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1 INTRODUCTION

For a major part of its history, language teaching has been focused on teaching written
language (see e.g. Brown & Yule 1983; Nunan 1989). Until the 1970s language teaching
was almost exclusively centered around teaching written forms of language
(McDonough and Shaw 2003), and even after the rise of the communicative method to
prominence, spoken interaction has in many places been overshadowed by written
language. This is in stark contrast with the fact that the main goal of teaching and
learning foreign languages is successful communication and interaction with others,

both in written forms and orally (Nunan 1991:39; Tergujeff 2013).

As noted by Salo-Lee (1991:1) spoken communication is the basis of social interaction in
the modern world, both in informal contexts and in the business world as well. Rickheit,
Strohner and Vorwerg (2010:15) even go as far as to say that skills of spoken
communication are a fundamentally imperative part of an individual’s opportunities to
accomplish their ambitions in social life. While this should mean that oral
communicative skills are a central part of foreign language teaching, this is not always
the case. Formal contexts of language learning are often criticized for focusing on syntax,
grammar and vocabulary at the expense of skills necessary for fluent and
understandable communication that is socially and culturally acceptable. Those skills
include e.g. knowledge of the social and cultural rules of the target language,
pronunciation and communication strategies, with which speakers make up for

disruptions and inadequate language skills.

Although spoken skills are still often neglected and excessive focus is given to
flawlessness in terms of syntax, the importance of proficiency with communicative
abilities has been on the rise in foreign language teaching (see e.g. McDonaugh and
Shaw 2003:21-27; Littlewood 2010). This development started in the 1970s with the

emergence of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), a methodology of language



teaching that emphasizes the importance of communicative competence as a goal in
learning foreign languages (Hall 2011:93-94). CLT rose to prominence as the dominant
methodology in language teaching during the last decades of the 20th century, and
although new methodologies, such as Task-Based Teaching (TBT), have since gained
footing in the field of language teaching, the influence of CLT can still very much be
found in current curricula and teaching materials (Hall 2011:93; McDonaugh and Shaw

2003:40-41).

The present study aimed to discover how teachers of English in Finland generally view
communicative tasks as an activity during their lessons, how they believe
communicative tasks can be used and what makes a communicative task useful in their
opinion. An online questionnaire was chosen as the method of data gathering on
grounds of practicality, as it allows the researcher to gather and analyze large amounts

of data with a manageable workload and within a reasonably short period of time.

The study consists of a total of 6 sections. In the next section I will first take a look at
some of the important aspects of communicative tasks in foreign language learning and
teaching, which serve as a groundwork to the study. In the third section the role of
communicative tasks in today’s language teaching is examined more closely, as well as
how they developed in the final decades of the 20th century to the state they are in,
following which the research design is described. Subsequently, I will introduce and
discuss the findings from the questionnaire, thoroughly examining the results of each

part of the survey in order. Finally, the sixth section concludes the paper.



2 ASPECTS OF COMMUNICATIVE TASKS CONSIDERED IN THE STUDY

2.1 Key concepts

In this section I will begin examining the important aspects that form a foundation to
the study with the introduction and definition of some key concepts, some of which can

be quite ambiguous even among scholars. One such concept is the concept of attitudes.

2.1.1 Attitudes

The concept of attitudes is a fairly complicated one, and it is often defined and
measured in varying ways within different disciplines. The concept is ambiguous in
everyday language use and there does not appear to be an inclusive, widely accepted
definition. To better understand the concept, I will first briefly explain three historical

definitions introduced by Garrett (2010:19-20).

Thurstone (1931, as cited by Garrett 2010:19) defined attitudes as a response for or
against an object of psychological nature. Thurstone’s early definition had an emphasis
on having an emotional reaction to something. Two decades later Allport (1954, as cited
by Garrett 2010:19) stated that attitudes mean learned inclinations to react with
particular thoughts, feelings and behavior when encountering specific people or objects.
This definition included the idea that attitudes do not only influence the way a person
feels, but their thoughts and actions as well. Moreover, Allport’'s definition was
significant in that it suggested that attitudes are learned, as opposed to Thurstone,
whose definition did not say anything as to how attitudes are formed. This definition by
Allport put emphasis on the upbringing of individuals in the development of attitudes.
Almost another two decades later Sarnoff (1970, as cited by Garrett 2010:20) defined the
concept as a disposition to respond to a class of objects in a way that can be either

favorable or unfavorable, or something in between. Sarnoff’s description added to the



previous definitions that attitudes can be either positive or negative, ranging on a
spectrum between two extremes. It also increased emphasis on attitudes concerning

entire categories and not only specific individuals or items.

More recently Ester, Braun and Mohler (2006:8) have defined attitudes as “beliefs about
specific objects or situations.” They add that attitudes can be positive or negative, and
depend on a person’s values. In my opinion this definition seems to omit the much
earlier idea from Allport (1954, as cited by Garrett 2010:19), of where and how attitudes
show: Allport argued that attitudes influence both feelings and thoughts, as well as
perhaps most importantly behavior. Another more recent definition by Smith (2005:106)
does include Allport’s argument, as Smith states that attitudes are evaluative
dispositions, usually influencing the thinking, feelings and actions of a person. Smith
(2005:107) also broadens this definition, arguing that essentially attitudes mean
“standing in relation to other beings.” In other words, attitudes require encountering an
object and having a relation to it. Smith (2005:107) also argues that if an object has no
relevance, there is no need for an evaluative disposition - a person cannot have an
attitude toward something that is in no way significant to them. While it is certainly
inclusive, Smith’s broadening of the definition seems slightly vague without much

explanation of what is meant.

In this study the concept of attitudes is understood through a combination of Ester,
Braun and Mohler’s (2006:8) definition and Smith’s (2005:107) definition, both
influenced heavily by the three historically significant definitions examined at the start
of the section. Attitudes are considered in this study to be views and opinions
concerning particular types of objects or situations, as stated by Ester, Braun and
Mohler (2006:8), while they can also be beliefs about people, as included in Allport’s
definition (1954, as cited by Garrett 2010:19). Attitudes are by nature evaluative, and
they influence a person’s thoughts, emotions and behavior, as described by Smith

(2005:107). Furthermore, the object of an attitude has to have some kind of relevance or



significance to validate the existence of attitudes toward them (Smith 2005:107).

2.1.2 English as a Foreign Language (EFL)

Next I will discuss the decision to address English as a foreign language rather than a
second language in this study. Learners of English in Finland mostly have considerably
more exposure to the language than any other foreign language taught in Finnish
schools, as English has become more and more widely used through advertising, video
games, the internet etc. In most cases, English is also the second language children learn,
starting from the second grade of primary education (Tilastokeskus 2017b). Therefore,
some choose to address English as a second language. Others (e.g. Numminen and Piri
1998:7) talk about two national languages in Finland, Finnish and Swedish, and view all
other languages as foreign languages. This view better represents my own opinion on
the matter, and I will next provide additional reasoning for addressing English as a

foreign language within the context of the Finnish educational system.

Elomaa (2009:19) proposes that a factor for differentiation between a second and foreign
language could be whether they are discussed in the context of formal learning or
informal language acquisition. She explains that a foreign language could be seen as
one that is only learned in a formal context, while a second language would only be
acquired in its natural context of usage. Therefore, all languages that are learned in
schools can be argued to be foreign languages to learners, while only a language
acquired in an authentic context, e.g. when living abroad, could be seen as a second
language. In the field of language learning there are other factors as well that encourage
addressing English as a foreign language to Finnish language learners. Arguably more
importantly than the context of language learning, the content of learning English is
essentially foreign to Finnish-speakers. In terms of typology, English, a Germanic
language, has little in common with the Finnic language of Finnish (see Alanen 2000:187

on Finnish and Swedish). The structures of the two languages are vastly dissimilar and



large portions of their lexicons have quite different etymologies. This means that
English is demonstrably more foreign to Finnish-speakers, than to speakers of other

Germanic languages, such as Swedish (Alanen ibid.).

In this discussion the National Core Curriculum (NCC) should not be ignored, as it is
considered a notably authoritative document on issues regarding education in Finland.
The NCC (2014:549) states that in addition to the first language, the syllabus has to
include two other languages: a second national language (either Swedish or Finnish)
and a foreign language or Sami language. Furthermore, Swedish is classified in section
15.4.2 of the NCC (2014:549) under the title “Second national language”, whereas
English is addressed later on in section 15.4.3 (2014:594) under “Foreign languages”.
The NCC does address English as a separate case to other foreign languages,
acknowledging its status as a global lingua franca (NCC 2014:596) and setting specific
objectives of instruction in English, while other foreign languages are not singled out in
the section, but rather grouped together. Still, English appears under the heading
“Foreign languages” and therefore it can be argued that the NCC only considers
Swedish or Finnish a second language in Finnish education, while all other languages
are considered foreign languages. The one exception to this argument is Sami, which is
not categorized under either concept in the NCC, but treated as a separate case. This
precedent is also followed in this paper. In addition to the reasoning discussed above,
the concept of English as a foreign language (EFL) was chosen in this paper also to
avoid possible ambiguities, as Swedish is in many other contexts, both every day and

official, considered the second ‘official” language in Finland.
2.1.3 Communicative Language Teaching and Task-Based Teaching
In this section I will introduce two prominent methodologies of language teaching. The

methodologies are discussed together, as Richards (2001:223) suggests that the
approach of Task-Based Teaching (TBT) is quite closely related to the earlier approach
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to language teaching, Communicative Language Teaching (CLT). Developed in the
1970s, by the end of the 20t century CLT had become the main approach in teaching
English as a foreign language (Hall 2011:93). Hall (2011:93-94) explains that the CLT
approach shifted language teaching from solely focusing on linguistic competence to
the inclusion of communicative competence. Definitions of different types of
competences with regard to language learning will be more closely examined in section
3.1. This shift in language teaching meant that grammatical correctness by itself was not
seen as sufficient anymore, but language learners were now expected to have
competence in actually using language in authentic situations and in different contexts,
as well as with a variety of people, who may have different levels of understanding

with regard to foreign language speaking.

