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Task-based language teaching (TBLT) is designed to
encourage more authentic communicative classroom
interaction and to boost motivation through clear and
quantifiable goals. This paper outlines how TBLT can be
supplemented with the use of the European Language
Portfolio (ELP) and the related Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) to foster
learner autonomy. The reflective learning cycle of the
ELP is explained before describing the use of this ap-
proach in the researcher’s university EFL class in Japan.
Some observations are presented for instructors.
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sity EFL instructors is to encourage learners

to see English as a means for communicat-
ing with others, rather than simply as an object of
study (Long & Robinson, 1998). Claro (2008) found
that 81% of his university EFL learners want to
improve their spoken English but find open-ended
speaking activities difficult or impossible; learn-
ers have rarely had the chance to speak English
since the focus of previous language instruction
has been on reading, writing, and grammar. The
role of the learner has traditionally been to listen,
absorb, and retain information (McVeigh, 2002)
with little learner self-direction. This paper offers
an approach to foster autonomy through use of the
European Language Portfolio (ELP) and to encour-
age more authentic communicative classroom
interaction by implementing a task-based language
teaching (TBLT) approach. It describes how a
commercial textbook is supplemented with reflec-
tive and self-assessment elements of the ELP in a
university EFL class in Japan.

T HE expressed aim of many Japanese univer-

TBLT and the ELP

Ellis (2003) states that
tasks can function as
useful devices for
planning a commu-
nicative curricu-
lum, particularly

in language learn-
ing situations

where there may

be few opportuni-
ties for authentic
communicative
experiences. One of
the advantages of a TBLT
approach is that learners are

less constrained by prescribed language in a natu-
ral, personalised, and relevant context. Learners
have a much more varied exposure to language with
TBLT (Frost, 2004). Burrows (2008) argued that
TBLT places too heavy a burden on learners in a col-
lectivist culture such as Japan’s; however the results
of research by Falout, Murphey, Elwood, and Hood
(2008) shows that the majority of Japanese EFL

THE LANGUAGE TEACHER 33.3 - MARCH 2009



16 O'DWYER

SPECIAL ISSUE - READERS' FORUM

learners favour less instructor-centred classrooms
with more opportunity for oral communication.
Kanemura (2008) also found that TBLT contributes
to fluency development and produces a positive
shift in attitude towards language learning for Japa-
nese university EFL students. However, Kanemura
went on to assert that practically it would be dif-
ficult for many secondary level instructors, whose
learners must prepare to pass grammar-intensive
university entrance exams, to switch to a TBLT cur-
riculum. Nevertheless, with greater flexibility for
curriculum development at the tertiary level, some
instructors are in an important position to affect
learners’ continuing attitudes toward L2 learning.
Not all Japanese EFL learners may make a smooth
transition to a highly communicative approach, but
TBLT does present the possibility for incremental,
long-term learner development through interaction
in realistic communicative situations.

Assessment is an important variable to consider
when implementing a communicative curriculum.
Traditional standardized objective achievement
tests have been generally criticized as invalid meas-
ures of students’ competencies (Lynch, 2003). The
movement toward authentic, performance-based
assessment is an attempt to achieve a more ap-
propriate representation of student communicative
competencies.

The ELP is one such attempt, which has come to
be used widely in Europe and further afield. The
language portfolio used in this study is based on
an ELP created by the European Confederation of
Language Centres in Higher Education (CercleS) in
2002, and includes three components: a language
passport, in which learners summarize their lin-
guistic identity and assess their own language com-
petence; a language biography, where intermediate
learning goals are set and progress is reviewed;
and a dossier, which collects samples of work and
evidence of achievements in language learning. The
ELP is based on the Common European Framework
of Reference for Languages (CEFR), which was
designed in 2001 by the Council of Europe to be an
extensive, coherent, and transparent reference grid
to describe communicative language competencies
(see Appendix A). Both tools are explicitly designed
to make the learning process clear to all stakehold-
ers and to increase learner autonomy:.

Designed to be robust enough to fit any language,
teaching style, and curriculum, the ELP can enhance
the pedagogy of a TBLT curriculum by introducing
a reflective learning cycle of self-assessment, goal
and objective setting, language task planning, self-
monitoring, and finally a return to self-assessment
to begin the cycle again. Self-assessment and reflec-

tion enable the learner to see how quickly they
are progressing toward quantifiable and realistic
language learning goals.

