
program 

Beginner Nepal 

Jeff Male 50s Non-degree 
language 
program 

Beginner Poland 

Siwoo Female 40s Undergraduate 
program in 

Chinese 

Advanced S. Korea 

Yves Male 20s Undergraduate 
program in 

Chinese 

Advanced Tajikistan 

Judie Female 20s Non-degree 
language 
program 

Elementary USA 

Lisa Female 20s Non-degree 
language 
program 

Elementary Thailand 

Labib Male 20s Non-degree 
language 
program 

Elementary Yemen 

Anna Female 20s Non-degree 
language 
program 

Elementary Belarus 
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Data Collection 

 I collected data from curriculum documents; teacher questionnaires; semi-structured 

interviews with directors, teachers and students; and classroom observations. I sequenced the 

process of data collection in three stages. 

Instruments 

 This section presents the various instruments that I used to guide the data collection from 

multiple data sources.  

 Curriculum documents. In the CSL context in China, curriculum documents are 

published mainly by Hanban (the Office of Chinese Language Council International) as an 

organization affiliated with the Chinese Ministry of Education. In the process of mobilizing 

research on classroom teaching practice, curriculum documents serve a critical role as adopters 

of theories between research and classroom teaching (Kenney, 1988). Therefore, it is necessary 

to include curriculum documents as a source of data to examine how they present TBLT. 

            Due to Hanban’s central role as a policy maker in the context of CSL teaching in China, 

it is critically important to understand the message conveyed in Hanban-issued curriculum 

documents and what role these documents play in teachers’ teaching activity. To date, Hanban 

has officially issued the following five curriculum documents: 

• 高等学校外国留学生汉语教学大纲（短期强化） (Curriculum for Chinese as a 

Second Language at Higher Education Institutions (short-term intensive), 2002a) 

• 高等学校外国留学生汉语教学大纲（长期进修） (Curriculum for Chinese as a 
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   Second Language at Higher Education Institutions (long term), 2002b) 

• 高等学校外国留学生汉语言专业教学大纲 (Curriculum for Chinese Language 

Majors at Higher Education Institutions, 2002c) 

• 国际汉语教学通用课程大纲 (International General Curriculum for Chinese 

Language Education, 2008) 

• 国际汉语教学通用课程大纲(修订版) (International General Curriculum for 

Chinese Language Education (Revised), 2014) 

 As all five documents were published by major commercial publishers, I purchased the 

hard copies for analysis. Traditionally and even in the present day, most of the CSL learners in 

China are adult learners at higher education institutions (Zhao, 2015); therefore, the first three 

curricula targeting higher education were first published in 2002 for three types of programs. In 

2008, Hanban published 国际汉语教学通用课程大纲 (International Curriculum for Chinese 

Language Education), and in 2014, it published a revised version: 国际汉语教学通用课程大纲

(修订版) (International Curriculum for Chinese Language Education (Revised)). These two 

documents targeted a very broad range of users, as indicated by the Chinese word 通用 (general) 

in their titles. The foreword of the revised version described the intended users broadly as 

follows: 

 The promotion and application of the Curriculum all over the world have played an 

 important role in guiding various methods of teaching Chinese language in Confucius 
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 institutes (Confucius classrooms) and primary, secondary and post-secondary 

 educational institutions both at home and abroad. 

 (International Curriculum for Chinese Language Education (Revised), 2014, p. 1)  

I collected and reviewed the above five curriculum documents to identify the policy intentions. 

After an initial review, TBLT was found to appear in three out of the five curricula (Hanban, 

2002 (a), 2008, and 2014); therefore, the close analysis was based on the three documents with 

TBLT advocated.  

             Teacher questionnaire. Although the study is qualitative in nature, the purpose of using 

a teacher questionnaire based on a 5-point Likert-type scale at an early stage of data collection 

was threefold: to gain an initial understanding and establish a profile of the teacher participants 

and the institutional context, to identify key teacher informants for the study, and to guide my 

focus for the multiple interviews and observations to follow. 

 I adopted and adapted Nishino’s (2012) Teacher Beliefs Questionnaire (see Appendix B) 

for this study. This questionnaire was based on Borg’s (2003) framework of language teacher 

cognition. It not only elicits teaching practice, teacher cognition, and immediate institutional 

context but also collects teachers’ professional learning and previous language learning 

experience, which is in line with the study’s conceptualization of using a genetic approach to 

study teachers’ teaching practices and teacher cognition.  

 I made the following changes to the original questionnaire: (1) I changed teacher 

cognition about CLT in the original questionnaire to teacher cognition about TBLT so that TBLT 
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was specifically targeted through substituting communicative tasks for communicative activities. 

(2) I adapted the questions to make them pertinent to CSL teaching in university settings. For 

example, I deleted items that were not relevant to the context of my study, such as items about 

parents, and I substituted items about large-scale standardized exams in the CSL context, such as 

Hanyu Shuiping Kaoshi (HSK; also known as the Chinese language proficiency test), for items 

about university entrance exams and listening comprehension exams in Japan, where the original 

questionnaire was designed. (3) I added a separate section (i.e., Part H) on previous Chinese 

language (as L1) learning experience to the section on previous foreign language learning 

experience in the original questionnaire. The addition of this section was based on the 

assumption that teachers’ teaching practice and teacher cognition regarding CSL teaching are 

also influenced by how they were taught Chinese literary as L1 learners (Sun, 2012). Items in 

this section were the same as those in the section about previous foreign language learning 

except that one item on the language used for instruction was deleted, as it was assumed that 

Chinese was used to for L1 Chinese teaching. After adaptation, the questionnaire consisted of 53 

closed-ended questions arranged in eight parts. The eight parts were Part A: Teacher cognition, 

Part B: Teaching efficacy, Part C: Pre-service teacher education, Part D: In-service teacher 

education, Part E: Contextual factors, Part F: Classroom practices, Part G: Foreign language 

learning experience, and Part H: Chinese language learning experience. Altogether, the 53 

questions fell into 11 factors taken from the original questionnaire. The answers were chosen 

from a five-point Likert-type scale. A series of open questions about teachers’ demographic 

information was added to the beginning of the questionnaire, such as years of teaching 
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experience, academic degrees obtained and pursuing, overseas teaching experience, and current 

teaching courses, to facilitate the identification of key teacher informants. 

 Semi-structured interviews. Several advantages were associated with using semi-

structured interviews for the study, such as building rapport with the participants (Fontana and 

Frey, 1994), exploring tacit and unobservable aspects of the participants’ lives (Glesne and 

Peshkin, 1992), and interpreting and representing the participants’ experiences from their own 

point of view (Ely, 1991). In particular, semi-structured interviews could alleviate one of the 

challenges of studying teacher cognition: teachers’ cognition is tacit (Kagan, 1992); thus, 

teachers may have difficulty with articulation. Semi-structured interviews could alleviate this 

difficulty by creating a climate conducive to teachers’ reflection and disclosure of their 

cognition. For the study, I conducted a series of semi-structured interviews with the 2 directors, 8 

key teacher informants and 17 students. To facilitate the interviews, I designed a series of 

protocols for conducting interviews with different groups of participants, which are elaborated in 

the following section. 

 Director interviews. Interviews with the program directors were aimed at eliciting 

information about the teaching context at the institutional level from a macroperspective. I 

designed the interview protocol for director interviews (see Appendix C) based on the activity 

system model (Engeström, 1987) to cover the basic elements of the system and to draw a general 

picture of the institutional context. After having the directors briefly introduce the school and the 

programs, I asked a series of guiding questions to cover each element of the activity system, such 
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as what were the desired goals for the school (object), who were the major stakeholders involved 

(community), and what outside guidance influenced the teaching at the school (rule). 

 Initial teacher interviews. I designed a protocol for initial teacher interviews (see 

Appendix D) made up of three parts. Part 1 was about the background experience that teachers 

brought to their instructional activity. As suggested by Borg’s framework (2003), three types of 

teacher background contribute significantly to language teacher cognition and thus were 

addressed in the protocol: teachers’ schooling experience (particularly their language learning 

experience), professional learning, and past teaching experience. Part 2 was about teachers’ 

perception of their current teaching context at the classroom and institutional level. The 

interview questions in Part 2 covered the basic elements of Engeström’s (1987) activity system 

model. Finally, Part 3 asked about teacher cognition towards CSL teaching in general and 

particularly on TBLT. 

            Pre-observation interviews with teachers. The purpose of the pre-observation interviews 

with teachers was to invite them to talk about lesson planning. I used the protocol for the pre-

observation interview (see Appendix E) to guide the conversation to cover four aspects of lesson 

planning: how teachers generally carried out daily lesson planning, what tools or materials they 

usually adopted for lesson planning, how they conducted lesson planning for the coming day’s 

class, and what reasons/considerations were behind implementing certain classroom work and 

the procedure. 

 Post-observation interviews with teachers. Previous research has suggested that teaching 
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practice and teacher cognition are highly contextualized regarding specific classrooms, events, 

and students (Leinhardt, 1990). Therefore, it is critical to understand teacher cognition in actual 

teaching contexts with a retrospective interview. Additionally, a post-observation interview 

provided me with an opportunity to understand the teachers’ practice grounded in the “sense 

making of teachers themselves” (Cross, 2010, p. 436). I designed and used the protocol for post-

observation interviews (see Appendix F) to elicit teachers’ reflections on the pedagogical choices 

and decisions they made. I first asked about their own general comments on the class being 

observed, followed by their rationale for the overall teaching procedure. I then directed their 

attention to the selected class work and talked about the rationale and considerations behind it. I 

selected particular class work to include different tasks, activities and exercises. Finally, I asked 

teachers to comment on whether any TBLT element is reflected in their teaching. The interview 

questions were constantly adjusted to reflect the different features of the observed lessons. 

 Student interviews. I conducted semi-structured interviews with students. The purpose of 

the interviews was threefold: first, to enrich and triangulate data on teachers’ teaching practice as 

students talked about what kind of classroom instruction they experienced; second, to triangulate 

teachers’ perceptions of students, such as their objectives, preferences, and needs; and third, to 

shed light on students’ broader learning activities, which explained their needs and reactions to 

teachers’ classroom instruction. Guided by activity system analysis, I used the protocol for 

student interviews (see Appendix G) to understand each element of the activity system model. 

For ethical reasons, students were asked to comment not on any individual teacher but more 

generally on teaching and the program. 
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 Classroom observations. The objective of the classroom observations was to capture 

teachers’ teaching practice in natural settings and to generate questions to capture their rationale 

for pedagogical decisions in the follow-up interviews. For gathering rich yet relevant data, an 

observation protocol (see Appendix H) was designed for note taking. I first recorded the type of 

classroom work that occurred in class, such as warming up, unstructured role play, and reading 

aloud. To record the class work, I referred to Deng’s (2011) classification and description of 

classroom work attached to the observation protocol. For each observed classroom work, I also 

took detailed notes to record the time spent on it, procedures, content focus, materials, teachers’ 

roles, students’ roles, students’ reactions, and language medium used. In addition to recording 

descriptive notes, I included interpretive notes by writing a researcher’s reflection for the whole 

session shortly after each observation. 

 In addition to field notes, artefacts were another important part of the data obtained from 

classroom observation. With the teachers’ agreement, I collected photocopies of the course 

descriptions, textbooks, handouts, PowerPoint slides, assignments, and test papers used during 

the observed sessions. 

Procedures for Data Collection 

 The fieldwork for data collection lasted a semester (4.5 months). I arranged all the data 

collection methods and instruments in a three-phase data collection procedure. In Phase 1, before 

entering the field, I collected and reviewed the five curricula documents to gain a sense of the 

policy context in which the CSL teaching activity was situated and thus inform the following 

data collection. 



 

 

 

73 

 In Phase 2, as I entered the field in mid-September, I first obtained permission from the 

associate dean, who was the gatekeeper for conducting research in the school. I then conducted 

separate face-to-face interviews with the two program directors, one in late September and the 

other in early October; the interviews lasted approximately 33 minutes. I gave the interview 

questions to the directors in advance when scheduling times for the interviews. The interviews 

were conducted in Chinese and audio-recorded. At the same time that I scheduled and conducted 

the interviews with the directors, I invited every teacher at the institution to participate in the 

online questionnaire. By October 1st, 19 questionnaires had been returned, and I began to secure 

key informants based on their indicated willingness to participate further and their demographic 

information reported in the questionnaire. The questionnaires remained open online to facilitate a 

higher return rate until the very end of the data collection. The duration of the initial teacher 

interviews was approximately 74 minutes. All teacher interviews were conducted in Chinese and 

audio-recorded.  

 In Phase 3, approximately two to five days prior to the start of the formal classroom 

observations, I attended and observed two lessons (45 minutes/lesson), to which I refer as entry 

classroom observations. Through the entry classroom observations, teachers and students were 

given a chance to become accustomed to the presence of a researcher. I tested the observation 

protocol for taking field notes; however, the field notes from the entry classroom observations 

were not used for the data analysis. Three of eight teachers expressed that they wanted to 

minimize the time for classroom observations; therefore, for them, the entry classroom 

observations were omitted. Thus, a total of five entry classroom observations were conducted.  
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 One day before each classroom observation, I conducted a semi-structured pre-

observation interview with the teacher. I gave the interview questions to the teacher in advance 

when arranging the interview schedules. This interview was conducted by telephone to minimize 

logistical issues, considering the teachers’ busy schedule, the short duration of the interview and 

the demanding schedule of the interview, i.e., one day before the classroom observation.  

 The first official classroom observation occurred the day after the pre-observation 

interviews. Each classroom observation extended over two lessons (45 mins/lesson). I sat at the 

back of the classroom, observing and taking notes using the observation protocol, with little 

interaction with the teacher and students.  

 Artefacts textbooks, course descriptions, handouts, and PowerPoint slides were collected 

during and after the classroom observation. The researcher’s reflections were written after each 

observation. In addition to taking notes, I audio-recorded the observed classroom to ensure 

accurate and detailed field notes. 

 Within 24 hours after the classroom observations, I conducted a post-observation 

interview with each teacher participant. Depending on the teacher’s’ schedule, I conducted the 

post-observation either face-to-face immediately after the observation on campus or by telephone 

the evening of the same day. During the same semester, a second cycle of pre-observation 

interviews, classroom observations and post-observation interviews was conducted to ensure rich 

data and time triangulation. I managed to arrange five teachers’ first formal observation in the 

first half of the semester and second observation in the latter half of the semester to allow for an 

interval of more than one month to ensure data triangulation across time (Leko, 2014). However, 
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for three teachers (Wu laoshi, Zheng laoshi and Wang laoshi), I had to arrange both observations 

within a month due to their preferred schedules.  

 After two cycles of classroom observations and interviews with teachers, I began the 

student interviews. Thirteen of 17 students were interviewed individually. However, due to the 

students’ requests, I interviewed Tharindi and Chatu together and Mike and Gill together. The 

interview questions were given to the student in advance when scheduling the interviews. The 

interviews lasted 39 minutes on average, and students could choose to be interviewed in either 

Chinese or English. Altogether, seven students chose to be interviewed mainly in Chinese (all of 

them were at the intermediate or advanced level), and ten chose to be interviewed mainly in 

English. Table 5 summarizes the procedure for data collection.  

Table 5 

Procedure for Data Collection 

Phase Method Duration(average) 
and media 

Sample 
size 

Phase 1 Document analysis Hardcopy 5 

Phase 2 Director interview 
Questionnaires 

Initial teacher interviews 

33 mins, face-to-face 
Online 

74 mins, face-to-face 

2 
25 

8 
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Phase 3 Entry observations 
Pre-observation interviews1 

Classroom observations 1 
Post-observation interviews 1 

Pre-observation interviews 2 
Classroom observation 2 

Post-observation interviews 2 
Student interviews 

90 mins 
16 mins, telephone 

94 mins 
42 mins, face-to-face/telephone 

9 mins, telephone 
90 mins 

25 mins, face-to-face/telephone 
39 mins, face-to-face 

5 
8 

8 
8 

8 
8 

8 
17 

Data Analysis 

 In this section, I describe in detail how I analysed the data. The questionnaire data and the 

qualitative data were analysed separately. 

Questionnaire Data Analysis 

 Among the 40 teachers at the institution in the fall semester of 2016, 25 completed and 

returned the questionnaire online for a return rate of 62.5%. Data collected from the online 

teacher questionnaires were first downloaded into an Excel file. Three items in the questionnaire 

used negative wording that diverged from the language used in other items; therefore, the 

responses to these three items were converted (6 minus the original score) in the Excel file. Then, 

the data in the Excel file were imported into SPSS 22.0 for analysis. 

 Due to the limited number of respondents to the questionnaire, I did not conduct factor 

analysis but used the original questionnaire’s factors to conduct descriptive statistics. The 

frequency, mean, and standard deviation (SD), were computed to summarize teachers’ responses 

to each item and to each factor. Cronbach’s alpha values were also calculated for each factor to 
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test the internal consistency of the items.  

Qualitative Data Analysis 

 I first sorted all the qualitative data into four datasets, including (1) curriculum 

documents; (2) data from directors, i.e., transcripts of the director interviews; (3) data from 

teachers, including transcripts of teacher interviews, field notes and artefacts from the classroom 

observations; and (4) data from students, i.e., transcripts of student interviews. See Appendix I 

for examples of the qualitative data. All the qualitative data were analysed twice, first with a 

grounded thematic analysis (Strauss and Corbin, 1990) and then with an activity system analysis 

(Cole and Engeström, 1993; Engeström, 1987). 

 Thematic analysis. Following Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) conceptualization of the 

grounded approach for data analysis, the process underwent three stages, generating codes, 

categories and sub-categories, and then themes, although the process can be more accurately 

described as an iterative process of multiple cycles. 

 Open coding. Codes were generated through the process of open coding, which began the 

moment the first data were collected. Curriculum documents were coded on the hard copy, and 

all other qualitative data were coded electronically using the highlighting and commenting 

functions of Microsoft Word. Guided by the general research purpose, open coding at this stage 

was kept as open as possible to incorporate any recurrent themes that might subsequently 

emerge. As I read the texts meticulously and repeatedly, I highlighted the phrases or sentences 

that I believed to be enlightening for the overall research purpose and labelled them with codes. 

For example, the following unit from student interviews was coded as expecting student’s 
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language use outside of class: “I think there is a big expectation that you are expected to 

immerse yourself into Chinese culture, and really find opportunities outside of class.” All 

qualitative data were open-coded twice: the first round of open coding occurred simultaneously 

with the data collection when I was in the field, and the second round occurred after I finished 

the data collection and began to intensively analyse the data. The second round represented a 

refining process of the first round of open coding and involved a process of constant comparison 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967), the initial codes were compared for similarities and differences, and 

codes that were found to be similar were grouped together.	

 Categorizing. After the open coding, I went through the process of grouping and 

organizing similar codes into categories based on common characteristics (Saldaña, 2009). For 

example, the codes teaching materials, classroom activities, teaching procedures, and anti-

apprenticeship of observation from teachers’ data were grouped together and generated the 

category, traditional schooling. For some categories that were complicated in terms of their 

intended meaning, sub-categories were generated to reflect the different aspects of the category. 

For example, the category of for student learning from the teachers’ data was divided into four 

sub-categories, including communicative competence, good foundation, student engagement, and 

level-appropriate. 

  Since the focus of the study was on teachers, teachers’ data were used as the major 

source for categorizing. Meanwhile, I also incorporated other data sources corroboratively for 

triangulating findings from teachers’ data at this stage of categorizing. For example, the code of 

expecting students’ language use outside of class from students’ data were used to support the 
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subcategory of good foundation from teachers’ data, suggesting that teachers regard the object of 

in-class instruction as building a good foundation, while expecting students to further practice 

language use outside of the class. In the process of categorizing, I re-labelled, subsumed, and 

dropped certain codes, leading to more refined codes and categories. As a result of the process, 

18 categories emerged. 

 Generating themes. Rallis and Rassman (2003) distinguished themes from codes and 

categories. For them, codes and categories as a word or phrase describing some segment of the 

data are explicit, while themes are phrases or sentences describing more subtle processes. 

Similarly, Saldaña (2009) noted that themes are not coded from texts but are the outcome of 

coding, categorizing, and analytical reflection. Therefore, based on the categories and 

subcategories and by referring back to the initial codes constantly, I re-examined the data to 

identify themes.  Altogether, six themes were identified, each supported by a number of 

categories and subcategories. For example, the categories, motives for applying TBLT, 

communicative activity and task-like activity, and language practicum activity were grouped 

together under the theme, applying TBLT as supplementary. Table 6 presents an overview of the 

themes and categories (including sub-categories) and the sources of data for triangulation.  
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Table 6 

Overview of Qualitative Findings 

Major finding Source of data 

Ts Ds Ss Docs 

I O    

T1: Teachers setting goals      

    C1: For professional development  x     

    C2: For student learning  

• Communicative competence 
• Good foundation  
• Student engagement  
• Level-appropriate  

x x x x  

    C3: Course-related objectives  

• Skill-specific  
• Covering textbook content 

 
x 

 
x 

 
x 

  

T2: Teachers’ learning of pedagogies       

    C4: Traditional schooling  x     

    C5: Professional learning of TBLT x     

• Content focus of teacher education  
• Approach to teacher education  

     

    C6: Learning from instructional materials 

• Changing curriculum  
• Textbook as major material resource  
• TBLT in textbooks  

x x x  x 
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    C7: Learning from peer interactions  

• Sharing traditional teaching 
knowledge  

•   Directors’ personal beliefs 

x x x 
 

 
 

  

T3: TBLT as perceived by teachers   

    C8: Conceptual divergence 

• Understanding tasks differently   
• Understanding TBLT differently  
• The scope of application  

x x x   

    C9: Lack of teacher confidence  x     

T4: Predominant application of the traditional approach     

    C10: Content explanation  x x  x  

    C11: Language exercises  x x  x  

    C12: Supporting strategies  x x    

    C13: Classroom assessment  x x    

T5: Applying TBLT as supplementary      

    C14:  Motives for applying TBLT  
    C15: Communicative activity and task- 

             like activity  

x 
x 

x 
x 

 
 

x 
x 

 

    C16: Language practicum activity  x x x   

T6: Teachers' evaluation of classroom feedback       

    C17: Positive feedback  x x x   

    C18: Negative feedback  x x    

Note: T=theme, C=category, Ts=Teachers, I=Interview, O=observation, Ds=Directors, 

Ss=Students, Docs=documents.  
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 Activity system analysis. Informed by Activity Theory, activity systems analysis was 

discussed by Engeström (1987) and Cole and Engeström (1993) for analysing human interactions 

by identifying human activity as the unit of analysis. When conducting activity system analysis, I 

was informed by all the qualitative data, regardless of the group of participants (directors, 

teachers or students) and the type of source (curriculum documents, interviews or observations).  

 I first modelled the setting of the teachers’ central activity system of CSL teaching 

through pre-determined categories, i.e., the seven elements of the activity system. To identify the 

central activity and its elements, I followed Mwanza’s (2001) eight-step model by asking the 

following eight questions: (1) Activity of interest: What sort of activity am I interested in? (2) 

Object or objective of activity: Why is this activity taking place? (3) Subjects in this activity: 

Who are the focal points, and whose perspectives are adopted? (4) Tools mediating the activity: 

By what means are the subjects carrying out this activity? (5) Rules and regulations mediating 

the activity: Are there any cultural norms, rules or regulations governing the performance of this 

activity? (6) Division of labour mediating the activity: Who is responsible for what, and how are 

the roles organized? (7) Community in which the activity is conducted: Who is involved in the 

activity? (8) Outcome: What is achieved by carrying out this activity? In addition to the central 

activity itself, I also mapped other relevant activities onto the activity system as neighbouring 

activities. For instance, teachers’ previous schooling, education, and previous teaching 

experience were collectively referred to as teachers’ historical activity. 

  After depicting the activity system setting, I started to explore the relationships within 

the central activity system and among the central activity and its neighbouring activities and 
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identified the systemic tensions. I related the tensions to my qualitative findings with a focus on 

the various challenges and dilemmas faced by the teachers, students and institution because, as 

Engeström (1987) suggested, the challenges and dilemmas may be analysed as manifestations of 

the systemic tensions. Finally, I interpreted teachers’ teaching practice and teacher cognition 

identified in the thematic analysis in relation to the interactions, including systemic tensions in 

the activity system. 

Trustworthiness 

 Several efforts were made to enhance the trustworthiness of the study, following the 

recommendations of qualitative research methodologists. McMillan and Schumacher (2006) 

noted that prolonged engagement in the field is necessary to establish rapport with the 

participants and to gain an understanding of the contexts in which they work. Therefore, I visited 

the site one week prior to conducting the interviews and classroom observations to gain a sense 

of the overall context. I also sat in the classroom for a session before officially conducting 

classroom observations to ensure that the participant teachers and their students were 

comfortable with the presence of a researcher and recording equipment and would be able to 

behave as naturally as possible. I remained in the field for one semester (4.5 months) to ensure 

data saturation. 

