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ABSTRACT

The effect of task complexity on oral and writtemduage production has been widely
researched in recent years. Studies exploring fteetef task structure on L2 production
are of special interest, as they have reported anigsults. The aim of the present study
was to examine the possible interaction betwednd@acture and proficiency level on L2
narrative writing performance. The participants avé6 high school students: 21 studying
English as an L2 currently enrolled in an intendeseguage learning programme and 25
studying English as an L3. The participants’ perfance was examined on two narrative
tasks differing in cognitive complexity. The findjs indicate that the major difference
between lower and higher proficiency learnersiieaccuracy, lexical complexity/variety,
and to some extent in syntactic complexity andritye The difference between the two
groups in the structured task, however, was mdbostaatial. With respect to the impact of
task complexity on learners’ written productione tresults revealed that the cognitive
demands of the tasks affect learners’ of varyingfipency levels differently. The
opportunity to plan the content of their narrathad a significant positive effect on the
lexical sophistication and fluency and a minor biend influence on the accuracy of
lower proficiency learners. The effect on higheoffmiency learners, however, was less
straightforward. While the less structured taskcied longer and to some extent
syntactically more complex narratives, the struamtutask had a subtle positive effect on

lexical variety and on some measures of syntactcpiexity.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The emergence of task-based language teaching qgdda growing body of
research investigating learners’ performance orkstaffom various perspectives.
Numerous studies have sought to address the whychasacteristics, most notably task
complexity, direct learners’ attentional resourt@specific aspects of the target language
during task completion. Understanding how learnpesformance is affected by various
task features has the potential to yield cruciagight into how tasks can be used to
promote language learning. Furthermore, such relseam serve as an empirical basis for
syllabus design and teaching material developniRobifison, 2005).

A number of variables that conceivably affect lemsh performance have been
assessed; however, the findings about the way tinlsence output are not consistent.
This is probably due to the vast number of différaisks and production measures used
and the various proficiency levels and languagedpatinds of the participants. Most of
the studies examined intermediate (e.g., Robink®85; Tavakoli & Foster, 2008) upper-
intermediate (e.g., Kormos, 2011; Trebits, 2011advanced learners (e.g., Albert, 2008),
but studies investigating learners with a mixecklesf proficiency have been scarce. A
notable exception to this is a series of studiedettaken by Kuiken and Vedder (2007a,
2007b, 2008) even though they acknowledged thadifference between the participants’
L2 proficiency was not really substantial.

It is also important to note that even in thoseesaghere the same tasks were used
with participants at different proficiency levebs.q., Albert, 2008; Kormos, 2011; Trebits,
2011) the results were markedly different. Manignfa task complexity along the [+/-
structure] dimension, the findings of the aforenwmad studies provide support for
Skehan’s (2009) claim that narrative tasks can epldifferent cognitive demands on
learners at distinct stages of language produchore specifically, a structured narrative
with a predetermined content eases the concemtiahsof the output; however, due to
the fact that narratives usually require the usées$ frequent lexical items, it can make
linguistic encoding difficult. A narrative with adse structure, however, might exert a
high cognitive demand on conceptualisation, bukKasmos (2011) and Trebits (2011)
noted, by providing students with the opportundydecide on the linguistic constructions
and lexical items to be included in the narrativean ease linguistic encoding. Apart from
this, however, the studies reported different sswith respect to the effect of the



presence and absence of task structure on theretiffgoroduction measures, which
suggests that there might be an interaction betvpeeficiency level and the impact of
these task characteristics.

The main purpose of this study, therefore, is &ess the relationship between L2
proficiency and task performance with the help wb ttasks differing in cognitive
complexity. The controlled study also makes it gassto compare the characteristics of
the written narratives of lower and higher profiag learners.

After providing an overview of the relevant litene¢ on task-based research, the
methodological aspects of the study will be desttiiNext, the results and discussion of
the findings will be presented. The paper is cothetlwith a discussion of the limitations,

pedagogical implications and future research pdgmb.



Chapter 2: Review of Literature

2.1 Tasks in language pedagogy

A general dissatisfaction with traditional gramnbaised syllabi, which aimed at
improving declarative knowledge, led to the develept and subsequent implementation
of an alternative, communicative approach to lagguaaching (CLT) and syllabi design.
Attention was drawn away from discrete grammatistuctures and refocused on
conveying meaning through language. In this franteplanguage production became not
only the end, but also the means of second langiegeopment.

Long (1981, as cited in Bygate, 1999) suggested thaing target language
production, L2 learners are likely to encountertaier difficulties hindering smooth
communication. In an attempt to overcome these comration breakdowns, L2 learners
would modify their output in response to comprel@mmsand confirmation checks. This
process, known as “negotiation of meaning”, hasib@®wn to promote L2 learning ever
since (see also Swain, 1995).

While teachers and SLA researchers generally aghegadommunicative activities
provide opportunities for spontaneous and creddéinguage use, some also expressed their
doubts about whether such communicative activitresuld be sufficient to drive
interlanguage forward and foster language acqorsitiBygate, 1999). Based on Schmidt’'s
(1990) claims that “noticing” is necessary for lange learning to occur, they were
concerned that solely focusing on meaning and ffeeteveness of communication will
result in learners disregarding form completelywé#s suggested that a heavy reliance on
communication strategies can make communicatioect¥le to a certain extent, but that
will not aid learners in making progress and migiduce early fossilization (Skehan,
1996). Skehan and Foster (2001) drew attentionh® lack of empirical research
supporting the presumed role of negotiation in leagge development. They also noted that
it is mainly gaps in learners’ lexical knowledgeatthtrigger negotiation and not
morphosyntactic features.

Consequently, the offspring of CLT, task-based leag teaching (TBLT), while
emphasizing the importance of meaning in intera¢tidso addresses the need for focusing
on form; drawing learners’ attention to certainglirstic features through communicative
language tasks. In TBLT the construct of “taskinas to the fore of syllabus construction

(Skehan, 2003). A range of definitions have beap@sed for the concept of “task”, each



emphasizing different features of the underlyingistouct: its connection to real-life
activities (Long, 1985), its focus on conveying mieg (Nunan, 2004) and achieving an
outcome (Candlin, 1987). Skehan (1996) provided st comprehensive definition
including all the characteristics highlighted bynfeer wordings:
an activity in which meaning is primary, there @re sort of relationship to the
real world, task completion has some priority, attd assessment of task

performance is in terms of task outcome. (p.38)

2.1.1 Theories of task complexity and syllabus construction

Long (1985) noted that tasks, while differing irntale share some characteristics in
terms of their purpose or theme, which allows fweirt classification. He suggested that
these general task-types help in the “subsequemtipled selection of pedagogic tasks”
(p. 92) and in the design of a final syllabus. Adiog to Long, the basis of task
sequencing, besides such general concerns asntieenieded to solve the activities,
should be the difficulty of the pedagogic taskankelves. It should be noted, though, that
Long did not provide a detailed description of #hdsatures of tasks that make them more
or less difficult and implicitly influence learnégserformance.

