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Abstract
Developing second language (L2) speakers’ pronunciation is integral to
successful intercultural communication. Helping L2 speakers learn to model
and develop native-like speech in their target language is one of the most
difficult challenges that world language educators face. This study
investigated the ability of English speaking novice learners of Spanish to
model a native Spanish speaker’s reading of an excerpt from the fairy tale
Cenicienta (‘Cinderella’) during self-guided read-aloud practice sessions.
Participants were divided into an experimental group which completed
practice tasks, and a control group which did not. Analyses of pronunciation
traits revealed that, overall, participants in the experimental group struggled
to model native-like pronunciation, although there were modest
improvements on some sounds when compared to the control group. In some
cases, the participants made a clear attempt to say the correct word (albeit
with English pronunciation), and the result was a mispronunciation of the
intended target. Other times, however, the participants went beyond simply
mispronouncing the items, and they fully misproduced them. This suggests
that the participants were not far enough along in their development of
Spanish to have completely processed the words in the excerpt and lends
support to order of acquisition theories (Laufer, 1990), the exemplar theory
(Field, 2008), and Bybee’s (1991) natural morphology theory. A follow-up
survey found that the experimental group felt more confident about their
Spanish speaking abilities after practicing and would be more willing to
speak Spanish in and outside of class.
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1. Introduction