As Creswell (2013) suggested, trustworthiness exists when qualitative researchers locate 

evidence of a code or theme in different sources of data. To achieve this goal, I triangulated my 

data from documents, questionnaires, interviews and classroom observations from different 

groups of participants so that various forms or sources of data shed light on the same issue. I 
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made efforts to schedule the different rounds of the interviews and classroom observations at 

different points of the semester with some time interval so that time triangulation could 

contribute to the trustworthiness of the study. 

Memorandum writing was another way to enhance the trustworthiness of the study. I 

wrote memoranda throughout the data collection and data analysis process. In these memoranda, 

I wrote brief descriptions of codes, categories and themes; I noted the thoughts that occurred to 

me when reading through the data; and I also kept a record of the potential biases that I brought 

to the interpretation. This conscious effort is suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985) for 

maintaining trustworthiness and rigour throughout the investigation. 

Another strategy that I adopted to enhance the design trustworthiness and credibility was 

to record data mechanically using a digital recorder and word-for-word transcribing. All 

interviews and classroom observations were audio-recorded. Interview recordings were 

transcribed verbatim immediately after each interview session. I listened repeatedly to classroom 

observation recordings to ensure the accuracy and completeness of the field notes. 

Because all the instruments were first designed in English and translated into Chinese by 

the researcher, a Chinese-English bilingual colleague who was also in the field of second 

language education double-checked them to ensure an accurate translation. Before I entered the 

field, all the protocols were piloted with three teachers who worked in similar CSL programs in 

the same city and with three CSL students to ensure that all the questions were relevant to their 

context and could elicit the intended information. My supervisor played the role of a critical 

friend (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005) and monitored my methods, meanings, and interpretations. As 
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suggested by Denzin and Lincoln, trustworthiness is enhanced by peer debriefing with the 

critical friend who supports reflection and provides feedback on data collection and analysis. 

In sum, several strategies were adopted to enhance the trustworthiness of the study: (1) 

prolonged engagement in the field, (2) data triangulation, (3) memorandum writing, (4) 

mechanical recording, (5) piloting, and (6) a critical friend. 

Ethical Considerations 

 Prior to the data collection, I applied for ethics clearance from the General Research 

Ethics Board at Queen's University (see Appendix J). After approval was granted, I sought 

permission from the gatekeeper—the associate dean of the chosen institution. Once institutional 

permission was granted, I began seeking participants. Potential participants were initially 

approached either by me, who had no professional relationship with them, via email or telephone 

or by their colleagues who were not in a position of authority over them. A privacy and ethics 

statement was attached to the questionnaire. Teachers who indicated that they were willing to 

participate in the in-depth study received the hard copy of the letter of information and consent 

form. Approval to participate in the in-depth research was indicated by signing the information 

and consent form. Participants reserved the right to withdraw from the study at any time. 

 Prior to conducting classroom observation, I sought oral consent from all the students in 

each observed class. Although most of them were not participants in the study, my presence in 

the classroom and audio recordings would unavoidably affect them in some way. I therefore 

sought their oral consent after I briefly introduced my research purpose and intention for being in 
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the classroom. The recorder was placed close to the teacher to ensure minimal interruption for 

the students.  

 To ensure anonymity, pseudonyms were substituted for the names of the participants. The 

university remained anonymous. All documents containing participants' names and contact 

information were kept separate from the data. Two transcribers, one for data in Chinese and one 

for data in English, signed confidentiality agreements. The original recordings and electronic 

transcripts were stored on a password-protected computer. Only the researcher had access to the 

original data. 
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Chapter 4 Findings 

 In this chapter, I first report the results based on the statistical analysis of the teacher 

questionnaire. I then present the findings from all the qualitative data, including six themes and 

their subordinate categories.  

Teacher Questionnaire Results 

Part A: Teacher Cognition 

 Table 7 presents the descriptive statistics for Part A: Teacher Cognition. The α value of 

Factor 1 (positive TBLT beliefs) was .68. The mean score of all items included in Factor 1 was 

4.02 (SD = .54) on a 5-point Likert scale, suggesting that teachers were generally positive 

towards TBLT and the ideas behind. In particular, a great majority of teachers (above 80%) 

responded agree or strongly agree with the goal of developing students’ communicative skills (n 

= 22, 88%). The importance of communicative classroom activities (n = 23, 92%) and the 

advantage of tasks in motivating students (n = 20, 80%) are very high, equal or above 80%. In 

general, the responses for Part A suggested that teachers generally hold a positive attitude 

towards TBLT. 
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Table 7 

Results for Part A: Teacher Cognition 

Items SDA 

n(%) 

DA 

n(%) 

N 

n(%) 

A 

n(%) 

SA 

n(%) 

Mean SD 

 

α 

 

1. It is important to develop 
students’ ability to 
communicate in real-world 
situations. 

1 

(4%) 

0 2 

(8%) 

10 

(40%) 

12 

(48%) 

4.28 .94  

2. Classroom activities 
should engage students in 
meaningful communication. 

1 

(4%) 

0 1 

(4%) 

13 

(52%) 

10 

(40%) 

4.24 .88  

3. Developing students’ 
fluency is as important as 
developing their accuracy. 

0 3 
(12%) 

4 
(12%) 

16 
(64%) 

3 
(12%) 

3.76 .83  

4. Group/pair work 
activities play an important 
role in helping students 
acquire Chinese.  

0 1 

(4%) 

7 

(28%) 

14 

(56%) 

3 

(12%) 

3.76 .72  

5. Students’ motivation to 
use the English language 
will be increased through 
the use of communicative 
tasks.  

0 0 5 

(20%) 

14 

(56%) 

6 

(24%) 

4.04 .68  

Factor 1 Positive TBLT 
beliefs 

     4.02 .54 .68 

Note. SDA = strongly disagree, DA = disagree, N = neutral, A = agree, SA = strongly agree,  

SD = standard deviation. 
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Part B: Teacher Efficacy 

 Part B contained two factors: Factor 2: target language self-confidence (items 1 to 6) and 

Factor 3: TBLT self-efficacy (items 7 to 10), as shown in Table 8. The α value of Factor 2 was 

.83. The mean score of Factor 2 was 4.27 (SD = .45), which means that native Chinese-speaking 

teachers, unsurprisingly, had a very high confidence level in this regard, particularly towards the 

language skills of listening (mean = 4.48, SD = .65), speaking (mean = 4.48, SD = .59), reading 

(mean = 4.48, SD = .51), and writing (mean = 4.40, SD = .58). However, teachers’ confidence in 

grammatical and cultural knowledge was comparatively lower, as reflected in the mean scores of 

items 5 and 6, both below 4.00. The α value of Factor 3: TBLT self-efficacy was .39. The low 

value of α may be due to the small sample size and the translation issue from English to Chinese. 

Teachers’ responses to items 7 to 10, i.e., Factor 3, were relatively lower than their confidence in 

the target language but still remained fairly high with a mean score of 3.84 (SD = .31). In 

particular, a great majority of teachers (above 80%) responded agree or strongly agree with their 

efficacy in supervising the classroom adequately when students perform pair or group work (n = 

21, 84%), in providing communicative tasks in which students can enjoy communicating in 

Chinese (22, 88%), and in adequately facilitating students’ work with communicative tasks (n = 

21, 84%). 
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Table 8 

Results for Part B: Teacher Efficacy 

As a CSL teacher, 

Items SDA 
n(%) 

DA 
n(%) 

N 
n(%) 

A 
n(%) 

SA 
n(%) 

Mean SD 
 

α 

1. I have adequate Chinese 
listening ability.  

0 0 2 
(8%) 

9 
(36%) 

14 
(56%) 

4.48 .65  

2. I have adequate Chinese 
speaking ability. 

0 0 1 
(4%) 

11 
(44%) 

13 
(52%) 

4.48 .59  

3. I have adequate Chinese 
reading ability. 

0 0 0 13 
(52%) 

12 
(48%) 

4.48 .51  

4. I have adequate Chinese 
writing ability. 

0 0 1 
(4%) 

13 
(52%) 

11 
(44%) 

4.40 .58  

5. I have adequate 
knowledge of Chinese 
grammar. 

0 1 
(4%) 

6 
(24%) 

12 
(48%) 

6 
(24%) 

3.92 .81  

6. I have adequate 
knowledge of the culture of 
Chinese-speaking people. 

0 0 5 

(20%) 

18 

(72%) 

2 

(8%) 

3.88 .53  

Factor 2: Target language 
self-confidence  

     4.27 .45 .83 

7. I supervise the classroom 
adequately when students 
are doing pair work or 
group work. 

0 0 4 
(16%) 

17 
(68%) 

4 
(16%) 

4.00 .58  

8. I provide communicative 
tasks in which my students 
can enjoy communicating in 

0 0 3 
(12%) 

22 
(88%) 

0 3.88 .33  
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Chinese. 

9. I adequately facilitate 
students working with 
communicative tasks.  

0 0 4 

(16%) 

19 

(76%) 

2 

(8%) 

3.92 .49  

*10. I feel uneasy if the 
class is not teacher-fronted. 

0 16 
(64%) 

7 
(28%) 

2 
(8%) 

0 3.56 .65  

Factor 3: TBLT teacher 
efficacy  

     3.84 .31 .39 

Note. SDA = strongly disagree, DA = disagree, N = neutral, A = agree, SA = strongly agree,  

SD = standard deviation. 

* Denotes that the item used negative wording that diverged from the language used in other 

items; therefore, the responses to the item were converted (6 minus the original score) when 

computing the means. 

Part C: Pre-service Teacher Education 

 Part C contained Factor 4: TBLT in pre-service teacher education, and the results are 

presented in Table 9. The α value of Factor 4 was .80. The overall mean of Factor 4 was 3.44 

(SD = .58), suggesting that teachers believed that the support for understanding and 

operationalizing TBLT that they received from their pre-service teacher education was modest. 

As indicated by item 1 as an overarching question, approximately half of the teachers (n = 13, 

52%) responded neutral, suggesting that they understood that TBLT was not particularly 

promoted or disregarded in their pre-service teacher education programs. TBLT was likely to be 

taught as one teaching approach among others, thus representing a neutral attitude towards TBLT 

in pre-service teacher education. The majority of the teachers agreed with item 2 (n = 18, 72%), 

suggesting that teachers had fairly strong support from pre-service teacher education for 
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managing students’ pair/group work. It seems that although the overall support for understanding 

and operationalizing TBLT that they received from their pre-service teacher education was 

modest, managing students’ pair/group work was well supported.  

Table 9 

Results for Part C: Pre-service Teacher Education 

The teacher education courses I took in undergraduate/master’s programs 

Items SDA 
n(%) 

DA 
n(%) 

N 
n(%) 

A 
n(%) 

SA 
n(%) 

Mean SD 
 

α 

1. promoted TBLT. 0 2 
(8%) 

13 
(52%) 

10 
(40%) 

0 3.32 .63  

2. improved my skills in 
managing group/pair work. 

0 3 
(12%) 

4 
(16%) 

18 
(72%) 

0 3.60 .71  

3. provided materials for 
communicative tasks. 

0 5 
(20%) 

10 
(40%) 

9 
(36%) 

1 
(4%) 

3.24 .83  

4. provided chances to 
observe lessons using 
TBLT (e.g., instructor’s 
model lessons or video-
recorded lessons). 

0 6 
(24%) 

6 
(24%) 

11 
(44%) 

2 
(8%) 

3.36 .95  

5. provided chances to give 
practice lessons using 
TBLT. 

0 2 

(8%) 

6 

(24%) 

15 

(60%) 

2 

(8%) 

3.68 .75  

Factor 4: TBLT in pre-
service teacher education   

     3.44 .58 .80 

Note. SDA = strongly disagree, DA = disagree, N = neutral, A = agree, SA = strongly agree,  

SD = standard deviation. 
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Part D: In-service Teacher Education 

 Part D asked about Factor 5: TBLT in in-service teacher education, and the results are 

presented in Table 10. The α value of Factor 5 was .80. The overall mean of Factor 5 was 3.67 

(SD = .51), suggesting that teachers believed that the support in understanding and 

operationalizing TBLT that they received from in-service programs was modest, similar to the 

findings for pre-service education. Although the overall support for understanding and 

operationalizing TBLT from the in-service teacher education was modest, three aspects in 

particular seemed to be well supported, as the majority of teachers (above 70%) responded agree 

or strongly agree to items 2, 3 and 5. These responses suggested that the teachers had fairly 

strong support from in-service teacher education in the aspect of knowledge of SLA, managing 

pair/group work, and providing chances to observe lessons using TBLT.  

Table 10 

Results for Part D: In-service Teacher Education 

The workshops/seminars that I attended after becoming a teacher 

Items SDA 

n(%) 

DA 

n(%) 

N 

n(%) 

A 

n(%) 

SA 

n(%) 

Mean SD 

 

α 

1. promoted TBLT. 0 2 
(8%) 

10 
(40%) 

13 
(52%) 

0 3.44 .65  

2. deepened my knowledge 
of second language 
acquisition. 

0 0 5 
(20%) 

19 
(76%) 

1 
(4%) 

3.84 .47  

3. improved my skills in 
managing group/pair work. 

0 0 6 18 1 3.80 .50  
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(24%) (72%) (4%) 

4. provided materials for 
communicative tasks. 

0 0 7 

(28%) 

14 

(56%) 

2 

(8%) 

3.64 .76  

5. provided chances to 
observe lessons using 
TBLT (e.g., instructor’s 
model lessons or video-
recorded lessons). 

0 3 

(12%) 

4 

(16%) 

15 

(60%) 

3 

(12%) 

3.72 .84  

6. provided chances to give 
practice lessons using 
TBLT. 

1 
(4%) 

2 
(8%) 

7 
(28%) 

12 
(48%) 

3 
(12%) 

3.56 .96  

Factor 5: TBLT in in-
service teacher education   

     3.67 .51 .80 

Note. SDA = strongly disagree, DA = disagree, N = neutral, A = agree, SA = strongly agree,  

SD = standard deviation. 

Part E: Contextual Factors 

 Part E asked teachers about their perception of three aspects of the school context for 

implementing TBLT: Factor 6: exam-related school conditions, Factor 7: student-related 

communicative conditions, and Factor 8: teacher-related school conditions. As presented in 

Table 11, the α value of Factor 6 was .60. The overall mean score of Factor 6 was 2.24 (SD = 

.60), suggesting that the exam-related condition is not favourable for conducting TBLT. More 

than half of teachers responded neutral (n = 14, 54%) to item 1, suggesting that a large-scale 

standardized test does not play a critical role in teaching and learning. A great majority (n = 22, 

88%) of the teachers responded agree or strongly agree to item 2, suggesting that most teachers 

expected students to learn grammar well. For Factor 7, the α was .02. The extremely low value of 



 

 

 

95 

α may be due to the small sample size and the translation issue from English to Chinese. For 

Factor 8, the α value was .76. The mean score of Factor 8 was 3.56 (SD = .52), suggesting that 

the teacher-related school conditions for applying TBLT were neutral. In particular, more than 

half (n = 13, 52%) of the teachers responded neutral to item 6, suggesting that the textbooks 

being used at the institution were neutral for practising TBLT. 

Table 11 

Results for Part E: Contextual Factors 

In the school where I teach, 

Items SDA 
n(%) 

DA 
n(%) 

N 
n(%) 

A 
n(%) 

SA 
n(%) 

Mean SD 
 

α 

*1. students must study 
hard for large-scale 
standardized tests (e.g., 
HSK).  

0 1 
(4%) 

14 
(56%) 

8 
(32%) 

2 
(8%) 

2.56 .71  

*2. students are expected to 
study grammar in Chinese.  

0 1 
(4%) 

2 
(8%) 

16 
(64%) 

6 
(24%) 

1.92 .70  

Factor 6: Exam-related 
school conditions  

     2.24 .60 .60 
 

3. students expect to 
perform communicative 
tasks in Chinese.  

0 1 
(4%) 

2 
(8%) 

19 
(76%) 

3 
(12%) 

3.96 .61  

4. students can understand 
and use Chinese in 
group/pair work. 

0 0 1 

(4%) 

20 

(80%) 

4 

(16%) 

4.12 .44  

5. students prefer pair 
and/or group work to 

0 2 
(8%) 

10 
(40%) 

12 
(48%) 

1 
(4%) 

3.48 .71  
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teacher-centred instruction.  

Factor 7: Student-related 
communicative conditions  

     3.85 .33 . 02 

6. the textbooks chosen are 
useful for communicative 
tasks. 

0 2 

(8%) 

13 

(52%) 

10 

(40%) 

0 3.32 .63  

7. each teacher can design 
his/her own syllabus. 

0 1 
(4%) 

5 
(20%) 

18 
(72%) 

1 
(4%) 

3.76 .60  

8. teachers have time for 
material development. 

0 2 
(8%) 

7 
(28%) 

15 
(60%) 

1 
(4%) 

3.60 .71  

9. materials for 
communicative tasks are 
provided. 

0 2 
(8%) 

9 
(36%) 

13 
(52%) 

1 
(4%) 

3.52 .71  

Factor 8: Teacher-related 
school conditions  

     3.56 .51 .76 

Note. SDA=strongly disagree, DA=disagree, N=neutral, A=agree, SA=strongly agree, 

SD=standard deviation. 

* Denotes that the question was asked in a direction against TBLT; therefore, it was converted as 

(6 minus the original score) when computing the means. 

Part F: Classroom Practices 

 Part F asked about Factor 9: classroom practices. As shown in Table 12, the α value of 

Factor 9 was .56. The overall mean of Factor 9 was 3.7 (SD = .46), suggesting that teachers 

neither practised largely traditional instruction nor largely TBLT, but rather were situated 

between the two. As indicated by item 1, a great majority (n = 21, 88%) of the teachers often or 

frequently directly used Chinese as the language of classroom instruction. Among other kinds of 
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classroom work, question and answer was the most commonly used in class, with a great 

majority of the teachers (n = 24, 96%) reporting using it often or frequently. In terms of the 

communicative tasks in item 4, more than half (n = 16, 64%) of the teachers reported using them 

often or frequently.  

Table 12 

Results of Part F: Classroom Practices 

In the courses I teach, 

Items R 
n(%) 

OCC 
n(%) 

S 
n(%) 

OFT 
n(%) 

F 
n(%) 

Mean SD 
 

α 
 

1. I use Chinese to teach. 0 2 
(8%) 

2 
(8%) 

11 
(44%) 

10 
(40%) 

4.16 .90  

2. I use question and 
answer.  

0 0 1 
(4%) 

18 
(72%) 

6 
(24%) 

4.20 .50 
 

 

3. I have my students make 
a speech or a presentation. 

1 
(4%) 

6 
(24%) 

11 
(44%) 

6 
(24%) 

1 
(4%) 

3.00 .91  

4. I use communicative 
tasks.  

0 3 
(12%) 

6 
(24%) 

15 
(60%) 

1 
(4%) 

3.56 .77  

5. I use pair/group work. 0 2 
(8%) 

6 
(24%) 

17 
(68%) 

0 3.60 .64  

Factor 9: Classroom 
practices 

     3.70 .46 .56 

Note. R = rarely, OCC = occasionally, S = sometimes, OFT = often, F = frequently,  

SD = standard deviation. 
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Part G: Foreign Language Learning Experience 

 Part G asked about Factor 10: foreign language learning experience. As shown in Table 

13, the α value of Factor 10 was .80. The overall mean score of Factor 10 was 3.01 (SD = .63), 

indicating that the degree of communicativeness of teachers’ foreign language learning 

experience was at the middle range between traditional approach and communicative teaching. 

Among other teaching practices, again question and answer was most frequently used with 17 

teachers (68%) reported often or frequently to item 2. Other than question and answer, the mean 

scores of all other communicative teaching practices were either equal to (item 5) or below 3.00 

(item 3, 4, 6, 7). In particular, responses to item 4 indicated that communicative tasks were not 

commonly used, with only 6(24%) of teachers reported the often use of tasks in their foreign 

language classes at school.  

Table 13 

Results for Part G: Foreign Language Learning Experience 

When I was at school, my previous English (or any other foreign language) teachers 

Items R 

n(%) 

OCC 

n(%) 

S 

n(%) 

OFT 

n(%) 

F 

n(%) 

Mean SD 

 

α 
 
 

1. used English (or other 
foreign languages) to teach. 

0 6 

(24%) 

8 

(32%) 

8 

(32%) 

0 

 

3.32 .99  

2. used question and 
answer.  

0 1 
(4%) 

7 
(28%) 

13 
(52%) 

4 
(16%) 

3.80 .76  

3. had students make a 
speech or a presentation. 

3 7 5 9 1 2.92 1.1
5 
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(12%) (28%) (20%) (36%) (4%) 

4. used communicative 
tasks.  

1 

(4%) 

10 

(40%) 

8 

(32%) 

6 

(24%) 

0 2.76 .88  

5. used pair/group work. 1 

(4%) 

7 

(28%) 

8 

(32%) 

9 

(36%) 

0 3.00 .91  

6. used songs or games. 2 

(8%) 

9 

(36%) 

11 

(44%) 

4 

(12%) 

0 2.60 .82  

7. used movies or dramas.  4 

(12%) 

9 

(36%) 

7 

(28%) 

5 

(20%) 

1 

(4%) 

2.68 1.0
7 

 

Factor 10: Foreign 
language learning 
experience  

     3.01 .63 .80 

Note. R = rarely, OCC = occasionally, S = sometimes, OFT = often, F = frequently,  

SD = standard deviation. 

Part H: Chinese Learning Experience 

 Part H asked about teachers’ previous experience of learning Chinese as an L1 in school, 

i.e., Factor 11. As shown in Table 14, the α value of Factor 11 was .78. The overall mean score 

of Factor 11 was 2.51 (SD = .60), indicating that teachers experienced rather traditional 

instruction in the Chinese language. Question and answer was again the most frequently adopted 

type of classroom work, with a majority (19, 76%) of the teachers reporting that they often or 

frequently use it Except for question and answer, the mean scores of the communicative teaching 

practices were all below 3.00 (items 2, 3, 4, 5, 6). 
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Table 14 

Results for Part H: Chinese Learning Experience 

When I was at school, my Chinese teachers 

Items R 
n(%) 

OCC 
n(%) 

S 
n(%) 

OFT 
n(%) 

F 
n(%) 

Mean SD 
 

α 
 

 

1. used question and 
answer.  

0 1 

(4%) 

5 

(20%) 

60% 16% 3.88 .73  

2. had students make a 
speech or a presentation. 

1 

(4%) 

14 

(56%) 

5 

(20%) 

5 

(20%) 

0 2.56 .87  

3. used communicative 
tasks.  

4 

(16%) 

9 

(36%) 

9 

(36%) 

2 

(8%) 

1 

(4%) 

2.48 1.01  

4. used pair/group work. 4 

(16%) 

10 

(40%) 

10 

(40%) 

1 

(4%) 

0 2.32 .80  

5. used songs or games. 6 

(24%) 

16 

(64%) 

2 

(8%) 

1 

(4%) 

0 1.92 .70  

6. used movies or dramas.  5 

(20%) 

15 

(60%) 

16 

(64%) 

1 

(4%) 

0 2.04 .74  

Factor 11: Chinese 
learning experience   

     2.51 .60 .78 

Note. R = rarely, OCC = occasionally, S = sometimes, OFT = often, F = frequently, SD = 

standard deviation. 

Summary of Questionnaire Results 

 In sum, the questionnaire findings indicated that teachers generally have a positive 
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attitude towards TBLT and have fairly high efficacy in operationalizing TBLT. Teachers’ 

classroom practices were neither largely traditional nor largely followed TBLT but were situated 

between the two. Teachers did not experience tasks in their foreign language learning, and their 

Chinese learning was very traditional. The level of support in TBLT from both pre-service and 

in-service teacher education is modest. In terms of contextual factors, although large-scale 

standardized tests do not play a critical role in teaching and learning, teachers have strong 

expectations for students’ learning of grammar.  

Qualitative Findings 

 From all the qualitative data, I generated six themes, each supported by categories and 

sub-categories. In this section, I present the six themes individually, followed by a summary of 

the relationships among them.  

Theme 1: Teachers Setting Goals 

 Theme 1: Teachers Setting Goals refers to teachers constructing their teaching objectives 

based on their own beliefs about and understanding of second language learning and their 

institutional requirements. Categories supporting this theme were for professional development, 

for student learning, and course-related objectives. 

 For professional development. Several teachers mentioned the goal of achieving 

professional development by gaining first-hand teaching experience at the institution. The three 

novice teachers, who were also master’s students, hoped to accumulate teaching experience and 

improve their teaching skills. Yang laoshi and Zhou laoshi, who had been teaching for five years 
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and were either in the process of doctoral study or preparing for it, talked about continuously 

improving their teaching skills in addition to academic learning. Yang laoshi, for example, stated 

that she believed all the theories and research eventually came from and served classroom 

teaching; therefore, she hoped that teaching and reflecting on teaching would contribute to her 

academic growth. 