The need to have a comprehensive taxonomy of taestacteristics, first expressed
by Long (1985), was addressed more specificallysubsequent years. In TBLT it is
generally acknowledged that “pedagogic tasks shdelddeveloped and sequenced to
increasingly approximate the demands of real-wtaldet tasks” (Robinson, 2005, p.1).
Real-life situations are more complicated than ¢hescountered in a classroom setting;
consequently, learners must learn how to cope thighhigh demands of complex tasks, as
well. This idea led to the proliferation of resdainto those features of tasks that affect
their complexity. The two most influential taxon@sihave been developed by Skehan
(1996, 1998) and Robinson (2001a, 2001b, 2005,)2007

Skehan (1996, 1998) defined task complexity in geainthree distinct dimensions.
The first of thesegcode complexityconcerns the linguistic demands of the task vatard
to its grammatical and lexical difficulty. The sadodimension,cognitive complexity
comprises two areasopgnitive processingndcognitive familiarity The former refers to
the amount of processing needed for task accommpésh and the amount, clarity and
organisation of information that is provided in thgout; while the latter pertains to
familiarity with the topic, the discourse genre atitk task. The final dimension,

communicative stresoncerns anxiety-inducing factors such as tinmeit|i modality,



number of participants, length of the texts uskd,iinportance attached to the task and the
amount of control learners have over the interact®kehan and Foster (2001) suggested
that once the effect of these factors on languagpnance is determined by empirical
research, such a scheme would be able to helgigréding and sequencing of pedagogic
tasks.

Similarly to Skehan’s model of task complexity, R@wmn’s Triadic Componential
Framework (2001a, 2001b, 2005, 2007) also attetogtsform task sequencing decisions.
Drawing on the findings of cognitive linguisticgffdrential and cognitive psychology and
SLA, Robinson developed a theoretically groundenfwork for characterising tasks
(2005). He made a distinction between three indégenaspects of taskisisk complexity
task conditiorandtask difficulty that all exert an influence on task performance.

Disregarding task condition, the interactive densanfitasks, and task difficulty,
which stems from learners’ cognitive abilities aaffective dispositions, Robinson
suggests that task complexity, the information pssing demands of tasks, should be the
sole basis for pedagogic task sequencing. This igldémsed on the fact that while it is
impossible to predict the impact of participantadfective variables in advance; that of
task complexity can be reasonably foreseen. Thegeittve demands are “fixed and
invariant” features of tasks that make a task nooress demanding, and thus they can be

a sound basis for preliminary task sequencing ae@gRobinson, 2001b, p. 30).

2.1.2 Attention and performance: two contradictory views

According to Swain’s (1995) Output Hypothesis, @&tengagement in language
production is crucial for L2 development, as outpwhile making language learners
“notice” certain aspects of the L2, also gives the@mopportunity to test and reflect on
their hypotheses about the grammaticality and gpm@teness of certain L2 structures as
they “stretch their interlanguage to meet communieaneeds” ( p. 132). Attention to
output, therefore, plays an important role in L2rfeng. Consequently, the way task
characteristics, especially task complexity, infloe the allocation of learners’ attention
during task completion has been the principal fomfussk-based research for years. Two
contrasting hypotheses were put forward about e attentional demands of tasks affect

language performance, the Limited Capacity Hypoashasd the Cognition Hypothesis.



2.1.2.1 Limited Capacity (Trade-off) Hypothesis

Skehan (1996) identified the main goals of langusggching and learning as
developing accuracy (language use conforming taagéns), complexity (sophisticated
language use) and fluency (ability to communicaterdal time), all of which require
conscious attention on the learners’ part. Howeweipposing that their attentional
resources are limited, learners cannot pay attento all three of these objectives
simultaneously. According to Skehan, it is ineviégathat one of the aforementioned goals
will take priority over the others, which might eft performance in the other two areas
negatively. Namely, Skehan and Foster (2001) preghdisat cognitively demanding tasks
will divert learners’ attention away from linguistforms, so that they can focus on the
content of their message. This carries crucial icagibns for syllabus construction, as
teachers should sequence tasks in a way thabwsllearners to develop in all three areas
of production.

Skehan (2009) also discussed the Trade-off Hyptheserms of Levelt's (1989)
model of speech production. He argued that thectstral complexity of the output is
established at the Conceptualizer stage. A contplgk exerting a high cognitive demand
on the first stage of speech production, would ekeplearners’ attentional resources and
prevent them from paying close attention to mesgagaulation. A less complex task,
however, would demand less effort during conceptatitbn, making it possible to allocate
more attention to the Formulator, the second corapbof the speaking process. Two
performance dimensions, accuracy and fluency aikeedi to this stage; consequently, if
more attention is available, they can be more @ffely handled. Skehan suggests that,
when resources are limited, the “natural tensienbetween accuracy and complexity (p.
521). It should be noted, though, that in his mamluracy and fluency compete for the
same attentional resources. Consequently, one wsudgjest a trade-off within the

Formulation stage too; however, Skehan fails tbaiate on that (Trebits, 2011).

2.1.2.2 The Cognition Hypothesis

Task Complexity, as introduced in Robinson’s Tra@iomponential Framework
(2001a, 2001b, 2005, 2007), can be manipulatedgaiwao distinct dimensionsesource-
directing and resource-depleting/dispersingdimensions. Resource-directing task
characteristics facilitate “noticing” those featsiref the L2 code that help learners in task
completion. For instance, tasks involving causakoming require learners to use certain

transition signals and conjunctive adverbs (e.gerdfore, consequently). Resource-



depleting variables, however, draw on student€ndgitbnal resources heavily, but do not
make them focus their attention on specific L2 desd. For example, reducing planning
time places heavy burden on learners’ working mgmapacity.

Unlike Skehan, Robinson (2001a, 2005, 2007) sugddsiat there is no trade-off
between accuracy and linguistic complexity. Accogdito his Cognition Hypothesis,
complex tasks can promote accuracy and complekityl&aneously, supposing that task
complexity is increased along resource-directingatdes. The high cognitive demands of
tasks can make learners perform beyond the limiheif abilities. Increasing complexity

along resource dispersing variables, however, tegupoorer performance.

2.2 Written language production

Cognitive theories of writing, focusing on the mamrocesses underlying written
language production, began to emerge at the ertdeol970s (for a recent review see
Becker, 2006). All of these models addressed tmeptex nature of writing in an L1. For
the time being, there is no generally accepted,pcehensive theory of L2 writing (Silva,
1993). However, since the stages of composing asengially the same, L1 writing
models are generally used to explain L2 writingcesses.

The most influential theory of writing is probabtizat of Kellogg (1996). He
identified three major stages of written languagedpction: formulation executionand
monitoring The first phase involves two processes: planaing translating. The former
refers to goal setting, and generating and orgagpigieas into a coherent order, while the
latter refers to the lexical and grammatical enegddf the conceptual representation of
our message. The product of this encoding is stiorélae writing buffer in a phonological
form. During the programming phase of the secomgest execution, this phonological
form is transformed into motor instructions, whiate carried out during the executing
phase, when the actual hand-written or typed ®xtéated. The final stage, monitoring,
involves re-reading the text, and after evaluati@v,ising it, if necessary. Monitoring,
therefore, entails going back to the precedingestagf writing, making written language

production a cyclical, recursive process.
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Figure 1

The stages of writing

Planning ]
—> FORMULATION

Translating «— ]

Programming «—,
—_— EXECUTION

Executing

Reading — |
—> MONITORING

Editing

Note. FromPsycholinguistics: A resource book for studefpts114), by J. Field, 2003,
New York, NY: Routledge.