Richards (2001:161) introduces four typical features of the communicative view of
language present in the methodology of CLT. First, he explains that language is seen as
a system for conveying meaning. Second, enabling interaction is its most important role.
Third, language has a format, where its functional uses are demonstrated. Finally, the
fundamental units of language are more than grammatical features - characteristically
they are functional and convey communicative meaning. Based on these features,
Richards (2001:223) presents a few examples of teaching activities that reflect the CLT
approach. These examples include activities that involve real communication, activities
where language is used to perform meaningful tasks as well as activities where the
usage of language is relevant to learners. Therefore, exemplary classroom tasks
reflecting the methodology of CLT would be e.g. problem-solving and role-play

activities.

Gomez-Rodriguez (2010) also discusses the characterizing features of the CLT
methodology. He states that language learners advance their communication skills best
in genuine contexts, as contextualization is a requirement for language use. This

argument is supported by Byram (1997:22), who argues that language contains culture
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when used in context. Gémez-Rodriguez (2010) further explains the principles of CLT,
stating that the contents of learning and teaching a language are seen as being based on
social and communicative functions, not solely grammatical structures. Similarly to
Richards (2001:223) he also describes role-playing, problem-solving, dramatization and
simulation as typical CLT tasks, continuing that both materials and activities should be
authentic in CLT to simulate real-life language use. Finally, Gémez-Rodriguez (2010)
states that mistakes are an important part of learning in CLT, as language is produced

by an individual, which often happens through attempts and failures.

Another popular methodology of language teaching, Task-Based Teaching (TBT), was
developed on the basis of the communicative view of language and CLT (Hall 2011:94).
The primary features of Task-Based Teaching can be compiled to include the following
(Ellis 2003:9-10):

- The primary focus is on meaning

- Real-world language use is involved

- A task can involve any of the four language skills

- A task engages cognitive processes

- There is a clearly defined communicative outcome

The list shows how Task-Based Teaching draws from the ideas developed earlier for
Communicative Language Teaching, and adds to them especially with the inclusion of
the concept task. As can be seen by comparing the lists of features of CLT (Richards
2001:161) and TBT (Ellis 2003:9-10), both approaches to foreign language teaching
emphasize the function of language in conveying meaning. This emphasis shows in the
preference of teaching activities that include “real-world language use”, i.e. the use of
language to achieve a goal outside the context of learning features of a language. In
addition, it is advised in both approaches to use instances of language that are in some

way relevant to the learner.
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2.1.4 Communicative tasks

In the previous subsection two approaches to foreign language teaching were examined:
Communicative Language Teaching and Task-Based Teaching. It was argued that the
critical difference between the two approaches derives from the usage of the concept of
task. In this subsection I will define what is understood with the concept in this study
with regard to communicative activities in the classroom, and examine the difference

between task and exercise more closely.

Long (1985:89) defines task broadly as an activity done for personal reasons or to please
others, with the motivation being either the result of the task or some kind of
compensation. That is to say, doing the dishes, picking up trash on the street and going
to work are all tasks. Long's definition has been criticized for being non-linguistic, since
it takes advantage of examples that require no language use (Nunan 1989:5). Ellis
(2003:2) agrees with the previous sentiment, arguing that since the main aim of foreign
language teaching is for learners to gain competence in language use, it is counter-
productive to demonstrate task with activities that require no language use. Ellis (2003:3)
goes on to state that tasks most importantly involve conveying meanings. This supports
Nunan's (1989:10) argument that tasks in classrooms require comprehension,
manipulation, production or interaction in the target language while learners are
primarily focused on meaning. While there is an objective in tasks, there is no
predetermined answer. Therefore, the defining characteristics of tasks as introduced by
Bygate, Skehan and Swain (2001) are the use of target language to reach an objective
and a focus on meaning rather than form in the use of the target language. Tasks are
similar activities to ones that learners might encounter in real life, such as negotiating

meanings and problem-solving.

To make a distinction between task and exercise, Ellis (2003:3) suggests that while tasks

require focus on conveying meanings, exercises are focused on form. Furthermore, Ellis
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(2003:3-5) argues, that tasks and exercises are different in the kind of meaning that is
involved. He explains that tasks are focused on pragmatic meaning, i.e. the context of
language use, whereas exercises are concerned with semantic meaning, i.e. what certain
linguistic forms convey regardless of context. According to Widdowson (1998) the key
difference is that a task aims at developing language skills, whereas an exercise has
language skills as a prerequisite, and therefore in exercises there is a predetermined
correct answer required from the learners. A typical exercise would therefore be a fill-

in-the-gap textbook activity.

2.1.5 Fluency

An essential concept in CLT, and any discussion of communication and interaction, is
fluency. Usually speaking happens quite spontaneously and there is little time for
consideration. When reading or writing one can spend as much time as needed to
understand or properly formulate each sentence. In oral interaction, however, one has
to constantly plan their speech in real time, in addition to trying to understand what
others are saying in real time. Of course, spoken communication and written
communication are different to a large degree in e.g. the types of assistance that is
available. In written communication one might typically use dictionaries etc., whereas
in spoken communication help is often offered by other people. The problem with
stopping to hesitate and consider, and interruptions to the interaction is that they take
away from the fluency of communication, interfering with its efficiency. On the other
hand speaking too fast and carelessly can lead to incomprehensible structures and
interfere with the efficiency of communication anyway. Thus, there is a debate to be had
in foreign language teaching of whether the focus of oral skills should be on fluency or

grammatical accuracy (see e.g. Folse 2006 and Bygate 2001).

Although fluency is sometimes viewed simply as the pace at which a foreign language

speaker is able to generate language, Thornbury (2005:6-8) asserts that the concept is not
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quite that simple, detailing additional elements of fluency. He explains that pauses in
particular are a crucial factor for fluency, since both their frequency and placing, as well
as how they are filled all play a part in the perception of a speaker’s fluency. Thus, a
fluent speaker would in general avoid excessive pausing, position them in natural
places and fill them with filler sounds, such as umm and ah, or filler words, such as you

know, like and basically.

There are some basic principles in how fluency in a foreign language can be practised.
(Nation and Newton 2009:152-153). Importantly, when working on fluency, the subject
of discussion needs to be familiar to drive the communication forward, and linguistic
resources that are required in the tasks, such as vocabulary and structures, need to be
well enough known to the learners that they do not stumble due to morphological or
syntactic inadequacies. Furthermore, activities where fluency is practised should be
focused on meaning, as emphasized in the methodologies of CLT and TBT. There
should be a reason for the learners to attempt to succeed in the communication and
focus on what they are trying to achieve with language, rather than what they are
saying. It is often also helpful to put some type of stress on the learners to try to interact

with each other at a faster pace than they are used to, such as a time limit.

2.1.6 Language skills

Although it is quite difficult, and oftentimes not very sensible, to differentiate between
different skills in authentic language use, language teaching has traditionally focused
on four separate skills of language use: reading and listening comprehension along with
written and spoken production. In modern language teaching a fifth skill, grammaring
is sometimes added, which means the skills to make use of appropriate grammar
structures in a meaningful and accurate way. As grammar is certainly a crucial part of
foreign language teaching, it will be considered a language skill in the present study. In

addition, other types of skills will also be included, specifically vocabulary, cultural
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skills, communication strategies and pronunciation, as these can be seen as essential
parts of learning and teaching foreign languages, while none of the four traditional

skills properly describe these aspects.

Vocabulary is an area of language teaching that, although not traditionally included in
the four skills, is usually taught and moreover tested as a separate entity. This is the
case even more so with regard to pronunciation, which is often included as a
completely separate area in coursebooks. Understanding of the target culture is also
viewed in this study as a separate language skill, because, as Byram (1997:22) argues,
language used in a context always includes and is directed by cultural and social rules.
The ninth and final language skill as perceived in this study is communication
strategies, which is included as it is an important part of Canale and Swain’s (1980)
model of communicative competence, discussed in more detail in section 3.1 of this
study. While other parts of Canale and Swain’s model are adequately included in the
skills mentioned above, communication strategies, or strategic competence, as in Canale
and Swain’s model, cannot properly be placed in any previous category of skills. In the
present study communication strategies are understood as the verbal and nonverbal
methods that language speakers use to compensate for inadequate skills with regard to

e.g. grammar.