Native

English speakers face many tasks when learning Spanish, and
acquiring native-like Spanish pronunciation can often be one of the most
formidable challenges they face. Correct pronunciation in a foreign language
is a vital component of being able to communicate effectively in the target
language. Hurtado and Estrada (2010) refer to it as “one of the most
important aspects” (p. 74) in second language acquisition (SLA), not just
because it helps with communication, but also because it can contribute to
the positive image of the abilities of the learner (Morley, 1994). In fact, it has
been shown that less intelligible L2 speakers (i.e. those with stronger
accents) are often attributed to lower social qualities (Bresnahan et al.,
2002).
However, when learners practice speaking the L2, they experience increased
confidence in their language use (Hardison, 2004, 2013) which makes them
more likely to produce the target language (Clément, 1986), and
consequently to have successful and positive intercultural/multilingual
interactions with other (possibly native) speakers of the target language.
Moreover, Moyer (2007) found that L2 speakers who had a positive attitude
toward
the target language and culture had more native-like accents in the L2.
Gluszek, Newheiser, and Dovidio (2011) found that “identification with the
[target culture] relative to one’s native culture did predict accent strength;
stronger identification with [the target] culture predicted weaker selfreported and other-perceived accents” (p. 38). Our study attempts to
measure participant pronunciation, improvements in pronunciation, and
confidence in target language production through self-guided reading tasks.
1.1.
Theoretical Framework
The importance of correct pronunciation is also apparent in the language
learning classroom. Ducate and Lomicka (2009) point out that the teaching
of pronunciation often gets overlooked in a typical language classroom, and
so many beginning learners are “deprived” of this important training until
much later in their learning process (p. 66). Hismanoglu and Hismanoglu
(2011) also suggest that problems with articulation happen for various
reasons, such as the background of the learner, the learner’s native
language, and “lack of phonetic training” (p. 27). Although it has been
reported to have received comparatively less attention in the literature than
other areas of SLA (Leather, 1999), recently there appears to be an increase
in the amount of research devoted to L2 pronunciation, and more
specifically, to the interface of L2 phonological teaching, L2 curricula and
classrooms, and technology-mediated L2 activities.
Much of the recent research on L2 pronunciation is pedagogically-driven.
These investigations have been almost exclusively focused on the value of
explicit pronunciation instruction on L2 learners' production of the proper
L2 phonologies. Studies such as Lord (2005) and Kissling (2013) report that
explicit training for English speakers learning Spanish can yield
improvements throughout a variety of L2 sounds, although implicit training
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that included practice and feedback improved L2 Spanish learners’
pronunciation as well (Kissling, 2013). Similarly, Sturm (2013) found that
explicit training in pronunciation was an effective tool for English speakers
learning French.
In an evaluation of fifteen previous studies on
pronunciation, Saito (2012) found that instruction of the three types studied
(focus of instruction, type of instruction, and type of outcome measures) is
effective in the development of pronunciation in some way. Other in-class
strategies have included the use of the technology, such as the speech
analysis software Praat (Boersma, 2002), in order to provide a way for
learners to conceptualize pronunciation, to self-analyze, to self-monitor, and
to compare with native speaker production (Olson, 2014).
Out-of-class tasks that focus on L2 pronunciation have been reported to be
beneficial as well. Research on technology-mediated L2 speaking tasks, for
instance, report that using tools such as podcasting outside of a classroom
setting can be effective for helping learners improve L2 pronunciation (Lord,
2008; Ducate and Lomicka, 2009). Podcasting is not the only out-ofclassroom tool available to L2 learners. For example, Precoda, Halverson,
and Franco (2000) studied the effects of receiving pronunciation feedback
after using the speaking platform FreshTalk. The study showed that both
experimental groups (one received feedback; the other did not) improved
their speech rate, pronunciation, and confidence, although feedback did not
improve pronunciation performance over the group that did not receive it.
Ramírez-Verdugo (2006) reported a significant improvement after L2 learners
listened to recordings of native speakers of the target language and
compared their own speech with that of the native speakers. This type of
reflective listening can also turn into an actionable activity. Students can
record their own podcasts, listen to one another, and respond to feedback
given to them (Ducate and Lomicka, 2009; Lord, 2008; Meng, 2005).
Hismanoglu and Hismanoglu (2011) employed both in-class pronunciation
lessons as well as a once a week online pronunciation lesson focusing on
three specific challenges on vowel production that Turkish speakers learning
English students typically have. Their study showed that the Internet-based
pronunciation lessons significantly improved pronunciation, and they
concluded that the Internet is a powerful pedagogical tool when used to
supplement classroom pronunciation teaching.
It would appear, then, that the type of L2 pronunciation training
(explicit/implicit, in/outside of class, etc.) is less important than the absence
or presence of the training itself. One issue that remains is the timing of the
instruction and training on L2. For instance, Spanish pronunciation is
rarely taught in introductory classes, but instead is reserved for a special
phonetics class that students normally do not take until their third or fourth
semester of a university language program (Lord, 2005). When specific
training on L2 pronunciation is delayed, opportunities are missed that might
help learners develop positive attitudes toward the target language and
culture, which, in turn, lead them to miss opportunities to develop more
native-like L2 pronunciation (Moyer, 2007). Studies have also shown that
age of learning has a great impact on learner pronunciation (where younger
learners have better pronunciation accuracy) (Piske, McKay and Flege,
2001).
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1.2.
Aims of the Study
As a response to the theoretical framework discussed above, one of the aims
of this study is to focus on beginning L2 Spanish learners. The primary
motivation for this is to be able to make a determination about whether
beginning learners can benefit from the type of training employed in this
study, or whether it will be ineffective in their early developmental stages.
Another aim of the present study is to examine the effects of implicit, out-ofclass L2 pronunciation training for beginning L2 Spanish learners. This will
be done by having beginning L2 Spanish learners complete a self-guided outof-class task wherein they will repeat a process of a) listening to a recording
of a native Spanish speaker reading an excerpt of Cinderella in Spanish, and
b) recording themselves reading the same excerpt in Spanish. This excerpt
was used because it contained multiple instances of words with problematic
sounds for Spanish learners. Their results will be compared to a control
group that will not be afforded multiple practice sessions. Finally, a followup survey will seek to determine whether or not the participants gained both
a confidence about speaking Spanish and a willingness to do so.
1.3.
Research Questions
The research questions are as follows:
1. Will beginning English speakers learning Spanish improve their L2
pronunciation via a self-guided out-of-class pronunciation training task?
2. What, if anything, will they cue in to (notice, subconsciously or otherwise)
about the differences between their speech and the native speaker’s
speech, and subsequently improve upon?
3. To what extent will the participants that complete the multiple practice
sessions perceive an increase in their confidence speaking Spanish and a
willingness to speak Spanish over the group that is not afforded multiple
practice sessions?
It is anticipated that these beginning learners will show improved L2
Spanish pronunciation in at least a few areas. It is expected that sounds
whose differences are greater in English and Spanish (lack of [h] in Spanish,
for instance) will show improvement. However, it is not anticipated that they
will improve dramatically on other, more difficult sounds (trilled [r], for
example) or prosodic elements, especially given the relatively short duration
of the task. Additionally, it is hypothesized that those participants afforded
multiple practice sessions will report having more confidence and a higher
willingness to speak Spanish. The theoretical background for this stems
largely from Lord’s (2005) study that examined the effect of explicit phonetic
training on Spanish learners’ improvement in their Spanish pronunciation.
We wanted to determine whether the lack of explicit phonetic training would
also lead to Spanish learners’ improved Spanish pronunciation.
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2. Methodology
A total of 31 beginning Spanish learners participated in this quasiexperimental study. These were divided into an experimental group (21) and
a control group (10). Participants were placed into these groups based on the
classes from which they were recruited. All participants were recruited from
university Spanish classes. All were enrolled in the same beginning level
course, and were from three different instructors, and all participants
volunteered to participate5. Furthermore, the instructors generally followed
the same syllabus and had covered the same materials from the same
textbook - Vistas: una introducción a la lengua española (4th ed.) by Blanco
and Donley (2012).
It was believed that the participants adequately
represented a typical beginning Spanish learning university population
based on the results of a Language History Questionnaire given to both
groups.
The participants in the experimental group recorded themselves reading out
loud a text that they first listened to as read by a native Spanish speaker via
the online tool Vistas Voice Boards. The text was an excerpt of Cenicienta
(‘Cinderella’), recorded by a native Spanish speaker (See Appendix A). The
written text was available to the participants and was chosen because it is a
story with which many (if not all) of the participants are familiar. It also
contained the problematic phonemes that English speaking Spanish learners
face when learning Spanish. The participants listened to the native speaker
read the text twice, and then they recorded themselves reading the same text
using the online tool Vistas Voice Boards. They then needed to listen to their
speech and compare it to that of the native speaker’s to see the similarities
and differences between pronunciations. They then recorded themselves
reading the text again. This exact same process was to take place over the
span of a week, totaling 3 days of recording. Over these three days, the
participants listened to the native speech 9 times and recorded themselves 6
times. They were given freedom to do the recordings on whatever days they
wanted over the week, but they could only record themselves a maximum of
twice per day.
After their sixth recording, the experimental group responded to statements
from a post-task survey (See Appendix B). The purpose of the survey was to
determine whether or not the experimental group participants felt like the
self-guided practice sessions helped them with their pronunciation, if they
felt more confident with their Spanish because of this activity, and if they
were able to recognize the differences between their own speech and the
native’s speech. The statements were responded to a 5-point scale: strongly
disagree > disagree > not sure > agree > strongly agree.
The control group also listened to the same recording of Cenicienta produced
by the same native Spanish speaker as the experimental group. The text
was also available to them. The participants listened to the recording once
and then recorded themselves speaking (reading aloud) the same text. They
were to do this same exercise on another day over the span of a week. This
5