 For student learning. For teachers, the most important goal was to ensure student 

learning. However, what successful learning actually meant was grounded in teachers’ own 

perspectives. The data suggested that the most salient prerequisite conditions for successful 

learning that had influenced teachers’ acceptance or rejection of TBLT were communicative 

competence, good foundation, student engagement, and level-appropriate. 

 Communicative competence. All the teachers commented that their ultimate goal was to 

develop students’ ability to use the Chinese language for real-life communication, which was 

coded as developing students’ communicative competence. This consensus was evident in almost 

every teacher’s interview, and teachers related a consensus that had a number of different 

origins. First, teachers learned the idea of communicative competence from professional 

coursework, as Wu laoshi noted: “Even before you starting to teach in the classroom, when you 

were taking theoretical courses, you already knew that the goal for us as a profession was to 

develop students’ communication skills.” 

 Second, the consensus came from teachers’ reflections on their own foreign language 

learning experience. Teachers generally found that they were weak in using the foreign language 

in real-life situations, especially in oral and aural skills. Yang laoshi stated: “In fact, your ability 
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to use the language is very weak. What you learned was language knowledge, not language skills. 

You can tell if a sentence is right or wrong, but in real life, it is very ineffective. It wastes your 

time in real communication.” Many teachers also commented that the language they had learned 

from textbooks was too limited. Wang laoshi commented: “All my language came from 

textbooks. All I knew was ‘how are you?’ Later, when I went abroad, when people started a 

conversation with other expressions, I didn’t know how to respond.” Such English-language 

learning experience made some teachers, such as Zheng laoshi, believe that their goal for 

teaching was to help their students acquire Chinese as an applicable skill: “It was like a personal 

obsession for me because I didn’t learn English well the way I was taught.” 

 Third, teachers’ recognition of the importance of communicative competence also 

derived from their understanding of students’ needs. Teachers generally believed that students 

needed to learn Chinese for practical reasons. Jiang laoshi, for example, commented: “I think 

their needs are very practical. They want to read the local newspapers and magazines; they want 

to pursue an academic degree in China, bachelor’s or master’s degrees; they want to 

communicate with Chinese people.” Though trying to teach some literary devices, such as 

metaphor and personification, at the beginning of her writing class, Jiang laoshi later found that 

literary language would not be necessary for the majority of her students, and she confirmed that 

insight through the students’ informal feedback. Zheng laoshi, who was teaching non-degree 

language students, noted: “They want to be able to speak and listen. This is the most important. 

Their needs for reading and listening are not that strong.” In general, teachers agreed that 



 

 

 

104 

developing students’ ability to use the Chinese language in real life was an ultimate goal of their 

instruction. 

 The directors confirmed the teachers’ perceptions of students’ communicative needs. In 

recent years, the school had started to differentiate the programs for Chinese majors and for 

language students. As noted by Director Gao: 

Our distinction between language knowledge and skills used to be obscure: just aiming 

for students’ language development holistically. However, later, we found that degree 

students [majoring in Chinese] and language students had very different objectives. Some 

students even do not have needs for reading and writing but only for living here. That’s 

why we now have separate courses for language students and Chinese majors. 

 The students’ data also suggested that most of the students were taking the Chinese 

course with the purpose of using the language for real-life communication in personal, academic, 

or professional contexts. Some students related their Chinese language proficiency to their life in 

China. For example, Murphy, a civil engineering student from Nigeria, commented: “When it 

comes to taking Chinese as a course, my needs, my main objective, is to get into the 

environment. You want to enjoy living in China, and how would you do it if you do not know 

Chinese?” Large-scale tests and classroom-based tests were mentioned by some of the students; 

however, as Mark stated, “I do not study for the exams.” Chatu also commented that she did not 

value test scores much, saying, “scores are just scores.” In general, students’ reasons for learning 

Chinese were pragmatic. However, many of the students reported difficulty in becoming fully 

immersed in the Chinese language environment outside the classroom due to various constraints. 
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For example, Anna, a language student from Belarus, noted: “I thought that when I am in China, 

I would use Chinese 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, but no. Sometimes it was really hard.” Such 

a dilemma made students have strong expectations for using and learning the language in class. 

 Good foundation. To ensure effective learning, a good foundation was emphasized 

during interviews with many of the teachers. First, language accuracy was highly valued as a 

good foundation by teachers such as Zhou laoshi, Wu laoshi and Zheng laoshi. For example, 

Zheng laoshi stated that although her learning of Chinese at school had been mechanical and 

boring, it had helped her to build a solid foundation for using the language in the future. She 

commented that she had recently found many young people’s writing problematic and gave an 

example of the misuse of “de(的/地/得)”—the three different structural particles in Chinese. She 

attributed the inaccurate use of the Chinese language among young Chinese people to the recent 

educational reforms that undervalued the tedious but important training in basic skills. When 

teaching CSL, Zheng laoshi placed much emphasis on teaching grammatical rules. For her, 

understanding grammatical rules ensured students’ language accuracy and enabled students to 

move forward in their learning. 

 Teachers also believed that mastering the textbook language served as a good foundation 

for students to further use the language. Guided by such a belief, the first thing Zhou laoshi did 

in teaching Speaking and Listening (Beginner) was to further familiarize students with the 

textbook language taught in the comprehensive class through reading it aloud or role-playing the 

textbook dialogues. A similar belief was held by Han laoshi. Noting that students had difficulty 

completing the language exercises in the textbook, Han laoshi commented: “I think I still haven’t 
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paid enough attention to the texts; that’s why when students do textbook exercises, they find 

them challenging.” 

 Student engagement. Teachers constantly brought up students’ active engagement in the 

learning process as a prerequisite for effective learning. Wu laoshi used the Chinese expression 

“穿针引线” to describe his ideal role in class, meaning that he wished to serve as a facilitator to 

activate and integrate students’ participation in class. Yang laoshi believed that for good learning 

to occur, students needed to play a major role in class, and she often used “开口率” (rate of 

speaking) as a criterion to evaluate the success of her oral class. In addition to their interaction 

with her, Wang laoshi valued the interactions among students. She related this belief to her own 

language learning experience: “Sometimes you learn more from your [non-native English-

speaking] friends than from [native English-speaking] foreigners. Though your friends do not 

speak English that well, it’s slower and clearer. You can easily learn from your friends.” 

  Level-appropriate. Ensuring that the language input and output were at a proper level for 

students was another aspect that teachers considered to ensure student learning. Zhou laoshi’s 

concern about level-appropriateness was reflected in the type of classroom work she employed 

with her beginner students. In the first classroom observation, which occurred at an early stage of 

the semester, she mainly had her students do question and answer without conveying new 

information and conducted scripted role play. One observed example was that Zhou laoshi asked 

questions in Chinese, such as “这是谁的包？ (Whose bag is this?)” and “这个包里有什么？ 

(What is in the handbag?)”. Meaning was basically controlled as the teacher demonstrated what 

was in the handbag one item at a time. Reflecting on this language work, Zhao laoshi explained: 
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 I feel the students are at different levels. This controlled or semi-controlled practice 

would not pose too much difficulty for the slow students. For those who want to 

improvise, they have a bit of room too. 

 Regarding the language of instruction, Shen laoshi and Han laoshi used English as the 

language for teaching. For Shen laoshi, the reason was simple and straightforward: She did not 

think her beginner students were able to follow Chinese-medium instruction. Of course, the 

group of American students sharing the same first language was a condition that made her 

English-medium instruction possible. Similarly, Han laoshi was also not confident in his students’ 

ability to follow Chinese language instruction. Although he was teaching second-year 

engineering students, he explained: “They only take Chinese as one course, so the hours are 

limited. Although they are now in the second year, their Chinese is more at the basic level.”  

 In sum, when students’ target language competence was regarded as limited, teachers 

tended to lower the difficulty of the language input and in extreme cases to abandon using 

Chinese as a medium for instruction. Teachers also tended to lower the difficulty level of 

students’ output and thus preferred more controlled language practices.  

Course-related objectives. The category of course-related objectives presents teachers’ 

goals regarding the specific courses they teach. Two sub-categories were identified: skill-specific 

and covering textbook content. 

 Skill-specific. Based on the course structure at the institution, Comprehensive Chinese 

was the core subject, while the four skill-based courses were supporting ones. This structure was 

especially pertinent for beginner-level courses because comprehensive courses and skill-based 
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courses at the beginner level shared the same series of textbooks. Related to this rule was Zheng 

laoshi’s understanding of her course objectives and her own responsibility to teach 

Comprehensive Chinese. Based on classroom observations with Zheng laoshi, she usually first 

lectured about vocabulary, grammar and texts, followed by language exercises from the textbook. 

One of the reasons that Zheng laoshi gave for this teaching practice was that she believed her 

responsibility was to finish the first two stages of P-P-P, while it was in the Speaking and 

Listening class that students would have opportunities to produce the language more freely. 

Teachers who teach the skill-based courses naturally emphasize the target skill that the course 

entails. 

 Covering textbook content. For all the teachers, the most salient goal in teaching a 

certain course was to finish covering the designated textbook. Many teachers, such as Wang 

laoshi, noted that the teaching content was mainly defined by the textbooks. Teachers’ 

understanding of covering textbook content as a goal was also confirmed in interviews with the 

directors. According to Director Zhong, for each course, the institution required teachers to cover 

a certain range of lessons in the textbook, which was how they ensured that students finishing 

certain courses with different teachers were at similar achievement levels. When asked how 

teachers decided what to teach after being assigned to a certain course, Director Zhong’s 

response again revealed the coverage model: “Usually, we have a training session, during which 

we tell our new teachers, to decide what to teach in a course, you must first look at the textbook, 

like what is the content plan in the textbook?”   
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Theme 2: Teachers’ Learning of Pedagogies 

 Theme 2: Teachers’ Learning of Pedagogies refers to the process by which teachers learn 

pedagogies for classroom teaching. This learning was not restricted to teachers’ professional 

training as pre- and in-service teachers but had actually started long before, when they were still 

students, and spread into their everyday interactions with the people and materials around them. 

Four categories were identified under this theme: traditional schooling, professional learning of 

TBLT, learning from instructional materials, and learning from peer interactions. 

 Traditional schooling. The eight teachers ranged in age from the early 20s to the mid- 

40s, with years of teaching experience ranging from less than 1 year to 17 years. However, based 

on their recollections of how they had learned Chinese as L1 and English as L2 at school, it 

seemed that they had undergone a similar process. 

 Based on teachers’ recall, the materials that were commonly used in Chinese language 

arts classes (语文课) included textbooks, workbooks, and exam papers. Various teachers noted 

that the texts were mainly works of literature, as Jiang laoshi mentioned, “most of the texts are 

like “荷塘月色”, prose written by famous writers. There were also classic poems.” The typical 

teaching practice included teachers lecturing about the texts and summarizing the main idea of 

each paragraph （段落大意） and of the whole article (中心思想), which was described as 

“rigid” (死板) by Wu laoshi. Students would usually be asked to read from the texts, make 

sentences with new words, and take dictation of new characters. Students answering teachers’ 

questions was the major type of interaction that occurred in class, as noted by Wu laoshi. 
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 As for foreign language learning, all the teachers had learned EFL at school, and three of 

the teachers had learned an additional language as an adult. Many aspects of the English classes 

at school were found to be similar to the Chinese classes, as reported before. Similarly, the most 

commonly used teaching materials were textbooks, workbooks and exam papers. When teaching 

a new lesson, English language teachers spent the majority of their time lecturing the new words, 

grammar and texts. English language teachers also spent a large amount of time going over the 

written exercises from workbooks and mock-exam papers to ensure that the students would be 

able to complete them accurately. Other classroom work included having students do oral or 

written translations, read aloud from the texts, and take dictation of new words. Most English 

language teachers used Chinese as the medium in which to teach. There were very limited 

opportunities for students to speak English in class. Speaking of his experience, Wu laoshi noted: 

“In my English class, reading from the texts was the kind of activity that seemed to be closest to 

speaking and interactions.” For the younger teachers in their early 20s, the English teaching that 

they had experienced was similar to that of the senior teachers. As noted by Jiang laoshi, the 

youngest teacher:  

 Our class was just like a normal class. There were no activities like debates, 

 presentations, singing or games. Everything was just formal. You learn what you  are 

 supposed to learn and then memorize it. There were grammar exercises as  well. 

 One difference that the younger teachers experienced was with the native-English- 

speaking teachers. Four teachers mentioned that the native-English-speaking teachers’ teaching 

practice was very different in terms of not following a single textbook, encouraging speaking and 
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interaction, and less emphasis on accuracy. Shen laoshi commented: “Foreign teachers lectured 

less and expected you to speak more. They gave a topic for you to discuss with your partner. 

They did not care how many mistakes you made but whether you said something on the topic.” 

However, the native-English-speaking teachers’ classes were regarded as for oral skills only and 

were offered on a much less regular basis. Therefore, the native-English-speaking teachers’ 

teaching played a minor role in the teachers’ overall English language learning process.  

 Comparing how the teachers were taught at school and how they were teaching as CSL 

teachers, most teachers’ responses were similar to Wu laoshi’s comment: “You would find that 

the way you were taught in your Chinese Language Arts class and in the English class does not 

work at all, so you need to start everything from scratch.” Wu laoshi explained that he still did 

some similar activities, such as leading students to read texts aloud; however, unlike his own 

teachers, who had students repeat multiple times to memorize the language, he would read an 

item only once and have students repeat it only once to demonstrate the accurate pronunciation. 

Han laoshi commented that “our students came here to study Chinese, and their goal is to use this 

language, not to pass exams. The old way does not work for them.” 

 Professional learning of TBLT. For teachers’ professional learning of TBLT, it was 

found that most of the teachers had rather limited opportunities. Two sub-categories were 

identified: content focus of teacher education and approach to teacher education. 

 Content focus of teacher education. The data suggested that for many of the teachers, 

TBLT was not a major component in their formal teacher education. Wang laoshi, in her 40s, 

was the most experienced teacher in this group; she had begun her career 17 years before, when 
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few people were being trained to teach CSL. Therefore, as a graduate of a master’s program in 

literature, she had little background in second language teaching before she joined the profession 

and learned along the way. Zheng laoshi, also in her 40s, had 13 years of teaching experience. 

She stated that she was the first student in her university to enrol in the master’s program in 

linguistics and applied linguistics with a focus on teaching CSL. However, faculty members’ 

expertise was mostly in the area of Chinese linguistics (汉语本体), including that of her own 

supervisor; therefore, she stated: “There was little training for me in the field of second language 

teaching except for a few general theories.” 

 Although pre-service education programs for CSL teachers have expanded considerably, 

what the senior teachers experienced in terms of the content of teacher education was also 

experienced by the younger teachers. Shen laoshi, as one of the part-time novice teachers, had 

just completed her coursework in the master’s program. Her story was very similar to Zheng 

laoshi’s story of 13 years ago. In Shen laoshi’s master’s program, a course named Applied 

Linguistics and TCSL was offered. However, the course instructor acknowledged that she did 

not come from a CSL teaching background; therefore, her course focused not on what its name 

suggested but on the historical development of CSL teaching as a profession. 

 The focus on linguistics, that is, the study of language itself as opposed to the process of 

teaching and learning, was also revealed in the teachers’ current academic pursuits. A number of 

the teachers at the institution were either pursuing a doctoral degree or preparing to start a 

doctoral program. Among the eight teachers, Yang laoshi and Wu laoshi were both in the process 

of completing their doctoral studies, one on the topic of syntax and one on the topic of lexicology. 
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They both commented that almost all the well-established faculty members at the university or 

other universities were experts in Chinese linguistics; therefore, it was difficult to find a 

supervisor if one wished to conduct a study that focused on teaching and learning.  

 In addition to formal training in academic settings, another source of teacher learning was 

in-service training opportunities. Teachers attended various invitational lectures at the institution, 

and full-time teachers also had the opportunity to take external training. Most teachers mentioned 

hearing about TBLT in various workshops. Among the eight teachers, Zheng laoshi was the most 

knowledgeable about TBLT, and much of her knowledge came from an external training in 

which TBLT was introduced by an American professor. She understood that tasks were not only 

a way to practise pre-taught languages, as most of the other teachers understood them, but could 

also be used as the central procedure of teaching. She also understood that students’ natural 

acquisition of language was expected to be opposed to explicit instruction in grammatical rules 

when tasks were used as the central component of teaching. 

 Approach to teacher education. Other than the content being taught, the approach to 

content delivery also contributed to teachers’ access to pedagogical knowledge. Five of the eight 

teachers were either in the process or had completed the professional master’s program in 

teaching Chinese to speakers of other languages. This professional master’s program was geared 

towards classroom practicality as opposed to theory and research. The teaching in the program 

was generally described as using the lecture style to deliver general theories. Jiang laoshi, who 

had recently finished her coursework, commented: “Some instructors would relate to their 

teaching experience, but most of them would only give us theories and expect us to digest and 
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apply them ourselves. They wouldn’t say how to use it.” Han laoshi and Wu laoshi commented 

that most of the teacher educators lectured most of the time; sometimes, when case studies and 

group discussions were adopted in the class, the content became accessible and more relevant to 

their actual teaching, as expressed by Wu laoshi’s words: 

 That course was more vivid than others because there were discussions. She [the 

 instructor] also brought us learners’ assignments, which was helpful. Most 

 instructors just taught from the textbooks, but I don’t think that’s very useful.  

 In sum, teachers’ professional education was not particularly relevant to TBLT. The 

limited relevance to TBLT was mainly related to the content focus of teacher education and the 

approach to teacher education.  

 Learning from instructional materials. This category presents the instructional 

materials that have a direct and indirect influence on teacher learning about pedagogy, especially 

about TBLT. This category was composed of three sub-categories: changing curriculum, 

textbooks as major material resource, and TBLT in textbooks. 

 Changing curriculum. Through analysing the curriculum documents issued by Hanban, I 

found that how TBLT is conceptualized and applied had experienced a series of changes that 

were reflected in the documents published at different times. This change was reflected in two  

aspects: what “tasks” refers to and how TBLT is realized as pedagogy. 

 First, what was referred to as “任务” (tasks) in different documents had experienced a 

series of shifts: from target tasks in the 2002 short-term curriculum to both target tasks and 



 

 

 

115 

classroom work in the 2008 curriculum and then to communicative tasks in the 2014 curriculum, 

as shown in Figure 5. 

Target tasks 

2002/short-term 
 

 
Target tasks + classroom work 

2008 
 

                               
Communicative tasks 

2014	

Figure 5. Changes in tasks in curricula 

 In the curriculum for short-term programs published in 2002, the term tasks actually 

referred to target tasks as defined by Long and Crookes (1991) and Nunan (2004). In line with 

Long and Crookes’ (1991) conceptualization of developing target tasks based on needs analysis, 

the curriculum stated that selecting tasks is mostly based on a survey of learners’ needs. For 

example, under the category of personal information, a task was described as soliciting and 

explaining someone’s name, nationality and origin and age. 

 In the 2008 curriculum, the term tasks continued to be used to refer to target tasks as in 

the phrase “任务目标” (task objective), and examples included “asking others’ names”, “asking 

others’ birthplaces”, and “introducing one’s nationality” under the theme of personal information. 

What was new in the 2008 curriculum was that the word task was used in the phrase “任务活动” 
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(task activity). In this document, 101 examples of task activities were provided for teaching the 

target tasks. Task activities in this document was mostly used to refer to a rather broad range of 

classroom work, including communicative tasks, communicative activities, language exercises, 

and even non-language work. See Table 15 for examples. 

Table 15 

Examples of Tasks in 2008 Curriculum 

“Task activities” Examples 

Communicative tasks Historical picture exhibition: Each student prepares a 
historical picture (e.g., historical figures, sites or events) 
with a brief introduction. Introduce it orally to everyone, 

and make an exhibition wall. (p. 37) 

Communicative activities Role play: Students play the roles of conductor and 
passenger. Use the common expressions for taking public 

transit.  (p. 48) 

Language exercises Show students pictures of celestial bodies and ask them to 
tell their names. (p. 56) 

Non-language work Ask students to compete in picking up beans with 
chopsticks. (p. 43) 

 In the latest curriculum published in 2014, there was a major change in how tasks were 

presented. Most of the sample tasks met the defining features of communicative tasks as defined 

in the literature. Three TBLT lesson plans were included in the curriculum, and each lesson was 

organized around a major task.  

 In terms of the task types, the major tasks in the first two lesson plans were unfocused 

tasks, while the major task in the third lesson plan was a focused task with the purpose of 
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eliciting students’ language output through a series of structures for making self-introductions 

with different degrees of formality. However, almost all the tasks fell into the type of creative 

tasks, such as story making, video making, and film-dubbing, with one task fall into the type of 

opinion exchange.  

 Second, the realization of TBLT has also undergone a series of changes. Practising TBLT 

has evolved from following a task-based syllabus in 2002 to the design of classroom work in the 

2008 curriculum and to strong TBLT in 2014, as shown in Figure 6. 

TBLT as syllabus  

2002/short-term 
 

 

TBLT as classroom work design  
2008 

 
                               

TBLT as a teaching approach  
(strong version) 

2014	

Figure 6. Changes of TBLT realization in curricula 

 Because tasks were treated as target tasks that learners are prepared to be able to do in 

real life, TBLT in the 2002 short-term curriculum was realized as a task-based syllabus. Learning 

outcomes were thus defined as a list of target tasks. In the 2008 curriculum, TBLT was mostly 

treated as equivalent to implementing various classroom work (referred to as task activities) for 
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teaching the target tasks. TBLT in this version of the curriculum, therefore, was realized as 

designing the classroom work. In the 2014 curriculum, TBLT was viewed mostly as a teaching 

approach. In the curriculum, TBLT was one of four teaching modes (教学模式) recommended 

along with sample lesson plans. The other three recommended teaching modes included the 

conventional mode, theme-based mode, and content-based mode. In the TBLT mode, tasks took 

a central role, with the overall teaching procedure divided into pre-task, during-task, and post-

task stages. Because tasks took a central role in the whole teaching procedure, with a major task 

and several sub-tasks throughout, the lesson plans as presented in the curriculum can be 

identified as the strong version of TBLT. Therefore, the so-called TBLT mode in the 2014 

curriculum was actually a strong version of TBLT. 

 The Hanban-published curriculum documents seemed to be very remote from the 

teachers. During the various interviews with teachers, these documents were not discussed by the 

teachers, with the exception of Wang laoshi. Wang laoshi said she was aware of the curriculum 

documents but had not actually read them. However, she believed that the curriculum did 

influence her teaching, not directly but through the textbooks: “What it [curriculum] had a direct 

influence on was the textbooks. Textbook writers read the curriculum, and I only read the 

textbooks.” This practice is in line with the directors’ comment that the curriculum was not  

mandatory at the institution, and teachers were not required to follow it. 

 Textbooks as major material resource. Textbooks are the major instructional materials 

that teachers rely on. For most of the courses, the institution prepared a draft course description 
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for teachers to adopt and adapt in which the course objectives, syllabus, textbooks, and grading 

system were delineated. However, teachers such as Zheng laoshi and Wang laoshi commented 

that the course descriptions were very abstract, and the course syllabi simply followed the 

textbook content, one unit after another; therefore, they truly relied on the textbooks. The 

majority of the classroom work observed was also based on the adopted textbook. Zhou laoshi 

occasionally borrowed meaning-focused activities from other textbooks. In sum, the commonly 

adopted textbooks served the purpose of a course syllabus and were also one of the major 

resources of language work used in class. 

 TBLT in textbooks. TBLT and tasks were found in some of the adopted textbooks. On 

occasion, the tasks in the textbooks closely resembled what the literature defines as TLBT, and 

the TBLT used resembled what the literature refers to as a weak form of TBLT, as tasks were 

incorporated towards the end of each lesson. The new textbook chosen by the American program 

for Shen laoshi incorporated TBLT by incorporating a communicative task towards the end of 

each lesson (see Example 1 in Figure 7). 

 Occasionally, the term tasks was used to refer to communicative activities or even 

language exercises. In the textbook that Yang laoshi used for the advanced oral course, the term 

could be found in each lesson. The preface of the textbook specified that in the design of the 

language activities, their task-based nature was emphasized. A section of “classroom activities 

and tasks” (课堂活动与任务) was placed after sentence structures, texts, and vocabulary. 

However, as shown in Example 2 in Figure 7, the first four items were actually language 

exercises, and the last three items were communicative activities: students make narrations using 
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a series of designated phrases. No communicative tasks as defined in the literature could actually 

be identified in the “classroom activities and tasks” section. 

• Example 1. Reprinted from Developing Chinese Fluency: An Introductory Course (Vol. 

1, p. 33–35), by P. Zhang, 2015, Boston, MA: Cengage Learning. Copyright 2015 by 

Cengage Learning.  
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• Example 2. Reprinted from Developing Chinese: Advanced Speaking Course II (p. 7–10), 

by L. Li. and R. Wang, 2012, Beijing, China: Beijing Language and Culture University 

Press. Copyright 2012 by Beijing Language and Culture University Press. 

