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Across China, English language teaching curricula have advocated for task-
based language teaching (TBLT) for more than 20 years. Yet, there is reason
to believe that practice varies widely. As such, this multiple case study sheds
light on two Chinese teachers’ understandings and implementation of TBLT
in a public primary school in Chongqing, southwest China. Data collection
consisted of eight semi-structured interviews and eight classroom
observations. Data were analyzed using qualitative content analysis. The
analysis indicated that the teachers had basic understandings of TBLT, but
their teaching was incongruent with its principles. Few tasks were observed
in their lessons. Three main factors affected the teachers’ implementation of
TBLT: (1) classroom management issues; (2) preparation and teaching
resources; and (3) the teachers’ own tacit reluctance.

Keywords: TBLT, theory-to-practice, case study, qualitative content
analysis, ELT China

Introduction

Before 2001, English language teaching (ELT) in China had been prescribed as
predominantly textbook-oriented, teacher-centered, and memorization-focused
(Zheng & Adamson, 2003). ELT pedagogy adopted a “structurally based,
transmission-style curriculum” (Ellis, 2021, p.33). Overall, it ignored an important
aspect of instructed language teaching and learning: what students do in the class-
room needs to resemble the multifaceted ways they may use language outside the

classroom (Van den Branden & Van Gorp, 2021).
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Due to globalization initiatives, education stakeholders in China gradually
realized the importance of communicative competence. As a result, a new, nation-
wide ELT curriculum for primary and secondary schools was introduced in
2001 (Ministry of Education, 2001). The curriculum strongly advocated for what
Byrnes (2015) and Ellis (2021) referred to as a curricular approach to task-based
language teaching (TBLT). At the time, TBLT was seen as the latest methodologi-
cal realization of communicative pedagogy (Hu, 2005b). The curriculum asserted
that TBLT could enhance students’ learning motivation and develop their compe-
tence in language use through tasks (Ministry of Education, 2001). However, the
official document does not give a clear definition of TBLT or what qualifies as a
task — an issue still up for debate among researchers (Loewen & Sato, 2021) and
practitioners (Thomas & Brereton, 2019).

Despite its popularity at the policy level, there are still barriers to implement-
ing TBLT in the Chinese English-as-a-foreign-language (EFL) context (Butler,
2011; Ellis, 2021; Hu, 2002, 2005a; Littlewood, 2007). Carless (2002, 2003, 2004,
2007, 2009) and Deng and Carless (2009, 2010) explored the issue at the primary
level, but their studies were limited to Hong Kong and Guangdong, which are
developed coastal cities with different regional policies. More recently, case stud-
ies by Chen and Wright (2017) and Zheng and Borg (2014) were conducted at
the secondary level in Fujian and Zhejiang. Thus, although some research has
explored TBLT in practice, few researchers have investigated TBLT in primary
schools, especially in less-developed areas of the Chinese mainland.

To contribute to filling the research gap, the current study sheds light on
two EFL teachers’ understandings and implementation of TBLT in primary EFL
classes in Chongging, a tier-two city in southwest China (i.e., an urban area that
is considered to be of intermediate size and development). In doing so, the study
responds to calls for more TBLT research with teachers of young learners, in
their actual classrooms, and as part of their day-to-day pedagogical practices (Van
den Branden & Van Gorp, 2021). Strictly following Ellis’ (2010) theoretical frame-
work and the main criteria of a task (as per Ellis, 2003; Ellis & Shintani, 2014;
Skehan, 2003), we analyzed the teachers’ understandings, perceptions, and class-
room practices. The findings have implications for TBLT researchers, EFL teach-
ers’ reflecting on their own pedagogy, and teacher educators looking to improve
TBLT implementation.
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Literature review

The development of TBLT

TBLT evolved from communicative language teaching (CLT). CLT was proposed
in the late 1970s to enhance language learners’ growing needs for communicative
competence (Ellis, 2017). Departing from traditional teaching approaches, CLT
advocates that language development happens when learners are immersed in
communicative tasks. Although the definition of CLT varies, researchers have
reached a general consensus that it is a learner-centered, meaning-based, and
fluency-focused approach (Spada, 2007). However, there has been controversy
over the issue of whether linguistic forms should be highlighted in CLT. As a
result, weak and strong forms developed (Howatt, 1984). The weak form is an
extension of traditional teaching approaches, emphasizing the structural proper-
ties of the target language. Generally, this takes place via presentation-practice-
production (PPP) with communicative activities presented in the production
stage. In contrast, the strong form regards communicative activities as the core
of language teaching, based on the theoretical underpinning of learning-through-
communication. From this perspective, whole classes should revolve around core
tasks, creating an appropriate context for learners to communicate in the target
language.

Task-supported language teaching (TSLT) developed from the weak form of
CLT, while TBLT evolved from the strong form (Ellis, 2017). Thus, TSLT and
TBLT can also be regarded as weak and strong versions of CLT (Long, 2015). Like
weak forms of CLT, TSLT involves tasks in the final stage of PPP (Ellis, 2013). This
is different from the common approach to TBLT that consists of three stages: pre-
task, while-task, and post-task (Ellis, 2003; Skehan, 1998) - or a series of peda-
gogic tasks approximating a target task (Long, 2015).

The notion of a ‘task’

The notion of a ‘task’ is the key element of TBLT, with various definitions pro-
posed by different researchers (Loewen & Sato, 2021). For example, Willis (1996)
defined a task as an activity where learners use the target language for commu-
nicative purposes to achieve an outcome. Samuda and Bygate (2008) defined a
task as a holistic activity that engages language use to meet a linguistic challenge
and achieve a specific non-linguistic outcome. Long (2015) stated that a task is the
unit of analysis at every stage in the design, delivery, and evaluation of a language
course. It has a clear real-world connection associated directly with the learners’
needs. These definitions highlight different characteristics of a task, including its
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communicative nature, its attribute of having a non-linguistic outcome, and the
basic composition of a class. Bygate et al. (2001) argued that the definition of a
task needs to be adapted for different pedagogical purposes. In the current study,
four key features are used to qualify a pedagogic task based on the criteria identi-
fied by Ellis (2003); Ellis and Shintani (2014), and Skehan (2003):

1. Meaning is prioritized over linguistic form.

2. There should exist certain communicative problems to solve or information
gaps to narrow.

3. The task should be authentic, close to real-world activities.
The learner can achieve a non-linguistic outcome at the end of the task (i.e.,
the main goal of the task is to solve communicative problems rather than lan-
guage learning itself).

According to these criteria, Ellis (2010) proposed a continuum in which exercise
and task are represented at the two extremes. Pedagogical activities only meeting
some of the criteria lie on the continuum between them. In the current study,
Ellis’s continuum and the four criteria above were used to analyze the partici-
pants’ understandings of TBLT and their teaching practices.