The reason for choosing this model as the basiBigfstudy is that one can easily
link the stages of writing described by Kelloggthe stages of speech production defined
by Levelt (1989). Since the effects of task chamastics on learner production have been
discussed with respect to Levelt's model, havingriting model that allows for a direct
comparison with that was essential.

According to Kellogg (1996), the three stages ofnfolation, execution and
monitoring operate simultaneously, which imposégavy load on working memory. The
human working memory capacity is limited, and L2ters suffer greatly from this, as for
them grammatical and lexical encoding is effordob requires conscious attention. Since
the subprocesses run in parallel, the conflictiagndnds they impose on working memory
can interfere with each other and impair the qualftL2 writing (Trebits, 2011).

2.3 Empirical research on cognitive task complexity
In an attempt to test the Limited Capacity Modéiglsan, 1998; Skehan & Foster,
2001) and the Cognition Hypothesis (Robinson, 20@0D&1b, 2005, 2007) and explain

the effects of cognitive task complexity on learperformance, a large number of studies
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were carried out in recent years. Most of thesenéxed oral language production (e.g.,
Gilabert, 2007; Iwashita, McNamara, & Elder, 20@®gbinson, 1995; Skehan & Foster,
1999; Tavakoli, 2009; Tavakoli & Foster, 2008), Iouimerous studies examined written
performance, as well (e.g., Ishikawa, 2007, Kuikeviedder, 2007a, 2007b, 2008). In this
section, | would like to present empirical studileat investigated the effect of the degree
of task structure on learners’ output.

Albert’s (2008) study explored the interaction beén the complexity of narrative
structure, creativity, aptitude and language preficy on the oral narrative production of
advanced learners of English. Statistical analysiealed that the more complex task,
where students had to invent the storyline, createck accurate narratives, while the less
complex task, with a clear, inherent storyline, amted lexical diversity. Syntactic
complexity remained invariant across the two ta®¥gh regard to individual differences,
the findings indicate that those characterised hygher level of proficiency and aptitude
performed the less complex task with greater acgurtne more complex with greater
fluency, and both tasks with greater lexical varielnteraction between the second
individual variable examined, creativity, and tag&rformance was moderate; but its
association with the more complex task was strotiger with the less complex task.

Kormos (2011), adapting the tasks from Albert (20@8vestigated the effect of
task complexity on the written narratives of uppgermediate foreign language learners
and the quality differences between the narraireduced by them and native speakers of
English. Her findings indicate that a tight struetwrges students to use more abstract
vocabulary and more temporal connectives to conttesit sentences. The writings of
foreign language learners differed from the nativests in lexical diversity, the use of
infrequent words and clausal complexity.

Trebits (2011) examined the patterns of interactlmetween cognitive task
complexity (+/— structure), oral and written tasdrfprmance, two ability variables (i.e.,
aptitude and working memory capacity) and an affecvariable, anxiety. The well-
structured task elicited more varied vocabularyrenoral narratives, but failed to do so in
the written narratives. In writing, the less-stired task resulted in greater syntactic
complexity; however, it had a negative effect orcuaacy and no effect on lexical
diversity. Similarly to Skehan (2009), Trebits sagted that narratives can impose distinct
demands on the different stages of language prmaucA loosely structured task, in
which the story has to be created, places high ddsman learners’ during the planning

phase. A structured task, however, in which thereo need to go beyond the mere
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retelling of a story, requires less conceptualaatiut more effort in terms of formulating
the message. These tasks are “input driven, amatgining in what needs to be covered”
(Skehan, 2009, p. 517); consequently, they mighghplearners to use less frequent
vocabulary items. According to the Cognition Hypedis (Robinson, 2005), learner
factors should play a more important role in perfimg cognitively more complex tasks.
However, Trebits found that individual differences working memory, aptitude and
foreign language anxiety had a greater effect entéisk characterised as less complex.
This suggests that the structured task, althougkiating cognitive difficulties in terms of
conceptualization, caused major complications Vimiuistic encoding.

It should be noted that the aforementioned stu@idisert, 2008; Kormos, 2011,
Trebits, 2011) used the same tasks to elicit ondl aritten narratives and used similar
production measures to analyse them, and stily ti#ained different results. The fact
that the participants’ proficiency level was di#fat (advanced and upper-intermediate)
suggests that L2 competence might have a crudaimdhe way task characteristics affect

performance.

2.4 Research questions and hypotheses
The study aimed to address the following reseaugstipns:
1) How does the written narrative performance of leesrat various proficiency levels
differ?
2) Does the influence of cognitive task complexity waccording to the level of L2
proficiency?
On the basis of previous studies the following higpees have been formulated:
Hypothesis 1The supposedly less complex task with a tightcstire will exert a higher
cognitive demand on learners who are at a loweelle¥ proficiency than the loosely
structured task, and thus, it will have negatifeas on all areas of production.
Hypothesis 2High-proficiency learners, who are not likely have difficulties with the
vocabulary the tasks are designed to elicit, walhéfit from the tight narrative structure
and produce syntactically and lexically more compeatput, while they will be impeded

by the conceptualising demands of the loosely &irad task.
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Chapter 3: Method

3.1 Participants

The patrticipants of the main study were 55 studstitdying English as a foreign
language in three high schools in Budapest. These between the ages of 16 and 18
studying in the second or third academic year obsdary grammar schools. The sample
included 34 students studying English as a secomneigh language and 21 studying
English as a first foreign language.

The 34 students studying English as a second fotaigguage were recruited from
three language groups of two different high scho@sgen though their first foreign
language was German, most of them started studgrgjsh before entering high school
in language schools or with private tutors. Thaang’ of instruction ranged from six to
nine. Consequently, their English language learmnegeriences were rather diverse.
According to their teachers, the participants’ miehcy level was Bl in the Common
European Framework of Reference. This was suppantgéhrt by their performance on
the proficiency test administered. However, theatares of 9 students whose proficiency
level was rated to be above Bl by the aforemendiciest were excluded from the
analysis.

The 21 students studying English as an L2 belorigetivo language learning
groups in the same high school, and they were lexdrat an intensive language learning
programme. As part of this programme, in the stedatero year, the students have nine
45-minute English lessons per week. In the upparsyéhe amount of English lessons is
reduced to five a week. The participants’ proficigevel was intermediate; B2 in the
Common European Framework of Reference, which wafirmed by the placement test.
Thus, after eliminating some students’ data in otdeimprove the homogeneity of the

groups, the final sample consisted of 46 stud@ftsnales and 26 females.

3.2 Instruments
3.2.1 Narrative tasks

For the data collection, two tasks, both adaptethfAlbert’s (2008) dissertation,
were used. The cartoon strip task (see Appendimnyglved six pictures telling the story
of a woman, whose broken-down car, instead of bedpgired, was transformed into a

carriage without horses by a wizard. The othertupgc sequence task (see Appendix B)
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consisted of six unrelated pictures: a book, anston sea, a boat, an island, the view of a
street and an open door. In the case of the cadtgntask, the Hungarian instruction
asked the participants to write a narrative basethe chronological sequence of events
depicted by the prompt. In the other, picture sege task, students were asked to create a
narrative using all of the pictures in a randomeordin both tasks students could add extra
information not shown in the pictures.

