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Dave Willis
Focus on Meaning, Language and Form: a Three Way Distinction
1 . A task-based-based lesson
A task-based teaching sequence is built around a series of activities in which learners focus primarily on the exchange of meanings. Built into this are a variety of activities which encourage learners to think about the language they are using. I will begin by looking at the genesis of a task sequence. I will then go on to examine the ways in which that sequence allows for a focus on language. In doing this I will develop a distinction between a focus on language and a focus on form.  A focus on language I define as learner driven in response to communicative needs. It involves learners calling on whatever resources they can in order to help them express themselves. An activity which focuses on form is teacher led. The teacher isolates a particular forms or forms and requires learners to produce those forms. There is a range of techniques to achieve this including gap-filling, sentence completion and controlled question and answer pairs. I will then re-examine the task sequence contrasting the effects of a focus on language and a focus on form.
1.1  The elements of a task sequence:

Willis and Willis (2007) contacted a large number of practising language teachers in order to tap into their experience of task-based teaching. One teacher based in Japan, Tim Marchand, offered the following discussion as the basis of a task-based lesson:

How strict were your parents?

Work in groups. Talk about your childhood. Whose parents were the strictest? Whose parents were the most easy-going?

He had used the discussion a number of times and had found that it generated real class interest and involvement. In order to build this task into a teaching sequence, however, Marchand needed to build in a number of other elements. At some stage of the teaching sequence he wanted to provide some language data to give learners exposure to relevant language forms. In order to do this he asked a number of friends and colleagues to provide him with their answers to the discussion question. Here are two of the answers he recorded:

A: 
My Dad is a quiet man really, so he didn't really make me do much at home. He sometimes asked me to wash his car or cut the grass, but I was never forced to do it, and I could usually get some pocket money for it as well. I think my Mum was also pretty easy-going; she let me stay out late with my friends. As long as she knew where I was, she wouldn't mind so much what I did. 

B: 
My father was definitely stricter than my Mum. If I had been in trouble at school, it was always left up to him to tell me off. But I wouldn't say that my Mum was easy-going exactly. She would sit me down sometimes and make me do my homework in front of her, or force me to eat my greens, things like that. I guess I was just more scared of my father.
Initially the intention was to use these data to provide material for a focus on language at the end of the teaching sequence.

Marchand also felt the need to provide some introduction to the task. This would serve two basic functions. First it would prompt learners with some ideas to work with. Secondly it might help remove inhibitions some learners might feel when asked to talk about a personal subject. We all find it easier to unburden ourselves when someone else has led the way. This questionnaire was designed to fulfil these functions:
Questionnaire 
a) Do you think your parents were strict or easy-going?

b) Did they allow you to stay out late at night?

c) Did they let you go on holiday on your own?

d) When you went out did you always have to tell them where you were going?

e) Did you always have to do your homework before supper?

f) Did your parents make you help about the house?

g) What jobs did they make you do?

h) Did you have to wash the car?

These, then, were the three elements around which a sequence could be built: an introductory questionnaire; a task consisting of a discussion question; and a sample of data to provide further exposure and the basis for focused language study at the end of the sequence.

1.2 Organising the sequence

Most discussion tasks need careful introduction. We need to do something to engage learners’ interest and to ensure that they have something to say. We can think of this as priming.   Very often this priming takes the form of an initial teacher led discussion. Teachers may begin by making their own views clear or by engaging the class in a question answer sequence highlighting the issues to be discussed. An alternative is to provide some written or spoken input. Learners may be given a text which presents a point of view and learners are asked to compare the text with their own views. The data recorded by Marchand could have been used to serve this priming function. Let us assume, however, that the questionnaire given above is used for priming. It serves the priming function in three ways. It highlights notions which may prompt learners to articulate their own ideas. It encodes some of the key concepts which learners themselves may wish to encode in the coming discussion – in this case notions of permission and compulsion. Finally the processing of the questionnaire engages learners in exactly the kind of language use which will be required of them in the final discussion. They begin to rehearse for themselves the kind of language which will be required of them later. Of course a teacher led introduction and an introductory text or questionnaire are not mutually exclusive. The priming stage may, and often will, involve both these elements.