Uptake of ELT curriculum innovation in the Chinese EFL context

Since the 1980s, the Chinese government has promoted CLT to encourage the
cultivation of communicative competence in basic education (Jin & Cortazzi,
2002; Wang, 2007; Zheng & Davison, 2008). The State Education Development
Commission introduced an English-teaching syllabus based on CLT in 1992
(Butler, 2011). However, CLT was not widely implemented in China because of
complex contextual factors. In 2001, the New National Curriculum Innovation
was launched (Wang, 2007). That same year, an English-language curriculum
aimed at primary and secondary schools was introduced nationwide. Its corre-
sponding document - National English Curriculum Standards for Compulsory
and Senior High Schools - advocates for TBLT under the umbrella of CLT as
part of the curriculum (Hu, 2005b). The document provides guidelines for TBLT
which have been translated below (Ministry of Education, 2001; see also Zheng
& Borg, 2014):

- Activities must have clear and achievable objectives.

- Activities must be authentic, designed based on learners’ lives and interests.

- Activities must promote the development of English knowledge, language
skills, and improve practical language use.
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- Activities should be cross-curricular, contributing to the integrated and holis-
tic development of learners.

- Activities should enhance learners’ abilities to collect, process, and use infor-
mation as well as the ability to solve real problems in English.

- Activities should occur both inside and outside the classroom.

However, despite such guidelines, the curriculum does not precisely explain what
a task is or how it might be distinct from other types of activities. “TBLT”
appears in the document in the main title and general introduction, while “activ-
ity” (i&5/]) rather than “task” (f£:55) is mentioned in the specific guidelines.
These terms have very similar meanings in Chinese and are not distinguished
in the document. Even in the most recent curriculum document (Ministry of
Education, 2011), no further explanation is provided. As a result, the concept of
a task and its related pedagogy are left to teachers’ own interpretations. Indeed,
there seems to be substantial distance between the curriculum document and
actual teaching practices. For instance, Zhang (2005) found that although teach-
ers claimed to have used TBLT, few tasks were observable in their classes. Argu-
ing that certain barriers may be responsible for the lack of implementation,
Butler (2011) synthesized three types of constraints hindering the effective imple-
mentation of communication-oriented language teaching in Asian EFL contexts
(see also Ellis, 2021):

- Conceptual constraints. This type of constraint stems from the differences
between the principal concepts of innovative teaching approaches and tra-
ditional beliefs of teaching and learning. In China, the Confucian norms
that regard learning as the absorption of literary knowledge conflict with the
Western premises of CLT and TBLT instruction (Hu, 2002). Moreover, the
traditional pedagogic view supports the dominant status of teachers and con-
siders students as the recipient of authoritative knowledge. Thus, traditional,
literacy-focused, and teacher-centered pedagogy is commonplace.

- Classroom-level constraints. The second type of constraints is relevant to var-
ied contextual limitations in the classroom and includes the lack of human
resources and material, structural restrictions (e.g., large class sizes, limited
instruction time), and classroom management challenges.

- Societal-institutional-level constraints. This type mainly includes grammar-
translation-oriented exams and limited opportunities to use English outside
the classroom.

Considering the complex contextual constraints described above, the current
study aims to provide insight into TBLT implementation in a specific context as
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well as the mechanism behind it two decades after the new national curriculum
was introduced.

Similar TBLT research in Hong Kong

Carless (2003, 2004, 2007, 2009) conducted a series of TBLT studies in Hong
Kong. First, he investigated the implementation of TBLT in three Hong Kong
primary schools (Carless, 2003, 2004). Three L1 Cantonese EFL teachers par-
ticipated in six semi-structured interviews, three cycles of classroom observa-
tions, and an attitude scale (showing the degree of their orientations to TBLT).
Using thematic analysis, Carless (2003) identified six pre-class planning issues:
(a) teacher beliefs, (b) teacher understandings, (c) the textbook and teaching
topic, (d) available teaching resources, (e) available syllabus time, and (f) student
language proficiency. He argued that the complex interplay between these issues
impacts the extent of TBLT implementation in class. Through further analyses,
Carless (2004) identified classroom management, the excessive use of the mother
tongue, and the limited quantity of target language output as the main challenges
of using tasks in Chinese EFL classes. Based on this research, Carless (2003) pro-
posed a tentative framework to show how TBLT implementation was shaped. The
model indicates that staged implementation — Stage 1 (Pre-class Planning Issues),
Stage 2 (Task Characteristics), and Stage 3 (Classroom Implementation Issues) —
was cyclical; later stages could provide feedback on earlier stages.

In another research project in Hong Kong, Carless (2007, 2009) interviewed
eleven secondary school teachers and ten teacher educators. An overarching find-
ing is the demand for a flexible, situated version of TBLT, which draws on local
cultures and settings (Carless, 2007). Carless also suggested highlighting the role
of grammar instruction in TBLT, combining tasks with examination require-
ments, and emphasizing reading and writing tasks. A subsequent article (Carless,
2009) explored the pros and cons of TBLT versus PPP approaches according to
participants’ perceptions. Based on the findings, Carless advocated for a balance
of different pedagogical activities adapted to the demands of a specific student
group in a particular setting.

Taken together, Carless provided a detailed picture of how TBLT was imple-
mented in Hong Kong primary and secondary school EFL classes. However, the
conclusions drawn might not be transferable to other Chinese regions owing to
differences between the pedagogical contexts of Hong Kong and the Chinese
mainland. For example, TBLT has been adopted in Hong Kong since the 1990s
and is more firmly established than in mainland China (Carless, 2004). Further-
more, they have different English examination systems (Deng & Carless, 2010). As
a result, attention to research specific to mainland China is needed.
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Similar TBLT research in mainland China

Deng and Carless (2009, 2010) believed Guangdong- a developed coastal
province next to Hong Kong with relatively abundant educational resources — had
potential for executing TBLT reform successfully. In their study, four teachers and
their students from two primary schools participated in a total of 55 lesson obser-
vations and 68 semi-structured interviews. Aiming to analyze the extent of com-
municative activities in Guangdong EFL classes, the first article (Deng & Carless,
2009) focused on one of the four teacher-participants, Rose. The researchers used
Littlewood’s (2004, 2011) Communicative Continuum to determine the nature of
the teaching activities involved in Rose’s classes. The continuum is comprised of
five categories with varying degrees of focus on forms and meaning (See Figure 1).

Focus on form Focus on meaning
< >
Non-communicative pre-communicative = communicative structured authentic

learning language practice language practice communication communication

Figure 1. Littlewood’s framework (Adapted from Littlewood, 2004)

Most activities were classified on the left side of the continuum. This indicated
that most teaching was incongruent with the principles of TBLT. Interview find-
ings later confirmed that the negative effects of traditional examinations and lim-
ited teacher understanding of TBLT were likely obstacles. In exploring the impact
of examinations on classroom pedagogy in depth, Deng and Carless (2010) found
that washback generally hindered the implementation of innovative pedagogy.
However, their use of Littlewood’s (2004, 2011) framework only highlighted one
dimension of communicative activities (meaning vs form focused). As a result, the
researchers did not provide a complete analysis of the participants’ teaching activ-
ities under the framework. Moreover, although rigorous and conducted in main-
land China, even these findings may still not be transferable to less-developed
cities with fewer educational resources (e.g., the context of the current study).