The two tasks were expected to place different twgndemands on participants.
In terms of Robinson’s (2001a, 2001b, 2005, 20&gk tclassification, the second task is
more complex, since it is less structured tharfitseand places higher cognitive demands
on the students during the planning phase of thiéenwrproduction. The supposedly less
complex task, however, might make greater demamdkarners during the translating
phase of the writing process, as for successfld tasnpletion, the use of certain low-

frequency words might not be evaded (Skehan, 2009).

3.2.2 Proficiency test

The learners were administered the paper-and-pesioneof the Oxford Quick
Placement Test (UCLES, 2001). The test consis&)ahultiple choice items and should
be completed in 30 minutes. It is made up of twdspdPart 1 (questions 1 — 40) has to be
completed in 20 minutes, and Part 2 (questions 430)}-in 10 minutes. As the test
proceeds, the questions get progressively morealiff

3.3 Procedures

The participants completed the proficiency test Hredtwo narrative tasks during
their regular English classes in the presence a@f teachers and the researcher. At first,
the 30-minute long placement test was administeradn, during another class, students
were asked to write the two narratives without tedp of dictionaries and textbook
materials. They were required to write a minimum180 words for each task in 45
minutes. Since participants during the preliminsttydy managed to finish the two tasks in
30 minutes, a 45 minute lesson was considered tmdre than enough to complete the
narratives. In order to ensure that the sequentleedfasks does not have an effect on the
results of the study, the order in which the narest had to be completed was
predetermined for each language group. One of thgrbups and two L3 groups were
instructed to start with the cartoon strip taskjlevthe remaining L2 and L3 groups were

asked to start with the picture sequence task. ifls&ructions were given in the
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participants’ L1 in written format and were als@dealoud by the researcher. A small

sample of the narratives produced by the parti¢cgpmnincluded in Appendices C and D.

3.4 Analysis
3.4.1 Measures of task performance

In the present study, a number of production messaf four performance areas
(accuracy, lexical diversity/complexity, syntacttomplexity and length of the texts
produced) were employed. In order to ensure rdiiplmf the data analysis, a randomly
selected sample of 20% of the narratives was cdmje@nother rater. The inter-rater
reliability, calculated using Pearson’s correlatiomefficients, was .99 for the syntactic

complexity measures and .95 for the accuracy measur

3.4.1.1 Lexical complexity/diversity

Lexical diversity was measured by Malvern and Ridka (1997) D-formula.
Based on a mathematical probabilistic model, it Wasigned to overcome difficulties
inherent in the type/token ratio, such as sensjtivdp text length. The model is
operationalised by the VOCD subprogramme of the BLgbftware available from the

CHILDES website [fttp://childes.psy.cmu.edu/The D value is strictly concerned with

lexical variety and does not indicate how sophadéd, difficult or rare words are used in
the text. Accordingly, an additional measure ofidak complexity/diversity associated
with lexical range was adopted. Nation’s Rangegam (Heatley, Nation, & Coxhead,
2002) was used to identify what percentage of thede/used in students’ texts are part of
the 1000 most frequent words, the second 1000 frexgtient words, and what proportion
is not part of the most frequent 2000 words butioéequently in upper secondary school
and university texts in a wide range of subjectee Tatter is based on Coxhead’s academic
word list (2000); while the former two on West's “General Service List of English
Words” (1953).

3.4.1.2 Syntactic Complexity

Syntactic complexity, in line with Norris and Ort&g (2009) suggestions, was
measured multidimensionally. Overall or general ptaxity was measured by the mean
length of T-unit, a T-unit meaning an independdatise and all its dependent clauses, and
by a sentence complexity ratio, which was calcdlas the ratio of clauses to sentences.

The reason for adopting the latter was that forelowroficiency learners using the
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sentence as the unit of analysis is considere@ t@plpropriate, as beginners often divide a
single T-unit into more than one sentence (Ishikal@®5). Complexity via subordination,

which is supposed to be a useful index of compjeaditintermediate levels, was measured
by the ratio of subordinate clauses to the totahlmer of clauses (Norris & Ortega, 2009).

Following Polio’s (1997) guidelines, a clause wadinted as a structure containing an
overt subject and a finite verb. Since the openatiaefinition of a clause does not treat
participal phrases as clauses, a phrasal-level lexifipation measure, the mean length of
a clause, was also adopted. A task-specific measfusgntactic complexity, the ratio of

relative clauses, was also calculated. Trebits 1P(dstified the use of this measure by
arguing that relative clauses fulfil an importanhd¢tion in narratives, as they help in the
introduction of characters, objects and places,theg are frequently used by L1 speakers

when telling narratives.

3.4.1.3 Accuracy

In task-based research, accuracy is most ofterabpealised as the ratio of error-
free clauses to the total number of clauses prat€esbits, 2011). Consequently, this
production measure was adopted in this researclwvehlslit should be noted, though, that
this measure does not distinguish between clausesainoing only one and those
containing more than one error. Since with the lopweficiency learners it happened
several times that the number of errors per claggeseded one, an additional accuracy
measure, the average number of errors per 100 ywoedsalso chosen.

In order to determine what counts as an error,0”0o[[1997) detailed guidelines
were followed. A clause, correct in isolation, weesated as erroneous provided that it did
not fit into its preceding discourse. Spelling rakgs and errors in register were

disregarded.

3.4.1.4 Fluency

Fluency is usually defined as “the capacity to inbione’s linguistic resources in
the service of real-time communication” (SkeharQ@,%. 48). Calculating fluency in the
case of written tasks, however, is problematic, iamsl often disregarded (e.g., Kuiken &
Vedder, 2007a, 2007b, 2008; Kormos, 2011; Treld@l1). Accordingly, there is no
widely used fluency measure for writing; therefoome of Ishikawa's (2007) length
measures, the length of the text measured by ttaé momber of words produced in
English was adopted.
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3.4.2 Statistical analysis

Data acquired from the analysis of students’ wmitbeitput were interpreted using
SPSS 17.00 for Windows. After calculating descviptstatistics (mean and standard
deviation), an independent samples t-test was graglto compare data collected from the
lower-level and higher-level proficiency groups.rthermore, a paired samples t-test was
used to compare learners’ performance on the twainge tasks, treating the two groups

of students separately.
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Chapter 4: Results and Discussion

4.1 Results
4.1.1 Proficiency test

In order to make an estimate of the homogeneitythaf lower and higher
proficiency groups and to be able to exclude thehese command of the language is
strikingly different from the rest of the groupgettearners were administered the Oxford
Quick Placement Test. The results of the test, théhscores ranging between 44 and 54,
classified members of the higher proficiency graspntermediate and upper-intermediate
learners (level B2 and C1 according to the Commoroiean Framework of Reference).
Accordingly, they constitute a rather homogeneowsig There was a greater variation
between members of the L3 groups, with some stsdaiiaining extremely high scores,
51 being the highest and 25 the lowest. Since & essential to have two markedly
different groups, those students from the L3 grainwse proficiency scores were above
40 were excluded from the analysis. The proficietest scores of those students whose

written narratives were later analysed are presentéable 2.