After the priming stage comes the task itself. In this case the task involves a group discussion. This is likely to be followed by a report to the class of the points raised and conclusions reached by each group.
Finally the recorded data could be used in two ways. First it might form the basis of a subsidiary task. Learners might, for example, be asked to listen to the recordings and say which one is closest to the attitude of their own parents, or they might be asked which parental attitudes they most approve of and why.
In this sequence of activities we have seen the task initially set out by Marchand – How strict were your parents? – as the target task, the one around which the sequence is built. We have built around this a priming stage based on a questionnaire, and a review based on recorded data. But each activity in the sequence is a task in its own right, an activity which focuses on meaning, as defined, for example, by Ellis: ‘…there must be a primary concern for message content (although this does not preclude attention to form), the participants must be able to choose the linguistic and non linguistic resources needed, and there must be a clearly defined outcome.’ (Ellis 2003:141). We will now go on to see how a study of grammar and lexis might be built into the sequence.
2 Looking at language
Let us begin by looking at the priming stage of the sequence based on the questionnaire. It may be preceded by an introduction with the teacher describing their own childhood and their relationship with their parents, and prompting responses from learners. The sequence then moves on to the questionnaire. We need to ask how learners are likely to respond to this. 

First it will prompt genuine response and genuine discussion. With the exception of g), however, all the questions demand, strictly speaking, no more than a yes/no response. There will, however, be a tendency to expand on a yes/no answer and in response to b), for example, to explain that ‘They allowed me to stay out late at the weekend, but not during the week, when I had to go to school.’ The more time learners have to prepare their answers to the questionnaire the more likely they are to expand on a yes/no response. 
In addition to prompting discussion the questionnaire may encourage learners to expand their language resources by ‘mining’ (see Samuda 2001). Where they are unsure of their own language resources they may supplement these by adopting and appropriately adapting elements of the questionnaire. Again, the more time learners have to prepare their answers to the questionnaire the more they are likely to mine the questionnaire for language where they feel the need. There are two key differences between a teacher led discussion as priming and a written text as priming. The written text is more accessible to mining. The spoken form produced by the teacher is more ephemeral. It can be mined only with difficulty if at all. The time allowed for study of the written text is highly variable. Learners could be given a few minutes to respond to the questionnaire as individuals before moving into a general class discussion. On the other hand they could take the questionnaire home with them and spend as long as they wished in preparation. The questionnaire may also be staged. Learners could begin by working as individuals to determine their own attitudes, then go on to discuss the questionnaire in pairs of groups and finally be asked to summarise the outcome of their discussion. 

A teacher led discussion is also variable, but much less so. It might be carefully staged and long drawn out, but there are strict limits on the amount of time that learners can reasonably be expected to collaborate in this kind of discussion. So the written priming is more readily accessible and also more variably accessible then the teacher led input.
Moving from the priming stage to the target task we can go on to identify further opportunities for language focus. Willis and Willis (1987) and J. Willis (1996) outline a three stage sequence for engaging learners in a given task: task ( planning ( report. In the discussion outlined here learners would first discuss the question – How strict were your parents? – in groups. This is regarded as the task proper. At the next stage, planning, learners are required to prepare to report the outcome of their discussion to the class as a whole. In the final, report, stage, learners deliver their report. 

The important point here is that the task and the report are quite different kinds of communicative activity. The task is seen as private, exploratory and ephemeral. It is carried out in a small group. Members of the group are tolerant of one another’s language. There is no demand for prestige forms of the language. The discussion is exploratory. Learners are working out what to say rather than how to say it. They are working on content, focusing on expressing meanings, rather than on form. Finally the discussion is ephemeral. No one is taking note of content or language. The report stage is, by contrast, public, final and permanent. When a learner stands up to present the views of the group to the class as a whole there is a much greater premium on prestige forms of the language in this public forum than in the small group. What is being presented is a considered conclusion which has been prepared in advance. Again there is a greater demand for a prestige form of the language. And finally a public performance is more permanent than a group discussion. Listeners, in particular the teacher, take note of what has been said. Since they are not involved in the discussion themselves they are in a position to stand back and take note of what is said.
Because of the contrast in communicative demands between the task and the report there is work to be done at the planning stage. Learners work within their group to prepare their spokesperson to deliver a report in circumstances which are communicatively demanding. Both the planning and the report stages are themselves tasks in line with the criteria laid down by Ellis and set out above: there is a primary concern with content, learners are free to choose their own language resources and there is a defined outcome. By manipulating the communicative demands and allowing time for planning this sequence allows for a focus on language within a communicative context. This is part of a natural communicative process. Learners think about language and work on language form because this is required by the circumstances of communication, not because any artificial constraints have been placed upon them.
3 Focus on meaning, focus on language and focus on form.

