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“Those that do teach young babes 

Do it with gentle means and easy tasks.”

Othello





Four assumptions underpinning current curriculum 

design:

1. The core components of language competence 

are grammatical structures.

2. Language learning is the linear and incremental 

acquisition of discrete items. 

3. Grammatical structures are learned in the order in 

which they are taught.

4. Language learning is primarily a cognitive 

process. 



Assumption 1: 

The core components of language 

competence are grammatical structures.



<S 02> They were awake at five-thirty  Stefan.

<S 01> Yeah.

<S 02> It’s way too early after a night like they 

had last night.

<S 01> Yeah that’s right. … Yeah. You live and 

learn.

<S 02> And sometimes you don’t live and learn. 

Sometimes you live and repeat and repeat and repeat.

<S 01> [chuckles] Would you like a cup of tea?

<S 02> Î I 

<S 02> No thanks. I’m sick of that alarm going 

off all the time.

<S 01> Yeah.

<S 02> Don’t you?

<S 01> Yeah. What can you do?



Adult language knowledge consists of a 

continuum of linguistic constructions of 

different levels of complexity and abstraction.  

Ellis, N. 2011. The emergence of language as a complex adaptive system. In 
Simpson, J. (ed.) The Routledge Handbook of Applied Linguistics. London: 
Routledge.



Assumption 2: 

Language learning is the linear and 

incremental acquisition of discrete items. 





June August October November

Two years 

ago I lived 

in Detroit.

Two years 

ago I lived at

Detroit.

I lived in

Detroit two 

years ago.

When I came 

to the U.S.A. 

three years 

ago, I lived at

Detroit.

June August October November

Two years 

ago I lived 

at Detroit.

When I came 

to the United 

States three 

years ago, I 

lived in

Detroit.

Three years 

ago I came 

to the 

United 

States and I 

lived in

Detroit.

When I came 

to the United 

States, I lived 

at Detroit.



“Learning linguistic items is not a linear process –

learners do not master one item and then move 

on to another. In fact, the learning curve for a 

single item is not linear either. The curve is filled 

with peaks and valleys, progress and 

backslidings.”

Larsen-Freeman, D. 1997. Chaos/Complexity science and second language 

acquisition. Applied Linguistics 18.



Assumption 3: 

Grammatical structures are learned in the 

order in which they are taught.





After VanPatten, B. (1987) 'Classroom learners acquisition of ser and 

estar.' In VanPatten, B., Dvorak, T., & Lee, J.F. (eds) Foreign language 

learning: a research perspective. Cambridge MA: Newbury House.



‘SLA research has shown that the additive 

“accumulation” of increasingly complex and 

accurate grammatical structures in a linear 

sequence is not what happens during second 

language development, but this is what a 

structural syllabus would seem to predicate as 

evidence of learning in classrooms that employ it.’ 

Robinson, P.  2011. ‘Syllabus design’, in Long, M.H. & Doughty, 

C.J.(eds) The Handbook of Language Teaching. Oxford: Wiley-

Blackwell, p.296.



 decir tener estar poder 

1 - 100 decir tiene está puede 
101 - 200 dijo 

dice 
tienen 
tenía 
tener 

estado 
estaba 
están 
estas 

poder 
pueden 

201 - 300 dicho tengo 
tenemos 

estar 
estamos 
estoy 

 

301 - 400 digo tenido  podia 
podría 
podemos 

401 - 500  tuvo estaban puedo 
501 - 600 dicen tienes  pueda 
601 - 700 dije  estás  
701 - 800  tenga 

tenían 
  

801 - 900   estuvo 
esté 

podrá 
pudo 

901 - 1000 digamos   podido 
 



Assumption 4: 

Language learning is primarily a cognitive 

process. 



(The central heating boiler has just re-ignited)

Mark: oh popped on

Mother: pardon?

Mark: it popped on

Mother: it popped on?

Mark: yeh

Mother: what did?

Mark: er – fire on

Mother: the fire?

Mark: yeh … pop the. fire popped it fire

Mother: oh yes. the fire popped on didn’t it?

Mark: yeh

(Wells, 1981)



Language learning evolves out of learning how to 

carry on conversations.

Hatch, E. (1978) Discourse analysis and second language 

acquisition. In Hatch, E. (Ed.) Second language acquisition: A book 

of readings. Rowley, Mass.:Newbury House.



other-regulation

self-regulation



from Ellis, R. (2008) The Study of Second Language Acquisition (2nd edn) 

Oxford: Oxford University Press.



Four assumptions underpinning current curriculum 

design:

1. The core components of language competence 

are grammatical structures.

2. Language learning is the linear and incremental 

acquisition of discrete items. 

3. Grammatical structures are learned in the order in 

which they are taught.