The principle reason for the discrepancy between the number of students is that they were
recruited and volunteered by their own volition. Nonetheless, we wanted them to be from
these specific instructors, knowing they would have received similar instruction.
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part of the study did not allow the control group to do the same self-guided
practice as the experimental group. They were not told to compare their
speech to that of the native speaker’s, but simply to record themselves
reading the same excerpt as the native speaker.
After the last recording, the participants in the control group also completed
a post-task survey designed specifically for the control group (See Appendix
C). The purpose of this survey was to see if the control group participants
felt more confident because of the activity and if they thought comparing and
contrasting their speech with that of a native speaker of Spanish would have
improved the activity. The statements were responded to on the same 5-point
scale.
The native Spanish recording that the participants listened to was from a
female speaker from Colombia. Her recording of the excerpt featured
phonological traits typical of her dialect (Lipski, 1994). The sounds present
in her speech that were most relevant were her production of ⟨h⟩, ⟨v⟩ and ⟨ll⟩.
Analyses of her speech revealed no instances of [h], as would be expected;
her production of ⟨ll⟩ was the voiced palatal fricative [ʝ] (ella > [e- ʝa]; ‘her’).
Her production of ⟨v⟩ was less uniform. There were 8 different words with at
least one orthographic ⟨v⟩, one of which had two ⟨v⟩s. They were: vez (‘time’),
viuda (‘widow’), vestidos (‘dresses’), invitaba (‘invited’), maravillosa
(‘marvelous’), vio (‘saw’), varita (‘wand’), and volvamos (‘we return’). There
was an additional word with ⟨v⟩ (jóvenes ‘youths’), but it was included in the
stress placement analysis and not in the analysis of “v.” Of those items, it
was determined that the native speaker produced [v] in viuda, invitaba, vamos (of volvamos), and varita; and she produced [b] or [β] in the other
words. As will be discussed later, this could have impacted the participants’
subsequent production of [v]. Nonetheless, it was deemed important that
she produce the sample as naturally as possible without any coaching on
prescriptive Spanish pronunciation norms.
3. Findings
The participant recordings were rated impressionistically. Impressionistic
ratings are done simply by listening to the recordings and making a
judgment based solely on listening to them. Other types of ratings involve
listening to recordings, but then also studying their acoustic signal on a
computer via a variety of possible software programs. Two trained raters
scored the pronunciation of the items from the 31 participants in the study.
The raters are teachers of beginning and intermediate Spanish at
Appalachian State University. They were trained by the lead researcher, a
professor of Spanish linguistics. The sounds and words in question were
given a score of 1, 2 or 3. A score of 1 meant that the participant had
correctly pronounced the sound or word; a score of 2 meant that the
participant had attempted to pronounce the sound or word correctly, but did
not achieve the correct sound. A score of 3 meant that the sound or word
was incorrect. Inter-rater reliability was determined by a joint probability of
agreement. Inter-rater reliability varied between the different sounds under
study. For example, inter-rater reliability for ⟨h⟩ was 93%, while for the
grapheme ⟨v⟩ it was only 56%. On the aggregate, there was a 43% joint
probability of agreement for the sounds in question, highlighting the
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difficulty that the learners had in producing sounds that were intelligible
and uniform enough for the raters to show agreement in their ratings.
While nearly every sound that these novice Spanish learners produced in
Spanish was, to one degree or another, produced with English phonological
interference, for the purposes of this study only the pronunciation of the
graphemes ⟨h⟩ and ⟨v⟩ and the digraph ⟨ll⟩ were analyzed. There are many
ways in which a learner of Spanish might mispronounce these sounds;
however, the table below shows the anticipated instances of phonological
English interference.
Table 1
Anticipated English interference traits for ⟨h⟩ and ⟨ll⟩ ⟨v⟩
grapheme/digraph
⟨h⟩ as in hijas ‘daughters’

with English
interference
[hi-həs]

native Spanish
[i-xas] / [i-has]

⟨v⟩ as in vestidos ‘dresses’

[ves-ti-dos]

[bes-ti-ðos] / [βes-ti-ðos]

⟨ll⟩ as in bella ‘beautiful’

[be-lə]

[be-ja] / [be-ʝa]

In addition to the above sounds, the words that were analyzed were those that had an
orthographic accent and were more than one syllable in length. The overall duration of the
participants’ recordings was also analyzed to see if the practice improved the speed with
which they read the excerpt in Spanish. These will be discussed further in the following
sections.