Table 1
Proficiency scores of the two groups of learners

Number Mean SD

Lower-proficiency (L3) group 25 33.323.52
Higher-proficiency (L2) group 21 48.05 2.92

4.1.2 Task performance on the two narrative tasks

Table 3 displays the means and standard deviawdnthe measures of task
performance for the lower and higher proficiencypuy respectively. With regard to
lexical complexity/variety and fluency, there seetsbe a lot of variation between
students as standard deviations are relatively. Higehould be noted, though, that this
does not necessarily mean that there was a significeterogeneity in the groups, as in
similar studies (e.g., Albert, 2008; Kormos, 20Tfebits, 2011) the standard deviations of

these measures are equally high.
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Table 2

Descriptive statistics of the production measures

Lower proficiency group Higher proficiency group
Cartoon Picture Cartoon Picture
description narration description narration

Production measures Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
D value 57.35 14.2457.08 17.67 68.35 16.23 61.17 14.87
Range wordlist 1 84.20 398 8331 380 8279 4.284% 3.86
Range wordlist 2 786 226 867 272 772 297 41.5.08
Range wordlist 3 51 .86 1.10 1.04 119 .94 1.3 31.0

Mean length of T-unit 877 192 920 141 970 1.33.8 1.68
Clauses per sentence 1.92 42 1.99 .50 2.18 52 3 1.942

Subordination ratio 24 .10 .26 .09 .29 .07 24 .09
Mean length of clause 6.59 132 6.84 .92 6.86 95377 .92
Relative clause ratio .04 .04 .06 .05 .04 .04 .08 07 .
Ratio of error-free .59 .16 .63 A1 .82 .10 .79 .09
clauses

Average number of 792 306 683 214 289 169 326 122
errors per 100 words

Text length 158.8035.08 189.12 39.58 182.10 38.97 203.62 50.99

4.1.3 Comparing the performance of the low-and high-proficiency groups

The results of independent samples t-tests congpé#nm performance of the high-
and low-proficiency groups are presented in Tablend 5. The fact that there were a
number of statistically significant differences Wween them provides support for the
validity of the grouping. Of the statistically sifoant differences detected, only the two
accuracy measures were present in both tasksatnaicthat the high-proficiency learners
consistently produced more accurate output. Theé oésthe statistically significant
differences between the two groups of learners,elvew were on different production
measures.

The number of significant differences was highethi@ cartoon strip task and they
could be observed with respect to lexical compigxariety, fluency and syntactic
complexity. The high-proficiency group used moreria@d vocabulary (t(44)=2.448,
p<0.05), a higher percentage of rare words (t(4842.p<0.05) and produced longer
narratives (t(44)=2.133<0.05). As for syntactic complexity, the high-paéncy group
used more subordinate clauses (t(44)=2.p40,05) and they tended to produce longer T-
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units and incorporate a higher number of clauseEsone sentence, although the last two

of these observed differences failed to reachssieai significance.

Table 3

Independent samples t-test for performance measurdise cartoon strip task
t df Sig (2-tailed)

D value 2448 44 .018*

Range wordlist 1 -1.16144 252

Range wordlist 2 -.173  36.888863

Range wordlist 3 2.543 44 .015*

Mean length of T-unit 1.876 44 067+

Clauses per sentence 1.904 44 .063+

Subordination ratio 2.244 44 .030*

Mean length of clause J74 44 443

Relative clause ratio .288 44 75

Ratio of error-free clauses 5.664 44 .001**

Average number of errors per 100 word3.042 38.513 .001**

Text length 2.133 44 .039*

+p<.08. *p<.05. **p<.01.

Interestingly, the number of statistically sign#rd differences between the two
groups’ performance was reduced to four in theupgcsequence task. The low-proficiency
group, besides being less accurate, used more irordsthe most frequent 1000 English
words (t(44)=-3.433p<0.01), while the high-proficiency group used mam@ds from the
second most frequent 1000 words (t(44)=3.3%3).01) and produced longer clauses,
although the latter difference was not statistycalpnificant. However, no variance with

respect to lexical variety and fluency was found.
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Table 4

Independent samples t test for performance measurdése picture sequence task

t df Sig (2-tailed)
D value .839 44 406
Range wordlist 1 -3.43344 .001**
Range wordlist 2 3.353 44 .002**
Range wordlist 3 667 44 .508
Mean length of T-unit 1.440 44 157
Clauses per sentence -494 44 .623
Subordination ratio -.842 44 404
Mean length of clause 1931 44 .060+
Relative clause ratio 1.195 44 .239
Ratio of error-free clauses 5.620 44 .001**
Average number of errors per 100 wordg.086 39.204 .001**
Text length 1.085 44 284

+p<.08. **p<.01.

4.1.4 Comparing performance on the different task types

Paired samples t-tests were conducted to compargatticipants’ performance on
the two tasks, for the low- and high-proficiencgrieers separately. There were a number
of statistically significant differences for botlnet low-and high-proficiency groups,
although on different production measures. Theegfthe results, which are summarised
in Table 6 and 7 below, indicate that the effectadnitive task complexity is related to
the participants’ proficiency level.

In the case of the low-proficiency group, the Idgsstructured task increased the
use of rare vocabulary items (t(24) = -2.568, p5P&nd relative clauses (t(24) = -2.068,
p=0.05), and elicited longer narratives (t(24) :88%, p<0.01). Students also tended to be
more accurate as measured by the average numbeeroas per 100 words. Although this
trend is very clear, the difference did not reaetistical significance.
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Table 5

Paired samples t-test comparing the low- proficiegmoup’s performance on the two

tasks
t df Sig (2-tailed)

D value .063 24 .950
Range wordlist 1 .962 24.346
Range wordlist 2 -1.09324 .285
Range wordlist 3 -2.56824 .017*
Mean length of T-unit -1.28424 211
Clauses per sentence -.680 2803
Subordination ratio -1.27324 215
Mean length of clause -1.0324 .310
Relative clause ratio -2.0684 .050*
Ratio of error-free clauses -1.2224 231

Average number of errors per 100 words992 24 .058+
Text length -3.385 24 .002**

+p<.08. p<.05. **p<.01.

For the high-proficiency group, significant diffeies are observed across the
lexical complexity/variety measures; however, tifeetences point in different directions.
Students used a smaller percentage of words freni@0 most frequent English words
(t(20)=2.351, p<0.05) and a larger percentage filmensecond most frequent 1000 words
(t(20)= -3.539, p<0.01) in the loosely structuredkt However, performance on the
structured task produced more varied language thargh the difference on this measure
did not reach the level of significance. The pregeaf a clear task structure improved
certain aspects of syntactic complexity, most nigt#e amount of subordination (t(20)=
2.112, p<0.05) and the sentence level complexitindicated by the amount of clauses
incorporated into a single sentence. On the othedhthe lack of task structure stimulated
learners to produce longer clauses (t(20)= -2.680,05) and a greater amount of relative
clauses (t(20)= -2.622, p<0.05). Similarly to tbaproficiency group, highly proficient
learners also tended to produce longer narrativate vperforming the picture sequence

task, although in their case the difference wassigptificant.
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Table 6

Paired samples t-test comparing the high- proficiegroup’s performance on the two

tasks
t df Sig (2-tailed)

D value 1.898 20.072+
Range wordlist 1 2.351 20.029*
Range wordlist 2 -3.53920 .002**
Range wordlist 3 -.388 20.702
Mean length of T-unit -.395 20.697
Clauses per sentence 1.875 2075+
Subordination ratio 2.112 20047*
Mean length of clause -2.3620 .029*
Relative clause ratio -2.6220 .016*
Ratio of error-free clauses 1.656 213

Average number of errors per 100 word4.159 20 .260
Text length -2.001 20 .059+

+p<.08. p<.05. **p<.01.