Long (1988) distinguishes between a focus on forms (plural) and a focus on form. A focus on forms occurs when a particular language form is identified by the teacher and isolated for study. A focus on form is in line with the kind of language study we have described above. Learners engage with a particular linguistic form because it assumes an importance within the context of a communicative activity. Samuda (2001) refers to a ‘focus on language’ where there is a focus on the formal properties of language within a meaning-centred context, again along the lines described in the teaching sequence outlined above.
What emerges from this is a three way distinction between a focus on meaning, a focus on language within a meaning-based context, and a focus on specific language forms. This three-way distinction is set out in Willis and Willis (2007:133) who distinguish between a focus on meaning; a focus on language and a focus on form. 
We are looking at a three-way distinction:

· a focus on meaning in which participants are concerned with communication.

· a focus on language, in which learners pause in the course of a meaning-focused activity to think for themselves how best to express what they want to say, or a teacher takes part in an interaction and acts as a facilitator by rephrasing or clarifying learners language.

· a focus on form in which one or more lexical or grammatical forms are isolated and specified for study … 

(Willis and Willis 2007:5)

The focus on meaning is incorporated within the basic definition of a task – the requirement that there is a primary focus on content or meaning. Learners are concerned first and foremost to get their meaning across. There is a focus on language when ‘learners think about language within the context of a task-based activity.’ They work on language for themselves when, for example, they mine written input, or ‘they help and correct one another or consult an authority (grammar book, dictionary, their teacher) to help them express their meanings more clearly’. Willis and Willis argue that:
They (learners) are likely to do this:

· at the priming stage when they ask for the meanings of specific items.

· when they mine written language in preparation for the coming task

· when they work together to prepare for a task

· when they work together to prepare a report for the whole class

· when they are making a record of a task either by putting it in writing or making and audio-recording.

(Willis and Willis 2007:133)

There is a focus on form when the teacher takes control, isolating and specifying particular forms for study. In the teaching sequence we have outlined above we have allowed for a focus

on meaning and a focus on language, but we have not so far built in a focus on form.
4 Focus on form.

A focus on form has been central to language teaching for many years. It is standard practice for the teacher to identify and isolate specific forms and encourage learners to work with these in a controlled way. Brumfit (1984) speculates on the value of this traditional focus on form:
Many language learners have testified to the usefulness of (such traditional learning activities as exercises and drills), and an authoritative rejection of such procedures needs to be based on firmer evidence than has been forthcoming. Much more useful would be to explore the role that such traditional practices have had for learners who have found them helpful. (Brumfit 1984:320)
I would want to modify Brumfit’s plea in at least one way by adding two words to the final sentence, so that it refers to learners who believe they have found them helpful. This acknowledges the importance of learner attitudes, but leaves open the question of whether or not the practices described actually do contribute effectively to learning. 

In spite of Brumfit’s plea there has been little in the way of exploration of the role of these practices. If anything second language acquisition research continues to cast doubt on the value of such practices as contributing directly to learning. They may, however, play an important part in motivating both learners and teachers. Skehan (1998) describes what he calls ‘the most influential approach’ to teaching as ‘that of the 3Ps: presentation, practice and production’. The presentation and practice stages of this approach focus on the manipulation of language forms identified by the teacher. They depend on what Brumfit calls traditional learning activities. At the final, production, stage ‘the degree of control and support would be reduced and the learners would be required  to produce language more spontaneously, based on meanings the learners himself or herself would wish to express.’ (Skehan 1998: 93). Skehan cites White (1988) in referring to this approach as ‘essentially a discredited, meaning impoverished methodology.’ The approach has been criticised elsewhere (see, for example, Willis and Willis 1996) on the grounds that the initial focus on form compromises any later attempt to focus on meaning. Once learners have a mental set towards the production of prescribed forms it is difficult for them to give priority to meaning. Even at the production stage they see the production of specified forms as the priority, and their success is judged in terms of their ability to produce these forms. The approach is one which prioritises conformity rather than creativity. Learners are encouraged to conform to teacher expectations rather then to exloit their own language resources.
Skehan recognises, however, that although this approach is discredited by most acquisition research it is still the dominant paradigm. He cites three basic reasons for this. It reinforces teacher roles, placing teachers at the centre of the teaching learning process. The teaching techniques which orchestrate the processes are ‘eminently trainable’.  Finally the approach ‘lends itself very neatly to accountability, since it generates clear and tangible goals, precise syllabuses and a comfortingly itemizable basis for the evaluation of effectiveness.’ These reasons are seen from the point of view of the teacher, but they are also comforting for learners. Learners feel more secure with a teacher who takes control and responsibility. They are happy with an itemised approach to learning which enables them to mark their progress with confidence. It may be that this confidence is misplaced in that what they are able to do is manipulate language forms rather then use them in a communicative context. The appearance of learning is satisfying in itself. But one of the main reasons for the persistence of the 3Ps approach is ‘the lack of a clear alternative for pedagogy, not so much theoretically as practically, an alternative framework which will translate into classroom organisation, teacher training and accountability and assessment.’ 
It is not difficult to incorporate a focus on form within a task-based approach. We could, for example, ask learners to work through the questionnaire underlining  all the expressions with of compulsion and permission. We would expect them to identify phrases with make, let, allow and have to. We could then go on to ask them to identify expressions of compulsion and permission in the recorded data to assemble a list of items like they didn't let me go they – they never made me do any horrible chores – he didn't really make me do much at home - I was never forced to do it - she let me stay out late with my friends - she would sit me down sometimes and make me do my homework  - force me to eat my greens. We could move from this to controlled practice asking learners, for example, to list three things they were forced to do and three things they were allowed to do. We could incorporate text reconstruction exercises, asking learners to complete blanks or to recall designated elements of the texts. 