 

Figure 7. Examples of communicative tasks in textbooks 
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 Zheng laoshi specifically commented about TBLT in the teaching materials. Although 

she had learned about TBLT at an external training event, she questioned the availability of 

TBLT textbooks: “Do we have any successful TBLT textbooks in China? I don’t think I have 

seen one.” She went on: “Maybe there are some TBLT textbooks published abroad, but they are 

not applicable for us. Since we have skill-based courses, how do we coordinate listening, 

speaking, reading and writing?” Zheng laoshi preferred ready-to-use materials, as she noted:  

Of course, I would be willing to adopt it [TBLT] if there are ready-made materials to 

follow. However, they are not provided to me, and I cannot locate them either. It would 

be good to have a reference book, like a dictionary, where they put examples of tasks that 

correspond to grammar points together. It seems that it doesn’t exist. There are a lot of 

[research] articles but not teaching materials. 

 In conclusion, teachers interacted with various instructional resources directly or 

indirectly. A substantial gap existed between how TBLT and tasks have been defined in the 

literature and how they are presented in textbooks and curriculum documents. The latest version 

of the curriculum published in 2014 had moved closer to the TBLT literature.   

 Learning from peer interactions. This category suggests that teachers’ professional 

learning also occurs through their personal interactions with their colleagues. Two sub-categories 

supported this theme: sharing of traditional teaching knowledge and directors’ personal beliefs. 

 Sharing of traditional teaching knowledge. There were occasions when novice teachers 

sought advice from experienced teachers. When teaching an oral course, Yang laoshi once asked 

herself why she always taught the texts from the textbook and whether she could simply skip the 
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text. She asked a senior teacher about informative previous experiences. The advice she received 

was “If you don’t follow the textbook, why did you have students buy it?” Jiang laoshi also 

approached senior teachers for advice on how to teach a writing course because “at the beginning, 

I almost taught them as Chinese primary and secondary school students.” The advice she 

received from senior teachers was to provide feedback to the students on their writing errors 

based on grammatical rules. It seemed that many traditional notions of teaching, such as 

textbook-based and explicit grammar instruction, were common elements of teaching knowledge 

shared through personal interactions among teachers. 

 As an experienced teacher, Zheng laoshi was usually conscious of what she was doing in 

the classroom and why. In discussing the traditional teaching procedure, from vocabulary to 

sentence structure and then to texts, she explained: “This is how we usually teach as an 

institution, and it is also how textbooks are designed.” Such a common practice for teaching was 

also perceived by the novice teacher Shen laoshi, who stated: 

After one year of teaching, I found that there seemed to be a pattern for teaching all 

courses. I feel that every lesson starts with pronunciations, pronunciations of new words. 

Then, you teach the texts, again with the new words. It is like a pattern. You don’t have 

to always follow it, but in your mind, you know it’s something you need to teach. 

Therefore, it was not surprising to find that although the director made it clear that the teachers 

had the freedom to decide how to teach, most of the teachers’ teaching practices were similar, as 

described in the interviews and confirmed with the classroom observations.    



 

 

 

124 

 Directors’ personal beliefs. Both directors commented on TBLT. Neither one believed in 

the existence of a best method, but both believed in the teachers’ own agency. Direct Gao 

commented: “A good teacher can do the mechanical drills very well, and a bad teacher can 

perform badly with the most advanced methods.” 

 Both directors viewed TBLT as complementary to regular classroom teaching. They 

pointed to the language practicum activity at the school level as an example of how TBLT 

worked as a complement to regular classroom instruction. The language practicum activity had 

been in place for years: Chinese majors at the intermediate and advanced levels were required to 

participate in a language practicum activity each semester. Previously, students had been 

required to write a report after visiting a cultural or historical site. However, Director Zhong 

commented: “We found it did not work very well. You did not really know whether they had 

truly visited the places or not. The reports they handed in were like running records. That’s why 

we initiated the change a year ago.” The current form of the language practicum activity, 

introduced by Director Gao, was based on the idea of TBLT, and he believed that it was a good 

complement to students’ regular learning in the classroom. Students in groups were usually 

assigned a series of tasks based on certain themes. Examples of tasks were comparing the 

differences and similarities among local business areas and choosing a location to establish a 

store. To complete the tasks, the students were given five days to conduct research, visit the field, 

engage in interpersonal communication, and report back on the last day. Based on the previous 

year’s experience, Director Zhong commented: “We have done it for a year, and it was a big 

success. We are still in the process of refining it, and hopefully we will be able to do it better 



 

 

 

125 

with more detailed plans.” 

 With respect to the application of TBLT in classroom instruction in general, both 

directors noted several perceived limitations that led them to believe that TBLT should not be 

used as the dominant method. Director Zhong believed that TBLT was particularly useful for 

teaching certain topics, such as “asking for directions”. However, she believed that “if you are 

teaching something abstract, such as the topics and themes at the intermediate and advanced 

level, TBLT becomes not that important.” Director Gao had the following concerns about the 

overuse of TBLT: 

• TBLT promoted fluency but sacrificed accuracy, which impeded learners from becoming 

highly competent;  

• Because TBLT overlooked the teaching of structural rules, it was not necessarily suitable 

for teaching the Chinese language, as the Chinese language operates around strong 

productivity (“汉语具有很强的理据性”); 

• There was limited research to support that TBLT was better than the traditional approach; 

and 

• Students expected explicit grammar instruction. 

 Director Gao also noted that living in Chinese society meant that students were 

performing real tasks all the time, thus decreasing the necessity of practising TBLT in class. 

However, Director Gao emphasized that these views were only his personal opinions. From the 

institutional perspective, the attitude towards TBLT was merely neutral, leaving the teachers to 

experience, judge and decide. 
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 In conclusion, the personal interactions that occurred between teachers and their 

colleagues served as another source of teachers’ professional learning. The following section on 

Theme 3 presents how the teachers perceived TBLT. Through comparisons, I found that the 

teachers’ cognition of TBLT was similar to how the curriculum, textbooks, and directors 

understood and evaluated TBLT, confirming these references as direct and indirect resources for 

teachers’ professional learning.  

Theme 3: TBLT as Perceived by Teachers 

 Theme 3: TBLT as Perceived by Teachers captures teachers’ own understanding of 

TBLT. Two categories supported this theme: conceptual divergence and lack of teacher 

confidence. 

 Conceptual divergence. The data suggested that teachers’ understandings of TBLT 

varied from the definitions and discussions in the literature. The differences mainly concerned 

three aspects, i.e., understanding tasks differently, understanding TBLT differently, and the 

scope of application. 

 Understanding tasks differently. During the post-observation interviews after each 

session, teachers were asked to identify the communicative tasks that they believed they had 

applied in teaching, if any. Table 16 presents an overview of the “tasks” identified by the 

teachers with comparisons to the researcher’s categorization. 
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Table 16 

A List of Teacher-Identified “Tasks” 

Teachers Content 
explanation 

Language 
exercises 

Communicative 
activities 

Communicative 
tasks 

Jiang laoshi Teaching/learning 
objectives 

  Creative role play: 
Script writing and 

acting 

Cued 
narrative/dialogue 

(without designated 
structures): Orally 

describe each 
other’s physical 

appearance; essay 
writing 

Shen laoshi Teaching/learning 
objectives 

   

Han laoshi   Semi-structured role 
play: Situational 

dialogues 

 

Yang laoshi   Cued narratives 
(with designated 

structure): 
Presentation on 

honesty 

Discussion: Debate 
on sexual 

discrimination 
 

Zhou laoshi  Information 
transfer: 

Business card 
(Part 1) 

Drill meaningful and 
cued 

narratives/dialogue: 
Survey on daily 

schedules 

Semi-structured role 
play: On the bus 

Information 
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exchange: 
Business card 

 (Part 2) 

Wu laoshi    Problem solving: 

Cafeterias on 
campus 

Zheng 
laoshi 

    

Wang 
laoshi 

  Report (with 
designated 
structures): 

Talking about exams 

Report (without 
designated 
structures): 

Presentation on 
self-introduction 

Creative role play: 
Renting 

accommodation 

 Two of the teachers, Jiang laoshi and Shen laoshi, understood tasks as learning or 

instructional objectives. Jiang laoshi regarded tasks as “the expected learning that students are 

going to achieve out of the class.” Shen laoshi also understood tasks mainly as instructional 

objectives, as she stated: “My feeling is that TBLT is aimed at achieving certain objectives.” 

When asked if her teaching reflected TBLT, Shen laoshi responded that TBLT was reflected in 

her expectations that her students learn the grammatical points and understand how to use them. 

She noted: “My basic requirement is that when I ask them how to use certain language points, 

they make an effort to try such tasks.” 

 Most of the teachers noted different types of classroom work as communicative tasks, 

mostly communicative activities and task-like activities. Task-like activities refer to the language 
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work that is similar to tasks, in which no explicit requirements are made on using certain target 

language forms. However, the task-like activities do not fully meet theorist’s definition of tasks. 

This point will be further elaborated later in Theme 5. This response suggested that most of the 

teachers understood that tasks differ from mechanical language exercises. For example, Wang 

laoshi stated that a task was a way to integrate language function with language structures. 

Therefore, she believed the creative role play for renting accommodation that her students 

performed in class was a typical task. For Han laoshi, tasks were always associated with 

scenarios, topics or themes; therefore, he also regarded role plays, which he and his textbooks 

called situational dialogues, as tasks. 

 Although question and answer, both display (without new information) and inferential 

(with new information), were commonly adopted by most of the teachers, none of them pointed 

to question and answer as tasks, suggesting that teachers associated tasks not with a teacher-

centred format but mostly with pair/group work. However, because tasks were often associated 

with pair/group work, Zhou laoshi believed the business card activity that she had designed was 

a task. However, what Zhou laoshi called Task1 was coded as a language exercise of information 

transfer by the researcher because students mostly transferred the written text to oral format (see 

Task 1 in Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. Language exercise from Zhou laoshi 

 Generally, teachers tended to equate tasks with communicative activities that involved 

pair/group work. They seemed not to perceive the important criterion for distinguishing between 

tasks and communicative activities, not prescribing certain structures to be used. Therefore, in 

many of the self-identified tasks, students were clearly told what phrases to use. For example, in 

the survey activity on students’ daily schedules, prescribed sentences were clearly provided in 

Yang laoshi’s handout, such as “你住哪儿？ (Where do you live?)” “你每天几点来学校? 

(When do you come to school every day?)” and “几点出发 (At what time did you leave)?” 

Another task example was an oral presentation on the topic of honesty in Yang laoshi’s class. 

She adopted this language work from the textbook. In the textbook, a series of expressions were 

given, and students were told to try to incorporate them as much as possible into their 

presentation. 

 The necessity of attaching a motive/reason to the language work that is emphasized in the 
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TBLT literature was also not perceived by the teachers. Therefore, most of the classroom work 

was conducted only for the sake of using or practising the target language. Such unawareness 

explains the common missing feature in the observed “tasks” of the existence of an information 

gap and a clearly defined outcome.   

 Understanding TBLT differently. For most of the teachers, the role that tasks play in 

second language teaching and learning was to enable students to practice the pre-taught 

languages in a meaningful context. Wang laoshi noted: “For me, TBLT integrates language 

structure with language functions.” However, since Wang laoshi mostly followed a structural 

syllabus that was defined by the adopted textbook, language structure was naturally regarded as 

the axis of the syllabus, and language functions were attached to the structure whenever possible. 

Therefore, Wang laoshi further stated, “if the structure and function could be easily combined, I 

would choose do tasks with students.” Similarly, the understanding that TBLT is used to attach 

language function to structure was revealed in Zheng laoshi’s comments about TBLT materials: 

Zheng laoshi expected a reference book in which she could easily find examples of tasks 

corresponding to certain language structures. 

 Regarding the value of TBLT for practising the pre-taught language, teachers naturally 

evaluate TBLT in terms of whether it elicited the target language that they wished students to 

practice. Zhou laoshi commented about designing tasks:   

 I think the task design is very important: whether the task can achieve your purpose of 

 practising the language you want them to practise after students have learned the  
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expressions. If it is not well designed, it may deviate from the target. 

Han laoshi also commented: “The task has to be explicit: What is the scenario? What are the 

grammars and words? You need to give them some requirements.” 

 For most of the teachers, TBLT came into play only after language structures were taught, 

an approach associated with the weak form of TBLT. In contrast to the other teachers, Zheng 

laoshi was the only one who was aware of the possibility of both using tasks as a supplementary 

element in support of traditional teaching and using tasks as a central organizing principle. 

However, in her comments about the strong version of TBLT that she had experienced in a 

TBLT workshop, Zheng laoshi noted: “Like other front-line teachers, I don’t think we can use 

tasks as the organizing theme throughout the lesson. In the Chinese context, TBLT is basically 

supplementary.” The belief of applied linguists that language learning occurs only when learners 

are engaged in meaning exchange, thus supporting the value of strong TBLT, was not shared by 

the teachers. 

 The scope of application. Teachers tended to believe that TBLT was mostly commonly 

associated with oral skills. Jiang laoshi stated: “I am teaching a writing course. You might be 

able to see more TBLT in an oral course.” Even when Han laoshi stated that tasks were not 

restricted to oral skills, the identified “tasks” in his class involved only oral skills. 

 Another aspect of the scope of applying TBLT was related to proficiency level. Zhou 

laoshi was constantly concerned about her students’ ability to conduct communicative tasks that 

gave them too much freedom; therefore, she tended to prescribe the language to be used to 

alleviate the difficulty. Tasks were less favoured by teachers when their meaning-free and 
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uncontrollable features were perceived as too far beyond students’ level of language proficiency. 

Meanwhile, Director Zhong commented that she believed that TBLT was not appropriate for 

advanced classes because only tasks related to daily-life topics were to be used, resulting in the 

exclusion of abstract topics.   

 The third aspect of the scope of applying TBLT was related to teaching grammar. One 

widely held concern among the teachers regarding TBLT was the possibility that it overlooked 

teaching grammar and thus did not sufficiently ensure students’ language accuracy. This concern 

was expressed by Wu laoshi and Zheng laoshi. Director Gao shared the same concern, as 

previously discussed. 

 Lack of teacher confidence. In many cases, teachers’ understanding of what constituted 

a task was obscure and was expressed with uncertainty. This uncertainty appeared especially 

among the younger teachers, such as Yang laoshi and Zhou laoshi, who had five years of 

teaching experience. In Shen laoshi’s comments about what TBLT is, she used words such as 

feeling and feel. This uncertainty was also expressed by Yang laoshi: 

 Based on my superficial understanding, in my oral class, for example, tasks could be 

group discussions. It could also be having them share the content with another group after 

students read two different materials. I wonder if it qualifies as a task. What about reports, 

presentations and debates? If they are tasks, then they are just what we always do in oral 

class.  

  The lack of confidence about TBLT was not expressed by more experienced teachers 

such as Wu laoshi, Zheng laoshi and Wang laoshi. In fact, Zheng laoshi and Wang laoshi were 
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fairly confident when discussing TBLT, and Zheng laoshi was confident in discussing what she 

had learned from the professional workshops about TBLT that she had attended. Wu laoshi’s 

attitude was somewhat different, as he clearly stated that he was not interested in any teaching 

methods since he did not believe in the existence of a best method.  

  In sum, Theme 3 presents the conceptual divergences that exist among teachers and in the 

academic literature regarding what a task is, what TBLT is and the scope of applying TBLT. 

Teachers were found to lack confidence in their knowledge of TBLT.  

Theme 4: Predominant Application of the Traditional Approach   

 Theme 4: Predominant Application of the Traditional Approach refers to teachers’ 

classroom practice adhering to the traditional P-P-P model, representing a process of 

transforming language knowledge (declarative knowledge) into language skills (procedural 

knowledge). Four categories were identified under this theme: content explanation, language 

exercises, supporting strategies and classroom assessment. 

 Content explanation. Teachers’ classroom instruction usually began with content 

explanation, i.e., the teacher explaining the vocabulary, grammar, texts, and other rules—

whatever was being taught. Field notes for the classroom observations suggested that content 

explanation was usually conducted first for each textbook unit even though the courses that were 

taught varied from speaking to writing and from the beginner to the advanced level. In brief, the 

teachers generally began each lesson by explaining the three core elements of the textbook, 

vocabulary, grammar and texts, in an interchangeable order. The percentages of time spent 
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lecturing about the textbook content, including vocabulary, grammar and texts, are presented in 

the first column of Table 17.  

Table 17 

Time Spent on Content Explanation and Language Exercises 

Teacher Time spent (%) 

Content 
explanation  

Language 
exercises 

Jiang laoshi 33 2 

Shen laoshi 97 2 

Han laoshi 40 34 

Yang laoshi 13 0 

Zhou laoshi 0 23 

Wu laoshi* 0 0 

 38 62 

Zheng laoshi 43 46 

Wang laoshi 18 15 

Note. Wu laoshi’s teaching was calculated and presented session by session because the two 

observed sessions were very different in nature: the first one was regular classroom teaching, and 

the second one was the reporting stage of the language practicum activity. 

 Two extreme cases were Shen laoshi and Zhou laoshi. Shen laoshi, a novice teacher, was 

teaching College Chinese (Beginner) to a group of visiting American students. The American 

program, not the institution, had chosen a new textbook, Developing Chinese Fluency: An 
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Introductory Course, recently published in the U.S. As stated in the foreword of the book, the 

new textbook differed from the traditional textbook design: each lesson began with vocabulary 

and grammar as linguistic resources, proceeded to video-based activities, and ended with 

communicative tasks. Interestingly, Shen laoshi commented that the new textbook was 

somewhat strange because it contained no texts (passages or dialogues). This arrangement 

differed from the pattern that Shen laoshi was familiar with in terms of teaching procedure. 

Despite the innovative approach of the textbook, Shen laoshi’s classroom instruction still 

emphasized the vocabulary and grammar from the textbook as the core content and left the 

video-based activities and communicative tasks almost untouched. Except for daily dictation of 

characters, Shen laoshi spent almost all the time on content explanation, i.e., 97% of the 

observed sessions. 

 Another extreme case was Zhou laoshi’s teaching, as she spent no time lecturing about 

the textbook content. Her reason for skipping the content explanation was related to an 

institutional rule: her Speaking and Listening (Beginner) shared the same textbook with the 

Comprehensive Chinese class, and the new content in the textbook was already being presented 

by the teacher of the comprehensive course. Therefore, Zhou laoshi did not need to explain the 

vocabulary, grammar, and texts but could proceed directly to the practice stage. The time spent 

on content explanation by teachers other than Shen laoshi and Zhou laoshi ranged from 13% to 

43%.  

 Language exercises. In addition to content explanation as the first step, another 20 codes 

representing 20 types of classroom work, were applied to capture teachers’ classroom instruction. 
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The purpose of adopting various types of classroom work was to give students 

opportunitietopractice and master the content that was first taught explicitly. The observed 

classroom work ranged from form-focused to meaning-focused. This classroom work fell into 

three types: language exercises, communicative activities, and task-like activities. 

 After content explanation, the first type of observed classroom work was language 

exercises, focusing on the accurate use of the phonological, lexical and grammatical systems. For 

example, dictations focusing on the accurate writing of Chinese characters were an everyday 

routine in Shen laoshi’s and Han laoshi’s classes. Translations were commonly adopted in Wang 

laoshi’s teaching when she asked students to orally translate English sentences that she provided 

into Chinese. Wu laoshi emphasized the textbook language, so he often had students fill in the 

blanks with the correct words based on the text. See Figure 9 for examples of observed language 

exercises. Column 2 in Table 17 presents the percentage of time that each teacher spent on 

language exercises in the observed sessions, ranging from zero to 62%.  

• Example 1. Language exercise from Han laoshi 
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• Example 2. Language exercise from Wu laoshi 

根据课文完成下面的句子 (Filling in blanks with the correct words from the text): 

刘易斯输________约翰逊的那个中午我沮丧极了，________现在心里还别别扭扭的，夜里

也没有睡好觉，眼前________出现这样的________；所有的人都在向约翰逊欢呼，所有的

旗帜与鲜花都在向约翰逊________，浪潮________的记者们簇拥着约翰逊走出赛场，而刘

易斯________被冷落在一旁。 

• Example 3. Language exercise from Zheng laoshi. Reprinted from Chinese Language 

Course (Vol. 2, p. 150), by J. Yang, 2006, Beijing, China: Beijing Language and Culture 

University Press. Copyright by Beijing Language and Culture University Press. 

 

Figure 9. Examples of language exercises observed 

 Question and answer (display) between teachers and students was also coded as a 

language exercise. Question and answer (display) refers to the controlled work involving the 

prompting of student responses by means of display questions (e.g., the teacher or questioner 

already knows the response or has a very limited set of expectations of the appropriate response). 

Zhou laoshi, for example, implemented question and answer (display) by showing her own bag 

and asking students questions such as “这是谁的包？ (Whose bag is this?)” “什么颜色的？ 
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(What colour is it?)” and “包里有什么？ (What is inside the bag?)” The students were expected 

to use the language they had learned from the textbook to answer the questions. The answers 

were already known by everybody in the classroom, as indicated by the teacher and the objects 

(the bag and items inside) that she provided. 

 The students’ data confirmed the teaching procedures and types of classroom work 

commonly used. The students reported that many of their classes were led by the teacher 

lecturing and covering the textbook content. Such a practice became particularly problematic in a 

speaking class, as the students had a strong expectation of engaging in oral interactions with their 

teachers and peers in a speaking class. For example, Brenda described her speaking class as 

follows: 

We mainly go over a few set phrases and a few vocabularies from the textbook. And then, 

there is a dialogue in the textbook that we go over. It’s not really helpful because 

sometimes, we just end up listening to the dialogue instead of practising speaking. Then, 

lots of exercises in our textbook, but it's more like reading exercises. You end up just 

doing reading exercises but not working on your kouyu [oral language]. Sometimes you 

work with your partner, if the exercise is like a dialogue; you work with your partner to 

speak the dialogue out. 

Jeff, a Polish student, found that opportunities to express personal opinions were scarce, as 

teachers mainly focused on the textbook content: “There was no time to express opinions; it’s 

simply questions to understand the grammar, to remember the vocabulary… Things like ‘what 

about…?’ ‘Tell me something…’ [takes] maybe two minutes, but no time for that. Next one, 
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next one, next one.” 

 Supporting strategies. Other than the predominant teaching routine, from content 

explanation to various classroom work, teachers incorporated one strategy or another to facilitate 

their practice, such as employing multimedia resources, adapting material closer to students’ life, 

maintaining a fast pace of transition and teaching grammar rules inductively. 

 Several teachers adopted multimedia resources for classroom instruction. Jiang laoshi and 

Yang laoshi used videos from the Internet to activate students’ interest and background 

knowledge so that students would be motivated to speak and have more to say. Yang laoshi’s 

classroom did not have a projector; therefore, to play videos in an observed lesson, she made the 

effort to reserve another classroom. Zheng laoshi used her own tablets to present pictures and 

videos, as her classroom was also not equipped with multimedia devices. She commented that if 

she had a projector, she would have students go over textbook exercises from slides instead of 

having them focus on their own books so that she could draw their attention better. 

 Teachers also made efforts to bring the teaching closer to students’ lives. When practising 

the language for shopping, Zhou laoshi took a photograph of the grocery store on campus that 

students visit every day and used it as a motivator for conversation. Jiang laoshi stated: “Last 

time, I didn’t ask them to do the writing assignment in the textbook; instead, I had them write 

about their National Day that has just passed, something closely related to their lives.” Han 

laoshi adapted the original semi-structured role plays from the textbook to design the scenario of 

passing on information about the coming exam because he believed the subject was highly 

relevant to students’ lives. 
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 For Wang laoshi, an effective strategy was to maintain a fast pace of transitions. She 

described two advantages of this approach: one advantage was that the students were engaged, 

and the other advantage was that students learned much content in each session. During the 

observed session, Wang laoshi constantly transitioned from reading aloud to oral translation and 

from question and answer to drills.  

 For Zheng laoshi, one strategy that she found worked well was teaching grammar 

inductively. Instead of giving students patterns immediately, she first presented them with 

several language samples, pictures, and scenarios, and then asked them to identify the 

grammatical rules on their own. Zheng laoshi said the grammatical rules explained in the 

textbook were directly borrowed from Chinese linguistics, which made them incomprehensible 

to the students. She believed that inductive grammar teaching could motivate students, give them 

a more in-depth impression, and facilitate their use of the target grammar in communication. 

 Classroom assessment. The category of classroom assessment was categorized under the 

theme of traditional teaching approach because tests were used as the major instrument for 

assessing student learning. Teachers reported the rating system as 50% for final exams, 30% for 

mid-term exams, and 20% for ongoing assessment of students’ performance. These assessment 

practices were in accordance with the university’s policy for all undergraduate programs. 

However, Wu laoshi recalled his experience as a visiting instructor at an American university. 