When using the ELP, learners initially summarise
their proficiency in five language skills (reading,
listening, spoken interaction, spoken production,
and writing) according to the six levels of the CEFR:
A1 and A2 (Basic User), B1 and B2 (Independent
User), and C1 and C2 (Proficient User). This leads
to the setting of language goals, including how well
these are to be achieved and what may be learned
in the process. Learners can set long-term goals of
progressing onto the next level of CEFR proficiency
by referring to the Goal-setting and Self-assessment
Checklists which contain a set of can do statements
for each skill at each level (Figure 1). These break
down the long-term goal (e.g., reaching the next
CEFR proficiency level) into a series of language
tasks/intermediate learning goals (e.g., achieving
specific can do statements). Thus, learners can eas-
ily observe their near-term progress toward their
more distant goals. Perhaps more importantly, they
are introduced to a potentially lifelong method of
language learning: self-assessment through setting
and reviewing goals. As the language learning proc-
ess continues, learners can realise their develop-
ing skills and ascertain what they need to work
on in order to progress. O’'Dwyer (2008) outlined
how this approach might be used in Japanese EFL
university classes; the following will deal with how
it has been implemented and the resulting observa-
tions.

Implementation

Groups of approximately 40 pre-intermediate learn-
ers in General English classes in a Japanese uni-
versity were introduced to the ELP and to a TBLT
course based on a commercial textbook (Benevides
& Valvona, 2008). This six-stage textbook, which
involves learner groups simulating being employ-
ees in a company as they participate in a variety of
connected discussion, interview, and presentation
tasks, was selected as it was perceived to offer a
structured, logical introduction to TBLT for instruc-
tors and learners. The ELP was modified to incor-
porate Japanese translations alongside the English
explanations of its format and functions, and took
the form of handout materials inserted into an A4
clear file (see Appendix B).

The instructor made an effort to adapt ELP usage
to the psycholinguistic level of the learners. In par-
ticular, the learners’ competence, prior exposure to
English (predominantly through grammar-focused
translation methods), and attitude toward English
(possibly with little confidence in communicat-
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ing in English) were considered. There was an
explicit effort to value competence in a positive
way. The learners were encouraged to reflect on
their strengths and weaknesses in spoken, com-
municative English. The need for learners to use the
English they knew was emphasized.

After self-assessment using the CEFR, most learn-
ers placed themselves within the A2 level. After
consultation with the instructor, the class agreed
upon a learning goal of progressing from level A2 to
B1 of the CEFR for speaking. As the learner group
started each of the six stages of the textbook they
agreed upon near-term goals by using can do state-
ments from the spoken interaction or spoken pro-

duction checklist. For example, the goal for stage 3
of the textbook, which involves discussing the pros
and cons of several ideas previously brainstormed
by peers in Stage 2 and deciding on the best one,
was seen to fit with the fourth can do statement

of Figure 1, I can say what I like or dislike, agree or
disagree with people, and make comparisons. Thus
the goal was to go from I can do this well(**) to I can
do this very well (***).

The learners planned for this goal, as shown in
Figure 2, by considering the influence of available
time on the achievement of target, deciding dates
for self-monitoring, making decisions about work-
ing methods, and by self-assessing perceived gains
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in language compe-

tency (Little & Simpson,
2003).

When assessing their
performance in stage 3,
one learner reflected “I
could not disagree very
well in stage 2 [which
also involved discussing
their own product ideas
with team members].

I learned to disagree
politely much more
effectively in stage 3. 1

i | | should use some of the
—— | forms to politely disa-
gree suggested in the
textbook (e.g., Yes, but
what about...)". After
each stage, learners
reflected on how well
they achieved the goal
and what they learned.
This shows how
learners can focus on
perceived weaknesses
and on improving their
proficiency in terms of
can do statements and
quantifiable learning
goals.
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Approximately
20% of the overall
assessment for the
learning period was
based on homework
which contributed to
understanding and
accomplishment of
tasks. The remaining

Figure 1. Checklist of spoken interaction for A2 level

80% was based on
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Figure 2. My next language learning target

how well the learners achieved tasks at the end of
each textbook stage. This was connected with the
can do statements used in goal-setting (see Figure
3 for an instructor assessment for stage 5 which
involved making and presenting infomercials).

In this way both instructor assessment and self-
assessment were made transparent and directly
related to learners’ communicative competencies
and progress toward learning goals.