2.2 Guidelines for foreign language teaching

Two important official documents affect and direct language teaching in Finland: the
National Core Curriculum (NCC) and the Common European Framework of Reference
for Languages (CEFR), the latter of which also having an impact on language teaching
in other member states of the European Union (Harjanne 2006:15-16). These documents
are the most important guidelines on foreign language teaching in Finland. In this
section I will review the contents of the documents concerning communication and oral

skills, in order to discover the significance that is officially given to communicative
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activities in foreign language teaching in Finland.

2.2.1 National Core Curriculum

The prevailing NCC has been in use since the fall of 2016, although the previous NCC is
still in effect on eighth and ninth grades for the most part. The NCC describes the goals
and main contents of all subjects, as well as a variety of principles and values that form
a foundation for local curricula and teaching. On learning theory the NCC (2014:26)

declares the following:

The National Core Curriculum is based on a conception of learning that sees the pupils as ac-
tive actors. They learn to set goals and to solve problems both independently and together
with others. Learning is an inseparable part of an individual’s growth as a human being and
the building of a decent life for the community. Language, physical elements and the use of
different senses are essential for thinking and learning. ... Learning takes place in interaction
with other pupils, the teachers and other adults, and various communities and learning envi-
ronments.

The learning theory discussed in the NCC emphasizes the active role of the learner.
Moreover, some of the ideas introduced in the NCC are quite similar to those of task-
based teaching, discussed in section 2.1.3 of this paper, such as the involved role of
learners as problem-solvers individually and in cooperation. It is also mentioned that

learning happens in interaction with peers and teachers, as well as other adults.

In explaining the function of basic education, it is said in the NCC (2014:30), that basic
education in Finland should accumulate social capital. This is explained to mean
connections between people, interaction and trust. In addition, basic education has a
cultural function in developing a diverse cultural understanding and appreciation of
learners” own cultural heritage as well as that of others. The importance of interaction in
not only the learners’ native language, but in foreign languages as well is asserted in the

NCC (2014:35), as seen in the following quote:
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In the school community, the pupils experience the significance of interaction for their per-
sonal development. They develop their social skills and learn to express themselves in differ-
ent ways and present and perform publicly in various situations. Education supports the
pupils” development as versatile and skillful users of language, both in their mother tongue
and in other languages. They are encouraged to use even limited language skills to interact
and express themselves.

Quite clearly there is an understanding of language in the NCC that is very similar to
the methodologies of CLT and TBT, discussed in greater detail in section 2.1.3 of this
paper. The NCC emphasizes the importance of interaction both in terms of its
conception of learning in general (NCC 2014:26-27) and more specifically with relation
to language learning and teaching (NCC 2014:216). Enabling interaction is cited as the
primary function of language as viewed in the methodology of CLT by both Richards
(2001:161) and Goémez-Rodriguez (2010). Other characteristics of CLT and TBT are also
visible in the NCC, such as learning language through trial and error, the active role of

learners and cooperation with others to reach a defined goal.

2.2.2 Common European Framework of Reference for Languages

The CEFR is a document written by the European Council, aimed to provide a
foundation for member states of the European Union for the design of language
syllabuses, curricula, exams and coursebooks (CEFR 2001:1). It acts alongside the
National Core Curriculum as an authoritative document on how languages are taught
in Finland. The CEFR explicitly explains what language learners in European countries
are expected to learn, with the aim of using languages for purposes of communication.
In addition, the document also examines the knowledge and skills that improve the
effectiveness of communication (CEFR 2001:1). The framework is a comprehensive and
substantial document, which is why only what is applicable in this study will be

discussed here, and the entire document will not be summarized.

There are three fundamental objectives set in the CEFR (2001:1): first, it increases
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transparency between different syllabuses in Europe through setting shared goals. This
supports collaboration in language teaching, and lowers the barriers of differing
education systems. Second, as it puts commonly accepted criteria of language learning
into place, it allows for better mobility between European countries. Third, it helps
language teaching to better correspond to the requirements and expectations of the
learners, as it gives organizers of education a possibility to evaluate their methods as

well as coordinating their work.

The understanding of language learning that the CEFR (2001:9) describes can be seen as
both action-orientated and holistic. An action-orientated method means that learners
are expected to become users of language, and therefore the same system can be used to
evaluate the proficiency of both learners and users, while a holistic view considers that
in addition to linguistic resources, the society requires emotional, cognitive and

volitional ones from learners of languages (CEFR 2001:43).

Knowledge and skills in languages are explained in the CEFR (2001:9-10) as a range of
competences, which include both general and specifically communicative language
competences. While communicative language competences enable individuals to
operate with linguistic means, general competences are in no way specific to language.
Instead, they can be applied for different types of tasks, not excluding linguistic

purposes. Communicative competence is examined more closely in section 3.1 of this

paper.

Simply put, the language scales introduced in the CEFR (2001:24) categorize learners
and users of languages into three groups: basic users, independent users and proficient
users, marked by the letters A, B and C respectively. These categories are then
separated into two sublevels, and each sublevel is given a short written description, that
explains what skills learner are required to showcase in order to be evaluated to have

reached that level. The evaluation scale is demonstrated in table 1.
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Table 1. Common Reference Levels: global scale (CEFR 2001:24)

C2 | Can understand with ease virtually everything heard or read. Can summarnse
inlvrmation from dillerent spoken and wrillen sources, reconstrucling
arguments and accounts in 2 coherent presentation. Can express himfherself
spontancously, very fluently and precisely, differentiating finer shades of

) DAL ERE Ve 10 e Coanplex siiuations.
Proficient

User C1 | Can understand a wide range of demanding, longer texts, and recognise
implicil meaning. Can express himfhersell Quently and sponlaneoasly
without miech obwviois searching for expressions. Can use Lingiage fexibly
and effectively for sodal, academic and professional purposes. Can prodoce
clear, wellstruchured, detailed text on complex subjects, showing controlled
use of organisational patierns, connectors and cohesive devices.

B2 | Can understand the main ideas of complex lexl on bolh concrete and
abstract topics, including technical discussions in his/her field of
specialisation. Can inleract wilth a degree of Duency and sponlaneily Lhal
miakes reguilar interaction with native speakers quite possible without strain
for either party. Can produwce clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects
and explain a viewpoint on a fopical issue giving the advantages and
Independent dizadvantages of various oplions.

LUser

B1 | Can understand the main points of clear standard inpol on Bmiliar matlers
regularty encointersd in work, school, leisire, ete, Can deal with nnost
siluations likely Lo arise whilst travelling in an area where Uhe languoasge is
spokeen, Can prodioce simple conmected text on topics which are familiar or of
personal interest. Can describe experiences and events, dreams, hopes and
ambitions and briefly gree reasons and explanations for opinions and plans,

A2 | Can understand sentences and frequently used expressions related to areas of
meost immediate relevamoe (e, very basic personal and [amily information,
shopping, local gesgraphy, employment). Can commimicate in simple and
rouline lasks regquiring a simiple and direct exchange of informalion on
familiar amd routine matters. Can describe in simiple terms aspects of his/her
background, immediate environment and matters in areas of immediate
Basic e,

Llser

Al | Can understand and wse familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases
aimed al the satislaction of needs of a concrele Lype. Can introdoce
himyfherself and others and can ask and answer questions about personal
details such as where hefshe lives, people hefshe knows and things he/she
has, Can interact in a simple way provided the other person talks shoswly and
clearly and is prepared to help.

Looking at table 1, one can see how much emphasis the CEFR puts on communicative
skills, i.e. speaking and listening. Even at the lowest level, A1, the learner of a language
is expected to be able to e.g. participate in a simple spoken conversation with sufficient
help, introduce themselves and other people and discuss basic personal details. The
level of expectation rises through the levels, but communicative skills are clearly visible
on each level up to C2, where the learner is expected to express themselves with

spontaneity, fluency and precision. The way the CEFR stresses interaction is similar to
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the NCC, and both display a close relation to the methodology of CLT. The CEFR has
also clearly been influenced by another language teaching methodology, TBT, as is
evident in table 1. In the description of level A2, it is stated the learner “can
communicate in simple and routine tasks requiring a simple and direct exchange of
information”, illustrating the appreciation of tasks as a fundamental concept in

language learning.

Entirely independent of the skills of speaking and listening, there are scales of
evaluation for interactive activities and strategies of spoken interaction in the CEFR
(2001:73-81) as well. The scales provided include e.g. overall spoken interaction,
informal discussion and goal-oriented cooperation. Table 2 shows the scale of

evaluation for overall spoken interaction.

Table 2. Scale of evaluation for overall spoken interaction (CEFR 2001:74)

C2 | Has a good command of idiomatic expressions and colloquialisms with awareness of
commotative levels of meaning. Can convey finer shades of meaning precisely by using,
with reasonable accuracy, a wide range of modification devices. Can backtrack and re-
structure around a difficulty so smoothly the interlocutor is hardly aware of it.

C1 | Can express him/herself fluently and spontaneously, almost effortlessly. Has a good
command of a broad lexical repertoire allowing gaps to be readily overcome with cir-
cumlocutions. There is little obvious searching for expressions or avoidance strategies;
only a conceptually difficult subject can hinder a natural, smooth flow of language.