Similar TBLT research in less-developed cities in China

Though still an under-researched area, there are some case studies on TBLT in
less-developed cities in China. For example, Zheng and Borg (2014) explored sec-
ondary EFL teachers’ understandings and implementation of TBLT in Fuzhou.
Three teachers from different schools participated in: (a) a pre-lesson interview
focused on the teachers’ understandings of the new English curriculum and
TBLT; (b) classroom observations centered on the types of instructional activities
and materials used; and (c) a post-lesson interview to discuss the pedagogy and
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factors that shaped instructional decisions. Narrative accounts for each teacher
were constructed with the observational and interview data. Consequently, the
researchers found that the teachers’ understandings of TBLT were narrow, closely
associated with oral pair or group work. Three factors shaping instructional deci-
sions were identified: (a) detailed but limited curriculum materials, (b) rigid and
conservative teachers’ beliefs, and (c) contextual issues such as excessively large
class sizes, limited teaching time, and a focus on standardized examinations that
rendered TBLT difficult to implement.

In another relevant case study, Chen and Wright (2017) explored teacher
understandings and practices of TBLT in a private high school in Zhejiang. The
school had established its own English teaching framework called the Culture-
Oriented Foreign Language Education framework, which incorporated TBLT.
The researchers investigated the extent to which TBLT was perceived as being
effectively adopted in the framework through the lens of the teachers’ beliefs
and practices. Four teachers from different grade/year levels were recruited to
participate in two classroom observations and two semi-structured interviews
(pre-/post-observation). The researchers also collected classroom materials from
each teacher and interviewed the vice principal. The findings revealed the teach-
ers’ positive beliefs about TBLT principles and adequate institutional support.
However, there still existed a gap between understanding and practice in using
tasks, mainly caused by ambiguous definitions of authentic task pedagogy and the
teachers’ reluctance to relinquish a teacher-centered pedagogical approach. More-
over, most teachers showed a lack of confidence in implementing TBLT, so they
designed tasks as communicative activities focusing on language form.

Overall, while there has been some research on TBLT implementation in both
Hong Kong and mainland China, there is a paucity of research in primary schools
in less-developed cities. Additionally, outside of China, few studies have been con-
ducted on teachers’ perceptions of tasks with teachers of younger, school-aged
learners (cf. Bryfonski, 2021; Erlam, 2016; Oliver & Bogachenko, 2018; Solares-
Altamirano, 2020). The need for such research was the impetus for the current
study, which utilized Ellis’s (2003, 2010) continuum and the four criteria sum-
marized above to provide insight into primary EFL teachers’ understandings and
practice of TBLT.

The study was guided by three research questions:

1. To what extent are tasks used in Chinese primary EFL classes?

2. What are Chinese primary EFL teachers’ understandings of TBLT?

3. What factors appear to affect teachers’ implementation of TBLT in the
Chinese EFL context?
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Methods

Research design

This study used a qualitative, case study design to present a holistic and detailed
picture of TBLT implementation in a primary school in a less-developed Chinese
city. Case studies shed light on the complexities of phenomena in a specific con-
text and provide rich contextualization (Mackey & Gass, 2015; Rose et al., 2020).
Harnessing these advantages, this study focuses on two EFL teachers and their
classes, revealing the complexities of teaching innovation at present.

Research setting

The present study was conducted in a primary school in Chongqing, a munic-
ipality in southwest China. Chongqing, unlike more developed cities, has rela-
tively fewer educational resources and slower development in educational reform.
The primary school chosen is one of the top public schools in Chongqing. It is
an experimental/education-pilot school with official approval to serve as a test-
ing ground for educational reforms and innovative teaching practices such as
TBLT (this is the nature of experimental schools in China). The school encour-
ages its students to become independent explorers in learning, which is part of the
school’s moto. All students take two-to-three 40-minute EFL classes every week.
All teaching materials used in class are based on a series of textbooks called PEP
Primary English published by People’s Education Press. There are six units, each
of which is organized according to the presentation of new language, practice
activities, and a production stage with one or fewer tasks involved (essentially fol-
lowing a PPP teaching approach). Each textbook has varying levels of attention
paid to vocabulary, grammar, reading, writing, listening, and speaking develop-
ment. A cursory look at the textbooks indicates misalignment between innovative
teaching practices (i.e., TBLT) that the school and Ministry of Education promote
and the materials provided for teachers.

Participants

Following ethics approval from the authors’ university and permission from the
target school, the first author issued a call for primary EFL teachers to participate
pseudonymously. He selected one middle-aged male teacher in charge of co-
managing English teaching in the school (Jiadong) and one junior female teacher
who was active in teaching and research activities held by the local bureau of
education (Xiaoyu). This mix in gender, age, and education-related responsibili-
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ties enabled us to maximize participant variation in a study that would inevitably
include only two participants due to feasibility concerns. Another aim was to see
what teachers working within a context that actively promotes TBLT via top-
down policy (i.e., the National English Curriculum Standards for Compulsory
and Senior High Schools) actually knew about TBLT and how, or even if, they
implemented it in their classrooms. The teachers were provided with an informa-
tion sheet and a consent form to notify them of the main purpose of the study, the
procedures, and potential benefits of participating (e.g., an opportunity to engage
in reflective practice). Both teachers agreed and signed the consent forms.

Jiadong had worked as an EFL teacher for almost twenty years. He earned a
bachelor’s degree in education from a local polytechnic school where there were
few courses about teaching theory but an abundance of opportunities for teach-
ing practice. He had heard of TBLT and knew some basic concepts but was not
very familiar with the teaching approach, despite being encouraged to use it by
the local education bureau and official policy documentation (see above). During
data collection, Jiadong was teaching one second-grade class with approximately
45 seven-to-eight-year-old students. He planned his daily teaching according to
the textbook. The second-grade textbook mainly focuses on listening and speak-
ing with minimal focus on writing and reading.

Xiaoyu, who was younger than Jiadong, had worked as an EFL teacher in
the target primary school for three years. She earned a bachelor’s degree in Eng-
lish education and a master’s degree in primary education from a local normal
university. However, she could not remember whether she had been trained for
the theory and practice of TBLT, despite, like Jiadong, being encouraged to use
it by the local education bureau and official policy documentation. However, she
remembered reading about the approach when she wrote her master’s disserta-
tion on another topic. She also admitted that although the current official cur-
riculum regards cultivating students’ integration of skills in using English via
tasks as the general aim, she still regarded increasing students” exam scores as the
main objective of her teaching. At the time of the study, she was teaching two
fifth-grade classes with approximately 45 11-to-12-year-old students in each class.
She mainly arranged her lessons based on the textbook. In the fifth-grade text-
book, the development of reading and writing becomes more important than in
Jiadong’s second-grade textbook.

Data collection

The main data collection schedule is shown in Table 1. Owing to the study being
conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, face-to-face data collection was not
possible. However, teaching still took place in physical classrooms with teachers
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and students present. Thus, data were collected remotely with teachers recording
their own classes using various technical supports from the school and authors’

university.