So once we have language data – in this case in the form of a questionnaire and a set of recordings it is a relatively straightforward matter to provide activities which focus on form. 
5 Language as a meaning system.
It is natural to think of learners’ language in terms of the words and sentences they are able to produce. But it is perhaps more realistic to think of language as a meaning system and ask the question ‘What meanings can the learner negotiate?’ What learners are working to do is build up the capacity to mean. There is obviously a relationship between the ability to produce sentences and the ability to create meanings, but the two are not the same. Learners are able to elicit information from others long before they have consistent control of question forms. They are able to make reference to past time without having command of the past tense system simply by using words like last week/yesterday. So it is possible for learners to engage in complex meanings even with a rudimentary grammar. They seem to do this partly by operating in a lexical rather than a grammatical mode, and partly by importing first language strategies. 
This is seen clearly in the development of interrogatives in English. Interrogatives in English are marked lexically with WH-words:


Who lives here?



Where do you live?
grammatically by inversion or the insertion of do:
Who is it?



What do you want?



Do you live near here?

and by intonation. Learners begin by using lexical markers and importing intonation patterns from their first language together with non-linguistic devices such as facial expression And shrugs of the shoulder. It takes quite some time before question forms become grammaticised, before learners move from Where you live? to Where do you live? And this development is notoriously resistant to teaching.
We have argued so far that learners operate initially with a highly lexicalised system.  We have also suggested that many forms, such as the interrogative forms cited above, are resistant to teaching, in that careful teaching may make learners aware of these grammatical systems but they do not, as a consequence, make these forms a part of their language use. The learners’ priority, it seems, is to create an efficient meaning system, one which can be deployed spontaneously in real time. In order to do this they will strip down their conscious grammar of the language. They may be aware, for example, of the form of do-questions in that they can produce these forms under careful control, but they are not immediately ready to incorporate these forms into their spontaneous system. This is in line with most studies in second language acquisition. There is a general consensus that there is a gap between conscious awareness of a given form and the ability to incorporate that form in spontaneous production.

If we accept this then teaching should involve three elements. 
· We need to encourage learners to develop a usable meaning system. This means providing plenty of opportunities in class to use the language to create meanings. 
· We need also to encourage learners to develop their grammar by incorporating new forms. These may be forms which they have just encountered, or they may be forms that have been previously ‘learned’, but which have not yet become a part of the spontaneous system. 
· Finally we need to focus learners attention on specific forms, so that they become more aware of grammatical systems.
6 Putting things together
Let us propose the following teaching sequence and go on to see how each stage relates to a focus on language and a focus on form.
INTRODUCTION + QUESTIONNAIRE

(Priming + Mining + Rehearsal)

TASK ( PLANNING ( REPORT


LISTENING + SCRIPT

Review + Extension

FOCUS ON FORM
First there is a priming stage which consists of a teacher led introduction followed by a questionnaire. These are both meaning-based activities. The learners’ main aim is to understand input from their teacher and classmates and to get their own opinions across. But there will also be a focus on language. They will be mining the input, both the teacher’s words and the written text which makes up the questionnaire. Learners will be operating autonomously using the input to help them frame their own contributions to the discussion. They are likely to pick up on forms which are salient in terms of the topic: make, let, have to and allow … to. They may also pick up on phrases like help about the house and grammatical items like the indirect question form in tell them where you were going. The important thing to bear in mind with the focus on language is that learners set their own priorities. They decide for themselves which forms are important, which help them express their own meanings, and they then decide for themselves whether or not they can incorporate these forms in their output. The discussion of the questionnaire is a rehearsal for the task to come. Learners will be using the same language as they will need for the task. 