When he first arrived at the American university, he was surprised that the final test was 

weighted as only 25% of the course grade; however, he later found that this practice was fair 

because the students exerted much effort throughout the course. He commented: “Here, we only 
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have 20% for students’ ongoing performance. It is one of reason that students do not participate 

actively, in my opinion.” 

 Yang laoshi made similar comments about the performance-based assessment. For her 

advanced oral course, she planned to have students conduct three to four presentations 

throughout the semester. She stated that she would assign students a score for 20% of their grade 

based on their performance on all the presentations towards the end of the semester. When facing 

the issue of students’ low interest in participating in the presentations, she reminded them that 

participation in the presentations was part of their final grade. However, she found that this 

approach did not change students’ reluctant attitude, and she commented that she felt that 

students were not very interested in their score in classroom performance. Yang laoshi also noted 

that students were not particularly interested in her feedback on their performance: “They seem 

to be uninterested in my comments about their presentations. It’s like when it’s done, it’s done.” 

In general, performance-based assessment seemed to play a minor role compared to the written 

tests.  

 For large-scale assessment, many of the students had taken or were in the process of 

preparing for a standardized Chinese language proficiency test known as HSK. However, the 

standardized test seemed to have little influence on teachers’ daily teaching, as noted by Zheng 

laoshi, who said that even though many of her students were taking HSK over the coming 

weekend, her class was not exam-directed but would proceed with its regular instructional plan.  

 In sum, the eight teachers’ teaching practices were similar in terms of teaching 

procedures, from content explanation to conducting various types of classroom work to 



 

 

 

143 

practising the pre-taught language. A series of supporting strategies were adopted to accompany 

the traditional teaching approach. Mechanical language exercises were adopted in every 

teacher’s teaching practice. Classroom instruction was not particularly exam-directed, although 

classroom assessment was mainly conducted through two formal tests, the mid-term exam and 

final exam.  

Theme 5: Applying TBLT as Supplementary 

 Theme 5: Applying TBLT as Supplementary indicates that teachers incorporated TBLT 

as an add-on element of their regular classroom instruction. The theme consists of three 

categories: motives for applying TBLT, communicative activity and task-like activity, and 

language practicum activity. 

 Motives for applying TBLT. This category covers the motives that drive teachers to 

adopt TBLT as a supplementary element in their teaching. First, professional development was 

the personal motive mentioned by some of the teachers as one reason for having an open attitude 

towards learning and attempting TBLT. Several teachers mentioned the goal of achieving 

professional development by gaining first-hand teaching experience at the institution, including 

the three novice teachers, who were also master’s students, and Yang laoshi and Zhou laoshi, 

who had been teaching for five years but were either in the process of doctoral study or preparing 

for it. Consequently, these teachers generally showed greater interest in alternative approaches to 

teaching, including TBLT, and were more open to testing different pedagogical ideas. 

 The second motive for teachers to apply TBLT is related to their goal of teaching for 

communicative competence with an emphasis on language use. As described before, all the 
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teachers agreed that the students’ ability to use the Chinese language in real-life communication 

was an ultimate goal of their instruction. This explained why, in addition to the traditional 

language teaching approach, most of the teachers showed a positive attitude towards TBLT, as 

they regarded tasks as a way to give students opportunities to use language and to rehearse real-

life communication in class. 

 Students’ active engagement was mentioned by teachers as essential for effective 

learning. Although students’ active participation was valued by teachers, many of them 

encountered difficulty in engaging students. Jiang laoshi described the situation as follows: “I 

find my class is too heavy. Whatever I say, they do not give me responses. It feels like I am 

playing solo.” Han laoshi commented: “They are very quiet. If you want to have active responses 

from them, you have to prepare a lot in advance in order to activate them.” Yang laoshi had the 

same feeling. One example she noted was the question-and-answer session after watching three 

videos, when she asked about the students’ first impression of the people who had appeared in 

the videos. Yang laoshi commented: “They were simply answering my questions and did not 

show any desire to talk. Additionally, they rarely react to each other’s responses.” Three weeks 

after the beginning of this semester, Yang laoshi was still wondering why this group of students 

was very quiet. 

 Wu laoshi also faced challenges in having his students participate in class, and he 

mentioned this issue as his greatest concern multiple times during the interviews. His ideal role 

in class was to be a facilitator, as captured by the Chinese idiom “ ” [putting the thread 

through the eye of the needle to connect everything]. However, he noted: “it turns out that I, as 
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the teacher, keep talking and talking. I have no other way around. Students are very quiet and 

very cautious.” Like Yang laoshi, Wu laoshi admitted that he was still trying to understand why 

the students were so quiet.  

 Another aspect of students’ limited engagement reported by teachers was the 

unsatisfactory language output. Jiang laoshi, who was teaching a writing course, stated that she 

had to make many efforts to avoid students turning in very short essays. An example she noted 

was a writing assignment from the textbook in which students were asked to give a vivid and 

detailed description of giraffes; however, many students handed in very brief descriptions. In 

Yang laoshi’s class, when she finally had students came to the front for oral presentations, she 

found that many of them merely read from their scripts. In addition, she commented: “I don’t 

need those big ideas. Many students’ talks were too empty, like simply stating “ ” [a 

Chinese idiom that means saying one thing but behaving differently]. I prefer that they have their 

own opinions and feelings. I feel like they copied some of the sentences from the Internet.” 

Similarly, Wu laoshi constantly found that students answered his questions very briefly and that 

it was especially difficult to elicit students’ personal ideas: 

 After finishing each lesson, I always ask them to use the language just learned to make 

 comments on a related topic. For example, after learning a list of words related to 

 friends, I asked them to talk about a friend they know. And I told them it could be 

 hypothetic, doesn’t have to be their real opinion. But they, many of them, still do not like 

 to speak. 

 Students’ data confirmed the challenge of engaging students as perceived by teachers. 
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Mike commented on the language work of filling in the blanks with textbook language that his 

teacher regularly assigned in the comprehensive course. He stated that he did not like this type of 

language exercise, as he believed that “every student has his/her own way of speaking. It is not 

helpful to use the textbook language or memorize the textbook language.” Therefore, in such 

exercises, Mike remained mostly silent. Yves, a student from Tajikistan, similarly commented 

that he did not like to learn from textbooks, and he believed that “a good teacher should teach us 

in one’s own way instead of following the book.” 

 In sum, facing the dilemma between valuing students’ active engagement and the reality 

of limited participation, teachers believed that tasks had the potential to encourage better 

participation in and outside the class. Therefore, encouraging students’ participation was one of 

the most salient reasons that teachers valued TBLT. 

 Communicative activity and task-like activity. As described before, teachers adopted 

three types of classroom work after content explanation: language exercises, communicative 

activities, and task-like activities. Teachers generally believed that the latter two types of 

classroom work are tasks associated with TBLT. Table 18 presents the time spent on the latter 

two types of classroom work.  

 Communicative activities were a type of classroom work that directed students to use 

pre-determined language structures while exchanging certain unknown information. 

Communicative activities were found in six of the eight teachers’ instruction, with the exception 

of Shen laoshi and Wu laoshi. Question and answer (referential) between teachers and students 

was the most commonly observed type of communicative activity. Question and answer 
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(referential) activity involves prompting responses by referential questions so that the questioner 

does not know the response beforehand. In Wang laoshi’s class, she spent approximately 50% of 

the time on communicative activities, of which 44% was spent on question and answer 

(referential). An example was observed in Wang laoshi’s class when she was teaching resultative 

complement. By setting the subject of the conversation as the mid-term exam that had just 

occurred, Wang laoshi asked questions such as “上一次考试的题你都做完了吗？ [Did you 

finish all the items in the past exam?]” and “上次考试翻译的题，你做对了几道？ [How many 

of the translations did you do correctly in the past exam?]” One student was hesitating, so Wang 

laoshi encouraged him by saying, “You can make it up if you don’t remember”. In this case, 

students’ attention was clearly directed towards using the target form correctly. 

Table 18 

Time Spent on Communicative Activities and Task-like Activities 

Teacher Time spent (%) 

Communicative 
activities 

Task-like 
activities 

Jiang laoshi 12 48 

Shen laoshi 0 0 
Han laoshi 19 0 
Yang laoshi 28 55 

Zhou laoshi 70 0 
Wu laoshi* 0 0 

 0 100 
Zheng laoshi 6 0 
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Wang laoshi 50 13 

Note. Wu laoshi’s teaching was calculated and presented session by session because the two 

observed sessions were very different in nature: the first one was regular classroom teaching, and 

the second one was the reporting stage of the language practicum activity. 

 A communicative activity called Survey on Daily Schedules was observed in Zhou 

laoshi’s class (see Example 1 in Figure 10). Students were expected to interview their peers with 

the exact sentences provided in the material, such as “你住哪儿？” (Where do you live?) and “

你每天怎么来学校？” (How do you come to school every day?). After interviews with peers, 

students were asked to report the information they had collected using the given passage pattern. 

See Figure 10 for additional examples of observed communicative activities. 

Example 1. Communicative activity from Zhou laoshi 
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• Example 2. Communicative activity from Han laoshi  

 

• Example 3. Communicative activity from Yang laoshi. Reprinted from Developing 

Chinese: Advanced Speaking Course II (p. 10), by L. Li. and R. Wang, 2012, Beijing, 

China: Beijing Language and Culture University Press. Copyright 2012 by Beijing 

Language and Culture University Press. 
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• Example 4 Communicative activity from Zhou laoshi 

 

Figure 10. Examples of communicative activities observed 

 Task-like activities were the third type of classroom work observed in the classroom. See 

Table 19 for a list of all six observed task-like activities. None of this language work required 

certain target language to be used by the students; thus, this language work differed from a 

communicative activity. However, most of these task-like activities did not meet all four TBLT 

criteria defined by Ellis (2003). Table 20 presents the analysis of the six task-like activities in 

comparison to Ellis’s (2003) criteria, following the protocol designed by Erlam (2016).  
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Table 19 

A List of Task-like Activities Observed 

Teacher Task-like activity  

Jiang laoshi 1. Creative role play: Script writing and 
acting 

2. Cued narrative/dialogue (without 
designated structures): Orally describe each 
other’s physical appearance; essay writing 

Shen laoshi n/a 

Han laoshi n/a 

Yang laoshi 3. Discussion: Debate on sexual 
discrimination 

Zhou laoshi n/a 

Wu laoshi 4. Comparison: Cafeteria on campus 
(language practicum activity) 

Zheng laoshi n/a 

Wang laoshi 5. Report (without designated structures): 
Oral presentation of self-introduction 

6. Creative role play: Accommodation 
renting 
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Table 20 

Analysis of Task-like Activities Compared to Ellis’s (2003) Criteria 

Criteria Judgements  

 1.Script 
writing 

and acting 

 

2.Orally 
describe each 

other’s 
physical 

appearance; 
essay writing 

3.Debate on 
sexual 

discrimination 

4.Problem 
solving: 

cafeteria on 
campus 

(language 
practicum 
activity) 

5.Report 
(without 

designated 
structures): Oral 
presentation of 

self-introduction 

6.Creative role 
play: 

Accommoda-
tion renting 

The primary 
focus should 
be on 
meaning 

Does the learner 
function as a 
language user and 
not a language 
learner? 

Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled 

 Is the learner 
primarily 
concerned with 
encoding and 
decoding 
messages, not 
with focusing on 
linguistic form? 

Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled 
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There should 
be some 
kind of 
information 
gap 

Is this gap closed 
as a result of the 
communication 
that takes place? 

Not 
Fulfilled 

Not Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Not Fulfilled 

As a result of the 
communication, 
does the learner 
find out 
something they 
didn’t know? 

Not 
Fulfilled 

Not Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Not Fulfilled 

Learners 
should have 
to rely on 
their own 
resources 
(linguistic 
and non-
linguistic) 

To perform the 
task, are the 
learners ‘taught’ 
the language they 
will need? 

Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled 

Does the task 
allow learners to 
automatize/use 
language they 
have already been 
taught on a 
previous 
occasion? 

Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled Fulfilled 

There is a 
clearly 
defined 
outcome 

Does the language 
serve as a means 
for achieving the 
outcome rather 

Fulfilled Not Fulfilled Not Fulfilled Fulfilled Not Fulfilled Not Fulfilled 
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other than 
the use of 
language 

than as an end in 
its own right? 

Does achieving 
the outcome 
determine when 
the task is 
completed? 

Fulfilled Not Fulfilled Not Fulfilled Fulfilled Not Fulfilled Not Fulfilled 
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 Of the six task-like activities, one met all the defining criteria, four met three criteria, and 

one met two criteria. The one that met all the defining criteria of communicative tasks was the 

language practicum activity of comparing the different cafeterias on campus. Students were able 

to use language freely when designing surveys and conducting interviews to collect information 

about campus cafeterias. The information gap existed between the students as investigators and 

other people on campus as interviewees. Students had to rely on their language resources and 

cognitive resources to conduct the comparison. The oral presentation and written report were the 

outcomes rather than using the language during the process of information gathering and also 

indicated the completion of the task. 

 The two criteria that the task-like activities often failed to meet were the existence of an 

information gap and a clearly defined outcome other than the use of language. For example, in 

Yang laoshi’s writing course, students were required to work in pairs to describe each other’s 

appearance. The students’ appearance was obvious to each other, so their use of language was 

not for a genuine information exchange. A clearly defined outcome was also often missing in the 

task-like activities. For the debate that Yang laoshi designed on the topic of sexual 

discrimination, no result was achieved. The debate simply ended when the class time was up. To 

conduct the creative role play of renting an accommodation, Wang laoshi simply expected 

students to conduct a conversation to use some of the language resources they had when talking 

about renting and housing. However, outcomes such as selecting an accommodation and 

achieving a rental agreement were not part of the role play. Some observed task-like activities 

had a defined outcome; however, these outcomes were mostly a linguistic outcome of a written 
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essay, an oral presentation, or a written report. Non-linguistic outcomes were rarely observed.  

 Regarding task types, all the task-like activities were unfocused tasks that gave learners 

opportunities to use language in general communication. Focused tasks designed to elicit (but not 

require) specific linguistic structures were not observed. Whenever specific structures were 

expected, teachers made the required structures explicit and thus turned the classroom work into 

communicative activities rather than tasks. 

 Most of the task-like activities fell into the task types of creative tasks (particularly 

creative role plays), opinion exchanges, comparing, and sharing personal experience. However, 

other task types, such as jigsaw tasks, listing, sorting and ordering, information gap, and problem 

solving, were not observed.  

 Students’ data also captured teachers’ initiatives of incorporating communicative 

activities and task-like activities. For example, Yves had a very positive experience in the debate 

activity that was being observed, and he conversed with the researcher: “You didn’t come last 

week. The one [debate] we had last time was even more interesting.” Although Brenda found her 

comprehensive class and oral class to be similarly teacher-dominant, she found her reading class 

to be very interactive:  

Actually, in my reading class, we have a lot of partner work and dialogues, and we end up 

explaining our answers. We have small groups, and we need to explain our answers to 

other groups. 
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 Language practicum activity. The attempts to incorporate tasks were mostly initiated by 

individual teachers, driven by the motives discussed before. One exception was the language 

practicum activity, as the directors initiated it at the institutional level. 

 The language practicum activity designed and required by the directors was observed in 

Wu laoshi’s Comprehensive Chinese (Intermediate) class. Director Gao incorporated the ideas of 

TBLT and designed a week-long task composed of five stages: (1) form groups and understand 

the activity on day 1; (2) conduct information searching on day 2; (3) go into the field and 

interact with people on day 3; (4) prepare a group oral presentation and compose a written report 

on day 4, and finally (5) perform the oral presentation in class and submit the report. Wu laoshi 

was in charge of designing the specific tasks for his class. He assigned students to groups of 

three or four and had them investigate the different cafeterias on campus. This language 

practicum activity was independent of Wu laoshi’s classroom teaching, and the students received 

separate academic credits for it. 

 In sum, teachers in the study were motived to adopt TBLT for three reasons: for 

professional development, to develop learners’ communicative competence and to better engage 

students. For these reasons, teachers adopted communicative activities and task-like activities as 

supplements to the predominant traditional teaching approach. The task-based language 

practicum activity was adopted at the institutional level as complementary to the regular 

classroom-based instruction.  
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Theme 6: Teachers’ Evaluation of Classroom Feedback 

 Theme 6: Teachers’ Evaluation of Classroom Feedback pertains to teachers’ learning by 

evaluating the instant classroom feedback as they attempted to incorporate TBLT into their 

teaching practice. This theme unpacks teachers’ learning as a dynamic process in which they 

constantly adjust their teaching practice and teacher cognition. The theme contains two 

categories: positive feedback and negative feedback. 

 Positive feedback. Some teachers experienced students’ increasing engagement through 

applying what they believed as TBLT. Zhou laoshi’s case stands out. After having students 

conduct an oral survey about each other’s daily schedules, Zhou laoshi was surprised to observe 

how engaged his students were. “Everybody was actively looking for people to exchange 

information. I said, ‘Time for a break’, but they were still trying to keep the conversation going 

and to finish completing their survey forms.” Yang laoshi also found that the debate activity 

aroused her students’ willingness to speak, increased student-student interactions, and pushed 

them to improvise instead of reading from scripts. 

 Wu laoshi noted the various advantages of the language practicum activity of 

investigating on-campus cafeterias. First, the activity significantly increased students’ active 

engagement. Wu laoshi noted that students performed more actively than at any other time in a 

regular class. He believed the reasons were the design of the task and the assessment. “This 

activity is associated with academic credits; they have to complete it and have to communicate. 

With the task, they have more things to say.” Second, since the group work gave students 

opportunities to know each other better, Wu laoshi believed that the activity created a safe 
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learning environment in which students felt comfortable speaking and making mistakes while 

communicating with each other. Third, for the presentation, each student delivered a three- to 

five-minute speech, which Wu laoshi believed fulfilled the purpose of the intermediate-level 

class—getting students to produce longer discourses. Finally, Wu laoshi noted that “it is a good 

way to build self-confidence.” However, the language practicum activity was still an anchoring 

activity that was independent of the regular class. Despite acknowledging its various advantages, 

in the next classroom observation, Wu laoshi returned to his daily routine and again encountered 

students’ silence in class.   

 Negative feedback. Not all teachers experienced positive classroom feedback. 

Situational dialogues, which many teachers believed to be communicative tasks, were a common 

activity in Han laoshi’s textbook. To implement role plays, Han laoshi asked students to work in 

pairs and assigned a scenario to each pair. After giving the students time to prepare, Han laoshi 

asked each pair to act out their dialogue in front of the class. However, Han laoshi encountered 

two difficulties. The first difficulty was that some students refused to report their dialogues, and 

Han laoshi commented: “At the end of day, I still didn’t get them to move”. Another difficulty 

on which Han laoshi commented during a post-observation interview was that after two or three 

pairs had demonstrated their role plays, the students began to lose interest, leaving only the 

teacher to comment and interact with the students acting in front of the class. 

 Jiang laoshi decided to return to a traditional teaching routine after she tried the 

innovative lesson on writing play scripts. She prepared videos to demonstrate a play to activate 

students’ interest but unfortunately encountered technical problems. Additionally, she planned a 
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session to have students demonstrate their scripts but encountered silence. In the post-

observation interview, Jiang laoshi stated that the lesson had definitely not gone as she had 

expected. She tried to reflect on the situation: due to the technical problem, the video that she 

eventually played was not the one she had originally chosen, and it was not very interesting and 

poor in quality. The play script that she provided as an example was a story of a spider and a 

butterfly, and she realized that although the language was simple, the content was not attractive 

to adult learners. Finally, Jiang laoshi asked the students to write a play script between a Chinese 

father and his child who is about to take the Chinese college entrance examination, but she found 

that her foreign students did not have much to say about a social phenomenon with which they 

were not familiar.  

Setting aside the textbook and designing new content oneself is very challenging. To do a 

good job, Jiang laoshi had to have an accurate understanding of her students: balancing their 

interests as adults with their limited Chinese language proficiency. She also needed a good sense 

of what would interest students from different cultural backgrounds. Resolving these issues was 

certainly not easy for her in the first semester of her teaching career. After undergoing these 

problems, Jiang laoshi clearly stated that she would rather return to the old way—following the 

textbook—which she felt was much safer. 

 Zheng laoshi’s previous experience at an American university as a visiting instructor had 

also provided her with negative feedback about TBLT. Zheng laoshi associated TBLT with a 

function-based syllabus as opposed to a structural syllabus. The American university where she 
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had worked for two years had adopted a function-based textbook that incorporated TBLT. 

However, Zheng laoshi had encountered serious problems with using the textbook:  

I had a very deep impression about the textbook. At the beginner level, the Ba- 

construction appeared in Lesson Five. When I was at Lesson Five, I was totally 

devastated. I had no idea how to explain it [the Ba-construction]; there was no way to 

explain it and no way to practice it. The students could not use it at all. They had not even 

learned the word ‘ba’; now they had to learn the Ba-construction. 

Zheng laoshi’s negative attitude and dissatisfaction with the textbook were strengthened by the 

students’ reactions. After using the textbook for some time, she noted that the students started to 

complain about it. Therefore, Zheng laoshi made it clear that she supported a structural syllabus 

rather than a functional syllabus, or TBLT. 

Summary of Qualitative Findings 

 In sum, six findings emerged from the qualitative data from different sources. The 

teachers have a series of goals to achieve from their instruction, including their own professional 

development, ensuring students’ learning and completing course-related objectives (Theme 1). 

To achieve the goals, teachers’ learning of pedagogies equips them with teaching approaches and 

strategies to apply (Theme 2). From their professional learning, including formal learning such 

as pre- and in-service training and informal learning from instructional materials and peer 

interactions, teachers develop their understanding of TBLT, i.e., TBLT as perceived by teachers 

(Theme 3). This group of teachers, to achieve their goals, chose to apply predominantly 
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traditional teaching approaches (Theme 4) and to apply TBLT as a supplementary approach 

(Theme 5). This choice of combination was derived from their learning of pedagogies and how 

they perceived TBLT. After incorporating TBLT into the predominant approach, the teachers 

received classroom feedback and evaluated the classroom feedback (Theme 6). Through this 

evaluation, they modified their beliefs and attitudes towards different teaching approaches, 

which was another cycle of professional learning that returned to Theme 1. 
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Chapter 5 Discussion 

 This chapter discusses the major findings and implications of the study. I first synthesize 

and interpret the findings presented in Chapter 4 through activity system analysis. I then discuss 

the three research questions in relation to the existing literature. Finally, I discuss the 

implications of my study, its limitations, and directions for further research. 

 Activity System Interpretation of Findings 

 To further understand the findings reported in Chapter 4 as an integrated unit, I explored 

the findings through an activity system lens. In this section, I first present the activity settings, 

meaning the static context in which the teachers’ instructional activity took place. Second, I 

explain teachers’ choice of pedagogical tools, i.e., their teaching practice, through an exploration 

of the interactions within the activity systems. 

The Activity Settings 

 In this study, teachers’ instructional activity was situated as the central activity and thus 

was privileged and received the greatest attention. Two neighbouring activities—teachers’ 

historical activity and curriculum design and dissemination—were closely related to the central 

activity. Figure 11 presents an overview of the activity settings. 

 In the central activity, the teachers under examination in the study were the subjects. 

Thus, the activity was constructed from their perspectives. The teachers were working 
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Figure 11. Overview of activity settings 

Note. The big triangle in the center denotes the central activity, i.e., teachers’ instructional 

activity. Two small triangles denote the neighboring activities, i.e., teachers’ historical activity 

and the activity of curriculum design and dissemination.  

towards a series of objects, including (1) professional development, (2) student learning, and (3) 

course-related objectives. As discussed in Theme 1: Teachers Setting Goals, teachers had their 

own understanding of how to achieve each object based on their own knowledge and beliefs 

about themselves, successful language learning, and the institutional context. Three types of 

tools were adopted by the teachers: (1) pedagogical tools, (2) assessment tools, and (3) material 

tools. Pedagogical tools included the traditional approach that teachers primarily adopted as well 
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as TBLT. Another type of pedagogical tool consisted of the supporting strategies that teachers 

employed, such as developing materials relevant to students’ lives, maintaining a fast pace of 

transition, and teaching grammar inductively. Assessment is another tool that teachers used to 

achieve their teaching objects. Tests at the classroom level were the major assessment instrument 

adopted by teachers because mid-term and final exams made up 80% of the course grade. 

Ongoing evaluations of students’ participation and classroom performance contributed only 20% 

of the course grade and thus played a minor role. These teachers relied mostly on the textbooks 

for material support. 

 Four rules governed the teaching activity: (1) course structure, (2) textbook selection and 

coverage model, (3) teacher freedom and (4) assessment rule. The first rule—course structure—

specified the comprehensive course as the core subject and other skill-based courses as playing 

supporting roles. Textbook selection and coverage model ruled the teaching activity, meaning 

that the chosen textbook content defined the curriculum, and the teachers were expected to cover 

the textbook content as required. The third rule was teacher freedom, referring to teachers having 

the freedom to decide their own teaching approach. The fourth rule pertained to how students 

were assessment and graded at this institution.  