⟨h⟩ ⟨v⟩ and ⟨ll⟩
The participants in the experimental group improved their pronunciation from their first
recording to their last for ⟨h⟩ and ⟨ll⟩, but not for ⟨v⟩. The control group improved somewhat
for ⟨ll⟩, did not improve for ⟨v⟩, and actually produced a small number of ⟨h⟩ tokens more on
their last recording than on their first. The figure below shows the percentage of their
improvement on the measures of ⟨h⟩, ⟨v⟩, and ⟨ll⟩ pronunciation.

Figure 1. Percentage improvements
of pronunciation of ⟨h⟩,
⟨v⟩, and ⟨ll⟩

Participants in the experimental group were 10% better at not producing [h]
with the corresponding ⟨h⟩ grapheme on their last recording than on their
initial recording. The grapheme ⟨h⟩ is mute in Spanish and does not
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correspond with any sound, and English speakers learning Spanish typically
struggle to not produce [h] in words with the grapheme ⟨h⟩. Participants in
this group improved on each word that contained ⟨h⟩, except hermanastras
(‘sisters-in-law’). The other words with ⟨h⟩ were: hubo (‘there was’), hijas
(‘daughters’), hacia (‘toward,’ 2 times), and hada (‘fairy,’ 2 times). The
experimental group averaged a rating of 1.96 on the first recording and 1.76
on the last. This indicates that, on average, they trended toward incorrectly
producing [h] in the recordings. Participants in the control group fared
somewhat worse than the experimental group in their improvement over
time, producing 1% more [h]s in their last recording when compared to their
first (1.52 to 1.54). These ratings show that even though they had, on
average, slightly more [h]s on their last recording, they were actually
somewhat better overall at producing less [h]s. While the experimental
group produced overall more instances of [h], that they improved by their
last recording suggests that the extra practice and recordings that they
completed did help them somewhat to not produce [h] in those words.
Neither the participants in the experimental group nor those in the critical
group improved in their production of ⟨v⟩. In fact, both groups were nearly at
the ceiling for production of [v] (rating of experimental group was 2.92 on
first recording, 2.91 on last; control group was 2.96 on both recordings),
meaning that nearly all the participants incorrectly produced [v] for nearly
every instance of ⟨v⟩. As mentioned above, the words with ⟨v⟩ were: vez
(‘time’), viuda (‘widow’), vestidos (‘dresses’), invitaba (‘invited’), volvamos (‘we
return’), vio (‘saw’), varita (‘wand’), and maravillosa (‘marvelous’). This
suggests that practice did not help the participants with the pronunciation of
⟨v⟩. As mentioned above, the native speaker had some variability in her
production of ⟨v⟩, and that could have been a factor that contributed to the
participants producing [v], although the overall ratings were so close to
ceiling that it is difficult to determine if that was the case or not.
Nonetheless, a subsequent analysis of the word in which the native speaker
produced [β] (vestidos, ‘dresses’) did reveal that a few of the participants had
at least avoided producing [v] (even if they did not correctly produce [β]). Of
all the words with ⟨v⟩, this word recorded the lowest ratings for the
experimental group, although they were still as high as 2.81 on the first
recording, and only improved to 2.78 on the final recording, suggesting that
any impact the native speaker’s production of vestidos had on the
participants’ production of the same, would have been minimal.
Both the experimental and the control group saw gains in their production of
⟨ll⟩. The experimental group showed an 11% improvement; average ratings
decreased from 1.76 on the first recording to 1.56 on the last. The control
group saw an improvement of 2% (average ratings went from 1.91 to 1.88).
The words with ⟨ll⟩ were: bella (‘beautiful’), ella (‘her’), llegó (‘arrived’), sollozos
(‘sobs’), and maravillosa (‘marvelous’). The most common mispronunciation
of this sound was as English [l], and this error was most common in the
words ella and bella. At first glance, this was somewhat surprising since
these are both words not entirely uncommon in beginning Spanish curricula
(unlike sollozos, which would typically not be known by a novice Spanish
learner). It is hypothesized, however, that participants could have found
these words particularly difficult to pronounce correctly in Spanish due to
83