When learners come to the TASK ( PLANNING ( REPORT phase they will begin, as we described above by working informally in small groups. They then move into the planning stage in which they pay attention to the communicative demands of the coming report. Again there is a focus on language, in which the learners set their own individual priorities. This phase is followed by a follow-up exercise in which they listen to recordings and take part in a teacher led discussion of these. Finally they are given the chance to look at the transcript of the recordings. By this time learners will be very much sensitised to the input and will probably pick up quickly on expressions like I was never forced to do it contrasting with he sometimes asked me to. 
All these parts of the teaching sequence offer ample opportunities for learners to pay attention to language and to extend their repertoire. But all of this takes place within a sequence of meaning-based activities. Learners make their own choices  as to what they can and what they cannot usefully incorporate in their output. There will certainly be errors. Learners will produce things like They make me to do homework and I forced to wash car and so on. But the important thing is that they will be working all the time not simply to conform to teachers’ expectations, but to work with language to express what they want to mean for themselves.
The focus on form will come at the end of the teaching sequence. Here learners may be asked to take part in the kind of learning activities identified by Brumfit above. Depending on what forms the teacher decides to focus on learners might be asked to produce specific forms:

Think about your schooldays…

1 List three things you had to do.

2 List three things you weren’t allowed to do.

3 List three things you were supposed to do but didn’t.

or: 

Complete these to make true sentences:

1 When I was a child my parents made me ….

2 They let me ….

3 I was forced to ….

4 I was allowed to ….

5 I was supposed to ….
There are three good reasons for keeping this kind of controlled practice to the end of the sequence. We have already alluded to the first of these. A focus on form at the beginning of the sequence is likely to detract from a focus on meaning. There is a strong possibility that learners will be more concerned to reproduce the required forms than to work freely with the language they have at their disposal. The second reason is that the concern with the teacher nominated forms is likely to make other forms less salient. Learners will be preoccupied with one or two specific forms, to the detriment of other learning opportunities. When learners are focusing on language, however, they are free to notice and incorporate anything they find useful. Also when the focus on form comes at the end of the sequence learners will have been thoroughly primed to take careful notice of it not simply as an isolated form, but as something they have experienced in use. They have been working hard to realise these meanings and have seen and heard many instances of these forms in use. There is still no guarantee that they will incorporate the forms into their spontaneous production at the next opportunity, but they have certainly been thoroughly sensitised to the forms and their meaning and use.
7 Form and language: a final contrast.

A focus on form can certainly play an important part in learning. It is likely to make forms salient and so to facilitate acquisition in the future. It can also play an important part in motivating learners. It is important for them to recognise that the work they have done has contributed to their developing grammar of the language. As teachers we know that it will probably be some time before the new forms are a genuine part of the learners’ repertoire, but it is important for their motivation that we highlight in some way the ‘new’ language they have experienced. It is an important part of the packaging of the teaching/learning process. By putting the form focus at the end of a sequence we are able to secure the advantages, without incurring the penalties which are a part of a preliminary focus on form.
A focus on language maximises learning opportunities. The input offers all kinds of learning opportunities. When learners focus on language they are working autonomously and can mine an input text for anything which strikes them as useful. They are not blinkered by being asked to prioritise forms which the teacher has identified and which may be irrelevant to their immediate learning needs. Because a focus on language is learner driven it is more likely to promote genuine learning. They will not simply concentrate on producing specific forms which may or may not become a part of their language repertoire. They will adjust their performance in the light of new input in ways which are likely to be lasting, because they meet the learner’s own priorities by helping them express what they want to mean. 

It is important, therefore, to recognise a three way distinction between meaning, language and form. Once we do this we can manipulate learning sequence in a way which encourages learners to focus on language for themselves, but which still allows us to reap the benefits of a focus on form.
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