 Community was made up of the people involved in the central teaching activity other than 

the subjects themselves, including other peer teachers, directors and students. Division of labour 

described the responsibilities shared among people in the community. The directors supervised 

teaching in general and were responsible for initiating institutional innovations, such as the task-

based language practicum activity. The teachers collaborated across different courses, for 
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example, across the comprehensive courses, or in one particular skill such as writing. Skill-based 

courses were expected to support comprehensive courses. In the classroom, teachers took a 

dominant role, such as controlling students’ language input and output. The outcomes of the 

central activity were students’ learning as well as teachers’ own professional learning.   

 Two neighbouring activities were mapped in relation to the central activity: the teachers’ 

historical activity and the activity of curriculum design and dissemination. Unlike the central 

activity, with each element examined in detail, the neighbouring activities were treated as whole 

units, with a focus on the relationships among these neighbouring activities and with the central 

activity. The interactive relationship among these neighbouring activities and the central activity 

were mainly suggested by teachers’ data. For example, teachers rarely referred to the published 

curricula. Wang laoshi’s claim that textbook writers read the curriculum and that he reads the 

textbooks captured this relationship. Therefore, the activity of curriculum publication and 

dissemination was treated as a producing activity for textbooks as material tools. When teachers 

provided rationales for their teaching practices, they often related them to their past experience. 

Therefore, teachers as the subjects brought to the central activity their past experience, which 

was collectively referred to as teachers’ historical activity, including their experience of past 

language learning, past teaching, and teacher education. 

Activity System Interpretation of Teaching 

 In this section, I interpret teachers’ choice of pedagogical tools by situating them in the 

activity systems. Such an analysis enables us to understand the reason for their teaching practices 
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and demonstrate how the different elements, as mapped in the activity settings, interact to shape 

teachers’ choice of pedagogical tools. 

Applying a traditional approach. As captured by Theme 4: Predominant Application of 

the Traditional Approach, teachers predominantly practised the traditional teaching approach. 

However, practising the traditional approach created several tensions in the central teaching 

activity (see Figure 12). 

 

Figure 12. Applying the traditional approach in the activity system 

Note. The lightening-shaped arrows denote the identified tensions in the activity system. The 

underlined labels indicate the corresponding components involved in the tensions. 
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First, an issue arose regarding how students as members of the community reacted to the 

predominant traditional approach to the teaching that they received. As described before, many 

of the students reported a gap between their expectations of rich opportunities to interact through 

the Chinese language and the realities of being taught from the book and conducting mechanical 

language exercises in class. Such a gap between their expectations and reality explains students’ 

apathetic behaviour in class. Therefore, this issue could be viewed as a systemic tension between 

the traditional approach (tool) and students’ reaction to it (community). 

Students’ reactions to the traditional approach raised one of the major challenges that 

teachers faced, which was to achieve the object of student learning through students’ engagement. 

Teachers believed that active engagement was essential for successful learning. However, most 

of the teachers reported difficulty engaging their students in class. Some teachers adopted 

various supporting strategies to alleviate this difficulty, such as maintaining a fast pace of 

transitions, associating the teaching material more closely with students’ lives, using pictures and 

videos, and teaching grammar inductively. While some teachers successfully alleviated the 

challenge of engaging students by incorporating the abovementioned supporting strategies, most 

teachers expressed a need to better address this challenge. 

For teachers, another aspect of successful learning is that students are taught to develop 

communicative competence, i.e., the ability to use language in real-life situations. However, 

teachers realized that teaching students a series of target structures from the textbook does not 

necessarily enable them to use the languages but only serves as a good foundation. To better 

achieve the object of teaching for communicative competence, teachers believed that the 
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traditional approach was insufficient. In conclusion, the above two challenges could be identified 

as tensions in the activity system between the traditional approach (tool) and developing students’ 

communicative competence (object) and between the traditional approach (tool) and student 

engagement (object). 

Applying TBLT. The above-discussed tensions influenced teachers to take initiatives to 

adopt TBLT as a supplementary pedagogical tool as they attempted to alleviate the challenges 

raised by predominantly following the traditional approach. However, in the current activity 

settings, applying TBLT led to a series of tensions as well (see Figure 13). 

Theme 3: TBLT as Perceived by Teachers suggested that how TBLT was understood and 

perceived by teachers differed greatly from how it is presented in the academic literature. Such a 

mismatch represented a tension between TBLT (tool) and the teachers (subjects). To understand 

the conceptual difference between teachers and the literature, one must consider the teachers’ 

historical activity. Theme 2: Teacher Learning of Pedagogies and Theme 6: Teachers’ 

Evaluation of Classroom Feedback suggested that teachers’ traditional schooling, pre- and in-

service teacher education and past teaching experience posed special challenges for teachers to 

fully understand and practice TBLT. Both the questionnaire and interview data from teachers 

revealed that the teachers had mostly experienced typical traditional instruction, both in Chinese 

language and in English classes. The traditional classroom experience had left an important 

impression on their teacher cognition and teaching practice regarding CSL teaching. 

Additionally, the interview data suggested that in teacher education programs, the teachers were 

taught mainly through the transmission of theories, and there was a lack of guided practice and 
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opportunities for observation and reflection to appropriate TBLT as a tool. Thus, tension existed 

between the teachers (subject) and teachers’ historical activity (subject-producing activity). 

 

Figure 13. Applying TBLT in the activity system 

Note. The lightening-shaped arrows and the circle (on tools) denote the identified tensions within 

the activity system. The underlined labels indicate the corresponding components involved in the 

tensions. 

 A third tension was found between TBLT (tool) and peer teachers (community). The 

teachers noted that it was difficult to implement innovations by individual teachers while the 

broader environment remained largely unchanged. When novice teachers made efforts to seek 
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personal advice from colleagues or to participate in workshops, the advice that they obtained 

followed the paradigm of the traditional approach, meaning that TBLT as a pedagogical tool was 

not well supported by their colleagues in the community. Teachers’ data also suggested that even 

when workshops introduced innovative pedagogies, nothing appeared to change after the speaker 

was gone; no collective effort was made at the school level. The new teaching possibilities were 

left to individual teachers to implement, which often resulted in following the old path—the 

pattern of explaining textbook vocabulary, grammar and texts to students, a procedure that was 

also noted as a common practice among many of the teachers’ colleagues. 

 Since the teaching activity is goal-directed, the teachers evaluated the tools in hand 

against the objects. However, the TBLT tool that teachers evaluated was not the version 

understood by pedagogical experts in the academic literature but rather the type of “TBLT” 

perceived by the teachers. From the teachers’ perspectives, applying TBLT posed threats to some 

of their teaching goals, including building a good foundation and being level-appropriate to 

achieve the object of student learning and covering the textbook and being skill-specific to 

achieve the course-related object. Therefore, another tension identified as critical in the activity 

systems was between TBLT (tool) and some of the goals (objects) that teachers constructed and 

worked towards. 

 Finally, there were tensions among the different types of tools. The first challenge 

between tools was between TBLT as a pedagogical tool and the material tools. The commonly 

adopted textbooks were mainly designed to follow a traditional approach and thus indicated a 

lack of material support for TBLT. Some teachers recognized the existence of communicative 
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tasks in more recently published textbooks but had never seen a book that followed a strong 

TBLT approach. These teachers also acknowledged that some TBLT textbooks may exist abroad 

but did not believe that any were designed for higher education in China and for full-time 

programs. Therefore, the lack of instructional material supporting TBLT, especially the strong 

version, represents tension within the tools. 

A second issue with the tools was between TBLT as a pedagogical tool and the 

assessment tool of which teachers have command. Classroom assessment at the institution 

largely relied on mid-term and final written tests, constituting 30% and 50%, respectively, and 

leaving only 20% of the grade for performance-based assessment. As suggested by some 

teachers, students’ apathetic performance in class and lack of interest in teachers’ feedback could 

be attributed to the limited percentage of the final grade associated with in-class performance. 

Just as tests and the traditional approach work together, the better implementation of TBLT 

requires performance-based assessment to play a larger role in class. In conclusion, tensions 

existed within tools, between TBLT and the material tools, and between TBLT and the 

assessment tools. 

Using an activity system to interpret the results provided a lens to visualize and explain 

teachers’ practice in two contexts: the context of traditional teaching and the context of teaching 

with TBLT. The graphic images of the activity system clearly indicate where the systemic 

tensions emerged. These tensions appeared to influence the teachers and change their teaching 

practice. For example, teachers felt the tensions illustrated in Figure 12 for traditional teaching 

and felt that they were not meeting all their goals and helping students learn. Teachers then 
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attempted to use TBLT but experienced tensions, as shown in Figure 13. These tensions 

influenced them to return to a traditional teaching practice or to implement a weak version of 

TBLT. In effect, the tensions visible in each activity system diagram acted as motivators for 

teachers to move back and forth between teaching approaches. 

Discussion of the Research Questions 

 The study set out to understand how native Chinese-speaking teachers practice CSL in 

relation to TBLT in university settings in China and to make sense of their teaching practice 

from the perspective of language teachers’ teacher cognition in a situated context. Three research 

questions were proposed to guide the study. In this section, I revisit each research question and 

discuss the conclusions in relation to the previous literature. 

Research Question 1 

 The first research question is “What is the nature of CSL teachers’ classroom practice in 

relation to TBLT?” 

 TBLT in weak form. In terms of teachers’ common classroom instruction, they 

predominantly adopted the traditional approach with a series of supporting strategies. In line with 

the findings of the questionnaire data, the types of classroom work observed in the classroom and 

discussed in teacher interviews ranged from form-focused to meaning-focused activities. 

Following a traditional PPP model, it was at the production stage when teachers incorporated 

task-like activities along with communicative activities. A number of task-like activities were 

adopted when teachers did not prescribe certain target language forms; however, tasks that 



 

174 

 

conform well to the definition in the literature, particularly Ellis’s (2003) four defining features 

of a task, were rarely observed. 

 Communicative activities and task-like activities were not peripheral in terms of the 

number of times observed and time spent on them. However, the complementary role that the 

task-like activities played in relation to content explanation and controlled language exercises 

categorized the teachers’ teaching practice as a weak form of TBLT. TBLT in its weak sense was 

mainly adopted as a type of classroom work to give the students meaningful practice to transfer 

declarative knowledge to procedural knowledge. In additional to regular classroom teaching, 

tasks were used for language practicum activity, as independent from classroom instruction. 

Such a way of using tasks again confirmed the adoption of TBLT to support the traditional 

approach at the institution.  

 Task types. In the classroom observations, there were occasions, such as the self-

introduction presentation and the language practicum activity of comparing the campus 

cafeterias, when the teachers focused primarily on certain topics and did not prescribe certain 

linguistic structures. These were precisely the occasions when task-like activities, categorized as 

unfocused tasks, were observed. The unfocused type of task usually took the form of creative 

tasks (particularly creative role plays), opinion exchanges, comparison, or sharing personal 

experience. The option of using focused tasks to elicit certain target features was not observed. 

 This study on teachers’ teaching practice of TBLT suggests both similarities with and 

differences from the findings of the previous literature. Unlike many previous studies (e.g., Deng 

& Carless, 2009; Lin & Wu, 2012; Zheng and Borg, 2014) in which tasks were either rarely or 
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occasionally observed (though questionnaire studies tend to report the use of TBLT more often), 

most teachers in this study moved from content explanation and language exercises to spending a 

certain amount of time on communicative activities and/or task-like activities. Meanwhile, 

teachers’ classroom practice in this study was similar to that observed in previous studies of EFL 

teachers (e.g., Cheng & Wright, 2016; Deng and Carless, 2009; Lin & Wu, 2012; Nguyen, 2014; 

Zheng & Borg, 2014) in the sense that the traditional teaching approach predominated. When 

communicative activities/task-like activities were adopted, both in this study and in previous 

studies of EFL teachers, they were used as add-on activities, thus suggesting the implementation 

of a weak form of TBLT. This study also found that when teachers adopt task-like activities, they 

tend to be the unfocused type (Ellis, 2009), usually taking the form of creative tasks (particularly 

creative role plays), opinion exchanges, comparison, or sharing personal experience. However, in 

previous studies, the types of tasks that teachers adopted were not noted.  

Research Question 2 

 The second question is “What do teachers think, believe and know about TBLT in their 

context of teaching?” 

 To answer research question 2, I categorized teacher cognition of TBLT in three 

categories: 1) what TBLT is, (2) the perceived value of TBLT, and (3) the applicable scope of 

TBLT.  

 What TBLT is. First, teachers’ understanding of what TBLT diverged from how TBLT 

has been described by pedagogical experts in the literature. The major differences are what 
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constitutes a task and the role of tasks. Teachers had difficulty understanding what a task actually 

was. Most teachers were well aware of the meaning-focused nature of tasks; therefore, in most 

cases, they had no problem distinguishing tasks from language exercises. However, tasks for 

teachers seemed to have little difference from communicative activities. The exception was the 

classroom work of question and answer between teachers and students. Although question and 

answer, particularly question and answer with new information, was meaning-focused in nature, 

none of the teachers claimed it as a task, suggesting that teachers differentiated tasks from 

teacher-fronted teaching. However, the features of the information gap, enabling learners to use 

their own resources, and a clearly defined outcome were not mentioned in any of the teachers’ 

interviews. Yet another way of understanding tasks, mostly by the two novice teachers, was as 

instructional or learning objectives. 

 Teachers’ understanding of the role that tasks play in teaching also differed from the 

TBLT literature. Teachers mostly understood the role of tasks as giving students opportunities to 

practice pre-taught language in a meaningful context. Perceiving the role of tasks in this way 

informed and was informed by their understanding of tasks as communicative activities with 

prescribed instruction on what language forms to use. However, in the TBLT literature, the 

essential role of tasks is that they are regarded as the condition on which language learning takes 

place: the task provides a better context for the activation of learning processes, and learning 

occurs when students are engaged in naturalistic and meaningful communication (Richards and 

Rogers, 2014). Therefore, the literature (Ellis, 2003, 2009; Willis and Willis, 2007) suggested 

that before completing tasks, students’ attention should not be directed to certain target language 
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forms so that they could instead activate their background resources, both linguistic and non-

linguistic. A list of language may be given beforehand with the purpose of equipping students 

with language resources instead of prescribing that they use the pre-taught language. Such an 

intention in using tasks is very different from the teachers’ intention of practising certain target 

language structures through completing “tasks”. 

 The perceived value of TBLT. The second aspect of teacher cognition of TBLT is the 

perceived value of TBLT. Based on their own understanding and the realities they faced, the 

teachers mainly perceived the value of TBLT as its advantages in developing students’ 

communicative competence and better engaging students in classroom instruction. Teachers 

generally agreed that the ultimate teaching goal was to develop students’ ability to conduct real-

life communications, and they commonly associated this goal with the value of TBLT. Teachers 

who were teaching oral skills were particularly positive towards TBLT as a means of developing 

students’ (oral) communication skills through tasks. Another prominent value of TBLT, as 

acknowledged by teachers, is to motive students’ engagement in classroom instruction. This 

point was captured in the teacher questionnaire data as well as in the teacher interviews. 

 The applicable scope of TBLT. The third aspect of teacher cognition of TBLT is the 

scope of its applicability. Teachers tended to believe that TBLT was mostly commonly 

associated with oral skills. In the academic literature, however, tasks are identified as applicable 

for teaching not only speaking but also listening, writing and reading (Willis and Willis, 2007). 

For example, Willis and Willis designed communicative tasks so that learners engaged in 

listening and reading activities for a purpose. In fact, many of the tasks required an integrative 
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use of different linguistic skills as opposed to being used only for a speaking or a reading skill, 

which represented the use of language in the real world.  

 Another aspect of the scope of applying TBLT was related to the proficiency level at 

which TBLT could be applied. Teachers were constantly concerned about their students’ ability 

to conduct communicative tasks that gave them too much freedom; therefore, teachers tended to 

prescribe the language to be used to alleviate the difficulty for students. Meanwhile, a director 

commented that TBLT was not appropriate for classes at the advanced level because only tasks 

with daily-life topics were to be used, to the exclusion of abstract topics. Unlike teachers who 

regarded TBLT as either too challenging for beginners or too general for advanced learners, the 

academic literature discusses designing and implementing TBLT in a wide range of contexts. For 

example, the studies of Bygate et al. (2001) and Ellis (2003) focused on highly qualified students 

at the intermediate level. Meanwhile, Duran and Ramaut (2006) examined how to design tasks at 

a basic proficiency level.  

 The third aspect regarding the applicable scope of TBLT was related to teaching 

grammar. A common concern shared by the teachers and directors was that TBLT undervalued 

grammar teaching and thus leading to students to sacrifice language accuracy. Such a concern is 

in sharp contrast to the literature’s conception of TBLT as a way to integrate focusing-on-forms 

in meaningful context, as opposed to excluding attention on language forms (Ellis, 2003; Long, 

2015; Nunan, 2004). 

 In terms of teacher cognition about TBLT, this study echoed with previous studies in the 

EFL context. First, similar to previous research, the study points to the conceptual divergence 
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that existed between the teachers and the TBLT literature regarding what a task is and what role 

it plays in teaching. Applying TBLT to develop students’ communication skills and to motivate 

students was congruent with the previous literature in the EFL context. For example, Tabatabaei 

and Hadi (2011) found in a questionnaire study that teachers preferred TBLT mostly for 

improving learners’ interactional communication skills. Cheng and Samuel (2011) also 

suggested that teachers used TBLT for its motivational features. In general, teachers believed 

that TBLT was applicable in a narrower manner than the TBLT literature suggested. The 

findings of this study again supported previous studies regarding the scope of applying TBLT. 

For example, Carless (2007) found that teachers regarded TBLT as mainly suitable for oral 

communication, and Carless (2003) noted that teachers in his study regarded tasks as beyond the 

students’ language proficiency, and Zheng and Borg (2014) found that teachers regarded TBLT 

as not applicable for teaching grammar.  

Research Question 3 

 The third research question is “How does the teaching context shape teachers’ classroom 

practice and teacher cognition?”  

 Context in this study is understood from an Activity Theory perspective, which views the 

activity itself as the context. In this section, I first explore how the teaching context shaped 

teacher cognition of TBLT and then explain how teachers’ teaching practices were formed in the 

context.  

 Teacher cognition and sources of mediation. Teacher cognition of TBLT is placed 
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under tools, particularly as a pedagogical tool, in the teachers’ current activity system, as shown 

in Figure 14.   

 

Figure 14. Context and teacher cognition of TBLT 

Note. The bolded arrows denote the direct mediations on teacher cognition of TBLT. Arrows not 

in bold denote the simultaneous interactions among the elements in the activity system, which 

mediate teacher cognition of TBLT indirectly. All the mediating resources were classified at 

three layers of the context, as indicated by the legend.  

 As shown by the bold arrows in Figure 14, four elements contributed directly to teacher 

cognition of TBLT: including subject, community, tools (other than TBLT) and object. That is, 

these are the four critical elements in the context that have mediated teacher cognition of TBLT 

directly: 
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• Subject: Who are the teachers? 

• Community: With whom do the teachers interact? 

• Tools: What tools other than TBLT itself do teachers use for teaching? 

• Object: What goals are the teachers working towards? 

 First, TBLT as a pedagogical tool is derived directly from teachers as subjects. What 

TBLT means to this group of teachers differs from TBLT for other people, such as pedagogical 

experts or ESL teachers. Second, teachers constructed TBLT as a tool through personal 

communications with peers, directors and students in the community. Through personal 

communications, TBLT is perceived similarly by the teachers and directors in the institution. 

Through interacting with students, teachers develop an understanding of students’ needs and thus 

value TBLT for developing students’ communicative competence. Third, teachers constructed 

the tool of TBLT because of how TBLT was presented in the instructional material, mainly from 

the textbooks that they commonly adopt. Thus, TBLT for teachers was found to be similar to 

TBLT in the popular textbooks. Additionally, using classroom tests, as opposed to performance-

based assessment, as the major assessment tool also diverted teachers from believing in the 

central role that tasks can play in classroom instruction. The fourth source of mediation of TBLT 

is teachers evaluating it against the objects of the activity system. As a result of this reflective 

process, teachers developed their understanding of the values of TBLT and the scope of its 

applicability. These abovementioned four elements constitute the teachers’ moment-to-moment 

experiences, and thus are conceptualized as the microgenetic layer of the context.  

 TBLT as a pedagogical tool for teachers, or in other words teacher cognition of TBLT, 
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was shaped directly by the abovementioned four elements of the activity system. However, these 

four elements do not exist in isolation. Due to the interrelated nature of the activity systems, they 

again are mediated by a series of sources. Teachers’ historical activities, including their past 

language learning experience, teacher education, and past teaching experience, have contributed 

to who the teachers are and thus shaped their teacher cognition of TBLT. Teachers’ historical 

activity therefore is the ontogenetic layer of the context for understanding teacher cognition.  

 Curriculum documents, as a neighbouring activity in the Activity Theory diagram, also 

had an impact on teacher cognition of TBLT, mainly by their selection of the textbooks used as 

material tools in the system. Additionally, the rules, the community, and the division of labour at 

the collective level of the activity influenced teacher cognition of TBLT through their mediation 

of how teachers construct their objects. For example, the rules of the course structure, textbook 

selection and the coverage model, teacher freedom, and the assessment rules are culturally and 

historically embedded in the institutional system. Similarly, the division of labour such as 

director supervising, teachers collaborating among courses and teacher dominant in class were 

also culturally and historically shaped norms in this institution. Therefore, the neighboring 

activity of curriculum design and dissemination, the rules and the division of labour at the central 

activity are conceptualized as the cultural-historical layer of the context. In sum, teacher 

cognition of TBLT was directly and indirectly shaped by meditational sources at three layers of 

the situated context (i.e., microgenetic, ontogenetic and cultural-historical), as shown in Figure 

14.   

 Teaching practice and systemic tensions. The identified tensions discussed in the 



 

183 

 

activity system analysis largely shaped teachers’ teaching practice of adopting the traditional 

approach as predominant and TBLT as supplementary. 

 As discussed, two major tensions emerge when teachers adopt only the traditional 

approach as a pedagogical tool. Because of these tensions, teachers find it difficult to achieve all 

their objects, particularly the object of ensuring student learning by developing students’ 

communicative competence and active engagement. To alleviate these challenges created by the 

systemic tensions when applying the traditional approach, teachers resorted to the tool of TBLT. 

In Figure 15, the bold arrow pointing downwards captures teachers departing from the traditional 

approach to attempt to incorporate TBLT, for example, when meeting the challenge of engaging 

students and trying to develop their communicative competence.  

Although resorting to TBLT did alleviate teachers’ challenges to some extent, it brought 

a series of new tensions. These tensions prevented teachers from fully embracing TBLT and 

drove them to return to the traditional approach. For example, the process of returning to the 

traditional approach was observed when a teacher had students work on a task of script writing; 

she encountered a series of tensions, such as a tension between TBLT and the supporting 

materials, because she needed to create new teaching materials on her own. This lack of material 

support became even more challenging due to the lack of knowledge acquired in prior 

professional learning, her historical activity. Additionally, the teacher was aware that she 

sometimes treated her students like Chinese children due to their limited language proficiency; 

however, the content of language materials intended for Chinese children was not attractive to 

her adult students. In the end, after evaluating students’ performance, the teacher decided not to 
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try anything new in the future but returned to her textbook and the traditional style of teaching. 

The bold arrow pointing upwards in Figure 15 represents teachers returning to the traditional  

approach due to the various tensions inherent in the system of applying TBLT. 

 

Figure 15. Teachers struggling between the traditional approach and TBLT 

Note. The lightening-shaped arrows and the circle (on tools) denote the identified tensions within 

the activity system.   
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In sum, teachers struggled between teaching using the traditional approach and 

implementing TBLT. The systemic tensions led teachers to adjust and readjust their teaching, 

resulting in the classroom practice of predominantly applying the traditional approach and 

supplementing it with TBLT. 

At the cultural-historical layer of context, although researchers such as Van de Branden 

(2009) noted that the introduction of TBLT has been a top-town process through policy makers, 

the Hanban-published curriculum documents remained somewhat remote from teachers. The 

CSL teachers in this study tried to incorporate TBLT not because it was perceived as mandatory 

but rather as a personal effort in response to the perceived challenges of their teaching objectives. 

 Another difference at the cultural-historical level of context pertains to the assessment of 

student learning. At the societal level, a washback effect (Cheng, 2008) from large-scale 

standardized exams, which was identified as a major constraint in previous research (Carless, 

2007; Deng and Carless, 2009; Lin and Wu, 2012; Zheng & Borg, 2014), was not found in this 

study. However, a new finding of this study was related to the practice of classroom assessment. 

The fact that classroom assessment was conducted primarily through classroom-based tests was 

reported by some of the teachers as impeding students’ active participation in communicative 

tasks and in classroom instruction in general.  

 Another societal constraint identified in previous studies was the local Confucian heritage 

culture (Carless, 2003, 2004, 2007; Chen & Wright, 2016; Lin & Wu, 2012; Nguyen, 2014). 