B2 | Can use the language fluently, accurately and effectively on a wide range of general,
academic, vocational or leisure topics, marking clearly the relationships between ideas.
Can communicate spontaneously with good grammatical control without much sign of
having to restrict what he/she wants to say, adopting a level of formality appropriate
to the circumstances.

Can interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction,
and sustained relationships with native speakers quite possible without imposing
strain on either party. Can highlight the personal significance of events and experienc-
es, account for and sustain views dearly by providing relevant explanations and argu-
ments.

Bl | Can communicate with some confidence on familiar routine and non-routine matters
related to his/her interests and professional field. Can exchange, check and confirm in-
formation, deal with less routine situations and explain why something is a problem.
Can express thoughts on more abstract, cultural topics such as films, books, music ete.

Can exploit a wide range of simple language to deal with most situations likely to arise
whilst travelling. Can enter unprepared into conversation on familiar topics, express
personal opinions and exchange information on topics that are familiar, of personal in-
terest or pertinent to everyday life (e.g. family, hobbies, work, travel and current
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events).

A2 | Can interact with reasonable ease in structured situations and short conversations, pro-
wvided the other person helps if necessary. Can manage simple, routine exchanges with-
outundue effort; can ask and answer questions and exchange ideas and information on
familiar topics in predictable everyday situations.

Can communicate in simple and routine tasks requiring a simple and direct exchange
of information on familiar and routine matters to do with work and free time. Can han-
dle very short social exchanges but is rarely able to understand encugh to keep conver-
sation going of his/her own accord.

Al | Can interact in a simple way but communication is totally dependent on repetition at a
slower rate of speech, rephrasing and repair. Can ask and answer simple questions, ini-
tiate and respond to simple statements in areas of immediate need or on very familiar

topics.

The spoken interaction scale in table 2 emphasizes interaction and tasks, as defined in
section 2.1.4. This is especially evident in the description of level B1, which states that
the learner or user is expected to be able to “communicate with some confidence on
familiar routine and non-routine matters” and “exchange, check and confirm
information”. The prominence of interaction in this evaluation scale is naturally
explained by the curious decision to separate oral production and interaction into
entirely independent scales. Admittedly, the two can be seen as distinct activities,
where competence in one does not guarantee that in the other. Still, as has already been
argued in this paper, the most important goal in teaching foreign languages is
strengthening the learner’s ability to express themselves in oral interaction with other

people, where oral production is very closely tied to interaction.

The CEFR systematically categorizes language into isolated units, creating some
undeniable issues, as it completely foregoes the complicated and layered structure of
language as a whole. One such issue is that communicative interaction is not a simple,
one-dimensional activity that can be examined looking at just one aspect of it. The
entirety of an individual is involved in composing meanings, including verbal aspects
such as tone, pace etc. and non-verbal aspects, such as posture and gestures. All of the
components that the CEFR divides into several tables, actually happen in synergy,

functioning together to make everyone’s style of communication specific to that person.
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This issue has already been discussed in section 2.1.6 of the present study, where it was
argued that although it is rarely sensible to divide language into different components,
this has traditionally been done in language teaching, and is done in modern times as
well, as practicing language as a whole is often seen as impractical. This division of
language teaching into different subskills is also done in the present study, in order to
more precisely examine the use and purposes of communicative tasks in language

teaching.

In this section I have examined some aspects of language learning and teaching that are
viewed as an important foundation of knowledge to the present study. I have explained
what is understood with some key concepts in the study, and I have discussed two of
the most important documents that influence how language learning and teaching is
viewed and organized in the Finnish education system. In the next section I will move

on to examine communicative tasks in foreign language teaching more closely.
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3 COMMUNICATIVE TASKS IN TEACHING FOREIGN LANGUAGE

In this section communicative tasks and the communicative approach to language
teaching will be discussed in further detail. I will first review how the concept of
communicative competence rose to prominence as a central idea in foreign language
teaching, and how the methodology of CLT shaped foreign language teaching from the
1970s onwards. Following that, I will discuss the position of CLT and the
communicative approach in foreign language teaching today, and how they still

influence many aspects of teaching.

3.1 A brief history of the communicative approach to language teaching

Chomsky (1965) categorized language into competence and performance, where
competence means theoretical knowledge of the forms and structures of language, i.e.
vocabulary and grammar, while performance means practical utilization of competence,
i.e. the use of language. Chomsky’s categorization is widely criticized for entirely
omitting the sociocultural level of language (see e.g. Hymes 1972, Campbell and Wales
1970).

Hymes (1972), focusing on the acquisition of first language, coined the concept of
communicative competence, with which he means the knowledge of what to say to
whom in a social context, as well as when and how. Hymes (1972:281) defined language
as a means of interaction with a list of four questions, arguing against Chomsky’s

categorization between competence and performance:

1. Whether or not something is formally achievable.
2. Whether or not it can be achieved with the means of application that are
available.

3. Whether or not it is socially acceptable in its context.
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4. Whether or not it is in reality carried out, and what consequences it may have.

In Hymes” model, competence as defined by Chomsky is the first step, followed by two
steps of sociocultural appropriateness, and performance as defined by Chomsky is only
the last step. Hymes also replaced Chomsky’s idea of an “ideal speaker-listener”,
instead looking at the actual speaker-listener in interaction. This model was eventually
transitioned to teaching foreign languages, and was a stepping stone in the emergence

of Communicative Language Teaching (Byram 1997).

In the early 1980s Hymes  concept of communicative competence was developed
further by Canale and Swain (1980), who divided it into three subcategories:
grammatical competence, strategic competence and sociolinguistic competence. In this
model each subcategory describes a part of the entire concept of communicative
competence, and the parts operating together form a person’s total communicative
competence. Later Canale (1983) also added a fourth subcategory, discourse
competence. Canale and Swain’s model of communicative competence is depicted in

figure 1.

Communicative competence

Discource
competence

Grammatical
competence

Sociolinguistic
competence

Strategic
competence

Figure 1: The model of communicative competence as described by Canale and Swain

(1980) and Canale (1983)




25

In Canale and Swain’s (1980) model communicative competence is comprised of
different, equally important competences, all of which contribute to a language
speaker’s actual communicative competence. Grammatical competence was for a long
time the main focus of language teaching, and is still an important factor, despite the
rise of the communicative approach. Grammatical competence in this model includes
lexical items, morphology, semantics and syntax as well as phonology. Strategic
competence is defined as the methods, both verbal and nonverbal, that language
speakers use in interaction with others to make up for disruptions in communication,
resulting from inadequate grammatical competence, or just fluctuating performance.
Sociolinguistic competence refers to knowledge and awareness of the social and cultural
rules that regulate language use. Discourse competence, added later by Canale (1983),
means the capability to produce both cohesive and coherent text and speech. The model
illustrates the different factors that are required in speaking foreign languages. It is
usually not enough to be educated in the grammar of the target language. Efficient
interaction also requires the ability to negotiate meanings and use language within the

norms of the culture of the target language.

Since the 1970s the methodology of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) has
become the preferred approach of foreign language teaching (Gémez-Rodriguez 2010).
According to McDonough and Shaw (2003:15), modern teaching of English as a foreign
language has been shaped the most by CLT. They point out that CLT emerged in the
1970s as a reaction to criticism of the dominant foreign language teaching approach of
the 50s and 60s. Before the development of CLT foreign language teaching was largely
focused on precise grammar or formally correct and written language use. These ideas
were overturned in and ever since the 1970s with the emergence of CLT, which focused
heavily on the capability to communicate and interact both in an efficient and socially

acceptable way (McDonaugh and Shaw 2003:16-17).

Littlewood (2010:x), however, voices opinions against CLT as the prominent and
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preferable approach to language teaching. He argues that the idea of communicative
competence as the ultimate goal in foreign language learning was nothing new in the
1970s, and asserts that this goal was a great influence on earlier foreign language
teaching methodologies, such as situational language teaching and the audio-lingual
method. Furthermore, he states that the CLT approach only has a right to the label
‘communicative’, as the consequences of communicative competence as a goal have
been studied more categorically since the 1970s. Still, Littlewood does acknowledge,
that a communicative approach allows for a wider point of view of language, in that it
brings communicative functions alongside the structures of language to consideration.
Therefore, Littlewood suggests combining the two views of language: the
communicative approach as a newer, functional view and the traditional focus on

grammar and vocabulary as a structural view.

3.2 Communicative tasks in today’s foreign language teaching

In the previous section I briefly examined the emergence of the communicative
approach to language teaching in the 1970s with the methodology of Communicative
Language Teaching, and the development of the concepts such as competence and
performance, first introduced by Chomsky (1965). This section looks at the position that
the communicative approach has today in language teaching, and how CLT has affected

the teaching of foreign languages in recent years.

According to McDonaugh and Shaw (2003:21-27), the methodology of Communicative
Language Teaching has had a wide range of consequences in modern foreign language
teaching. These consequences include a focus on what the functions or practical
applications of language are, considering contexts and roles in communicative tasks,
shifting from a focus on the accuracy of language to the appropriateness of it, and
taking into account the actual relationship of the structures and functions of language,

such as in the case of rhetorical questions. (“Why don’t we...” is often a suggestion, not
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a question.) McDonaugh and Shaw (2003:40-41) suggest that foreign language teaching
in the present day is deeply rooted in the communicative approach, and that e.g.
current textbooks do not have an approach that is in any way new in comparison to the
communicative approach. Instead, the ideas of CLT can easily be found in modern
teaching materials, although they may be organized and emphasized in a different way

(McDonaugh and Shaw 2003:42).