4.2 Discussion
4.2.1 Performance of low- and high-proficiency learners

More proficient learners are generally anticipated produce more accurate,
syntactically and lexically complex, and fluent putt Accordingly, it is not surprising to
find these production measures differentiate betwémver and higher proficiency
learners. It is of interest, however, that some tloése measures (e.g., D-value,
subordination ratio, text length) failed to distimgh between the two groups in the second,
supposedly more complex task.

It seems that the difference between the two grovges more pronounced in the
cartoon strip task, whereas it levelled out to saxtent in the picture sequence task. The
low-proficiency group benefited from the lack okdd narrative structure which resulted
in a performance more similar to that of the higbfigiency group. It is probably due to
the fact that the cartoon strip task had a preedrgioryline and accordingly a fixed set of
vocabulary items that learners had to use in otdesuccessfully complete the task.
Consequently, they had limited opportunities folotang their message, forcing them to

find a way to express their ideas to the best eirthbilities. Narrating a story that
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contained a fixed set of difficult vocabulary itemegjuired more cognitive effort from the
low-proficiency group than it did from their moreoficient peers.

These findings do not support Robinson’s (20018180 2005, 2007) Cognition
Hypothesis which states that performance on cogytimore complex tasks is more
affected by individual differences, including L2oficiency. Based on Robinson’s Triadic
Componential Framework, a task with inherent stmects cognitively less complex than a
loosely structured task. However, in this studyglish proficiency seemed to affect
performance on the structured, thus cognitivelg Eamplex task to a greater extent.

4.2.2 The effect of the different task types

The main research question guiding the preseny siskled whether the influence
of cognitive task complexity is different for lovand high-proficiency learners. Based on
the results of previous studies it was hypothesited the two types of tasks would
impose a different amount of cognitive load upam lmarners who are at different levels of
proficiency. More specifically, it was hypothesizdtht the task with a tight structure
would exert a higher cognitive demand on learndrs are at a lower level of proficiency,
deteriorating their performance with respect tauaacy, fluency, syntactic complexity and
lexical variety. The high-proficiency learners, hewgr, were expected to benefit from the
predetermined storyline by producing syntacticalhg lexically more complex output and
to be impeded by having to plan the content indbsely structured task.

Paired samples t-tests comparing students’ perfoceman the two tasks revealed
that members of the low-proficiency group wrotegennarratives, used a higher number
of relative clauses and a larger percentage ofwacabulary items and tended to be more
accurate on the picture narration task than orcéin®on strip task, thus providing support
for Hypothesis 1. Higher proficiency learners, gtder producing longer texts and more
relative clauses in the loosely structured taskebged from the two tasks in different
ways than the lower proficiency group. The loosslyuctured task made learners
incorporate fewer words from the most frequent 180@lish words and more from the
second most frequent 1000 words into their nareativut still, it made their output less
varied lexically. The picture narration task lecatoincrease in clause length; nevertheless,
the structured task also promoted higher syntaciioplexity as measured by the ratio of
subordinate clauses and the joining of clauses serdence. Accordingly, Hypothesis 2,
which stated that higher proficiency learners wopftdduce syntactically and lexically

more complex output in the cartoon strip task, iremkonly limited support.
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The fact that both groups produced longer narratinghe picture sequence task is
not surprising in the light of previous research Adbert’'s (2008) study, which used the
same tasks in oral mode, also demonstrated this.eSplained this by postulating that
completing the picture narration task, which did pvide learners with a fixed storyline,
required a higher number of words to create a nmgduli connection among the otherwise
unrelated set of pictures. The cartoon strip tdskt epicted an event with a clear
beginning, middle and end, however, made it posdiinl learners to be more concise in
their writing.

The findings indicate a general tendency to useemelative clauses in the picture
sequence task similarly to that of Trebits’ (20&fil)dy, which obtained the same results in
the written mode. This is probably a result of fhet that relative clauses are used to
identify or give information about the main chagmst locations and events in a narrative.
In the cartoon strip task, where all the main cbti@rs of the narrative were clearly
depicted, students might not have felt the needite a lot of background information
about the protagonists and the location of theatiae. In the picture sequence task,
however, participants were forced to be cleareutbte referents in the story in order to
provide readers with a sustained, meaningful sevenhts.

Similarly to Albert’s (2008) advanced learners, tbeer-proficiency learners had
a tendency to be more accurate on the picture seguask. She accounted for the greater
accuracy in the more complex task by stating that lack of clear storyline made it
necessary for learners to pay attention to accurasythe imprecise use of tenses or
personal pronouns would result in the story becgndisjointed and difficult to follow. In
the cartoon strip task, however, in possessioh®fordered set of pictures, the listener or
reader could follow the narrative thread of theystven if it is rife with inaccuracies.

Since it was only the lower proficiency group tpatformed the tasks in a similar
manner in the present research, other factorsikely ko have influenced their accuracy.
Skehan (2009) suggested that narratives in gemsr@urage the use of less frequent
lexical items, and due to the fact that the contdmarrative tasks is rarely flexible, the
use of these items probably cannot be evaded. gossible that the lower proficiency
learners have yet to master the use of certainftegsient words that were needed for
successful task completion. Consequently, retri@fahose items or related items that
could substitute the targeted words may have isext#he processing demands of the task
and consumed all the students’ attentional ressurgesulting in less accurate

performance. The lack of tight narrative structure¢he picture sequence task, however,
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provided learners with more flexibility in complegj the task. They could avoid the use of
lexis that is beyond their competence and use sgfmes and structures that they have
already mastered. The more fluent lexical retri@ale them an advantage that resulted in
more accurate performance.

Without the constraints of a tight narrative stowet low-proficiency learners were
able not only to produce more accurate output s &0 use a higher number of
infrequent words. They could effectively exploietireedom in planning the content of the
narratives and use lexical elements that they areliar with. In the studies that are
most similar to the present research, Albert (20B®8ymos (2011) and Trebits (2011) all
found that the presence of a structure facilitdteduse of more sophisticated and varied
vocabulary. It should be noted, though, that thaigpants’ proficiency level in those
studies was categorised as advanced and aboveatdmite. Hence, it seems likely that
the use of those less frequent lexical items (&ixard, magic wand, carriage) that were
difficult to avoid due to the content of the visimuli did not pose problems for them.
The low-proficiency learners, on the other handndféed more from the loosely
structured task, as it made it possible for thenawoid unknown words and tailor their
message to incorporate those well-known words wlaoh less frequent. The high-
proficiency learners in the present study, whosdigiency level was probably somewhat
below that of Kormos’ and Trebits’ sample, thougied a smaller percentage of the most
frequent 1000 words in English in the picture sexqeetask, tended to use a higher ratio of
different words in the cartoon strip task. The pree of a tight story structure thus
improved certain aspects of lexical complexity, ihit deteriorated others. Still, they
could benefit from the lower conceptualising dengantithe cartoon strip task, and they
could devote more attention to producing more dbaoetput with less repetition.