Both teachers and local students regarded the entertaining nature of TBLT as less important than 

“serious” classroom instruction. However, in this study, the CSL students from diverse cultural 
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backgrounds challenged the local culture of learning and influenced teachers to value the 

motivating feature of TBLT to better engage students. 

At the ontogenetic level, teachers’ historical activities were found to be similar to the 

existing research on EFL teachers. The traditional schooling that teachers experienced left a deep 

impression on teachers, although teachers were aware of its insufficiencies. The effect of teacher 

education to move teachers forward from everyday concept to scientific concept (Vygotsky, 

1986) was weak. The lack of professional development was one of the reasons that impeded 

teachers to appropriate TBLT as a pedagogical tool, a similar finding reported in previous studies 

(Butler, 2017; Chen & Wright, 2016).  

 At the microgenetic level, many of the contextual constraints identified in previous 

studies were not found in this study. For example, the constraints of large class size (Cheng and 

Samuel, 2011; Liu et al., 2018; Zheng & Borg, 2014), limited time for instruction (Carless, 2003; 

Zheng & Borg, 2014) and limited time for lesson planning (Carless, 2003) were not considered 

major barriers for teachers in this study. However, this study echoed some of the contextual 

constraints identified in previous studies that impeded teachers’ ability to implement TBLT to a 

greater extent, such as the lack of material support (Carless, 2003). Meanwhile, this study 

suggests a lack of empirical studies in the field of CSL to test the effectiveness of TBLT. 

Regarding the transferability of TBLT across languages, teachers and directors questioned the 

suitability of TBLT for teaching Chinese due to the perceived lack of empirical evidence to 

support the effectiveness of TBLT for teaching Chinese, especially when they strongly believe in 



 

187 

 

the uniqueness of the Chinese language. More empirical studies in the field of SLA are needed to 

answer these questions.  

 This study also suggests some lack of mutual understanding between students and the 

educators. Although some researchers suggested that the second language context was more 

suitable for practising TBLT than a foreign language environment (Ellis, 2009), one of the 

directors in this study believed that it was less necessary to practise TBLT in the L2 environment, 

because being in the L2 environment meant that students were performing real tasks all the time, 

thus decreasing the necessity of practising TBLT in class. However, this belief was personal. In 

fact, students’ data revealed their difficulties in taking advantage of the target-language 

environment and their expectations that the classes would be more communicative in nature. 

This contradiction between directors’ and students’ ideas calls for more effort by educators to 

better understand students’ needs and realities.  

Implications for Research 

 The significance of the study is fourfold. (1) The study fills the research gap of studying 

TBLT in the CSL context; (2) it uncovers the role of context in shaping teacher cognition and 

teaching practice in relation to TBLT; (3) it exemplifies how to study teaching pedagogy and the 

context in a systematic approach by adopting an Activity Theory perspective; and (4) it refines 

the Activity Theory model in relation to the genetic approach of studying teacher cognition.  

 First, for studying TBLT, this study provides a new context that has not previously been 

examined and suggests some nuanced findings that were not uncovered in the previously heavily 
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researched contexts. For example, instead of a top-down enforcement of change, teachers 

initiated the incorporation of TBLT as a personal response to the perceived challenges in 

achieving their teaching objectives. Although previous SLA studies have suggested that the L2 

context works better for TBLT, this study revealed teachers’ beliefs that living in the L2 

environment meant students were performing real tasks all the time, thus decreasing the 

necessity of practising TBLT in class. Although large-scale standardized exams were not 

reported as a major constraint in this study, a new finding of this study is related to the practice 

of classroom assessment. The fact that classroom assessments are conducted primarily through 

formal testing was reported by some of the teachers as impeding students’ active participation in 

communicative tasks and in classroom instruction in general. The linguistic uniqueness of the 

Chinese language was perceived by some teachers as a reason to question the transferability of 

TBLT across languages, calling for more empirical studies to test the effectiveness of TBLT for 

teaching Chinese. 

 Second, as reviewed in Chapter 2, previous studies have uncovered teacher cognition as a 

conceptual constraint, in addition to the contextual constraints, in explaining the limited 

classroom implementation of TBLT in the EFL context. However, the relationship between 

teacher cognition of TBLT and the context remained unclear. This study goes further to uncover 

how teacher cognition of TBLT has developed in the CSL context and thus addresses the 

question of why teacher cognition of TBLT remains as it is. The study shows that teachers’ 

cognition has been directly and indirectly shaped by the mediating resources at three layers of 

their situated context.  
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 Third, following Activity Theory, this study sets an example of comprehensively and 

systematically examining teaching practice and teacher cognition in a particular teaching context, 

which is a response to Borg’s (2015) call for a unifying framework for studying language 

teachers’ teaching practice and teacher cognition. While the literature has recognized the 

importance of context for studying the implementation of TBLT and for examining teacher 

cognition, this study introduced an alternative way to examine context: the activity itself is the 

context (Nardi, 1996). By interpreting TBLT as a tool, the activity system analysis examines it in 

relation to other elements in the context/activity systems. The study thus ties together the 

significant but disparate threads of the elements needed to understand the complexity of the 

context. In addition, the activity system analysis is powerful in identifying the various systemic 

tensions, which opens possibilities of resolving the tensions to better implement TBLT. 

 Fourth, the study proposes an alternative way of integrating the Activity Theory model 

with the three domains of human development which differs from Cross’s (2010) framework. In 

Cross’s framework, the cultural-historical domain includes only the educational policy context. 

However, in this study the curriculum documents did not have a strong mandatory power over 

the teaching activity but only had a potential influence through the instructional materials. 

Instead, this study suggests that the cultural-historical context needs to be expanded to include 

the elements of rules and division of labour of the activity system. Contextual elements that are 

culturally and historically shaped penetrate into teachers’ central teaching activity as rules (e.g., 

the course structure, and the textbook selection and coverage model) and division of labour (e.g., 

teachers collaborating among courses, and teacher dominant in class). Regarding the 



 

190 

 

microgenentic level of context, although all the elements in the central activity system were 

examined as the microgenetic domain in Cross’s (2010) model, this study proposes to only 

include the four elements of subject, object, tool and community with the exception of rules and 

division of labour. Therefore, the study refines the Activity Theory model in relation to the 

genetic approach of studying teacher cognition.  

Implications for Practice 

 In this section, based on the findings of this study and the previous literature, I propose 

some suggestions to better support the implementation of TBLT for teaching CSL at Chinese 

higher education institutions. 

 For material development. As demonstrated in the study, instructional materials as tools 

play a significant role in shaping teacher cognition and teaching practice. Unfortunately, how 

TBLT has been presented in both the Hanban published curriculum documents and the popular 

textbooks seems to be partly responsible for teachers’ divergent understandings of TBLT. It is a 

good sign that the most recent version of the curriculum published in 2014 presents TBLT with 

more accurate explanations than the older versions and provides examples of lesson plans. 

However, the study suggests that task types in the 2014 curriculum were still restricted to certain 

types, which continued to be the task types commonly observed in teachers’ practice. If the 

curriculum incorporated less commonly adopted task types, such as jigsaw tasks; information 

gap; problem solving; and listing, sorting, and ordering, it would likely contribute more to 

expanding the range of task types used in CSL classrooms. 
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 The findings of this study are in line with Long’s (2015) observation that tasks as 

manifested in many commercially published textbooks are often little more than activities and 

exercises re-labelled as tasks, and these textbooks may be leveraging the concept of TBLT for 

the purpose of sales. Since teachers’ understanding of TBLT often appears to come from the 

textbook that they adopt, it is imperative to have more TBLT-relevant and -focused textbooks. 

 For institutional support. The study found that teachers faced a series of challenges 

associated with systemic tensions in understanding TBLT and implementing it to a greater extent. 

The study suggested that teachers strove to implement changes, such as introducing more 

communicative activities or tasks; however, the outcomes were not guaranteed, leading some 

teachers to abandon innovations to play it safe. A sense of isolation was clearly captured among 

both novice teachers and experienced teachers when they faced difficulties. This situation shows 

the value of ongoing professional development, which will be discussed later, and peer support 

could possibly alleviate this challenge. Some strategies, such as group lesson planning and peer 

coaching (Vacilotto & Cummings, 2007), could be supportive, especially in the early stages of 

introducing pedagogical changes. 

 The study suggests that when new textbooks, especially those that truly differ from 

traditional textbooks, are introduced, additional support is required. If no additional support is 

provided to guide teachers in understanding the design of the new textbook and how to use it in 

their classes, a TBLT textbook could be used very traditionally, as in Jiang laoshi’s case.  

  The study also suggests that the current classroom-based assessment system does not 

work well with TBLT. The current assessment system in the institution and the entire university 
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relies largely on formal tests. A possible direction for change is to adjust the assessment policy at 

the institutional level so that teachers are able to attribute more weight to students’ ongoing 

performance in class. Teachers will need to be provided with professional development 

opportunities to implement task-based assessment by assessing students’ learning through their 

completion of tasks (e.g., role plays, discussion tasks, and simulation). Alternative assessment 

tools such as journals, diaries, learning logs, and portfolios would also work with TBLT (Nunan, 

2004). 

 The coverage model allowing textbooks to define the content of the course was the 

implicit norm at this institution. If TBLT is expected, a standard-based model (Allen, 2002) is 

suggested. A standard-based model is not tied to a textbook. Rather, teachers use a variety of 

sources (e.g., authentic materials, information from the Internet, and community resources) from 

which students can obtain information. Collective efforts should be made at the institutional level 

to design a standard-based curriculum, or, in other words, a curriculum made up of target tasks.  

 For teacher education. The findings of the study suggest two major issues with the 

current CSL teacher preparation programs. The first issue is the lack of teacher training for 

developing teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986), as teachers found that 

their pre-service training was limited to how to conduct classroom teaching. A reason revealed in 

the study is the lack of teacher educators, as most the teacher educators have a Chinese linguistic 

background. This finding is in line with Wang’s (2018) observation that most of the earlier 

teacher educators in the field of teaching CSL were linguists who were rather unfamiliar with 

theories of second language teaching and learning. One way to alleviate this problem is to invite 
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teacher educators who teach English and other languages and who have rich experience and 

knowledge of theories to inform CSL teaching. Admittedly, the Chinese language and thus the 

teaching and learning of the Chinese language have unique features; however, it would not be 

wise to exclude the experience and research based on the teaching of other languages. 

 Another issue with CSL teacher education revealed in this study is the model of 

knowledge transmission. This model is problematic in regard to teaching pedagogical knowledge 

to teachers, as the teachers reported that although they had been taught TBLT in class or through 

reading, what TBLT and tasks truly are remained unclear. Wyatt and Borg’s (2011) and Erlam’s 

(2016) studies demonstrated that well-designed and well-conducted teacher education programs 

are effective for fostering teachers’ conceptual and practical development so that they can better 

understand and implement TBLT. Previous research on teacher education has much to offer to 

better design teacher education programs, such as the suggestions of Wyatt and Borg’s study 

(2011).  

 This study found that TBLT is one of the four approaches recommended in the recent 

edition of the Hanban-published curriculum document, but the Hanban-published documents 

were not prescriptive, leaving the institution and teachers with autonomy. Under such conditions, 

a unique finding in this study is the bottom-up efforts made by the teachers themselves to 

incorporate the weak version of TBLT, in contrast to the top-down force noted in the EFL 

literature. This bottom-up initiative makes it possible to further introduce TBLT to teachers, as 

the need for pedagogical innovation has already been perceived and carried out by the teachers 

themselves. Thus, the suggestion for teacher educators is to introduce TBLT into teachers’ 
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classroom practice based on a strong rationale—a rationale perceived by teachers and not only 

by the pedagogical experts. It would be more natural to introduce tasks to help teachers better 

address their perceived needs and challenges in responding to students’ practical needs and 

motivating students to participate actively. For example, to introduce the defining but commonly 

omitted feature of including a clearly defined non-linguistic outcome, it is important to 

demonstrate to teacher trainees how such an outcome-oriented feature could provide an impetus 

for students to use the language actively. 

Limitations 

 Several limitations need to be considered when interpreting the findings of the current 

study. The first limitation is the quantity of data collected. Due to some teachers’ hesitancy or 

unwillingness to participate, this study failed to include any teachers of a reading course. 

Additionally, only one oral course (a speaking course) was included at the advanced level. This 

unbalanced representation of courses might mean that the study missed some different findings 

from the teachers of such under-represented courses. Also related to teachers’ willingness to 

participate, two teachers’ entry classroom observations were omitted. For one teacher, only one 

classroom observation of his regular classroom teaching and one session of observation on the 

reporting stage of the language practicum activity were conducted. Therefore, while some 

teachers’ teaching practice and teacher cognition were explored more thoroughly, the 

examination of other teachers was limited. 

 Another limitation is the nature of the case study undertaken by the current study. As a 

single case study, this research focused on only one institution. While the findings are not 
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intended to be generalizable to other institutions outside the bounded case, a multiple case study 

focusing on more institutions might yield a more thorough understanding of the study focus 

through within- and cross-case comparisons (Yin, 2014).  

 The third limitation is the researcher’s stance. While several measures have been taken to 

ensure the trustworthiness of the study, it is difficult to completely eliminate research bias. 

Researchers with varying backgrounds are likely to generate different findings and conclusions. 

Therefore, when interpreting the findings, it is important to keep in mind the researcher’s 

background and stance as outlined at the beginning of the dissertation. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Some suggestions for future research are outlined in this section. First, considering the 

nature of a single case study, similar studies targeting CSL teachers’ teacher cognition and 

teaching practice need to be replicated in other settings, such as higher education institutions in 

another geographical location, higher education institutions with significantly different student 

populations, and K-12 settings at international schools in China where CSL programs are offered. 

Because the teachers in this study were found to be similar as a group, future research may 

examine teachers from a variety of unique backgrounds. This collective effort to include diverse 

context and diverse teachers may shed light on a more comprehensive understanding of 

implementing TBLT for teaching CSL. 

 While this study was conducted in a natural classroom setting with in-service teachers, 

another direction is to specifically examine teachers in a pre-service program to better 
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understand how student teachers learn about teaching approaches or methods, ideally through a 

longitudinal design. Examining teachers’ learning in a professional development program with 

TBLT as its focus may also offer important insight. Other research methods are worth attempting 

to offer more in-depth insight into the focal issue, for example, through narrative enquiry and 

teachers’ action research. In general, studies on CSL teachers remain very limited (Wang, 2018), 

and more well-conducted studies are needed to understand this group of under-studied teachers. 

 Another research direction that I wish to emphasize is the need for more empirical studies 

in the field of SLA research with a focus on the teaching and learning of the Chinese language. 

Without such theoretical and empirical support, the transfer of pedagogical approaches may 

remain unconvincing to teachers.  

 Finally, I wish to make methodological suggestions for future research. In this study, 

there were occasions when data collected from the questionnaire and from teacher interviews and 

observations were contradictory. For example, although the questionnaire data suggested a 

relatively high level of teacher efficacy towards operationalizing TBLT, the interview data 

indicated that many teachers were not confident in defining TBLT or how to implement it. Also, 

in the questionnaire teachers reported a relatively high frequency of applying tasks; however, 

only one classroom work in the classroom observation fully meet the pedagogical theorists’ 

definition of tasks. While other reasons might contribute to such a divergence, such as sampling 

issues, an important reason is the nature of the questionnaire as an instrument for data collection. 

Participants’ responses may be influenced by social desirability; for example, a teacher might 

prefer to choose a professionally popular belief (Kagan, 1990). There is also the issue of the 
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ecological validity (Kinzer, 1988) of the questionnaire: the self-reported data from a 

questionnaire may not be extrapolated with confidence to real teaching situations. That is to say 

there is an essential difference between “teachers said they used tasks regularly” and “teachers 

used tasks regularly” for studying teaching practice, which might due to teachers’ different 

understanding about tasks as compared to the academic literature. Therefore, while 

acknowledging the value of questionnaires, it is important to note that it is best supplement them 

with additional sources of data. 

Final Reflections 

 Although the direction of adopting TBLT as the sole best approach is under debate, the 

current study clearly indicates a need from the both teachers’ and students’ perspectives to 

reform the predominant traditional approach to reflect more communication-oriented teaching. 

Through an activity system analysis, this study has demonstrated the systemic tensions inherent 

in the teaching context that shaped teachers’ current teaching and prevents further pedagogical 

reform. As shown in this study, teachers are currently struggling with and situated in an in-

between zone that leads to their choice of a combination of the traditional approach and TBLT, 

with the traditional approach predominating. Only when external supports are in place to 

alleviate the systemic tension will teachers be able to move forward.  
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Appendix A.1 Examples of TBLT Lesson Plan (Weak Version) 

Context: Beginner CSL classes at Chinese universities; mixed nationalities.  

Objectives: Learn simple words for directions; 
                    Learn how to ask for directions.   

 
Presentation  

Words and Phrases: 请 please、问 ask、请问 may I ask、洗手间 restroom、右（边）right 
side、先 first、往 toward、走 walk、然后 then、右拐 right run、附近 nearby、有 have、去

go、银行 bank、一直 straight、前 front、在 at, in、邮局 post office、旁边 beside  

Sentences:  

1. 请问，洗手间在哪儿？Excuse me, where is the restroom?   
2. 在右边。On the right side.   
3. 先往前走，然后往右拐。 Straight ahead first, then turn right.   
4. 附近有银行吗？Is there a bank nearby?  
5. 去银行怎么走？Could you show me the way to the bank?   
6. 银行在邮局旁边。The bank is beside the post office.  

Dialogue 1:  

乔丹： 请问洗手间在哪儿？ 

Jordan: Excuse me, where is the restroom?   

服务员：在右边 。 

Waitress: To the right.  

乔丹：怎么走？ 

Jordan: Could you show me the way?  
服务员：先往前走，然后往右拐 。 

Waitress: Straight ahead first, then turn right.   

乔丹：谢谢！ 

Jordan: thank you!  
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Dialogue 2:  

乔丹：附近有银行吗？ 

Jordan: Is there a bank nearby?  

行人：有。 

Pedestrian: Yes.  

乔丹：去银行怎么走？ 

Jordan: How can I get to the bank?  

行人：一直往前走，在邮局旁边。 

Pedestrian: Go straight ahead. It is next to the post office.  
 

Practice  
1. Pronunciation: read aloud the following words.   
2. Filling in the table according to the dialogues.  

 

3. Substitution: Choose the proper words from the word box to substitute the  words in the 
following sentences.  
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Production/Tasks:  
Lin Hua invites Mathew, Jordan and Shasha to his home. Please look carefully at the map below 
for the location of Lin Hua’s for the location of Lin Hua’s home. It shows that you can start at 
three positions all leading to Lin Hua’s home. Please discuss with your partner where to start and 
how to describe the path clearly in Chinese. Share your decisions and descriptions with others 
and see if theirs are different from yours.  

 

 

Adapted from Experiencing Chinese: Studying in China (English Version, p. 82–88), by Z. Chen. 

and Y. Tian, Beijing, China: Higher Education Press. Copyright 2005 Higher Education Press.  
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Appendix A.2 Examples of TBLT Lesson Plan (Strong Version) 

Teacher: Sandee Thompson  

Object: Giving directions 
Context: Beginners ESL class in Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada; mixed nationalities, age range 
18-27.  
 

Pre-task phase (Priming): I gave the students a small map of Halifax and asked them to tell 
their partner how to get to their home from school.  

Task phase: I gave students a sheet with instruction on how to get to my house and asked them 
to read the map, find the places mentioned and trace the route, following my written directions.  

• Planning and task repetition: students were asked to look at my directions, pick out 
phrases and language they might find useful, and then make notes about directions to 
their own home. They then redid the task when they felt ready.  

• Report phase: students were asked to give directions to their partner’s home to the other 
groups and then the students in class put a push pin in that spot on the map and pinned 
the directions to that area of the map as well.  

After-task phase (Form focus): student studied the written directions again and identified 
specific phrases of location, verbs giving directions etc. Then we had a lesson focusing on the 
imperative and prepositional phrases (turn right at the lights etc.).  

• Follow-up: I tested their knowledge by having them give me directs out of the room and 
town to the teachers’ room.  

Evaluation: I was successful in more ways than one; in addition to becoming more confident in 
giving directions, the learners discovered they lived quite close to each other. After that, they 
started spending time with each other and waiting at the bus stop together. 
 

Adapted from Dong Task-based Teaching (p. 244–245), by D. Willis. and J. Willis, 2007, 
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. Copyright 2007 by Oxford University Press. 
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Appendix B.1 Teacher Questionnaire (English) 

Dear teachers:  We are conducting a research to understand CSL teachers’ opinions about Task-based Language 
Teaching (TBLT). It was designed and conducted by Yue Peng, a Ph.D. candidate at Queen’s University and her 
supervisor Dr. Jamie Pyper. Based on the research design, the questionnaire will also ask you about your previous 
learning and teaching experience as well as the present working context. There is no right or wrong regarding all the 
questions. Please complete it honestly based on your personal opinions. All the replies will be kept confidential. 
Completing the questionnaire will take about 10 to 15 minutes. 

 

Gender:  ○ Male    ○ Female 

 

Years of teaching:  
Teaching Chinese as a second language  __________(years) Others  __________(years) 

 

Academic degree (including the working-in-progress) ：  
Bachelor degree in  ___________________ Master’s degree in  _____________________  
Doctor degree in  _____________________ Others _______________________________ 

 

Overseas teaching experiences:  ○ Yes    ○ No 

If yes, please fill in ： 

Country/region 1  _______________ Length ____________ (years) 

Country/region 2  _______________ Length ____________ (years) 

Country/region 3  _______________ Length ____________ (years) 

 

Current teaching courses in this semester：  

Course name _______________ Level ____________ 

Course name _______________ Level ____________ 

Course name _______________ Level ____________ 

Course name _______________ Level ____________ 

Course name _______________ Level ____________ 
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Please choose one number from 1-5 which best describe your actual situation.  

Part A Teacher Cognition 

1= strongly disagree 2=disagree 3=neutral 4=agree 5=strongly agree  

1. It is important to develop students’ ability to communicate in real-world 
situations. 

1     2     3     4     5 

2. Classroom activities should engage students in meaningful communication. 1     2      3     4     5 

3. Developing students’ fluency is as important as developing their accuracy. 1     2      3     4     5 

4. Group/pair work activities play an important role in helping students acquire 
Chinese. 

1     2      3     4     5 

5. Students’ motivation to use the English language will be increased through the 
use of communicative tasks. 

1     2      3     4     5 

 

Part B Teacher Efficacy 

1= strongly disagree 2=disagree 3=neutral 4=agree 5=strongly agree  

As a native speaking CSL teacher,  

1. I have adequate Chinese listening ability. 1     2     3     4     5 

2. I have adequate Chinese speaking ability. 1     2     3     4     5 

3. I have adequate Chinese reading ability. 1     2     3     4     5 

4. I have adequate Chinese writing ability. 1     2     3     4     5 

5. I have adequate knowledge of Chinese grammar. 1     2     3     4     5 

6. I have adequate knowledge of the culture of Chinese-speaking people. 1     2     3     4     5 

7. I supervise the classroom adequately when students are doing pair work or 
group work. 

1     2     3     4     5 

8. I provide activities in which my students can enjoy communicating in Chinese. 1     2     3     4     5 

9. I adequately facilitate my students’ Chinese communicative activities. 1     2     3     4     5 

10. I feel uneasy if the class is not teacher-fronted. 1     2     3     4     5 
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Part C Pre-service Teacher Education  

1= strongly disagree 2=disagree 3=neutral 4=agree 5=strongly agree  

The teacher education courses I took in undergraduate/master’s programs 

1. promoted TBLT. 1     2    3     4     5 

2. improved my skills of managing group/pair work. 1     2    3     4     5 

3. provided materials for communicative tasks. 1     2    3     4     5 

4. provided chances to observe lessons using TBLT (e.g., instructor’s model 
lessons or video-recorded lessons). 

1     2    3     4     5 

5. provided chances to give practice lessons using TBLT. 1     2    3     4     5 

 

Part D In-service Teacher Education  

1= strongly disagree 2=disagree 3=neutral 4=agree 5=strongly agree  

The workshops/seminars that I attended after becoming a teacher  

1. promoted TBLT. 1     2     3     4     5 

2. deepened my knowledge of second language acquisition. 1     2     3     4     5 

3. improved my skills in managing group/pair work. 1     2     3     4     5 

4. provided materials for communicative tasks. 1     2     3     4     5 

5. provided chances to observe lessons using TBLT (e.g., instructor’s model 
lessons or video-recorded lessons). 