Table 1. The main data collection schedule

Research stages

Focus

Background interviews

(one per teacher; 1 May 2021)

To collect relevant background information about the

participants

Cycle 1

Lesson
observations
(two per teacher;

10-14 May 2021)

To collect information about TBLT implementation in practice

Post-observation
interviews
(one per teacher;

15 May 2021)

To seek the teachers’ perspectives on relevant issues identified

from the observed lessons

Cycle 2

Lesson
observations
(two per teacher;

14-18 June 2021)

As per Cycle 1

Post-observation
interviews
(one per teacher;

19 June 2021)

As per Cycle 1

Summative interviews

(one per teacher, 1 July 2021)

To probe the main issues arising from the ongoing data

analysis

Transcript-checking sessions

(one per teacher, 5 July 2021)

To check the translation of the interview transcripts

Analysis-sharing sessions

(one per teacher, 10 August

2021)

To ask for respondents’ comments on the data analysis

Classroom observations

Informed by previous research (e.g., Carless, 2003, 2004), the first author planned
two observation cycles within a six-week period. In each cycle, he chose two con-
secutive EFL lessons and asked the teachers to share their self-recorded lessons.
The recordings were gathered via a video camera and microphone at the back of
the classroom, facing the board, and which captured the teachers” and students’
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actions from the perspective of a researcher sitting in the same position. This
meant that audio was limited to major classroom interactions. Eight lessons were
recorded in total, four for each teacher. Although previous work has been infor-
mative with just two lesson observations per teacher (e.g., An & Thomas, 2021;
Pun et al., 2022), four observations could mitigate the lack of sufficient observa-
tional data for understanding classroom practice highlighted by Zheng and Borg
(2014). Consecutive observations in different cycles could reduce the risk that a
one-oft snapshot of the teachers’ classes might not reflect their everyday teaching
practices (Carless, 2003). Additionally, given that the classes were held in person
and recorded without the researcher being present, it was likely that the teachers’
and students’ natural language use and behavior could be observed - mitigating
the risk of the observer’s paradox (see Mackey & Gass, 2015; Rose et al., 2020).
The issue of solely observing recorded lessons rather than their in-person form
was unavoidable, however, due to COVID-19-related restrictions.

Students are required to take mid-term and final examinations every term, so
the first author chose days between the two tests for observations with the aim
to lessen the impact of examinations on normal teaching. To better understand
the teachers’ classes, the first author examined the textbooks before each obser-
vation. At the end of every observation cycle, the teachers submitted their lesson
recordings for secure storage and analysis. By watching the recordings repeatedly
and carefully, the first author formed a formative analysis of communicative activ-
ities used in the lessons, which helped prepare specific questions for the post-
observation and summative interviews.

Interviews

For each teacher, a series of semi-structured interviews was conducted and
recorded using Zoom. This included a background interview, a post-observation
interview, a summative interview, and a post-analysis interview.

Background interviews were conducted to build an individual profile for each
teacher after they returned the signed consent forms. At the end of each obser-
vation cycle, post-observation interviews were conducted to probe interviewees’
views on TBLT issues observed in the lesson recordings. During these interviews,
the first author displayed still images captured from the lesson recordings that
signified key moments in activities that were later analyzed by the researcher
(described in the text below). For example, a still image of the teacher demon-
strating an activity was used to help the teachers recall the context, elaborate on
relevant issues, and lessen the risks of selective recall or self-delusion (see Mackey
& Gass, 2015; Rose et al., 2020).
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After finishing all post-observation interviews, the first author conducted a
summative interview with the teachers to explore their general understandings
and experiences of TBLT implementation. Since all interviews were conducted in
Chinese (to encourage accurate and freer expressions), the first author translated
the interview transcripts to English. To ensure the accuracy of his translation, he
asked the participants to read and correct (if necessary) each transcript before
data analysis. After finishing data analysis, the first author shared the key findings
with the participants and had a post-analysis member-checking/sharing session
to confirm and/or correct any misunderstandings or distortion of their percep-
tions. Only minimal corrections were required.

Data analysis

The study employed qualitative content analysis — a technique for drawing infer-
ences from qualitative material in a systematic way. It can be used deductively
or inductively and is capable of handling observation and interview data (Selvi,
2020).

Deductively, we used qualitative content analysis to analyze the observation
data based on the Ellis’s (2003, 2010) continuum and criteria of a task (see Ellis,
2010, 2017; Skehan, 2003) as well as the framework of communicative-activity
analysis used in previous classroom research (see Zheng & Borg, 2014). First,
all data were organized and segmented into separate teaching activities with
reference to the main composition of a task, including input, roles, settings,
actions, monitoring, outcomes, and feedback (Candlin, 1987). We considered
these logical teaching moves (i.e., actions) made by the teachers in the observed
lessons (e.g., the teacher providing instructions for the activity that would follow
and a summary/conclusion for that same activity). Explained for young learners,
such moves could be clearly identified and were confirmed with the teachers dur-
ing the post-observation interviews. Next, according to our adopted framework
(see Ellis, 2003; Ellis, 2010; Ellis & Shintani, 2014; Skehan, 2003) described above,
we created a coding table to analyze the activities, including their basic informa-
tion (name, topic, description, and source) and aspects of tasks (focus, outcome,
authenticity, information gap/problem, interaction pattern, and skills). Then, we
coded the data following the framework. Finally, we organized the findings in
tables and included points on a continuum for each activity according to the aver-
age score of the four criteria of a task described above. Each criterion was assigned
o (absent), 0.5 (partially present), or 1 (present). The table assisted us in our inter-
pretations. Following the formative analysis of the teachers” pedagogical decisions
and practices, we wrote specific interview questions to investigate their under-
standings of TBLT as well as the factors affecting their utilization of TBLT.
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Inductively, we used qualitative content analysis for the interview data. First,
to answer RQ2 and RQ3, the data were organized into two domains: teachers’
understandings of TBLT and possible factors affecting TBLT implementation. For
each part, we coded textual units and grouped them into different categories. After
defining and revising the categories, we presented and elaborated on the findings
combined with the illustration of the observation data and the textbooks to shed
light on teachers’ perspectives of TBLT and its implementation.

Findings and discussion

In this section, we begin with an overview of how the teachers implemented
TBLT in their classes and then move to the participants’ general understandings
of TBLT and their specific understandings of tasks. We then discuss the factors
the teachers believed affected their implementation of TBLT.

RQu: Task implementation in observed classes

Table 2 provides a condensed overview of five observed activities in relation
to the coding scheme described above. Using fuzzy logic, criteria are labelled
as o (absent), 0.5 (partially present), or 1 (present). We selected Activities A-C
to report on in detail because they most closely resembled a task in Jiadong’s
observed classes. Since no task-like activities were observed in Xiaoyu’s classes, we
selected two activities in which interaction patterns were student centric (S-S) as
opposed to teacher-student-centric (T-S). Overall, each reported activity features
a different degree of task approximation which helps to vary our discussion below.