Dufva and Mintyld’s (2017:102-110) discussion on how the teaching of oral skills has
evolved in Finnish foreign language coursebooks seems to at least partially support
McDonaugh and Shaw’s (2003:42) argument that CLT is still evident in modern
teaching materials. Dufva and Maintyld (2017:110) describe a currently widely used
series of secondary school EFL coursebooks in Finland, ProFiles, stating that the books
have a broader understanding of speaking than some of its predecessors. For instance,
in ProFiles the learner is instructed to make use of eye contact and nodding, and to show
that they understand a speaker as tolerance of silence is oftentimes lower in English-
speaking countries compared to Finland. This already shows that ProFiles makes an
attempt to take the social and cultural rules of language use into account, which are
seen as an important part of teaching communication in CLT (Gémez-Rodriguez 2010).
Dufva and Maintyld (ibid.) also explain that topics of discussion in ProFiles are more
familiar to the learners than the ones found in books from the 1980s, and continue to
state that ProFiles includes guidance on the different functions that speaking can have,
such as expressing one’s opinion and showing interest. Furthermore, they suggest that
the books have role-playing activities, which are a prime example of CLT according to

both Richards (2001:223) and Gémez-Rodriguez (2010).

Dufva and Maintyld (2017:110) do still criticize how oral skills are presented and
practised in ProFiles. They report that, similarly to older coursebooks, the currently used
ProFiles also includes ‘dialogue’-exercises with lines readily provided either already in

English, or to be translated from Finnish. Dufva and Mantyld carry on to argue that
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pronunciation is not specifically paid attention to in the books, and the communication
presented in oral skills exercises is not realistic, as the participants to conversations are
instructed to take turns to say lines. In actual interaction this is of course not the case, as

people talk over, interrupt and support each other.

The problem with pronunciation being overlooked in teaching materials as an
important aspect of language learning has been suggested by others, too. Derwing and
Munro (2005) also suggest that this is a troublesome trend in language teaching, while
Tergujeff (2013:10) proposes that this might be a downside of CLT, which focuses on
interaction at the cost of teaching more theoretical aspects of communication, such as
pronunciation. However, Tergujeff asserts that pronunciation is the factor that gives a
listener the first impression of a speaker’s language skills, and it plays an essential part
in any spoken communication, and especially how easily a speaker is understood. This
shows that not only do the positive aspects of CLT still heavily influence language

teaching, but some of its weaknesses can also be found in current teaching materials.

Dufva and Mantyld (2017:111-112) also discuss current and future trends in teaching
materials in Finland with regard to oral skills. They acknowledge that technological
advancements have already influenced language teaching, and may play a crucial part
in how oral skills are taught in the future. However, they warn against blindly focusing
on technology in evolving both language teaching and teaching materials, as
developing these requires expertise in terms of linguistics and pedagogy. According to
Dufva and Mintyld (2017:112), currently the hot trends of language teaching include
learners” active role, collaborative learning, and including games and play in teaching.
In addition, Dufva and Maintyld mention drama, role-plays and contests as activities
that have long been used in language teaching, and expect for instance the social media

to gain a foothold in language teaching.

Altogether there seems to be a consensus that CLT has not only had a great impact on
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more recent language teaching methodologies, but many of its principles are still quite
evident in how languages are taught. These principles show in ways that are often seen
as very positive, but some negative effects of CLT can also be found, as is the case with

the apparent lack of practising pronunciation.

Although there has been some research in recent years into communicative tasks in
foreign language learning and teaching, and teachers' attitudes have been investigated
in a few areas, most prominently with regard to inclusion and differentiation (see e.g.
Saloviita 2015), research on teachers' attitudes on communicative tasks in foreign
language teaching has been scarce. In addition, for the most part research into attitudes
in the teaching and learning context is greatly focused on learners” attitudes, how they
can be influenced and how they affect learning (see e.g. Heinzmann 2013; Kaski 2009;
Portolés Falomir 2015). Research on what effects teacher attitudes can have in language
learning has been few and far between. Thus, this study examines the attitudes of
teachers with regard to communicative tasks, and will hopefully also inspire further

research into teachers, and how their thoughts, beliefs and attitudes affect learning.

Lundeberg and Levin (2003:29-30) researched preservice primary school teachers’
attitudes with regard to how teachers’ attitudes toward the inclusion of children with
disabilities in their classrooms changed during several courses of their teacher
education program. They conducted a presurvey and a postsurvey on 44 participants
with a year of teacher training in between, and asked the participants in both surveys to
evaluate their willingness to teach children with disabilities in inclusion settings, how
effectively they think they could teach in such settings and what their general beliefs are
regarding inclusion. Lundberg and Levin (2003:30) found that there was a significant
increase in willingness to teach inclusion classrooms during the year of teacher training,
as in the presurvey 19 out of 44 participants had stated that they would take a job
teaching such a classroom, but in the postsurvey 32 out of 44 were willing to teach an

inclusion classroom. Two primary reasons were found to have affected this increase:
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tirst, research into the disabilities they would encounter in inclusion settings by the
teacher trainees was cited as a significant factor in the increase of willingness to include
disabled children in classroom. Second, observing inclusion classrooms and doing
internships in such settings was also cited as a factor influencing the teacher trainees’
evaluation of inclusion classrooms. Lundeberg and Levin’'s (2003:29-30) findings
suggest that familiarity played a big part in the attitudes that the preservice teachers
had toward the inclusion of disabled children in their classes. Moreover, simply
researching and preparing seemed to affect the respondents attitudes positively. These
findings encourage experimentation in teaching, as experience and familiarity seem to

play a big part in willingness to take more responsibility.
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4 RESEARCH DESIGN

4.1 Method of data collection

The goal in this study was to gain a general impression of how teachers of English as a
Foreign Language in Finland see the usefulness and preferable features of
communicative tasks in foreign language teaching. Instead of researching individual
teachers’” opinions, ideas and teaching styles, the target was to find information that
could be generalized. Thus, the method of an online survey was chosen, and the study

became largely quantitative, albeit with some qualitative data included too.

There is an overabundance of favorable features, which make a survey a very practical
and appealing tool for a researcher. As described by Dornyei and Taguchi (2010:6) the
greatest advantage of a survey is its unrivalled efficiency. It requires a reasonably small
amount of time, effort and financial resources from the researcher, whilst enabling the
researcher to collect a significant amount of data within a short period of time. Hirsjarvi
et al. (2009:195) add that surveys or questionnaires allow for a significant number of
questions to be asked from an equally significant amount of people. Hirsjarvi et al.
(ibid.) add that the researcher does not need to consume time and effort searching for
an appropriate method for analyzing the data, as the methods of analysis are built in to
surveys. This argument is also supported by Dornyei and Taguchi (2010:6), who
continue to state that soundly planned and constructed surveys can be analyzed
especially swiftly with modern advancements to technology. Furthermore, Dérnyei and
Taguchi (2010:6) laud surveys for their flexibility and versatile possibilities: factual
information, attitudes and behavioral patterns can all be researched with surveys, and
the possibilities are practically limitless as to the variety of topics and people that can be

researched.

Surveys and questionnaires do of course have their problems as well. As a
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counterargument to the efficiency of surveys Hirsjarvi et al. (2009:195) suggest that in
order for a survey to work the way it is intended to, the researcher does need to invest
time and effort to it, and have proper knowledge about how to make a survey. They
argue that a researcher has no way of knowing whether the respondents properly
understand any of the questions or the alternatives for answers in a survey, although in
my opinion properly piloting the survey and taking suitable action to feedback received
during the piloting should help in making the survey as unambiguous and
understandable as possible. This, of course, does not eliminate the fact that just by
looking at the responses the researcher cannot know whether the respondents have
understood the questions the intended way or not. Furthermore, Hirsjdrvi et al.
(2009:195) state that the researcher cannot know if the respondents have taken the
questionnaire seriously at all. Dornyei and Taguchi (2010:6-9) also point out the
possibility of ambiguity in a questionnaire. They state that as the respondents answer
the questionnaire by themselves, there is a possibility that the respondents
misunderstand or interpret questions differently. This is especially problematic as the
researcher has no chance of correcting these mistakes - which further emphasizes the

importance of properly piloting the questionnaire.

Dornyei and Taguchi (2010:6-9) discuss other possible disadvantages that
questionnaires may have as well. They mention that very complex issues cannot really
be researched with questionnaires, as the questions have to be somewhat
straightforward. Thus, the data received with questionnaires can sometimes be quite
simple and undetailed. Dornyei and Taguchi (2010:7) also warn that respondents rarely
find answering questionnaires pleasant, which leads to variation in how much people
invest to a questionnaire in terms of time and concentration. This is where the duration
of the questionnaire becomes important, according to Dornyei and Taguchi (ibid.). A
lengthy questionnaire might make respondents fatigued, which leads to imprecise

responses.
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Another possible difficulty that researchers may have with surveys is that often
compared to other methods, surveys may have a mediocre response rate (Hirsjdrvi et al.
2009:195). The response rates may also vary greatly, according to Dérnyei and Taguchi
(2010:7), who point out that a great number of people who get the questionnaire is most
likely not going to respond, whilst others may neglect returning the questionnaire, fail

to give the questionnaire proper attention etc.