In addition to developing task awareness by
reflecting on their ability to use English communi-
catively to achieve curricular tasks, learners were
encouraged to occasionally reflect on personal
awareness (e.g., What do I expect of myself in this
course? What are my strengths and shortcomings in
communicating in English?) and situational aware-
ness (e.g.,, What is a good group member like in
our language class? Why? How might [ improve my
participation in my group?). The instructor made
an effort to justify the benefits of reflection before
undertaking the activities (Kohonen, 2007). Specific

aged as reflection can
achieve a higher level of
sophistication, is more natural, and the learners’
ability to reflect develops more effectively (Ko-
honen, 2007). Though learners weren’t accustomed
to such reflection, immediate positive results were
seen, particularly in terms of higher personal and
situational awareness. Learners prefer to be guided
through the process but should gradually be en-
couraged to set goals themselves. Originally learn-
ers were expected to formulate goals independently
by the end of the learning period but this proved
unrealistic. Learners needed specific help, guidance,
and support to achieve goal-setting, reflection, and
self-assessment. For instance, the ability to work
through the checklists and select a can do statement
relevant to a particular learning stage was challeng-
ing. As a result, it became necessary to highlight
relevant can do statements while goal-setting. One
solution to this could be to provide the goal-setting
and self-assessment checklists in Japanese trans-
lation. Accessing or creating a translation could
benefit lower-proficiency learners, particularly in
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Stage 5 Assessment

Member name:
2 Your presentation was clear and well-prepared
3 You made a good effort

| 4 Overall impression

|
Comments: ﬂ‘-w‘nyg bv o

1 Your teams information was clear, well-prepared and informative

12 34p
Feedback: You can give a short presentation *(Reasonably well) ** (Well) '-::1* (Very well) ]

wointvin Good Pestul +5peak cleady. —

Total: 16/20
Disagree 123 4 57 Agree
Disagree 1 QC' 4 Agree

Disagree 1 J"r’il-l Agree

A

Figure 3. Instructor assessment of learner presentation tasks

goal-setting and in self-assessment. Nevertheless
the learner reflection upon achievement of their
goals, as in Figure 2, appears to have been benefi-
cial for learners. Equipping learners with tools to
independently set and achieve language goals, how-
ever challenging, aids in fostering life-long language
learners and should be pursued.

The time needed for instructors to become ac-
quainted with the workings of the ELP should not
be underestimated. For instance, adapting ELP us-
age to the psycholinguistic level of the learner (e.g.,
learner age, proficiency level, linguistic and cultural
background, prior exposure to an L2 and English,
and attitude toward English) and specific curricula
need to be considered before implementation. For-
tunately, there are many resources available online
(see www.geocities.jp/dlinklist/ENG/CefrSIG.html
for collated links about the CEFR and the ELP),
and a growing interest in this type of approach; for
instance, the establishment of the forming Frame-
work & Language Portfolio SIG at JALT 2008.

The ELP does not promote one particular lan-
guage teaching methodology, but instead presents
options for the instructor to encourage learner
autonomy in a particular context (COE, 2001). One
further important observation should be noted
when considering implementing or modifying an
ELP in class: The CEFR is an extensive grid, which
can be intimidating at first sight. Thus, rather
than presenting the grid and asking learners to
self-assess their level, the first class was made up
of several communicative activities which can be
mapped to the descriptors for level A2 of spoken
interaction (e.g., exchanging information on familiar
topics). These were designed to elicit examples of

spoken language which learners could later use to
reflect on their level. After these activities, the CEFR
in English with a Japanese explanation was present-
ed for self-assessment. For the sake of simplicity
and to discourage unrealistic self-assessments, only
levels A1, A2, and B1 were presented. Furthermore,
the Japanese translations allowed immediacy and
greater understanding of the CEFR and the ELP’s
format and functions.

Conclusions

Supplementing a TBLT curriculum with the ELP

and CEFR can facilitate learning through setting and
achieving quantifiable and authentic language goals
(Benevides, 2008). If psycholinguistically-relevant
TBLT pedagogy is implemented, learners, rather than
shouldering a heavy burden (Burrows, 2008), do
react positively with steps toward increased fluency
and a positive shift in attitude (Kanemura, 2008).

The ELP can bring learners incrementally toward
the goal of life-long language learning, by highlight-
ing the exact whats, whys, and hows of learning
through self-assessment and goal-setting. In short,
it creates a focus and transparency missing in most
communicative language courses. The EFL learners
observed in this study benefited from reflecting on
and working toward the achievement of specified
intermediate language learning goals and language
tasks, whereas metalinguistic considerations (i.e.,
personal and situational awareness) appeared
to lead to greater self-direction. Learners quickly
understood and adapted to the general workings of
the CEFR and ELP when it was presented to them
in a methodical manner. This in turn led to greater
learner autonomy and motivation.
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