Similarly to lexical complexity/variety, higher fdraency learners’ performance
on the two tasks produced mixed results conceraymgactic complexity. In accordance
with Trebits’s (2011) study, the picture sequerask tresulted in longer clauses; however,
in the present study the cartoon strip task alsitipely affected some aspects of syntactic
complexity, namely the sentence complexity measures finding that the presence of a
clear narrative structure elicited the use of nsreordinate clauses might be explained by
the fact that subordinate clauses in English areeigdly used to signal reason, result,
purpose, cause, condition, manner, and to introthdieect quotations. The visual stimuli
in the cartoon strip task depicted a series of ®veiith a clear chronological order and

causality which might have encouraged the use bbrslinating words to list events in
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order of time and to give reason and result. Funiloee, the scene shown in the pictures
also involved two protagonists presumably havingpaversation with each other, which

made learners use reported speech. This resourmthdg characteristic of the cartoon

strip task, however, did not push lower proficietegrners to use more subordination. It is
possible that they found it hard to cope with teidal demands of the task and did not
have enough attention available to focus on syigtaomplexity. As a result, they reported

the characters’ words or thoughts through direeesh rather than indirect speech.

In the case of the high-proficiency learners, theklof structure in the picture
sequence task had a positive influence on syntactioplexity as measured by clause
length. An increase in clause length is usuallyutid to be caused by phrasal-level
complexification; greater lexical density and theduction of clauses into participal
phrases (Norris & Ortega, 2009). According to Skel{d009), such an increase in
language complexity would be a response to thetgreanceptualising demands of the
task. The need to link a disjointed set of pictunesrder to create a storyline imposes high
cognitive demands on the planning stage of langua@eluction. This pressure on
conceptualisation is expected to push learnersréate a more complex pre-verbal
message and subsequently a more complex outconséoltld be noted, though, that
Skehan made these claims based on Levelt's (19&®)elmof speaking. This model
assumes that the preverbal message is not yetidtiggubut solely the propositional
content of the message. The syntactic frame ohtesee is only formed after grammatical
encoding, when the retrieved lemmas trigger syittéetilding processes (Kormos, 2006).
Accordingly, a syntactically complex output would the result of a pressure and push
from the Formulator and not message planning aloaetradicting Skehan’s claim that
the Formulator is responsible only for accuracy #odncy and unrelated to syntactic
complexity.

It would also be important to draw attention to limétations of the clause length
measure. It seems to be unreliable in the senséathger clauses are not only the results
of greater lexical density and nominalization, kyrammatical subject deletion in
coordinate clauses. As a result, longer clausesalcecessarily indicate a syntactically
more complex outcome. At advanced levels of langyagficiency, longer clauses might
be inherently linked to phrasal elaboration, buthi@ case of intermediate learners it is not
necessarily so; therefore, more accurate measuweakl e needed to assess this facet of

complexification convincingly.
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With respect to the two competing theories concegrnthe effect of task
complexity on learner production, the findings ok tpresent study support neither
Skehan’s (1996) Limited Capacity Model nor Robiriso(2001a, 2001b, 2005, 2007)
Cognition Hypothesis. Based on Robinson’s TriadamPonential Framework for task
classification, the picture sequence task was dgdeto be more complex due to a
resource-dispersing characteristic, the lack ohttigarrative structure. The proposed
effects of increasing task complexity along resetdispersing variables were
unanimously negative; both Skehan and Robinsonesigd that it would result in the
deterioration of accuracy, fluency and complexityhe lower-proficiency learners,
however, seemed to benefit from the lack of stmectuhich resulted in lexically more
complex, more accurate and longer output. The Iighaficiency learners’ accuracy was
not affected by the task design, but the syntauaiat lexical complexity and the fluency of
their written compositions were; some positivelythg cartoon strip task, others by the
picture sequence task.

The findings, though, provide support for Skehg@®09) claim, inasmuch as they
suggest that one needs to separate the attentienands on conceptualisation from the
cognitive load imposed on linguistic encoding ie ttase of certain tasks. Nevertheless,
his claims that the presence of a clear struct@® & positive impact on fluency and
accuracy but not on syntactic complexity; and that need to organize, manipulate and
integrate presented information leads to greatetasyic complexity at the expense of
accuracy and fluency were not substantiated. lulshde noted, though, that when
formulating this idea, Skehan did not take L2 priefncy into consideration. The results of
the present study seem to suggest that thereamplex interaction between the command
of the language and the different cognitive demaafigasks. For lower-proficiency
learners linguistic encoding is more effortful; rbi@re, any demanding lexical pressures
can be seriously detrimental to them. They can,dvew turn to their advantage and
benefit from task complexity brought about by theki of tight task structure, as it makes
it possible to relieve the pressure on the tramgladtage of language production. On the
other hand, pressures on planning and translaliegniessage probably place similar
attentional demands on learners who are at a higlvet of proficiency, which could
explain that in some aspects of language they padad better on the picture sequence and
in others on the cartoon strip task.

The results also seem to justify Skehan and Fest@001) claim that task

complexity is related not only to the cognitive qaexity of the tasks but also to “code
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complexity”, the linguistic demands of tasks. Tlaknowledge that the language focus of
tasks also affects learners’ performance. As opptsé¢his, Robinson (2001a) claims that
task content is “independent of the cognitive deasaof tasks, and can be adjusted to
learner factors such as proficiency level withofiécing the design and sequencing of
tasks themselves” (p. 300) and accordingly shooldpitay a role in sequencing decisions
in syllabus design. The findings of the presentlgtinowever, suggest that the linguistic

demands of tasks contribute to task difficulty aherefore, should not be disregarded.

4.3 Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to compare the naegatiutput of the lower and higher
proficiency groups on the two tasks and to see thaiv performance varied as a result of
the task design. The results of independent samiptests indicate that production
measures tapping into all the different areas offopmance (accuracy, syntactic
complexity, lexical complexity/variety, and fluerjcyvere able to distinguish low-
proficiency learners from their higher proficienggers; however, the difference between
the two groups was more substantial in the cargiop task than in the picture sequence
task. As far as task design is concerned, partitspan the present study seemed to be
affected by the presence and absence of struatutbei narrative tasks. For the low-
proficiency learners, a positive influence of tlael of structure was captured by four
measures: the use of a higher number of infrequerds, the increased number of relative
clauses, the longer texts and fewer errors produrcdte picture sequence task. In the case
of the higher proficiency learners, the presenca tfht narrative structure facilitated the
use of a more varied vocabulary and a greater nuibsubordinate clauses; while the
less structured task elicited longer narratives @adses and a greater number of relative
clauses and made learners use fewer words fromOh@ most frequent English words.