Dornyei and Taguchi (2010:8-9) also describe some of the psychological aspects that
sometimes play a part in responses to surveys. Most prominently, respondents often
have a tendency to choose answers that they view as the desired answer or the most ac-
ceptable socially, instead of answering candidly. Self-deception may have a similar effect,
as respondents may be unable to describe themselves accurately, and thus unconscious-
ly deceive both themselves and the researcher. The halo effect can also be significant in
responding to questionnaires, as people may have a tendency to generalize their an-
swers if they have a positive overall impression of the topic. They might then give overt
praise to more specific questions as they are predisposed to say nothing but positives
about things they like. The same phenomenon works the other way as well, as respond-
ent with unfair dislike to a certain issue have a tendency to view all its aspects negative-
ly. Finally, the acquiescence bias means that people tend to agree with arguments that

they do not fully understand or are undecided on.

Despite the negative aspects and possible shortcomings of surveys, they are often seen
as a particularly tempting method of data collection, as was the case in the present
study as well. Many of the weaknesses of surveys can be countered with careful plan-
ning and especially prudent piloting of the survey. Moreover, as described at the begin-
ning of the present section, surveys also have a great amount of positive aspects, which
make them a particularly useful tool in gathering large amounts of quantitative data.
These aspects were also crucial in deciding the method of data collection in this study:

as the aim of the study was to gain some overall insight into how teachers perceive and
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use communicative tasks, quantitative data was seen as the ideal way to approach the
issue. Due to limitations of resources it was also decided that collecting data could most
practically be done online, where surveys are particularly easy to distribute. Other posi-
tive aspects of surveys that also played a part in choosing the method of data collection
were their flexibility, as they allow for many different types of questions to be asked,
and the relative ease with which the data collected with surveys can be analyzed, as the
methods of analysis are readily built into the survey during its design, and technology
can be used in the analysis as well. The flexibility of surveys was considered particular-
ly important because the aim was to take a general look at teachers’ attitudes and per-
ceptions with regard to several different areas, and thus different types of questions

were required.

4.2 The questionnaire

As stated earlier in this section, the main issue that this study focuses on is how EFL
teachers see the usefulness and preferable features of communicative tasks in foreign
language teaching. To achieve the goals of the study, the following, more specific

research questions were formatted:

1. As perceived by EFL teachers, do they employ communicative tasks regularly?
2. How useful do EFL teachers find communicative tasks?

3. On what basis do EFL teachers find communicative tasks effective or ineffective?

The three research questions above were refined to their final form so that they
correspond to the underlying purpose of the study, which was to gain an overall
understanding of what views and attitudes teachers of EFL in Finland hold on
communicative tasks. The first research question is the simplest one, as its purpose was
to only gain insight into how often teachers report using communicative tasks in their

classes. The other two research questions are slightly more complicated: the second
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question concerns the usefulness of communicative tasks, and the intention of this
question was to examine the contexts within EFL teaching, in which teachers tend to
use communicative tasks or think that their use could be beneficial. The third and final
research question was formatted to gain insight into what features make
communicative tasks suitable and valuable for EFL classrooms. In other words, the
intention of this question was to gain an impression of what EFL teachers perceive as

important qualities in communicative tasks.

In formulating these research questions, it was considered imperative that they would -
at least for the most part - provide quantitative data, as they were further divided into
multiple narrower and more detailed questions in the questionnaire (see Appendix 1).
The aim of the study was not to evaluate the effectiveness or usefulness of
communicative tasks, as researching the potency of teaching methods would require a
more practical approach, such as classroom observation or testing. In addition, it was
expected that the answers to the survey combined with the summary of the theoretical
background of this study would provide some insight to the efficacy of communicative

tasks.

It was decided that the amount of background information asked in the questionnaire
should be kept somewhat limited. This was done on the basis of practicality: the
resources or the scope of this study did not allow for examining the significance of
factors such as sex, size of school or differences between urban and rural areas.
Furthermore, the aim of this study was to find an overall understanding of teachers'
attitudes toward communicative tasks, rather than drawing conclusions on differences
between teachers. Thus, the background section of the questionnaire only included
questions about the teachers’ teaching experience measured in years, the level of their
students and whether they use a coursebook or not as these aspects were expected to
have significance in the data. The amount of experience was assumed to have two main

effects on the use of communicative tasks in teaching: on the one hand, as an
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experienced teacher is most likely to have received their education much earlier than a
less experienced one, their education might not have had as much of an emphasis on
the communicative approach to language teaching. On the other hand, having more
experience in teaching may give courage and make it easier to deviate from the tasks
offered by published teaching materials, and try out more creative tasks. This is also
connected to how the use of coursebooks was expected to show in the results: teachers,
who prepare most of their teaching materials themselves, were expected to use more
communicative tasks. The third background question, the level of students, was
expected to have a clear effect as an increase in communicative tasks with higher level

student, as they are more capable of such tasks.

The questionnaire (found in its entirety in Appendix 1) eventually included 12
questions, 10 of which were closed questions, with two open-ended questions, one for
describing how teachers choose communicative tasks for teaching and the other for
commenting on the questionnaire or communicative tasks in any way that the
respondents wished to. The Finnish answers to these open questions can be found in
Appendices 2 and 3. Questions were asked on the themes of background information,
selection and frequency of communicative tasks, motivational effects of communicative
tasks, teacher participation during the tasks, relevance to different areas of language
teaching and characteristics of useful communicative tasks. For the most part, the
questions were presented on a Likert scale, with five stages ranging from total

opposition to total agreement.

A survey was chosen as the research method due to its advantages in collecting a
substantial amount of data within a limited time period and with a manageable work
load to the researcher, as discussed previously in section 4.1 of this paper. The survey
was made with the online tool Webropol, as it was seen as a pragmatic way to create
and distribute the questionnaire. After the completion of the questionnaire, the data

collection phase started with piloting the questionnaire. First, the questionnaire was
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piloted on a primary school English teacher as well as a teacher trainee majoring in
English. After receiving criticism from the two, changes were made to the wording of
the questionnaire, the order of the questions and the contents of both questions and
alternatives. Next, the questionnaire was piloted once more on another English teacher,
who was on maternity leave at the time of piloting. Following her feedback, only minor
changes were required to phrasing, and after that the distribution of the questionnaire

was started.

The Association of Teachers of English in Finland was contacted via email on February
23rd, 2018 and asked to forward the questionnaire to their mailing list and Facebook-
page. With around 2500 members the association is the biggest member of SUKOL, the
central pedagogic organization of language teachers in Finland (The Association of
Teachers of English in Finland 2018). Any English teacher in Finland can be a member
of the Association of Teachers of English in Finland, regardless of the level at which
they teach. Thus, the association has members teaching in primary schools, universities
and all levels in between. To this survey, however, responses were only received from
teachers in primary, middle and secondary schools, as requested in the email sent to

The Association of Teachers of English in Finland.

Other than the ones discussed above, no limitations were set - the respondents included
a variety of English teachers, presumably with vast heterogeneity with regard to the
sizes of schools and classes, tools that are available in teaching etc., although the above
factors were not included in the questionnaire, as the scope of the study did not allow
researching a variety of background information, nor was it seen as relevant, as the
main goal was to gain an overall impression of how teachers view communicative tasks
in Finland. The three background items in the questionnaire were chosen as they were

expected to be significant and have somewhat clear effects to the issues.

Although initially responses to the questionnaire were very limited, and changes to the



38

research method were considered, eventually a reasonable amount of responses were
received with the help of reminders. The online survey was closed on April 5th, and at
that time the questionnaire had 67 responses. According to The Association of Teachers
of English in Finland (2018), they have approximately 2500 members, which would
mean that the response rate to the survey was around 2.7%. This, however, is not a
reliable number for two main reasons. First, responses were requested exclusively from
primary, middle and secondary school teachers, and there is no way to estimate how
many members from other levels of education the association has. Second, the survey
was distributed through the association’s Facebook-page, viewable to anyone, and
therefore it is not possible to estimate how many English teachers saw the survey on

Facebook, and may or may not have answered.

4.3 Methods of analysis

Both closed and open questions were included in the questionnaire, and these were
analyzed differently. The data gathered with the two open-ended questions went
through an uncomplicated qualitative content analysis, as discussed by Dornyei and
Taguchi (2010: 98-99). This content analysis meant that all of the responses were read
and any important elements or distinct features were marked, as suggested as the first
phase of analyzing open questions in questionnaires by Dornyei and Taguchi (2010:99).
Based on the notes taken in the first phase, the answers were then categorized in groups
based on their most notable features, allowing for comparisons between answers as
explained by Dornyei and Taguchi (ibid.). Due to the small amount of open answers
received in the questionnaire, the categorization phase proved somewhat unnecessary,
as few answers fit in the same category unless the categories were made so broad as to
defeat the purpose of the whole process. Furthermore, the few responses received were

easily managed with little categorization.