Journal of Second and Multiple Language Acquisition – JSMULA
Vol: 4
Issue: 3 76-95, 2016, September
ISSN:4147-9747

these words having the same orthography as words that have become
recognizable proper names in English.
3.1.
Orthographic accents and speech rate
Analyses were performed on words that were orthographically accented and
longer than one syllable. They were: tenía (‘had’), hacía (‘did’), país
(‘country’), anunció (‘announced’), jóvenes (‘youths’), irás (‘you will go’),
quedarás (‘you will stay’), llegó (‘arrived’), encontró (‘encountered’), seré (‘will
be’), exclamó (‘exclaimed,’ 2 times), apareció (‘appeared’), también (‘also’),
podrás (‘you will be able to’), tendrás (‘you will have’), tocándola (‘touching
her’), mágica (‘magic’), transformó (‘transformed’). Participants were rated to
have incorrectly placed the primary stress when they accented (stressed) the
word in any syllable other than the one orthographically accented. Overall,
there were only modest improvements among the participants in the
experimental group (3%) and the control group (4%). This can be seen in the
figure below. Furthermore, their average ratings remained somewhat high
between the first and last recordings (2.54 to 2.46) for the experimental
group and somewhat higher for the control group (2.58 to 2.48). This was
not altogether surprising when considering that the participants had likely
never been introduced to these words prior to this task, including the words
that were conjugated verb forms (future, imperfect, preterit) to which the
participants had certainly not yet been introduced. It also suggests that the
participants were not hearing the stressed syllables, or that they were not
noticing the orthographic accents on the words of the typed excerpt that was
provided for them. It could have also been the case that they did see the
orthographic accents, but were unsure of how to produce them correctly.
The biggest improvement observed in any of the items measured was the
duration of the recordings. As James (1890) indicates, “the rate at which a
person reads a foreign language is proportional to his familiarity with the
language” (p. 559). Thus, it stands to reason that the more frequently the
task was completed, the more familiar the participants became with the
language. The experimental group averaged a time of 2:15 the first time they
recorded themselves reading the excerpt. By the last recording, they had
reduced the overall time it took them to read the excerpt to 1:49, a 31%
improvement. The control group, on the other hand, only reduced the
average time it took them to read the excerpt by one second, 2:28 to 2:27, a
small 1% improvement. The participants in the experimental group certainly
benefitted from doing the task multiple times, as pauses were reduced and
their articulations became more efficient.

Figure 2. Percentage improvements of correct
accent placement and duration
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When all of the measures above are taken together, the experimental group
improved by 11% while the control group improved by only 1%. These
improvements are attributable to the repetitions and to the comparing of the
participants’ own speech to that of the native speaker that the task required
of the experimental group, but did not require of the control group.
3.2.
Post-task Survey
Both groups completed a post-task survey of 6 statements (experimental)
and 5 statements (control). They were:
1. I feel that comparing my speech to that of a native Spanish speaker has
helped with my pronunciation. (Experimental group only).
2. I feel more confident in my Spanish-speaking abilities because of my
participation in this activity.
3. I am willing to speak Spanish more in and/or outside of class because of
this activity.
4. I would recommend other students learning Spanish participate in
comparing their Spanish to that of native Spanish speakers.
5. I would like an activity like this incorporated into my future Spanish
classes.
6. I have been taught correct Spanish pronunciation in Spanish classes I've
taken.
The purpose of the survey was to investigate, generally, the participants’
feelings and attitudes toward the tasks.
As mentioned above, the
participants responded to statements on a 5-point scale (5=strongly agree;
1=strongly disagree). The results of the study can be seen below:

Figure

3.

Results of post-task survey,
experimental and control groups

The experimental group participants responded more favorably to all of the
statements when compared to the control group participants. The responses
to the two statements most relevant for the current study (statement 2, I feel
more confident in my Spanish-speaking abilities because of my participation in
this activity; statement 3, I am willing to speak Spanish more in and/or
outside of class because of this activity) suggest that being afforded multiple
practice sessions might have led the experimental group to agree more with
those statements.
Overall, however, both groups agreed less with
statements 2 and 3 than the other statements. This suggests that they were
not sure (somewhat disagreed) that the task had helped them to feel more
confident or more willing to speak Spanish. This is not altogether surprising
given the relatively short amount of time spent completing the task. Still,
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differences can be seen between the two groups, and it is believed that
spending more time on the tasks would have revealed even greater
differences between the groups; that is, an increase in time practicing the
excerpt might have led the participants to feel more confidence and be more
willing to speak Spanish.
3.3.
Mismappings
Analyses of the participants’ recordings also revealed an unexpected finding;
participants were not only mispronouncing some of the target words, but they
were completely misproducing them.
While the participants often
mispronounced and misproduced many of the words in the excerpt, the most
notable incidents were the frequent misproductions of tenía (‘had’) as tiene
(‘has’, from the verb tener, ‘to have’), and pudo (‘could not’) as puedo (‘I can’,
from verb poder, ‘to be able’). Additional ratings were done
impressionistically by two raters. Participants’ responses were coded as
either having produced the correct lexical item (tenía and pudo), or as having
produced something other than those previous options. Items warranted the
other coding when they were not the sought-for item, were not one of the
different-but-related items, and did not appear to be patterning in any
predictable way.
The experimental group produced tenía only 41% of the time on their first
recording, and worsened somewhat on the last recording to (37%). Of the
remaining percentages, they erroneously produced tiene nearly equally in
both recordings (37 to 36%, respectively), and they likewise erroneously
produced something other than tenía or tiene 22% of the time on the first
recording, and 27% on the last. The control group fared somewhat worse
and actually increased their production of tiene in their last recording (48%)
when compared to their first recording (39%). Their production of the
correct form, tenía, remained the same in both recordings (39%), while other
productions decreased from 23% to 13%, thus accounting for the increase in
tiene. Taken together, this data shows that the task of practicing the excerpt
only affected the control group’s increased production of tiene; the other data
points remained largely unchanged. This suggests that simply increasing
the practice sessions in this investigation did not help the participants to
produce the correct lexical item, especially when that previously unknown
lexical item is similar to a lexical item with which the participants already
had familiarity. This will be explored in more detail in the following section.
The change in the percentage of tiene-tenía-other from the participants’ first
recording to the last can be seen in the figure below:

Figure 4. Percentage differences
in production of tenía
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The next item whose production revealed a predictable patterning was the
word pudo incorrectly produced as puedo. The overall percentage of the
participants producing this word correctly was relatively high (68% to 84%,
first to last recording for the experimental group and 65% to 65%, first to
last for the control group). What was notable is that with a single exception,
every time a participant misproduced this word, it was misproduced as
puedo. There was one instance of a participant in the control group that
produced an item rated as other item in the last recording. Overall
occurrences of puedo for the experimental group showed improvement: 32%
in the first recording to 16% in the last. A much smaller improvement was
observed in the control group (35% to 32%). These results strongly suggest
that for this particular item, the practice sessions appeared to have
contributed to the participants in the experimental group correctly
producing pudo instead of puedo. This can be seen in the figure below:

Figure 5. Percentage differences
in production of pudo

There are possible explanations that provide some rationale for the types of
misproductions reported above.
Perhaps the most obvious reason
participants continued to produce the present tense form of those verbs is
that those participants had not yet been presented with the past tense forms
yet, at least not in the courses in which they were enrolled, although they
could have been presented the preterit tense in coursework prior to their
university studies, or they could have studied it on their own at some point.
This reasoning is supported by the work completed by Cadierno (1995)
which indicates that processing instruction (providing learners with
adequate input for appropriate production) provides a better base for
accurate production in contrast with no instruction or traditional instruction
(grammar and output-based practice) (pp. 179-188). Thus, it stands to
reason that they either did not hear or did not process the preterit forms as
they heard them in the native Spanish speaker’s recording, or that they did
hear and process the preterit forms and (for whatever reason) did not
accurately produce them. Similarly, it would also seem as if they were not
attuned to the orthography when they were recording themselves reading the
excerpt, of which they had a copy, and if they were, they still did not
correctly produce the preterit forms.
Based on Bybee’s (1991) ideas on natural morphology, the participants’
preference for the present forms, in spite of instances of the preterit in the
native speaker recording and in the orthographic representation of the
excerpt, could have do with the frequency and markedness of the present
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and preterit verbal forms. According to Bybee (1991), the unmarked form of
a verb is the most frequent and is most strongly represented in the mental
lexicon. Furthermore, it is the present tense (1st or 3rd person indicative)
form that is unmarked, not the infinite form. She also states that children
acquiring Spanish use forms like canta at first for all tenses and persons,
precisely because it is the most basic form (p. 73). There is another reason
why canta, for instance, is the most basic form; because it is also the most
frequent. Lexical strength is greater in high frequency words, which allows
them to be accessed faster for production (speech) (p. 78). Additionally,
Bybee also claims that in SLA the most semantically basic and frequent
words of a verb conjugation paradigm are acquired and used first, and those
first words of the paradigm are then used as a base by which new words are
analyzed (p. 88).
In our data, tiene (not tengo, because it is an irregular form, and thus,
marked) and puedo can be interpreted as the base, or unmarked forms of
those verbs. They are undoubtedly the forms in the paradigms that our
participants learned first. They are also highly frequent in general, and their
relative frequency is even higher because the participants had likely not even
been presented with other temporal aspects of these verbs. Thus, since they
have a strong representation in their mental lexicons they were accessed first
(in many cases) leading the participants to not produce the verbs in their
correct preterit form.
Another view that provides rationale for this data comes from Field (2008)
who used the Exemplar Theory to inform on points of SLA. On issues of
listening and reading, specifically, he notes that listening has two operatives:
decoding and conceptualizing. There is evidence that if decoding is done
improperly, then it can damage comprehension of the heard utterance.
Regarding reading he claims that recognition of individual phonemes is not
an innate skill that readers possess. This can mean that if readers fail to
differentiate between phonemes while reading and storing for understanding,
the word can be mis-mapped. Furthermore, there is evidence that readers
temporarily store the phonological versions of the words in their heads while
developing meaning. And since it is common for L2 phonological
interpretation to be inaccurate, the word could be misinterpreted. This could
be the case for the phenomenon of many participants changing the word
tenía to tiene.
From a constructionist perspective, SLA depends heavily on the preexisting
inventory of symbolic language constructions and using them as basis for
developing appropriate input to help learners abstract their experiences with
form and function of those language constructions (Ellis 2006a; Wulff et al.,
2009). Categorizing items (like language constructions) using the Exemplar
Theory indicates that the model or example of the category is the benchmark
used to categorize all other, less-frequent or less-important instances (Wulff
et al. 2009). For the participants in our first study, given their relatively lowlevel of Spanish, their exemplar for the verb tener would have likely been
tengo or tiene; clearly, the input item (tenía) sounds much closer to tiene.
The fact that these participants had not yet received the input tenía with
high frequency led it to be discarded as a probable option for output.
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It could have also been the case that the participants were not aware of the
temporal markers in the excerpt (Hubo una vez, cuando, and so on). Dale
and Fenson (1996) state that time markers, especially when there is
redundancy, are “much more influential in second rather than L1
acquisition. Children learning their native language only acquire the
meanings of temporal adverbs quite late in development” (in Ellis, 2006b:
179). Had the participants cued in on the temporal markers, they might
have been prompted to pay closer attention to the verb conjugations and
been able to correctly produce them with more accuracy.
4. Conclusions
The primary aim of this investigation was to determine whether or not
English speakers in the beginning stages of learning Spanish could improve
their pronunciation in Spanish through a repeated self-guided, out-of-class
read aloud task. Although nearly every sound in the participants’ utterances
showed evidence of English interference, it was decided to focus this
investigation on the sounds that corresponded to the graphemes ⟨h⟩, ⟨v⟩, the
digraph ⟨ll⟩, the correct production of orthographically stressed syllables,
and the duration of the participants’ recordings. Our research questions
were:
1. Will beginning English speakers learning Spanish improve their L2
pronunciation via a self-guided out-of-class pronunciation training task?
2. What, if anything, will they cue in to (notice, subconsciously or otherwise)
about the differences between their speech and the native speaker’s
speech, and subsequently improve upon?
3. To what extent will the participants that complete the multiple practice
sessions perceive an increase in their confidence speaking Spanish and a
willingness to speak Spanish over the group that is not afforded multiple
practice sessions?
Overall, the participants in the experimental group did improve their
pronunciation of ⟨h⟩ and ⟨ll⟩, while there was no improvement on how they
produced ⟨v⟩6. The lack of improvement on production of ⟨v⟩ could very well
be attributed to the fact that the native Spanish recording also had instances
of [v], as discussed above. The participants in the control group worsened
somewhat in their pronunciation of ⟨h⟩, did not improve in their
pronunciation of ⟨v⟩, and improved slightly on their pronunciation of ⟨ll⟩.
Experimental group participants also improved marginally on their correct
placement of stress in orthographically stressed words. Control group
participants performed somewhat better than the experimental group on this
measure on their second recording. Large gains were measured in the
duration of the recording for the experimental group, which is to say that
they decreased the overall time it took them to produce the excerpt by the
last recording. The control group also improved, although minimally.
Responses to the survey statements suggest that the repetitions of the task
6