The findings do not lend support to Skehan’s (1996)ited Capacity Model, nor
to Robinson’s (2001a, 2005, 2007) Cognition HypsiheHowever, the idea that task
design can exert a variable impact on differengetaof language production was
sustained. The results also show that participgmtdiciency level interacted with the task
design and that both factors affected their peréoroe. Hence, when categorising tasks
according to cognitive complexity, the proficierleyel of the target language learners has
to be taken into account, as well.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions

5.1 Summary of main findings

The main objective of the study was to investig#te interaction of task
complexity and L2 proficiency on the participant® narrative writing performance. Task
complexity was manipulated along a resource-dispgreariable of Robinson's (2001a,
2001b, 2005, 2007) Triadic Componential Framewtrk,degree of task structure. Given
a set of 6 sequential pictures and 6 unrelatediqgistas visual prompts, a group of B1 and
B2 level learners were asked to write two narrativ@wo research questions were
addressed about the characteristics of the samplehe joint effects of task complexity
and L2 proficiency.

The first research question examined the way lovward higher-proficiency
learners differ in terms of written narrative penm@nce. The results revealed a number of
statistically significant differences between tlwvér-intermediate (B1 level) and the
intermediate (B2 level) students on both tasks;dwan, the difference between the two
groups was more marked on the structured cartagntask than on the picture sequence
task. The higher-proficiency students consisteptigduced more accurate output. The
production measures related to syntactic compleXixical complexity/variety and
fluency were also able to distinguish between the groups, although not in a uniform
manner. More varied vocabulary, a higher percentaigeare words and subordinate
clauses, and longer T-units and narratives charsetethe written output of the higher-
proficiency learners on the cartoon strip task.tie case of the less structured task,
however, no significant differences were observess the lexical variety and fluency
measures. Some of the lexical complexity measwss ¢f the most frequent 1000 and
second most frequent 1000 English words) and aasiiotcomplexity measure (clause
length) could differentiate between the two groups.

The second research question considered whetheritha difference in the effect
of task complexity on the performance of lower &igher proficiency learners. The task
with a tight narrative structure, due to its lexicanstraints, was expected to impose a
higher cognitive demand on learners who are awardevel of proficiency. On the other
hand, the higher proficiency learners, whose lisgciresources are less limited, were
expected to find having to plan the content inltdosely structured task cognitively more

demanding. The hypotheses were partly confirmedlakevel learners profited from the
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lack of task structure inasmuch as it made themausigher number of infrequent words

and relative clauses, and produce longer textsamdr errors. For the B2 level learners,

however, both the presence and absence of tasktsguimproved certain aspects of

written language production. The task with a predeined storyline encouraged the use
of a more varied vocabulary and a higher numbermsuordinate clauses. The less
structured task, however, produced longer narrateved clauses, a greater number of
relative clauses and it made learners use fewedsvivtom the 1000 most frequent and
more from the second 1000 most frequent Englisidscor

The two major theories of task complexity, Skehaff896) Limited Capacity
Model and Robinson’s (2001a, 2001b, 2005, 2007)n@ioy Hypothesis, suggest that the
less structured task, being more complex alonguresedispersing variables, would result
in less accurate, complex and fluent performande findings do not lend support to
these theories, as the performance of the low-gesfcy group was pushed remarkably,
and that of the high-proficiency group to some ekigy the cognitively more complex
task. However, Skehan’s (2009) idea that the amaifintognitive load imposed on
learners can be different at different stages afglage production was clearly
demonstrated. Tight structure makes conceptuaisaasier, as learners do not have to
invent the content of the narrative. However, theklof flexibility in completing the task
can make linguistic encoding more difficult, espdyi for learners who are at a lower
level of proficiency. A loosely structured task, the other hand, is difficult in terms of
planning, as students are required to construceanmgful plot out of the unconnected
pictures. In exchange, linguistic encoding is cdesably eased as learners are free to use
structures that they have already mastered whitedang those which are beyond their
current level of competence.

Skehan’s (2009) claim, however, that having to mvine story would result in
more complex output, while accuracy and fluency idoe positively affected by the tight
narrative structure was not supported. The resdltise present research suggest that when
discussing the effect of the differing cognitivartnds of tasks one needs to take learners
proficiency level into account, as well. For lowproficiency learners the cognitive
demands on linguistic encoding can be much morersethat the demands placed on
conceptualisation. In the case of higher proficielearners, for whom linguistic encoding
is less effortful, however, the two types of cogritdemands they encounter in these tasks

seem to be equally challenging.
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5.2 Limitations of the study

A number of limitations inherent in the presenteaash need to be acknowledged
and considered when interpreting the results. Birstl, the extent to which the findings
can be generalised is restricted by the charattsrisf the sample. The participants, both
at B1 and B2 level, were studying in prominent seleoy schools in the capital.
Accordingly, they form a specific subsample of Hiengarian high school population. It is
important to keep in mind that the conclusions leé study can only be valid for the
population from which a sample is drawn.

Secondly, a major limitation of the study is thiaé thumber of participants was
relatively small. As the data analysis is labouemsive and time-consuming, task-based
research is usually conducted with similar samgess Still, the findings indicate a
number of clear tendencies and near significaréminces, which might have reached the
level of statistical significance on a larger sampl

Finally, a more sophisticated language proficietest tapping into different areas
of performance might have been useful in charagteyithe sample’s proficiency level
more accurately. Furthermore, it would have magmssible to examine the correlations

between different aspects of task performance angligh proficiency measures.

5.3 Pedagogical implications and directions for futre research

The main goal of the present research was to toatérito the different task
complexity frameworks which help in grading and wsatging tasks. According to
Robinson (2001a), cognitive task complexity shobkl the sole basis of sequencing
decisions in syllabus design. The present findirgsyever, suggest that not only task
complexity, but also language proficiency should taken into account when
implementing tasks in the classroom. It seems tlif¢rent tasks impose a different
amount of cognitive load upon learners who areit¢rént levels of proficiency. Low
proficiency learners seemed to be able to perfariihé best of their abilities in the less
structured task, which made them produce more flussmplex and accurate output.
However, the more demanding cartoon strip taskdcaigo prove useful in learning and
practicing the use of specific vocabulary itemseTiwo tasks differing in cognitive
complexity made higher proficiency learners focus different aspect of performance.
Accordingly, combining these task types would dirdearners’ attention to all

performance areas and lead to a balanced develdpmen
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The present research necessarily raised someiansestat further research will
need to address. Besides conducting a similar stutthya larger sample size in order to
increase validity of the findings, further studaesild explore the impact of other types of
written and oral tasks on lower and higher proficielearners’ performance. An issue that
was not addressed in this study is whether cetiaivariables (e.g., aptitute, motivation,
anxiety) contribute to task completion and how thregract with language proficiency. It
would also be interesting to explore participargsrceptions of the influence of task

structure through interview or questionnaire stedie
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Appendix A — Cartoon strip task

Please write a story of at least 130 words whidls the reader what happened in this

cartoon. You may also add stages not shown byithteres.
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Appendix B — Picture sequence task

You will find six pictures in the envelope. Pleaggte a story of at least 130 words, which
includes all the elements depicted by the picturess must use all the pictures from the
envelope, but you may also add extra informatigoif wish.
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