Jiadong’s classes

Jiadong’s classes consisted of a range of different teaching activities, most of which
resembled exercises (via PPP), while some were more task oriented. To begin
class, he usually taught new vocabulary or helped to consolidate students’ target-
language knowledge before allowing them to practice together in controlled activ-
ities. In the production stage, he usually introduced a task-like activity. Overall,
there were three task-like activities in his lessons, but only one activity was com-
pletely in accord with the criteria of a task (see above). The lessons seemed loosely
organized, without much connection between the activities or links to a com-
municative context. This likely put the students at a disadvantage since language
is context-sensitive, making it difficult to transfer the intended meaning without
context during a task (Thornbury, 1999). Below, we describe three communicative
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Table 2. Condensed coding scheme for five activities from Jiadong’s (J) and Xiaoyu’s (X)

classes
Activity A Activity B Activity C Activity D Activity E

Criterion 0)] 0)] 0)] (X) (X)
Focus on 0.5 0.5 o o 0
meaning
Non- 1 o o 0 o
linguistic
outcome
Authentic 1 1 0.5 0 0
Involves 1 <o 0.5 o 0.5
information
gap or
problem
solving

——— ¢ | —eo— | —o— |[&— | =————
Ellis’s Exercise Task | Exercise Task | Exercise Task | Exercise Task | Exercise Task
continuum

activities with degressive degrees of task alignment in Jiadong’s observed lessons
as examples.

Activity A (Observation Cycle 1, Lesson 1). This activity involved completing
a daily routine survey. It is the only near-standard task in his observed lessons.
To start, Jiadong spent five minutes to drill sentence structures for asking and
answering questions. Then, he spent five minutes giving the instructions for the
task and providing examples. After being instructed, students were allocated four
minutes to gather information about two classmates’ daily routines and com-
plete the survey. Finally, students were required to write their findings in a table/
matrix. Jiadong walked around the classroom to monitor their progress. In the
final four minutes, he invited volunteers to share their findings. Since the activity
is designed to promote communication between students, language meaning is at
its core. It resembles a situation that might happen outside of class. Additionally,
the information gap asking about daily routines between students could increase
their motivation to interact with each other (see Doughty & Pica, 1986).

As discussed above, Activity A is a near-standard task in the form of an
authentic information-gap activity of surveying with a nonlinguistic outcome.
However, in actual implementation, Jiadong spent the most time on sentence
drilling and grammatical rules, causing a lack of adequate time for students’
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meaningful communication. This time allocation might transfer the focus of
Activity A from language meaning to language form.

Activity B (Observation Cycle 2, Lesson 2). This was a role play from the
textbook consisting of four substages. The first substage lasted for one minute, in
which students were required to read a dialogue between a boy and his mother
about typical weekday activities. In the second substage, Jiadong spent three min-
utes introducing the basic rules of the activity and presenting an example showing
how to conduct the dialogue. Jiadong also suggested that students not just use the
example sentences from the textbook but also use additional language to adapt
the textbook’s example sentences when performing their own dialogues as either
the boy or his mother. Thus, Jiadong elicited freer communication from students,
focusing the activity on meaning exchange. Students worked in pairs to do the
role-play for two minutes. Finally, they used three minutes to share their conver-
sations and received feedback.

Activity B is at the middle of Ellis’s theoretical continuum, halfway between
an exercise and a task. Jiadong expected language meaning to be at the core of
this activity, although there was no information gap or preset problem. The role
play is authentic in that students may ask their friends or families about the week-
day activities with the genuine intention of information exchange outside of class,
but the final conversation display resulted in an immediate linguistic evaluation
rather than a practical outcome. Like Activity A, Activity B did not seem to pro-
vide enough time for learners to communicate meaningfully.

Activity C (Observation Cycle 2, Lesson 1). Jiadong hid a flashcard with a
target word on it and invited one student to find the card according to other stu-
dents’” auditory hints. While one student searched for the card, the other students
said the word on the flashcard aloud. The closer the student got to the card, the
louder the other students spoke. The whole process lasted for about twelve min-
utes, consisting of a four-minute introduction/explanation and eight minutes of
activity. Though providing verbal instructions would have been authentic, and
would have bridged the information gap in the activity, simply repeating the tar-
get word made the activity appear more like a pronunciation drill; no practical
outcome could be achieved.

Xiaoyu’s classes

Xiaoyu’s classes were mostly teacher-centered, with few task-like activities. The
lack of activities may have been influenced by her fifth-grade students being three
years older than Jiadong’s second-grade students, however, we believe that having
slightly older/more capable students would have enabled her to incorporate more
tasks rather than fewer. Nevertheless, Xiaoyu usually set the context by showing
pictures or initiating a simple activity. Within this context, she taught new vocab-
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ulary and grammar, during or after which she assigned controlled-practice activ-
ities. For example, after introducing new material, Xiaoyu asked students to read
or listen to a relatively long conversation and to complete the corresponding text-
book exercise. Xiaoyu then gave the answers and explained the dialogue. Overall,
Xiaoyu’s observed classes could be divided into two parts: language knowledge
and skill development. The former was mainly designed by her, while the latter
mainly followed the textbook. Below, we describe two teaching activities that
Xiaoyu designed to deviate from the textbook exercises.

Activity D (Observation Cycle 1, Lesson 2). This was a story-completion
activity. Xiaoyu used it to introduce the present participle and present continuous
tense, highlighting language form. The activity started with the introduction of
the story context and storyline, which took four minutes. Then, Xiaoyu allocated
two minutes for students in pairs to create a conversation between a cat and other
animal mothers according to pictures and present participle rules on a Power-
Point slide (no authenticity or problem solving). Finally, it took one minute for
two pairs to perform their conversations in front of the class, which resulted in a
linguistic outcome. Activity D was an exercise. It did not conform to any criterion
of a task.

Activity E (Observation Cycle 1, Lesson 2). This was a structured role-play in
which students needed to play the roles of parents and complete scripted conver-
sations by using words from a PowerPoint slide. The activity lasted five minutes,
involving three minutes for preparation and two minutes of activity. Although stu-
dents sometimes chose different words making minor changes to create a little
information exchange in the dialogue, the activity still focused on practicing the
language form (present continuous tense). The activity was unlike real-life inter-
actions, and it lacked a non-linguistic problem to solve. Thus, Activity B was akin
to an exercise. The requirement to use provided vocabulary goes against Ellis and
Shintani’s (2014) belief that tasks should require learners to rely on their own lin-
guistic resources.

To summarize, Jiadong was observed to adopt TSLT, a weak form of TBLT,
in one of his observed lessons, successfully assigning a task/task-like activity in
the production stage of PPP. Most task-like activities in his class were influenced
by the textbook. Although most activities resembled real-world situations and had
information gaps, some still lacked a practical outcome, and they overemphasized
language form. As for Xiaoyu, there is no evidence that she implemented TBLT in
her observed classes. Nearly all of her activities were controlled. Some observed
activities had one characteristic of a task, but none could be considered tasks.
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RQ2: Understandings of TBLT and tasks

This section is organized around five themes identified during data analysis: (a)
general understandings of TBLT, (b) tasks should be feasible and effective, (c)
tasks should involve communication and problem solving, (d) tasks should be
authentic, and (e) tasks should not be limited in language form.