1     2     3     4     5 

6. provided chances to give practice lessons using TBLT 1     2     3     4     5 

 

Part E Contextual Factors 

1= strongly disagree 2=disagree 3=neutral 4=agree 5=strongly agree  

In the school where I teach,  

1. students must study hard for large-scale standard tests (e.g., HSK).  1     2     3     4     5 

2. students are expected to study grammar in Chinese.  1     2     3     4     5 

3. students expect to perform communicative tasks in Chinese.  1     2     3     4     5 



 

226 

 

4. student can understand and use Chinese in group/pair work. 1     2     3     4     5 

5. students prefer pair and/or group work to teacher-centred instruction.  1     2     3     4     5 

6. the textbooks chosen are useful for communicative tasks. 1     2     3     4     5 

7. each teacher can design his/her own syllabus. 1     2     3     4     5 

8. teachers have time for material development. 1     2     3     4     5 

9. materials for communicative tasks are provided. 1     2     3     4     5 

 

Part F Classroom Practices 

1= rarely 2=occasionally 3=sometimes 4=often 5= frequently 

In the courses I teach,   

1. I use Chinese to teach. 1     2     3     4     5 

2. I use question and answer. 1     2     3     4     5 

3. I have my students make a speech or a presentation. 1     2     3     4     5 

4. I use communicative tasks. 1     2     3     4     5 

5. I use pair/group work. 1     2     3     4     5 

 

Part G Learning experience (English or other foreign languages) 

1= rarely 2=occasionally 3=sometimes 4=often 5= frequently 

When I was at school, my previous English (or any other foreign language) teachers,  

1. used English (or other foreign languages) to teach. 1     2     3     4     5 

2. used question and answer. 1     2     3     4     5 

3. had students make a speech or a presentation. 1     2      3     4     5 

4. used communicative tasks.  1     2      3     4     5 

5. used pair/group work. 1     2      3     4     5 

6. used songs or games. 1     2      3     4     5 

7. used movies or dramas.  1     2      3     4     5 
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Part H Learning experience (Chinese as first language) 

1= rarely 2=occasionally 3=sometimes 4=often 5= frequently 

When I was at school, my Chinese teachers,  

1. used question and answer. 1     2     3     4     5 

2. had students make a speech or a presentation.  1     2     3     4     5 

3. used communicative tasks.  1     2      3     4     5 

4. used pair/group work. 1     2      3     4     5 

5. used songs or games. 1     2      3     4     5 

6. used movies or dramas.  1     2      3     4     5 

 
If you would like to participate in the following interviews and classroom observations, please 

leave your contact information below and we will contact you.  

Wechat account ______________________ 

Email  ______________________________ 

 

Should you have any questions, place contact Yue Peng at:  

Wechat: PY490929317 

Email: yue.peng@queensu.ca
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Appendix B.2 Teacher Questionnaire (Chinese) 

尊敬的老师:您好！我们正在进行一项研究，目的是了解对外汉语教师对交际型教学法（Task-based 

Language Teaching）的看法。该研究是由加拿大女王大学博士研究生彭越和导师 Jamie Pyper 博士共同设

计开展。根据设计，问卷还将会涉及您过去的学习工作经历与现在的工作环境。所有问题没有对错之分。

请根据您的个人意见如实填写。所有的回答都会严格保密。填写本问卷将用时 10-15 分钟。 

 

性别：○ 男    ○ 女  

 

教学经验：对外汉语教学经验 __________（年）    其他教学经验 __________（年） 

 

学历背景（包括在读学位）： 

本科专业 _____________________      硕士专业 _____________________   
博士专业 _____________________       其他 _________________________   

 

是否有海外教学经历：○ 是    ○ 否  

如果有海外教学经历，请填写： 

国家或地区 1  _______________    时长 ____________ （年） 

国家或地区 2  _______________     时长 ____________ （年） 

国家或地区 3  _______________     时长 ____________ （年） 

 

本学期任教课程： 

课程名 _______________   年级 ____________ 
课程名 _______________   年级 ____________ 
课程名 _______________   年级 ____________ 
课程名 _______________   年级 ____________ 
课程名 _______________   年级 ____________ 
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请从数字 1-5 中间选出符合您实际情况的一项。 

 

Part A 教师认知 

1= 非常不同意  2=不同意  3=中立  4=同意  5= 非常同意 

1.培养学生在现实生活中运用汉语进行交流的能力很重要。 1   2   3   4   5 

2.课堂教学活动应该让学生参与到有意义的交流中。 1   2   3   4   5 

3.培养学生汉语的流畅性和准确性同样重要。 1   2   3   4   5 

4.教学中的分组活动对于学生习得汉语很重要。 1   2   3   4   5 

5.交际性的任务有助于提高学生学习汉语的积极性 1   2   3   4   5 

 

Part B 教师效能感 

1= 非常不同意  2=不同意  3=中立  4=同意  5= 非常同意 

作为母语为汉语的对外汉语教师, 

1.我具有足够的汉语听力能力。 1   2   3   4   5 

2.我具有足够的汉语口语能力。 1   2   3   4   5 

3.我具有足够的汉语阅读能力。 1   2   3   4   5 

4.我具有足够的汉语写作能力。 1   2   3   4   5 

5.我具有足够的汉语语法知识。  1   2   3   4   5 

6.我具有足够的对汉语文化的了解。 1   2   3   4   5 

7.当学生进行课堂小组活动的时候，我能有效掌控课堂。 1   2   3   4   5 

8.通过我设计的课堂活动，学生能够用汉语进行交流。 1   2   3   4   5 

9.我能有效地协调学生在课堂上的交际性任务。 1   2   3   4   5 

10.如果课堂不以教师为中心，我会感到不安。 1   2   3   4   5 
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Part C 岗前学习  

1= 非常不同意  2=不同意  3=中立  4=同意  5= 非常同意 

我在本科和／或研究生时的专业学习 

1.提倡任务型教学法。 1   2   3   4   5 

2.提高了我掌控课堂小组活动的能力。 1   2   3   4   5 

3.为我提供了使用交际性任务的材料。 1   2   3   4   5 

4.为我提供了观摩任务型教学的机会（如示范课或录像等）。 1   2   3   4   5 

5.为我提供了实践任务型教学的机会。 1   2   3   4   5 

 

Part D 在岗学习 

1= 非常不同意  2=不同意  3=中立  4=同意  5= 非常同意 

作为对外汉语教师，在岗期间的讲座或培训 

1.提倡任务型教学法。 1   2   3   4   5 

2.加深了我的二语习得知识。 1   2   3   4   5 

3.提高了我掌控课堂小组活动的能力。 1   2   3   4   5 

4.为我提供了使用交际性任务的材料。 1   2   3   4   5 

5.为我提供了观摩任务型教学的机会（如示范课或录像等）。 1   2   3   4   5 

6.为我提供了实践任务型教学的机会。 1   2   3   4   5 

 

 

Part E 环境因素 

1= 非常不同意  2=不同意  3=中立  4=同意  5= 非常同意 

在我任教的学校, 

1.学生们需要认真准备大范围标准化考试（如 HSK）。 1   2   3   4   5 

2.学生们需要学习语法知识。 1   2   3   4   5 

3.学生们希望开展交际性任务。 1   2   3   4   5 
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4.学生们能够使用汉语进行分组活动。  1   2   3   4   5 

5.和以教师为主导的教学形式相比，学生们更喜欢进行小组活动。 1   2   3   4   5 

6.我们所使用的教材对于实施交际性任务很有帮助 。 1   2   3   4   5 

7.老师们可以自己设计课程大纲。 1   2   3   4   5 

8.老师们有足够的时间设计自己的教学材料。 1   2   3   4   5 

9.学校为师生提供进行交际性任务的材料。 1   2   3   4   5 

 

Part F 教学行为 

1= 几乎不 2=偶尔  3=有时  4=常常  5= 频繁 

在教学中，我 

1.使用汉语作为教学的语言。 1   2   3   4   5 

2. 使用问答的形式。 1   2   3   4   5 

3. 要求学生进行演讲或报告。 1   2   3   4   5 

4.使用交际性任务。 1   2   3   4   5 

5.使用小组活动的形式。 1   2   3   4   5 

 

Part G 外语学习经历 

1= 几乎不 2=偶尔  3=有时  4=常常  5= 频繁 

我以前的外语老师 

1.使用目的语(如英语或其他外语)授课。 1   2   3   4   5 

2.使用问答的形式。 1   2   3   4   5 

3.要求学生进行演讲或报告。 1   2   3   4   5 

4.使用交际性任务。 1   2   3   4   5 

5.使用小组活动的形式。 1   2   3   4   5 
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6.使用电视或电影。 1   2   3   4   5 

7.使用歌曲或游戏。 1   2   3   4   5 

 

Part H 汉语学习经历 

1= 几乎不 2=偶尔  3=有时  4=常常  5= 频繁 

我以前的语文课老师 

1.使用问答的形式。 1   2   3   4   5 

2.要求学生进行演讲或报告 1   2   3   4   5 

3.使用交际性任务。 1   2   3   4   5 

4.使用小组活动的形式。 1   2   3   4   5 

5.使用电视或电影。 1   2   3   4   5 

6.使用歌曲或游戏。 1   2   3   4   5 

 

如果您愿意参与进一步的访谈和课堂观察，请留下您的联系方式，我们将会与您取得联系。 
微信号 ____________________________ 
邮箱     ____________________________ 

 

如果您有任何疑问，欢迎联系彭越: 
微信 PY490929317  

邮箱 yue.peng@queensu.ca  
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Appendix C.1 Protocol for Director Interview (English) 

• Please give me a brief introduction about the School and the programs it offers.  
• Object: Thinking about CSL teaching activity, what are the desired goals for the School? 
• Community: Who are the major stakeholders with regard to CSL teaching in your school? 

 Please elaborate each.  
• Rules: What guidances from outside have influenced the teaching at the School?       

  What constraints, problems or barriers do you deal with as a school?  

• Tools: What is the teaching philosophy for the school?  

  What teaching support does the school have from outside?  
  What teaching support does the school provide to the teachers?  

• Division of labor: How do the different departments and individuals in the School share 
 the work together?  

  Who is responsible for designing the school curriculum?  

  Who is responsible for designing the course syllabus? 
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Appendix C.2 Protocol for Director Interview (Chinese) 

• 请对该学院及其所提供的课程做一个简要的介绍。 

• 目标：对于您所在的学院来说，开展对外汉语教学的目标是什么？ 

• 群体：您认为学院的教学开展受到哪些方面的人的影响? 请逐一说明。 

• 规则：有哪些外界的规章制度影响了学院的教学？ 

  学院有什么样的问题、难处和障碍需要面对和解决？ 

• 工具：请您简单介绍一下学院的教学理念。 

  学院从外界能够得到怎样的支持和帮助？ 

  学院给予教师们怎样的支持和帮助？ 

• 分工：学院各个部门和人员之间是怎么分工协作的？ 

     学院层面的教学大纲和课程设计是由谁设计决定的？ 

  每门课程层面的教学大纲和课程设计是由谁决定决定的？ 
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Appendix D.1 Protocol for Teacher Interview (English) 

Part 1: Personal background (20mins) 

Schooling experiences (L1 and L2) 

• Think about your Chinese language class when you were at school as a student, what was 
it like?  

• What advantages and/or weaknesses do you perceive with learning Chinese in the way 
you described?  

• What was your experience of learning English at school and university like?  
• Did you see any similarities/differences as compared to learning Chinese at school?  
• What advantages and weaknesses do you perceive with learning English in the way you 

described?  
• Describe how you acquired another languages other than Chinese and English, if any.   
• How do your previous L1 and L2 learning experiences impact your CSL teaching?  

Professional learning   

• What is most memorable about the pre-service teacher education you have received?  
• What courses at pre-service teacher education program do you perceive most useful for 

the present teaching?  
• How have the professional leaning, pre-serve education and in-service training, shaped 

your teaching?  

Teaching experiences  

• What led you to become a CSL teacher?  
• What kinds of CSL programs/courses have you been teaching? 
• How do your past teaching experiences inform your teaching?  

 
Part 2: Current teaching context (20mins) 

• Object: Thinking about your CSL teaching activity, what are the desired goals for  your 
 teaching?  

   What are the desired goals for the courses you are offering?  

• Community: Who are the major stakeholders with regard to your CSL courses?  
  How would you describe your current students? And how do you             
  accommodate them?  

  How about other stakeholders?  
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• Rules: What regulations, if any, do you receive from the school or any higher authorities 
 regarding how you conduct your teaching?  

• Tools: What supports do you have for your teaching? (Materials? Facilities? Personnel? 
 Professional development?) 

• Division of labour: Describe the collaboration among teachers, directors, staff and 
 students, in your school?  

  In your classroom, what responsibilities do you have to students for   
  their learning?  

  How are the students involved in the course and classroom environment?  
 

Part 3: Teacher cognition about CSL teaching and TBLT (20mins) 

• What do you think is the purpose of learning Chinese for your students?  
• Have you heard about TBLT before? On what occasions? 
• What ideas come to your mind when you think of TBLT?  
• How does TBLT differ from any other approach of Chinese language teaching?  
• Please give an activity to exemplify what a task is.  
• Please comment on if any TBLT features are reflected in your teaching.  
• Tell me about a particularly good lesson to you.  
• Tell me about a lesson you fell is indicative of TBLT. 
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Appendix D.2 Protocol for Teacher Interview (Chinese) 

第一部分：个人背景 （20 分钟） 

母语和外语学习 

• 请回忆您学生时代的语文课堂是什么样子的？ 

• 按照您刚才所描述的方式学习汉语，您觉得有何优点和缺点？ 

• 请回忆您学生时代的英语课堂是什么样子的？ 

• 和语文课相比，英语课有什么区别与不同？ 

• 按照您刚才所描述的方式学习英语，您觉得有何优点和缺点？ 

• 如果您还学过其他外语，请描述一下学习过程。 

• 请谈一谈过去的语言学习经历对您现在的对外汉语教学有何影响？ 

专业学习  

• 关于大学和研究生期间的专业学习，您记忆最深刻的是哪些方面？ 

• 对于大学和研究生期间学习过的专业课程，您觉得哪些对现在的教学最有帮助？  

• 岗前专业学习和在岗期间的师资培训对于您的教学有何影响？ 

教学经验 

• 是什么让您选择做一名对外汉语教师？ 

• 您过去教过哪些项目和课程？ 

• 您过去的教学经历对现在的教学有何影响？ 

 

第二部分：教学环境 （20 分钟） 

• 目标：对于您的教学活动，您有哪些希望达到的目标？ 

            对于您所任教的课程，您有哪些希望达到的目标？ 

• 群体：您现在所任教课程涉及到哪些主要的相关人员？  

  您如何描述现在所教的学生？您如何根据学生的特点调整自己的教 

            学？ 

  其他相关人员呢？ 

• 规则：学院或者其他机构对于您如何开展教学有怎样的的规则限定？ 

• 工具：对于开展教学，你可以得到哪些方面的支持？（教学材料？设施？人员？

 职业培训？） 
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• 分工：请描述一下在您的学院里教师、教研负责人、行政人员以及学生之间

 是如何分工合作的？ 

  在课堂上，您对学生的学习富有怎样的责任？ 

  学生们在课程与课堂中的参与如何的？ 

 

第三部分：教师对于对外汉语教学与任务型教学法的认知（20 分钟） 

• 您认为学生们学习汉语的目的是什么？ 

• 您以前是否听说过任务型教学法？在什么情况下？ 

• 当提到任务型教学的时候，您想到的是什么？ 

• 您认为任务型语言教学与其他的教学方法有什么不同？ 

• 请您举例说明何谓任务？ 

• 在您的教学中是否体现了任务型教学法的某些特征？ 

• 请描述一下您所认为的成功的一堂课的样子。 

• 请描述一下您认为体现了任务型教学法的一堂课？ 
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Appendix E.1 Protocol for Pre-observation Interview (English) 

• Describe how you conduct daily lesson planning.   
• What kind of materials do you usually use for supporting lesson planning?  
• Describe how you planed for tomorrow’s teaching.  
• What is the reason for designing and including this classroom work? 
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Appendix E.2 Protocol for Pre-observation Interview (Chinese) 

• 请描述一下您一般的备课过程。 

• 在备课过程中，您一般会用到什么材料？  

• 请描述一下您是如何准备开展明天的教学的？ 

• 为什么您打算开展这个课堂练习？
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Appendix F.1 Protocol for Post-observation Interview (English) 

• What aspects are you most satisfied and dissatisfied with the class and why?  
• Why did you carry out the teaching procedure as observed?  
• Why do you choose to do this classroom work with students?  
• How much was TBLT a part of today’s lesson if any? In what way was it? 
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Appendix F.2 Protocol for Post-observation Interview (Chinese) 

• 在这堂课中，您最满意的地方是什么？最不满意的呢？ 

• 您为什么按照这样的顺序组织课堂教学？ 

• 您为何选择开展这个课堂练习？ 

• 您认为这堂课中是否体现了任务型教学的某些方面？是如何体现的？
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Appendix G.1 Protocol for Student Interview (English) 

• Object: What brought you to study Chinese as a second language here at this  school?  
  What is your objectives/needs for taking the CSL courses at this school?   

  Do you perceive this course and the program as helpful for meeting your   
  objectives/needs?  

• Community: Other than yourself, who are involved in your learning at the school? Please 
 elaborate each.   

• Rules: What kind of expectations do you feel you have from the school or from the 
 teachers?  

• Tools: What kinds of resources have you used for learning Chinese?  
• Division of labour: What role do you perceive that you are playing in your study?  How 

 would you describe other people’s roles in your learning?   
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Appendix G.2 Protocol for Student Interview (Chinese) 

• 目标：是什么让您来到这所学校学习汉语？ 

  您在这里学习汉语的目标／需求是什么？ 

  您认为这里的项目和课程对于满足您的目标／需求有帮助吗？ 

• 群体：除了你自己， 谁还参与到了您的汉语学习过程当中？ 

• 规则：您认为学院和老师对您的汉语学习有什么期望？ 

• 工具：在汉语学习的过程中，您使用到哪些资源？  

• 分工：在汉语学习中，您自己扮演什么样的角色？  

  其他人在您的汉语学习中扮演了什么样的角色？ 
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Appendix H Protocol for Classroom Observation  

Date:                                                           Teacher:                                                       
Course:                                                        Visit No: 

Time:                                                           Textbook and lesson:  
 

Classroom work 1 

Classroom work (see notes):   

Time duration:  

Details: (Including procedures, content-focus, materials, teachers’ roles, students’ 

roles, students’ reactions, and medium language etc.)  
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Researcher’s reflections on the observed session:  

	

 

Notes: Classroom work (adapted from Deng, 2011) 

• Content explanation: explanation of lesson content and grammar or other rules and 
points, whatever is being taught  

• (Text-book-based) structured role play: use given structure and text-book sentences to 
perform a role play 

• Semi-structured role play: use text-book-cued language and students‘ own language to 
perform a role play  

• Unstructured role play: students use their own language to perform a role play 
• Question & answer (display): controlled activity involving prompting of students 

responses by means of display questions (e.g. teacher or questioner already knows the 
response, or has a very limited set of expectations for appropriate response) 

• Question & answer (referential): activity involving prompting of responses by means of 
referential questions (e.g. the questioner does not know beforehand the response 
information); distinguished from Information exchange in that the information obtained is 
not meant to achieve a task or solve a problem (e.g. personalized questions) 

• Translation 
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• Dictation 
• Reading aloud 
• Drill: typical language activity involving fixed patterns of teacher and student responding 

and prompting, usually with repetition, substitution, and other mechanical alterations; 
typically with little meaning attached 

• Cued narrative/dialogue (with designated structures): students building up a dialogue or a 
piece of narrative following cues from miming, cue-cards, pictures, flow charts, key 
functional requests or other stimuli related to narrative or dialogue; a list of target forms 
to be used are made explicit.  

• Cued narrative/dialogue (without designated structures)  
• Drill meaningful: language activity involving exchange of limited number of fixed 

patterns of interaction, distinguished from Mechanical drills in that students have to make 
a choice with respect to the meaning conveyed 

• Identification: Students picking out significant items of information from an oral or visual 
mode and producing an oral or written response 

• Information transfer: students extracting information from a text (orally or written) which 
they apply to another mode (e.g. visual-written; orally-written); it implies some 
transformation of the information by means of filling out diagrams, graphs, answering 
questions etc. while listening or reading. Distinguished from Identification in that 
students are expected to reinterpret the content of information 

• Information exchange: activity involving one-way or two-way communication as in 
information gap exercises, when one or both parties must obtain some information from 
the other to achieve some goal; distinguished from Meaningful drill in that the pattern of 
exchange is not limited to a fixed set or order of structures, also distinguished from 
Information transfer in that the information is not reinterpreted; and distinguished from 
Referential questions in that obtaining the information is critical for the resolution of task 
(e.g. guessing game)  

• Report (with designated structures) 
• Report (without designated structures) 
• Discussion: debate or other form of group discussion of specific topic 
• Problem solving: students are asked to work in an activity in which a problem and some 

limitations on means are established to resolve it; it requires cooperative action on the 
part of participants in small or large groups, in order to reach a solution; only one 
outcome- sometimes among other possible solutions—is allowed per group 

• Sentence making  
• Form manipulations: exercises with language forms, e.g., error corrections, convert one 

form into another, and filling with right forms 
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Appendix I Examples of Qualitative Data 

Transcripts of Director Interview 

 Reseracher：那您刚刚提到了就是汉语的本身的特点。就是您觉得汉语本身的特点跟使

用交际法或者是重结构的教学有着密切的关系？  

Director Gao：有，我觉得应该有很大的这种关系，因为首先就是汉语的那个它的结构全

部都是有理据性的。那这种有理据性的特点实际上就是学生在很多时候，如果他在学汉语

的时候，他能够了解这种理据性的话，其实他学起来要快很多。但是如果他不了解这种理

据性的话，所以我们经常会看到，我自己在美国的时候看到很多老师上课，我们会有这种

感觉。就是你总是叫他说说说，但是你其实没有教他应该要怎么说。然后特别是我觉得没

有教他可以举一反三的应该怎么说。所以很多学生，这个当然也跟他的学习环境有关系了，

但是我觉得这个也是老师需要做的一件事情。我们在国外的时候经常看到很多老师，就是

很鼓励学生说，然后他们会觉得中国的老师不太鼓励学生说。但是我觉得这个其实跟我刚

才说的那个教学地点有很大的关系。我现在还是我觉得大部分的老师都有这个理念，要鼓

励学生说，但是一定要先教给他，然后要教给他那种举一反三的东西以后才可以说。现在

汉语的那种结构其实很多时候高级班的学生会非常感兴趣，我们现在给他们上的词汇课或

者是古代汉语课，着重地就是在讲汉语的那个怎么从一个字组成一个词，然后再怎么组成

一个句子。然后他们有这种感觉以后，我现在觉得高级的学生如果一直是这样学上来，他

们有这种感觉以后，他们会越到后面越轻松，就是会有这种感觉。 

 

Transcripts of Teacher Interview 

Reseracher：那您觉得任务这种东西在您的课堂中是起到什么作用呢？ 

Wang laoshi：就是它这个是一个思路吧，我觉得这个思路当然也挺重要，就是我们的几

种思路之一。我觉得一个思路就是功能性的，就是说你要从语言本体来说，你教一个语法，

那你这个语法你怎么样能够用一个比较好的方式，把它让学生掌握了，这是一个思路。这

个思路之后你就会想一些小的点子嘛，就是让他能够练习，而且好玩一点的点子他能练习，

这是一个。另外一个思路就是你说的这个任务式，就是如果说刚好你要讲了这课，不管是

语法点也好还是词汇也好。其实这个功能跟词汇的关系很大一点，跟语法有关系，也有的

可以挂到一起，有的挂不到一起。反正就是你教的这个内容刚好能够体验出某一个任务的

话，那就非常好了。因为其实相对来说我觉得学生还是比较爱学跟任务有关系的东西，因

为语法对他们来讲，他的那个认识和老师不一样。老师你可能很重视语法，学生他其实没

这个概念，他觉得我学了我要用对吧？对我来说有用，但是至于他是用什么语法、用什么

词，他其实完全没这个概念的。所以如果能够结合到任务的话，也是就是非常好，就是对
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学生来讲提高他的兴趣，就是至少他是这个就是我们做设计的时候的几种比较重要的那个

思路吧。 

 

Transcripts of Student Interview 
Researcher: My question is what do you think the program, the teachers, or the school expect 
you to do as a good student? 
Brenda: I think there is a big expectation that you are expected to immerse yourself into Chinese 
culture, and really find opportunities out side of class. They don’t have enough time to focus on 
each student individually, cause the classes there are like 30 people, so you really need to find 
people to talk to out side of class.  
Researcher: How was your experience out side of class then?  

Brenda: Actually I don't, I don’t have a lot of opportunities to speak, just because I meet people, 
they don't want to speak Chinese with me. They want to speak English with me. I’ve had it 
happen. There were a lot of like food stands on campus, and I really like ordering in Chinese, but 
they speak English back to me. Lots of time, I don’t even need to speak first, but people would 
come to me and ask me in English, like students. It’s bit of like a cycle that I don’t get to practice 
Chinese, my Chinese is not very good, so I have trouble speaking, so I have to speak English 
cause my Chinese isn’t really good cause I haven’t being practiced.  
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