The answers to the open questions were used to illustrate and clarify the quantitative
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data of the closed questions, which were analyzed in a more complicated way. As the
majority of the closed questions were assessments on a Likert scale, the alternatives
were given numerical values of one to five, where one means complete disagreement or
the least favorable assessment and five means complete agreement or the most
favorable assessment. Based on these numerical values, the mean answers were
determined for practical reasons of handling the numbers and objectivity. The
background items of teaching experience and level of students were investigated in
cross-tabulation with different questions in the survey to examine their impact. The
relevance of these tendencies was then verified with a chi-square analysis, as described

by Faherty (2008:139).

In practice, the chi-square test is a way to evaluate the statistical significance of the
relationship of two factors. In a chi-square test, the relation of the factors is given a P-
value, which expresses how statistically significant the result is. The result is more
significant the smaller the P-value is. Faherty (ibid.) describes the P-value as nearly
showing statistical significance if it is below 0.05 and revealing statistical significance if
it is below 0.01. In the present study the chi-square test was a tool to judge whether
relations that were found through cross-tabulation of the background questions with
the other questions in the survey were reliable and statistically significant. In other
words, after cross-tabulation of two different factors suggested a dependency between
them, the chi-square test was used to understand if this dependency was actually

significant, or merely a coincidence.
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5 TEACHERS’ ATTITUDES TOWARD COMMUNICATIVE TASKS

In the previous section I discussed the aims of this study and how I set out to achieve
those aims. I discussed the method of a survey, used in gathering data, as well as the
methods used in analyzing the data. In addition, I described the actual planning and
distributing of the survey. In this section, I will thoroughly examine all of the data
gathered, going through each part of the survey and presenting the answers given by

the respondents.

5.1 Items of background data

At the start of the questionnaire three questions of background information were
presented to the respondents. They were asked for how long they had been teaching
English, at which level they teach and whether they use a coursebook or not. Although
focusing on gaining information that can be generalized, these items of background
information were included as they were seen as relevant and possibly important to the
results. Alternative factors that could also influence how teachers see communicative
tasks in teaching, such as class size and sex, were intentionally disregarded to limit the

scope of the study and focus on the overall impression.

The first background question, the length of the respondent’s career as English teachers,
is illustrated in Figure 2. From the figure it is clear that there were some differences
between the amounts of respondents in different groups, most notably when comparing
the 16 respondents with 5-10 years of experience to the 7 with over 25 years of
experience. Considering the amount of total respondents to the survey and the
relatively low numbers in some categories, the decision was made to combine the
numbers into three categories of zero to ten years, ten to twenty years and twenty or
more years of experience. Thus, there was adequate representation for each category

and the numbers could be more reliably compared to other questions in the survey.
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Figure 2. “How long have you been an EFL teacher?”

In the second question respondents were asked about the levels at which they teach
English, and these data are shown in figure 3. The question allowed selecting multiple
levels, which was the case for ten respondents, eight of whom taught both primary and
middle school, while two taught both middle and secondary school. No respondents
reported teaching both primary and secondary school, or teaching other levels, which
was also offered as a choice despite asking for respondents from the three levels
mentioned. Figure 3 illustrates that the number of secondary school teachers was far
smaller among the respondents than that of primary and middle school teachers. This
may be partially explained by the Finnish Matriculation Examination, which
significantly increases secondary school teachers” work load and happened to coincide
with the survey’s distribution. In addition, this is explained simply by the amount of
primary and middle schools in Finland in comparison to secondary schools: in 2016
there were 2339 primary and middle schools and 342 secondary schools (Tilastokeskus
2017a), which leads to a relatively safe assumption that there are also more primary and

middle school English teachers.
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Figure 3. “ At what levels do you teach English?”

In the third and final background question respondents were simply asked whether
they use a coursebook during their lessons or not. This question was included as it was
expected that some respondents would not use coursebooks and instead made their
own teaching materials or used other, unpublished materials. In that case, it was
hypothesized that teachers who do not use published materials would use more
communicative tasks in teaching, as they are perhaps more willing to experiment with
the way they teach, and do not feel in any way obligated to use the material provided in
coursebooks. It was also hypothesized that few exercises typically found in coursebooks
would fit the description of communicative tasks as defined in this paper and in the
instructions given to respondents prior to answering the questionnaire (see Appendix 1).
Unfortunately, there is no data to neither confirm nor deny these hypotheses, as all

respondents reported using coursebooks during their lessons.
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5.2 Choosing and using communicative tasks

Following the first three questions, focused on background factors, the next questions in
the questionnaire concerned how often teachers use communicative tasks and how they
choose the tasks they use. The distribution of answers to the fourth question in the
questionnaire are found in Figure 4, where it can be seen that all respondents reported
using communicative tasks at least now and then, and the vast majority, 83 percent of
respondents, reported using them often or on almost every lesson. These results are not
particularly unexpected, and they arguably support McDonough and Shaw’s (2003:40-
41) assertion that modern language teaching is still very deeply influenced by CLT.

40
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Figure 4. “How often do you use communicative tasks in teaching?”

Cross-tabulation of these answers with answers to the background questions of career
length and level of students was used in order to find out if there are any statistically
significant correlations, as hypothesized in section 4.2. A higher level of students was

expected to show clearly as an increase in the usage of communicative tasks, while the
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amount of past teaching experience was hypothesized to have two possible effects: on
the one hand a great deal of experience may make it easier to deviate from the tasks of
coursebooks and experiment with teaching methods, and on the other hand teachers
with less experience likely have a more recent education, which could have emphasized
spoken interaction more. Unfortunately, presumably due to the small size of the data,
no statistical significance was found with regard to either factor. The cross-tabulation of
frequency of using communicative tasks with teaching experience is nevertheless
presented in table 3, where the raw figures are presented of how frequently different
groups of teaching experience in years use communicative tasks, as well as the
percentage the teaching experience group in each category of frequency of

communicative tasks.

Table 3. Effects of teaching experience on frequency of using communicative tasks in

teaching.
Length of career as EFL teacher
0-10 years 10-20 years 20 or more years

Frequency of | Almost every 8 7 3
using lesson 30.8 % 33.3 % 15.0 %

communicati Often 15 11 12
ve tasks in 57.7 % 52.4 % 60.0 %

teaching Now and 3 3 5
then 115 % 142 % 25.0 %

P-value = 0.548 (A value of 0.01 or below reveals statistical significance)

Looking at Table 3, one might start to wonder if there is a relationship between the
length of a teacher’s career and the frequency at which they employ communicative
tasks. 25.0 % of teachers with 20 or more years of experience only use communicative
tasks now and then, as perceived by the teachers themselves. For the two other groups

of teaching experience, 0-10 years and 10-20 years the proportion of teachers who report
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to use communicative tasks only now and then is 11.5 % and 14.2 % respectively. At the
other end of the scale, more than 30 % of teachers with 0-10 or 10-20 years of experience
report using communicative tasks on almost every lesson, while only 15 % of teachers

with 20 or more years of experience report such frequent use of communicative tasks.

Evaluation of the statistical significance of these factors reveals that this appearance of
dependency may only be a coincidence. The significance was assessed through the chi-
square test, described in section 4.3. As described by Faherty (2008:139-159), the P-value
given to the statistical significance nearly shows statistical significance if it is below 0.05
and reveals statistical significance if it is below 0.01. As can be seen in table 3, although
the raw numbers may suggest some kind of a relationship between the length of
teaching career and frequency of using communicative tasks, the P-value of 0.548 is
quite far from the limit of 0.05, and therefore the data cannot be conclusively said to

point toward more experienced teachers using communicative tasks less frequently.

Next, the respondents were asked about where they find the communicative tasks they
use. Here the alternatives were I design them myself, I use tasks found in coursebooks or
teacher’s materials, I find them online, I discuss them with colleagues or friends and some other
way, and the respondents could select as many alternatives as they wanted. Somewhat
surprisingly only 19 out of 67 respondents - or just below 30 percent - said that they
personally design any communicative tasks for their own teaching purposes. On the
one hand this might not seem that surprising, as Luukka et al. (2008:95) discovered that
98% of language teachers often employ a textbook in their classrooms and teachers
generally rely heavily on textbooks. On the other hand, the question was formatted so
that it allowed choosing as many alternatives as the respondents felt necessary, and so
allowed selecting the alternative of personally designing tasks if the respondents had
ever designed a task for teaching. Thus, below 30 percent could be seen as a low portion

of respondents ever designing tasks personally.



46

Much more predictably all 67 participants reported using communicative tasks found in
coursebooks and teacher’s materials. 64 percent, or 43 respondents, also reported
finding communicative tasks online, while only 12 participants - 18 percent of
participants - discuss with colleagues and friends. 7 respondents also chose the
alternative some other way, three of whom stated that they find communicative tasks in
journals and magazines. Two respondents did not specify in what other way they find
communicative tasks, one said they find ideas in other published books besides
coursebooks and one curiously stated they find communicative tasks in the social media,

which other respondents had presumably included in the alternative I find them online.