General understandings of TBLT

According to Jiadong, TBLT is a teaching method that is reflected in teaching
activities. He said that

In task-based language teaching, teachers may aim at a certain language point.
Then, teachers may have to design some specific, feasible tasks for students to
practice the language point. (Jiadong, Summative Interview)

He stated that language learners can achieve preset teaching objectives through
pedagogical tasks that provide opportunities for communication, which reveals
that he recognized the significance of tasks in contributing to communication
and language acquisition. However, he believed that tasks must serve the current
teaching objective, especially a certain language point, which is unrelated to
TBLT. Generally speaking, his view only corresponds to a few principles of TSLT,
which cater to intentional learning with the primary focus on the accurate use
of the target form rather than communicative use of language (see Ellis, 2017;
Loewen & Sato, 2021).

In Xiaoyu’ view, tasks should be at a superordinate position of the class — a
transformation of teaching objectives in lesson design. She explained that

This kind of task will be divided into several small tasks ... Completing the last
task is the most superordinate teaching objective, and the previous tasks pave the
way for it. (Xiaoyu, Summative Interview)

Xiaoyu’s words reveal that she recognized the core status of tasks in language
teaching; she thought entire classes should be task driven. In her opinion, a task
can be divided into subtasks assigned sequentially, and there exists some logical
relationships between those tasks. Xiaoyu added that

If your goal is to let the children complete a task, the class will be more targeted.
(Xiaoyu, Summative Interview)

In Xiaoyu’s interpretation, completing a pedagogical task is more specific and
practical than abstract teaching aims (e.g., to develop a skill). To achieve a tasks’
aim, attention should be paid to meaningful communication. As per Long’s (2015)
interaction hypothesis, communication helps L2 learners access comprehensible



Chinese EFL teachers’ understandings and implementation

323

input and pushes them to modify their own output. The modification is based
on iterative feedback through which learners can acquire the linguistic knowledge
necessary for engaging in interaction. Generally, Xiaoyu’s understanding of TBLT
resonates with the strong version of TBLT, which advocates that the whole class
should revolve around a core task and communicative exchanges (Ellis, 2021).

Tasks should be feasible and effective

Jiadong thought the most important thing for a task is to be “workable”, which, to
him, consists of two aspects: the feasibility of the task and the effectiveness of the
task. He argued that

It should be workable. We should try our best to create conditions for students in
limited time and space to learn English. Teachers cannot only pay attention to its
form without considering its effect. (Jiadong, Summative Interview)

In terms of feasibility, he mentioned the limited time and space in EFL classes,
which might hinder the implementation of tasks (see Carless, 2003). Although
this issue originates from Jiadong’s own teaching experience, reflecting a negative
situation in task implementation, it is only related to the limited external condi-
tions rather than the task itself. Thus, feasibility cannot be regarded as an inherent
attribute of tasks. He stated:

I mean, a task must serve teaching and preset teaching objectives, such as learn-
ing a language point. (Jiadong, Summative Interview)

As for the effectiveness of tasks, this idea conforms to Jiadong’s general belief that
tasks enable the achievement of teaching objectives. However, the effectiveness of
tasks is an external characteristic that depends on how teachers design and com-
bine tasks with other practices. Jiadong might believe that it is difficult to design a
feasible and effective task in his context, so he emphasized this point. Xiaoyu did
not describe tasks as needing to be feasible and eftective.

Tasks should involve communication and problem solving

Jiadong and Xiaoyu both felt that tasks could provide opportunities for students
to communicate with peers in English and solve specific problems together. When
Jiadong explained why he viewed one of his activities as a task (see Activity A
below), he gave the following reason:

...because the activity is designed for students to complete an investigation related
to the daily routine, students interact with each other to solve the problem.
(Jiadong, Post-observation 1)
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In his explanation, Jiadong regards interaction and problem-solving as important
characteristics of tasks. Furthermore, he explained that interaction and cooper-
ation are necessary for problem-solving, and, conversely, problem-solving can
also promote interaction through which students can develop new knowledge.
However, he did not illustrate the deeper mechanism, information-gap bridging,
behind the motive of interaction required by tasks.

Xiaoyu mentioned this mechanism when she discussed a jigsaw-reading
activity she had used previously though not in her observed lessons. She stated
that the segmented information caused by jigsaw reading becomes an obstacle for
students, so they must share information and work together. She commented that

Students can’t finish it just by themselves or their own previous knowledge. There
must be some interaction. (Xiaoyu, Post-observation 2)

According to Xiaoyu, to complete the task, learners must engage in active infor-
mation exchange and meaning negotiation, during which learners can improve
their output, which facilitates language development (see Doughty & Pica, 1986).
Thus, Xiaoyu was able to articulate how learners are encouraged to communicate
and cooperate during tasks, even though this strategy was not observed in the
lessons she provided as part of data collection in the current study.

Tasks should be authentic

Numerous scholars have stated that authenticity should be a core component of
tasks in TBLT (e.g., Bruton, 2005; Gonzélez-Lloret & Ortega, 2014; Swan, 2005;
Widdowson, 2003). In most cases, task authenticity requires teaching materials
and activities that reflect actual language use among L1 users. However, this inter-
pretation of authenticity might not be appropriate for L2 users who have different
communicative contexts (Butler, 2011). When describing one of his own activities
(Activity A above), Jiadong said that

The topic of the activity itself is relatively close to children’s real life.
(Jiadong, Post-observation 1)

His words only recognize the topic of Activity A determined by the textbook.
However, the choice of real-world language materials and the design of actual-
activity forms, which he did not address, can greatly influence task authenticity
(Ciornei & Dina, 2015; Kessler et al., 2021). Jiadong had claimed earlier in the
same interview that

Children are familiar with their daily schedule and with each other. I think if stu-

dents are more familiar with each other in the task, they may find it more inter-

esting. Moreover, the more information they know, the more feasible the task is.
(Jiadong, Post-observation 1)
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However, Jiadong’s opinion that tasks should be familiar to students may be prob-
lematic. First, in real-world interactions, there usually exists some information
gap, and further communication is required. Second, the lack of information gap
in a task does not necessarily make the task more interesting. Conversely, the task
may become boring/unchallenging. If students already know the relevant infor-
mation, they might lose motivation to discuss it. Generally, Jiadong’s view of task
authenticity conflicts with the principles of TBLT. Xiaoyu did not discuss task
authenticity.