4. Language learning is primarily a cognitive 

process. 



Four findings of research into SLA (second language 

acquisition) :

1. The core components of language competence 

are NOT grammatical structures.

2. Language learning is NOT the linear and 

incremental acquisition of discrete items. 

3. Grammatical structures are NOT learned in the 

order in which they are taught.

4. Language learning is NOT primarily a cognitive 

process. 



“If communication is THE aim, then it 

should be THE major element in the 

process.”

Allwright, R. (1979) ‘Language learning through communication 

practice’.  In Brumfit, C.J. and Johnson, K. (eds) The communicative 

approach to language teaching. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 

167.



“If language is learned for worldly use, the 

learning process itself must be use-

based”.

Churchill, E.,  Okada, H.,  Nishino, T., and Atkinson, D.  (2010) ‘Symbiotic 

gesture and the sociocognitive visibility of grammar in second language 

acquisition’.  The Modern Language Journal, 94, p. 249.



Brumfit, C. 1979. ‘Communicative’ language teaching: an 
educational perspective.



‘This creation of meaning is the first stage of 

learning. Refining the language used is a later 

stage. A presentation methodology is based on 

the belief that out of accuracy comes fluency. A 

task-based methodology is based on the belief 

that out of fluency comes accuracy, and that 

learning is prompted and refined by the need to 

communicate.' 

Willis, D. 1990 The Lexical Syllabus. London: Collins,  p. 128.



accuracy

fluency

A1 



fluency

accuracy

A1 



A language learning task is

• an activity

• that has a non-linguistic purpose or goal

• with a  clear outcome

• and that uses any or all of the four language skills 

in its accomplishment

• by conveying meaning in a way that reflects real-

world language use

Edwards, C. & Willis, J. (2005) Teachers explore tasks in English 

language teaching. Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 18 – 19.



“Traditional” approach A task-based approach

cognitive learning experiential learning

narrow curriculum broad curriculum

atomistic focus holistic focus

accuracy first fluency first

pre-emptive teaching reactive teaching



‘The importance of interaction is not simply 

that it creates learning opportunities, it is that 

it constitutes learning itself.’

Allwright, R. L. (1984) ‘The importance of interaction in classroom 

language learning’. Applied Linguistics, 5.



Greenall, Reward Elementary, Resource Book, Heinemann



A Er, near, near, near this man, who play the violin, there is a, a dog?

E No (No) I don't have a go..., a dog in my picture

A A dog near, OK. Mm. The, the motorbike is, er, is, um, near in, in, in 

the bottom of the... you, you are a, a bike of the bottom of the 

picture?

E In the bottom?

A Yeah

E Mm ... no.

A No?

E In my picture, the bike is...

A Near the man of...

E Near of...

A Near one man he stay, er, with, with a pen, in a, in a table. [He 

said he couldn't remember ‘writing’]

E Bicycle, or motor...

A A motor, motorbike.

E Yes, is near.

A Is near, in the bottom of the, of the, of the picture. The bottom, 

bottom.

E Yes. Um, sorry, do you have a one man, er, in he hand a flowers?

A No, it haven't.

E Is a two difference for me (OK) I think. Um ...



One of us can

Two of us

All of us

None of us



Soars & Soars, New 

Headway Pre-

Intermediate, OUP 2000





First attempt Third attempt 
J: They went to the park by 
car and he go with his dog 
and he take lunch box and I 
have sandwich and 
hamburgers. 
T: champagne … 
J: champagne, sandwich 
and very peaceful but later 
many people will come, will 
came, … many people came 
here and one people played 
football and the dog is  
barking there … 
N: They were fed up … a 
man listening to music … 
 
 

T: It was a nice sunny day 
so Tom and Victoria 
decided to go to picnic in 
the countryside. They went 
to picnic by car with their 
dogs, his name is Jim. They 
had lunchbox and 
champagne, sandwiches 
and hamburgers. 
N: They found a nice place 
near the lake …. very 
peaceful. 
J: Felt relaxed, but later one 
family come and the man 
was playing football, the girl 
singing, the dog was 
barking and the man listen 
loud music. 
T: They were fed up. They 
decided to go home.  
 

 





Factors affecting task difficulty

Cognitive factors, including familiarity with

• the type of task

• the topic

• background knowledge, including relevant 

cultural knowledge

and

• task complexity, e.g. number of steps or 

‘cognitive operations’ that are involved; number 

of participants







Palencia, R. & Thornbury, S. 1998. Over to Us! Students’ Book. Harlow: Longman.





































“I harness the communication [between 

the children] since I can’t control it,  and 

base my method on it.” 

Ashton-Warner, S. 1963, 1980. Teacher. London: Virago.
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