What is perhaps most interesting with these answers, is that only 18 percent of
respondents talk to colleagues or friends about the design of communicative tasks. This
is in stark contrast with the NCC (2014:59-62), which strongly supports cooperation
both between schools and homes, and especially internally in schools. The NCC
(2014:61) states that “close cooperation among the staff facilitates the implementation of
the school’s educational goals” as well as “cooperation is needed in the planning and
implementation of multidisciplinary learning modules”. Comparing these statements to
the results of the questionnaire seems to indicate that at least with regard to

communicative tasks, cooperation among the school staff is somewhat lacking.

An open question was also included here to discover what aspects teachers consider
when choosing communicative tasks. The open question was placed here, a few
questions before a similar question was asked with closed alternatives in order not to
influence the comments that were written down. Answering the open question was not
mandatory, which showed as a lack of answers, with many respondents choosing to
write their comments in the other voluntary open comment field at the end of the

survey. Some interesting points were nevertheless brought up, as shown below:

(1) It's really important that the classroom is a safe place for open communication. This
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applies to both teaching-related issues and external matters. When the student knows they
can talk about personal matters openly, this trust gives them courage to talk during lessons,
too.

Teacher 1 highlights a personal connection to the students. They state that if students
feel like they can talk over personal matters with the teacher, this might encourage an
atmosphere during lessons where students have courage to talk. This idea is not
directly connected to the planning of communicative tasks, and was therefore not
addressed in any way in the questionnaire, but it would certainly make for an

interesting subject for further research.

(2) A teacher has to plan games and activities extremely carefully, so that they know what to
do in every situation. If something doesn’t work, you have to have a ‘plan B’ and usually
also a ‘plan C'.

This comment asserts the importance of good preparation of communicative tasks.
Teacher 2 states that teachers should be well enough prepared to have secondary and
even tertiary plans in the event of something unexpected happening. This idea is
perhaps slightly connected to another important factor in planning communicative
tasks, giving clear instructions. When the teacher has a clear idea of what should be
done during a task, it is likely much easier to convey the task to the students, so that
they also know what they are supposed to do, and it is less likely that things do not go
to plan. Consequently, if a teacher has not planned the task carefully enough it is more
probable that something does go wrong, as the teacher may not be able to adequately
instruct the task. Results related to the importance of clear instructions will be discussed

further in sections 5.3 and 5.6.

(3) When planning tasks, different types of students and their needs have to be taken into
account. Some want to perform, but for others it causes anxiety - and you need to get
everyone talking. That's why tasks, where different roles can be taken, are good. Another
important thing is that tasks are connected to the topic. What's the use of a task where
students talk just for the sake of talking? In communicative tasks, too, you have to practice
the vocabulary or grammar etc. that is the topic.
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Teacher 3 brings up two main points. First, they call for consideration of different
students in the classroom when planning the tasks. They note that not all students are
comfortable speaking openly in the classroom, while for others it may be enjoyable to
be in the spotlight. They also advocate for tasks, which allow different students to take
different roles, with which they are comfortable. Although no examples of such tasks
were mentioned by teacher 3, some possible instances are mentioned by Littlewood
(2010:22-32). One possibility are tasks were some students have information that others
do not, and those without the information must interrogate or investigate for the
information, allowing for the “detectives’ to use language somewhat creatively, while
‘information holders” mainly need to focus on comprehension, while answering
questions concisely. The second point that teacher 3 brings up is the meaningfulness of
communicative tasks. They seemingly suggest that just getting students to talk is not
beneficial if the contents of talking are not connected to the topic at hand. This
statement seems to be contradictory to the guidelines of language teaching - as
discussed in section 2.2 of the present study both the NCC and the CEFR emphasize the
importance of interaction as a language skill, even with limited competence. The NCC
(2014:35) states that students are to “develop social skills and learn to express
themselves in different ways and present and perform publicly in various situations.”
Furthermore many currently relevant methodologies of language teaching emphasize
the importance of the purpose of language use instead of the content. In both CLT
Richards (2001:161) and TBT (Ellis 2003:9-10) the focus of language use is on the usage
of language in context and for performing certain tasks - not on practicing specific

linguistic items.

(4) Encourages to talk, the topic is interesting, "hooks’ the students, versatile language use,
you have to have fun!

The comment made by teacher 4 points out that a communicative task should
encourage the students to talk. They suggest that an interesting topic, catching the

students attention, using language in versatile ways and having fun with the task all
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help make it more effective.

5.3 Communicative tasks and motivation for learning
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Figure 5. “How would you estimate communicative tasks to generally affect students’

motivation to learn?”

Having focused in the previous part of the questionnaire on how often communicative
tasks are used, where they are found and how they are chosen, as well as what features
make for a good communicative task, in the next part of the questionnaire the
respondents were asked about how they see communicative tasks affecting learners’
motivation. Participants were asked to evaluate how in their view communicative tasks
as a learning activity generally affect learners” motivation. The results, shown above in
Figure 5, are not particularly unexpected. 31 respondents, 46 percent, were of the
opinion that communicative tasks have a somewhat positive or a positive effect on
learners motivation. The mean, which was calculated by assigning numerical values of
1 to 5 to the answers, was 3.44 in this question, which shows that on average teachers
view communicative tasks as generally at least somewhat positively affecting learning

motivation.
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The fact that these results are somewhat expected does not mean that they are
insignificant. Only 7 respondents chose the most positive alternative for how
communicative tasks affect students’ motivation, whereas 12 respondents said that
communicative tasks have a somewhat negative effect on motivation. This is
particularly surprising as in theory one of the greatest strengths of communicative tasks
should be an improvement of motivation. This is argued by Littlewood (2010:17), who
states that the ultimate goal for learners is to engage in communication with others, and
motivation to learn likely to be boosted by seeing the relation of their goal and

classroom activities.

The next question on motivation went into more specifics, inquiring about different
aspects of communicative tasks that could potentially have an effect on learning
motivation during the execution of these tasks. The aspects chosen as possibly
significant were based on Nunan's (1989) discussion of different components of tasks in
communicative classrooms, as well other aspects of communicative tasks that could be
of interest or have an effect, as explored earlier in section 3 of the present study. The
distribution of answers and the mean answer to each aspect can be found in table 4

below.

Table 4. “How would you estimate the following aspects of communicative tasks to

generally affect students” motivation to learn?” N=67

Negatively | Somewhat | No effect | Somewhat | Positively No Mean
negatively positively opinion
Clear instruc- 0 0 0 10 57 0 4.85
tions
Current topic 0 0 28 25 12 2 3.75
The topic’s rele- 0 0 11 34 22 0 416
vance to the
learner
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Low require- 3 13 25 16 4 6 3.08
ments
High require- 16 25 9 15 0 2 2.35
ments
Repetition 1 13 26 17 3 7 3.13
Encouraging en- 0 0 15 35 17 0 4.02
vironment
The presence of 13 15 22 10 7 0 2.75
the teacher
The availability 1 4 29 24 8 1 3.52
of clues and help

The table shows how teachers viewed the importance of these aspects in terms of how
they affect learning motivation. It is evident that for the most part the respondents had
a tendency to view the aspects as affecting motivation more positively than negatively.
High requirements during the task and the presence of the teacher were the only two
aspects that had a mean of below 3, and were therefore on average viewed to affect
motivation negatively. Neither can be said to be very surprising, although 17
respondents said that the teacher’s presence in general has a positive effect on learning
motivation. This may be explained by the absence of the teacher giving learners a

chance to focus on other, non-related matters.

In general, most factors listed in the question were seen by teachers as ones that affect
learners” motivation in at least a somewhat positive way. The alternatives that had the
most deviation were the ones that had a mean of below 3 and were thus seen as
generally affecting motivation negatively. In addition, a few alternatives, mainly low
requirements and repetition had means very close to 3, with few answers to both
extremes, and more respondents saying they have no opinion on the matter than on the
other alternatives. The answers to these factors were focused in the middle between 2

and 4, standing for somewhat negatively and somewhat positively respectively. This would
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suggest that the respondents may have had some difficulty evaluating students’
motivation with regard to these aspects, a statement for which support can be found in

the comments to the open question at the end of the survey.

(2) It is difficult to give one answer to students’” motivation during communicative tasks
because different students always have different motivation and the mood can change a lot
during a lesson. Even more difficult is estimating how different parts of tasks affect
motivation because they are all happening simultaneously and you can’t constantly observe
motivation.

The above comment points out the difficulty in estimating different parts of a single
task, and how each of those parts affect students’” motivation. The comment also
suggests that the respondents may have had trouble estimating how the different
factors generally affect motivation, as Teacher 2 states that motivation is different for
each student and it can change during lessons. Therefore, it should perhaps have been
made clearer in the questionnaire, that the purpose in the two questions regarding
motivation was to try to give an overall impression of what the motivation is for the

majority of students and the majority of time.

Notably, the most important factor affecting motivation of the ones mentioned in the
question was by a large margin clear instructions. 57 of 67 respondents said that clear
instructions affect learning motivation positively, and the other 10 thought clear
instructions have a somewhat positive effect, thus making the mean 4.85. The
appreciation of the importance of clear instructions was also evident in some of the

remarks made to the open questions, such as the following:

(5) If a task is poorly instructed it might ruin the 