Tasks should not be limited in language form

There is general consensus that tasks should not be confined to language form
(see Ellis, 2017; Littlewood, 2004; Loewen & Sato, 2021; Stern, 1992). Jiadong and
Xiaoyu both discussed this issue when they explained their own teaching activi-
ties. For example, Jiadong gave the following reason for why he thought one of his
activities (Activity C below) was more like an exercise:

Through such a process, we could train other students in the pronunciation and
proficiency of the word. That is the aim. (Jiadong, Post-observation 2)

In this way, Jiadong reasoned that this activity had a limited aim that focused on
language form (pronunciation). However, Jiadong’s belief appears inconsistent.
When he explained why he thought another activity observed in his class (but not
included in the activities described above) is akin to a task, he said:

The activity is relatively feasible. They only need to add a time phrase to make a
complete sentence and connect the sentences to form a short passage to introduce
their day. (Jiadong, Post-observation 1)

In his description, the mechanical practice of language forms, such as sentence
completion, is a sign of a feasible activity. Due to his belief that being feasible
is a key attribute of a task, he considered the activity more task-like, seeming to
highlight the important status of language form in a task, contradicting his previ-
ous judgment of Activity C, which he criticized on account of its overemphasis on
pronunciation.

Xiaoyu had a clearer understanding of this issue. She narrowed the scope to
an activity’s outcome. When comparing an exercise and a task, she stated:

For the form of the final outcome, unlike exercises, which students might just
hand in to let the teacher check, the current activity required students to finish
the report and give a presentation. (Xiaoyu, Post-observation 2)
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Here, the outcome of an exercise is still restricted to linguistic form with a fixed
standard answer, which is evaluated by teachers. As for tasks, there are various
forms of achievement in which language use is a medium rather than an outcome.
Task success depends more on whether the practical problem has been solved
instead of the accuracy or fluency of the target language. Xiaoyu also suggested
that to perform a task, learners not only need the language knowledge learned
in the current class but also knowledge from previous classes or from other sub-
jects. This reveals that Xiaoyu regards a task as an activity that requires integrated
knowledge.

Based on Xiaoyu’s justifications of her own activities, we can conclude that
Xiaoyu had a basic but incomplete grasp of TBLT. She demonstrated some rele-
vant theoretical knowledge that could be used to partially reveal the mechanisms
behind TBLT, though this was not observable in her teaching. Conversely, Jiadong
appeared to have an incomplete and sometimes inconsistent understanding of
TBLT. Moreover, the teachers’ understandings of TBLT did not often materialize
in their observed classes.

RQ3: Three main factors affecting TBLT implementation

This section is divided into three parts that represent factors that we identified in
our analyses that appeared to affect the teachers’ TBLT implementation: (a) class-
room management, (b) preparation and teaching resources, and (c) tacit reluc-
tance to implement TBLT.

Classroom management

Both Jiadong and Xiaoyu viewed classroom management as the biggest challenge
in TBLT implementation. Another explanation could be traced back to the tra-
ditional Confucian norms of teaching and learning that regard learners as quiet
recipients rather than noisy explorers (Hu, 2002). Tensions seemed to arise when
the teachers’ role as a facilitator in TBLT conflicted with prevailing teacher-
centered cultural norms (see also Carless, 1999; Kramsch & Sullivan, 1996;
Littlewood, 2007). As Xiaoyu stated:

In the daily learning atmosphere, if I introduce a task involving too many trivial
things, students’ will be easily distracted. But if I just involve exercises as a way to
check their understanding of what I taught just now, it will be more effective to
keep their attention. As a new teacher, I always require strict class discipline. I
always try my best to make the children listen to me.

(Xiaoyu, Summative Interview)
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Xiaoyu also expressed concern that students might become distracted in a com-
municative activity, which might cause ineffective learning (see Olney et al., 2015).
This concern contrasts with researchers’ claims that more interactive activities
could improve student attention (e.g., Young et al., 2009). Cameron (2001) noted
that managing group activities requires skillful teachers, especially with young
learners. For novice teachers like Xiaoyu, controlled exercises may seem more
manageable. Indeed, she attempted to guarantee learning by maintaining control
in her classes. Xiaoyu’s Activity D and E are both in the form of completing a
conversation only requiring two students to take part, which illustrated Xiaoyu’s
worry expressed in a post-observation interview that the more students are
assigned into one activity group, the more difficult it will be to monitor and con-
trol the class. Jiadong also expressed a similar concern when asked what problems
he has encountered in implementing TBLT:

The biggest problem is that sometimes children are really uncontrollable, because
children are very curious, and their attention is easily diverted by some external
thing. (Jiadong, Summative Interview)

Jiadong used Activity C as an example and stated that although students appeared
to understand the instructions, some still used gestures rather than their voices
to suggest the place of the flashcard, rendering the activity’s language-related pur-
pose meaningless. In class, Jiadong seemed more tolerant of individual distrac-
tions or noise than Xiaoyu, but he still spent considerable time on classroom
management, which reduced students’ communication time. Butler’s (2011) dis-
cussion of conceptual and classroom-level constraints is relevant, as well as
Carless’ (2002) finding that noise and behavioral concerns are common issues
among young L2 learners, often making it difficult for teachers to carry out ped-
agogic tasks (see also Li, 1998). In the current study, both Jiadong and Xiaoyu
believed behavioral challenges were the biggest obstacles to their implementation
of TBLT, with Jiadong especially affected by his second-grade students’ behavior
compared to Xiaoyu’s slightly older fifth-grade students.

Preparation and teaching resources

Chinese English teachers have heavy workloads that might reduce the available
time for lesson preparation (Cheng, 2010; Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012; Zhang &
Yu, 2007). Moreover, TBLT sometimes demands more time and energy to create
tasks and prepare materials (Carless, 2003). As a result, language teachers might
prefer following the textbook rather than designing tasks by themselves, which
implies that textbook use plays a major role in accounting for classroom prac-
tices. In the current study, this seemed accurate since 17 out of 20 observed activ-
ities in Jiadong’s classes and 12 out of 21 activities in Xiaoyu’s classes were from
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the textbook. Since the National English Curriculum Standards for Compulsory
and Senior High Schools was promulgated, numerous textbook series and cor-
responding teaching resources have been approved by the government (Butler,
2015). However, Jiadong and Xiaoyu both claimed that there still is not enough
TBLT elements in their current textbooks and teaching resources, despite the top-
down policy advocating for TBLT. Jiadong claimed that

the current teaching material has nothing to do with task-based language
teaching. (Jiadong, Summative Interview)

His words seem extreme, but in the second-grade textbook, there are only three
tasks that are in the form of an information gap. The organization of every unit
is mainly based on PPP. Unlike the second-grade textbook, there is a more com-
plex structure in each section of the fifth-grade book, where the focus shifts from
speaking and listening to reading and writing. Section one and two mainly follow
the Production-Presentation-Practice procedure, a variation on PPP (see Byrne,
1986; Harmer, 2015), while section three focuses on a short passage. To implement
tasks, additional work is required. This might be one of the reasons why Xiaoyu
used fewer tasks/task-like activities in her lessons than Jiadong.

Overall, as both Jiadong and Xiaoyu mentioned, the limited teaching
resources, especially the lack of TBLT-friendly textbooks, and subsequent
increased preparation time seemed to be major impediments to TBLT implemen-
tation. This contrasts with Carless’s (2003) finding that all three of his participants
held different views on the additional workload required by TBLT. Nevertheless,
increasing teachers’ workloads must be taken into account.