Only the mean scores of the participants between the initial and last recordings
were analyzed for the purposes of this study.
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helped the experimental group participants to feel somewhat more confident
and more willing to speak Spanish when compared to the control group.
This is in keeping with Hardison’s (2004, 2013) findings, and is a first step
toward helping our novice Spanish learners begin the journey of developing a
positive attitude toward the target language and culture (Moyer, 2007).
When learners begin to identify with the target culture, then it is expected
that their L2 pronunciation may improve (Gluszek et al., 2011). This
engagement with the culture leads to learners’ investment in target language
accuracy, thus leading to more successful L2 communication.
Further analyses revealed that many participants (both in the control group
and the experimental groups) were not only mispronouncing certain words,
but they were misproducing them. It is likely that the misproductions of the
words tenía and pudo from the Cenicienta text stemmed from the
participants’ lack of familiarity with the preterit tense and the likelihood that
the participants mismapped the input words (tenía and pudo) to match the
unmarked (more frequently occurring) form of the verbs (tiene and puedo).
Natural morphology ideas (Bybee, 1991), exemplar (Field, 2008) and
constructionist (Ellis, 2006a; Ellis, 2006b) theories provide rationale for why
this was occurring with these participants.
A primary takeaway from this study is that when the participants were
afforded more practice with hearing a native Spanish speaker’s recording of
the excerpt followed by recording themselves reading the same, modest gains
were seen in some of the measures investigated. This is noteworthy because
they were able to cue into some of the pronunciation differences between
Spanish and English in spite of the lack of explicit training and feedback,
and in spite of the relatively short amount of time spent completing the task.
More improvement could have been achieved, however, if the excerpt would
have more closely matched the stage of acquisition of the participants (e.g.,
an excerpt with conjugated verbs in the present tense only). All of these
elements (practice, level of acquisition, etc.) work together to develop
competence in the L2 and, subsequently, enable learners to communicate
effectively in their target language.
As mentioned above, nearly every sound the participants produced had some
degree of English interference. Future analysis of this data could reveal
important findings about pronunciation improvement for other consonants
and perhaps for vowel production, as well. The pedagogical implications of
this study include a call for more L2 pronunciation teaching and practice
from the earliest stages of L2 acquisition. While the gains achieved by the
participants in this investigation were small, it is believed that explicit
training and feedback would have enhanced the positive effect of this task in
improving novice L2 Spanish learners’ pronunciation of Spanish.
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Appendices
Appendix A
Hubo una vez una joven muy bella que no tenía padres, sino madrastra, una
viuda impertinente con dos hijas a cual más fea. Era ella quien hacía los
trabajos más duros de la casa y como sus vestidos estaban siempre tan
manchados de ceniza, todos la llamaban Cenicienta. Un día el Rey de
aquel país anunció que iba a dar una gran fiesta a la que invitaba a todas
las jóvenes casaderas del reino.
- Tú Cenicienta, no irás -dijo la madrastra-. Te quedarás en casa fregando el
suelo y preparando la cena para cuando volvamos.
Llegó el día del baile y Cenicienta apesadumbrada vio partir a sus
hermanastras hacia el Palacio Real. Cuando se encontró sola en la cocina
no pudo reprimir sus sollozos.
- ¿Por qué seré tan desgraciada? -exclamó-. De pronto se le apareció su Hada
Madrina.
- No te preocupes -exclamó el Hada-. Tu también podrás ir al baile, pero con
una condición, que cuando el reloj de Palacio dé las doce campanadas
tendrás que regresar sin falta. Y tocándola con su varita mágica la
transformó en una maravillosa joven.
Appendix B
Participant Number: _______
Date: _________
Age: ______
Sex:
M/F
Post-test Survey
Please indicate your feelings to the following statements by marking or
coloring the ¢ corresponding to your answer.
1. I feel that comparing my speech to that of a native Spanish speaker has
helped with my pronunciation.
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Not sure