Teachers’ tacit reluctance to implement TBLT

Understanding TBLT is the ability to articulate its principles and an awareness
of its implications for classroom practice. Previous studies (e.g., Carless, 2003;
Li, 1998) have shown that teachers’ incomplete understandings of TBLT could
hinder its implementation. However, the current study found that the teachers’
tacit reluctance to implement TBLT seemed to be more inhibitory than their
understandings of the approach. We define tacit reluctance as a subtle resistance
or hesitation towards engaging in TBLT, often without being overtly stated (cf.
explicit reluctance). For example, in Activity A, even when presented with a near-
standard task within the textbook and detailed teaching guidance, Jiadong still
chose to focus on sentence drilling and grammatical rule instruction, indicating
a tacit reluctance to implement TBLT, despite having the necessary knowledge
and materials. Xiaoyu’s tacit reluctance was similar. For instance, in Activity E,
she had the opportunity to enable students to perform flexible conversations with
clear information gaps, yet still adopted a highly controlled approach that did
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not align with the principles of TBLT. Both Jiadong’s and Xiaoyu’s tacit reluc-
tance may be linked to a lack of confidence in their mastery of TBLT implemen-
tation (see Chen & Wright, 2017), reasons surrounding classroom management
(see above), or some other latent factor. However, this was difficult to pin down
in their interview data despite both teachers being able to accurately estimate the
degree of how task-like most of their own activities were in their interviews (see
also Oliver & Bogachenko, 2018). Moreover, Xiaoyu could explain some deeper
mechanisms behind TBLT yet used fewer tasks in her observed classes than
Jiadong. In the background interview, Xiaoyu acknowledged the current official
policy regarding the use of tasks to cultivate students” integrated English skills,
while still admitting that:

As a new teacher, maybe now I still can’t involve these [innovative teaching theo-
ries and approaches] into my teaching. I really can’t help students improve their
core competence in English. (Xiaoyu, Background Interview)

Her self-negation of her ability to implement relatively advanced teaching theory
and approaches such as TBLT might account for the reason why she rarely
brings TBLT into her classes. In the post-observation and summative interviews,
Xiaoyu repeatedly used hedges and cautioned that she was unsure about her own
understanding. When asked about whether TBLT helped benefit her teaching,
she said that

Because I have not received specific training about it, the concept is completely
vague to me. I hope that through communicating with you, I can understand how
to use it. And then I want to use it in my daily teaching.

(Xiaoyu, Summative Interview)

Xiaoyu mentioned that if she could understand TBLT better, she would use it
more, and viewed specific training as a prerequisite for a good grasp of TBLT.
Unfortunately, she did not realize she had already developed accurate knowledge
of its principles. It is clear that teacher education in China could be beneficial
for both Jiadong and Xiaoyu to overcome their tacit reluctance towards imple-
menting TBLT and, thus, their ability to implement it successfully (see also Chen
& Wright, 2017; Zheng & Borg, 2014). Erlam (2016) suggests a client-centered
approach in which TBLT practitioners are encouraged to adjust the new practices
to their realistic conditions and environment, rather than adopt them directly,
which could boost teachers” confidence to implement the approach. As EFL cur-
riculum reform continues in China, it will be beneficial to target the reasons
behind teachers’ tacit reluctance, whether it stems from a lack of confidence or
some other reason. In the current study, this tacit reluctance appeared to be more
inhibitory in the process of TBLT implementation than simply a lack of knowl-
edge of the approach.
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Concluding discussion

This study used an in-depth, qualitative case study design consisting of semi-
structured interviews and classroom observations to investigate the actual imple-
mentation of TBLT in a public primary school in Chongqing, China. It focused
on two EFL teachers’ perceptions and practices 20+ years after nationwide cur-
riculum reforms advocated for the use of TBLT. The findings illustrated how both
teachers had basic but incomplete understandings of TBLT. Initially, this seemed
to account for the few tasks/task-like activities observed in their classes. However,
further analyses identified three additional factors affecting TBLT implementa-
tion: (a) classroom management issues; (b) the absence of appropriate teach-
ing resources, which forces teachers to spend considerably more time on lesson
preparation if they implement TBLT; and (c) the teachers’ tacit reluctance to
implement TBLT, which may stem from a lack of confidence in their own under-
standings of the approach or other latent factors.

Based on these findings, there are important implications for teachers, teacher
educators, and policy makers. Namely, teachers need more than fundamental
knowledge of TBLT or to know that the nationwide curriculum calls for it. Teach-
ers need support in identifying sources of tacit reluctance and guidance for work-
ing through it. Furthermore, TBLT-friendly textbooks are sorely needed to
support busy teachers who want to implement TBLT but may be unable to devote
additional time to lesson preparation. Ideally, textbooks for a context in which
TBLT is promoted would be equipped with chapter content centered on activities
that meet the four criteria of a task used in this study, clear suggestions for task
implementation, auxiliary audio-visual resources, and supportive online video
content for teachers’ professional development. Professional development could
be aimed at equipping teachers with the skills to make simple adaptations to
lessons to strengthen their alignment with the unique needs of teachers in differ-
ent contexts.

In general, we believe that support for teachers would be most effective in
the form of participant-centered, data-driven teacher development (Borg, 1998)
that serves as reflective practice (Farrell, 2015). This could begin in pre-service
teacher education programs through awareness-raising activities and basic train-
ing on how to undertake reflective analyses of classroom practices such as those in
the current study (see also Zheng & Borg, 2014). With in-service teachers, similar
training could be provided with more attention paid to adjusting general TBLT
recommendations to the local context (see Chen & Wright, 2017). Adjustments
could be made with respect to in-service teachers’ reflections on their experiences
in their own contexts so that support is seen as integrated rather than imposed
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by stakeholders unfamiliar or disassociated with on-the-ground issues and con-
straints.

Furthermore, both teachers in the current study responded well to observa-
tional feedback and reported resonating with the discussions they had regarding
the analyses. As such, if similar studies are conducted with outside researchers, it
is important for them to be familiar with the local context and engage teachers in
dialogic sessions that serve to deepen the teachers’ understandings of the research
and implications as opposed to treating them as subjects from which data can be
extracted. In the current study, both teachers had multiple opportunities to reflect
on and add to the interviews as ongoing discussions. They also participated in
transcript-checking and analysis-sharing sessions. Students” perceptions and, of
course, the effectiveness of TBLT in relation to language development are also
topics for future research.

This study is not without limitations. With only four observed classes per
teacher, our interpretations of their pedagogical practices were limited. We also
relied on self-report data in the form of interviews with just two teachers’ who
may have felt under pressure from being recorded. This is the nature of case study
research, though, and we took every precaution to ensure the teachers were com-
fortable and could benefit from the participating. Furthermore, this study was
conducted in an education-pilot school that is viewed as a leader of the reform of
primary education in southwest China. Thus, we expected it to showcase TBLT
innovation in practice (as per the nationwide policy). What we found, however,
was that similar issues were present that we would expect to see in less-well-off
schools, despite Chongqing itself being considered a second-tier city in China.
Thus, while the findings are not generalizable, the depth of our analysis and
detailed reporting aid in the potential for the findings to be transferable to other
primary schools across China and elsewhere.
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