Agree

Strongly
Agree

2. I feel more confident in my Spanish-speaking abilities because of my
participation in this activity.
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Not sure

Agree

Strongly
Agree

3. I am willing to speak Spanish more in and/or outside of class because of
this activity.
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Not sure

Agree

Strongly
Agree
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4. I would recommend other students learning Spanish participate in
comparing their Spanish to that of native Spanish speakers.
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Not sure

Agree

Strongly
Agree

5. I would like an activity like this incorporated into my future Spanish
classes.
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Not sure

Agree

Strongly
Agree

6. I have been taught correct Spanish pronunciation in Spanish classes I’ve
taken.
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Not sure

Agree

Strongly
Agree

Please complete the following statement with your impression of your own
Spanish.
1.
Regarding Spanish pronunciation, I feel I tend to struggle with:
_____________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
__________________
Appendix C
Participant Number: _______
Date: _________ Age: ______
Sex:
M/F
Post-test Survey
Please indicate your feelings to the following statements by marking or
coloring the corresponding to your answer.
1. I feel more confident in my Spanish-speaking abilities because of my
participation in this activity.
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Not sure

Agree

Strongly
Agree
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2. I am willing to speak Spanish more in and/or outside of class because of
this activity.
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Not sure

Agree

Strongly
Agree

3. I think that comparing and/or contrasting my own Spanish to that of
native Spanish speakers would have made this activity more useful.
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Not sure

Agree

Strongly
Agree

4. I feel like my Spanish pronunciation has improved because of this activity.
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Not sure

Agree

Strongly
Agree

5. I have been taught correct Spanish pronunciation in Spanish classes I’ve
taken.
Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Not sure

Agree

Strongly
Agree
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Abstract
This study explores the synergistic effects of pre-task planning time and
+/- Here-and-Now variable on accuracy in second language education. 140
intermediate proficiency level learners of English as a Foreign Language
were assigned to one of the 4 groups in the study (i.e., Planned Here-andNow, Unplanned Here-and-Now, Planned There-and-Then, and Unplanned
There-and-Then) to write out a narrative task based on a series of pictures.
The participants' output was coded and measured for grammatical
accuracy. The results showed that providing learners with planning time
and increasing complexity along +/- Here-and-Now variable did not have a
strong effect on learners' accuracy. Moreover, no significant differences
were found for the impact of planning on accuracy between the two levels
of complexity. However, the fact that the impact of increasing task
complexity along +/- Here-and-Now variable on accuracy was greater
under planned conditions suggests that attention can be efficiently allotted
to accuracy.
Keywords Persian, narrative, task complexity , writing, SLA

1. Introduction

Recent years have witnessed an increased interest in task-based language
learning and teaching in the field of second language (for examples see,
Bygate, Skehan & Swain, 2001; Edwards & Willis, 2005; Ellis, 2003; Nunan,
2005; Samuda & Bygate, 2008; Skehan, 1998; Van den Branden, 2006; and
Willis, 1996). This interest can be traced to a large extent to the fact that
task has gained an equal importance to both second language acquisition
(SLA) researchers and language teachers (Pica, 1997). Put it in another word,
since task has proved as a useful tool in the hands of both researchers and
teachers for testing different theoretical constructs and achieving different
empirical purposes respectively, it has been used widely in both
experimental settings and classroom contexts.
Generally, two different theoretical views have inspired research into task.
The first one is an interactionist perspective that deals with creating
modifications which can be applied to tasks in order to produce specific
conversational episodes. The studies in this line of research have shown
particular interest in whether task design can lead to negotiation of meaning
that have been referred to as clarification requests, confirmation checks, and
comprehension checks. It has been claimed that these conversational
episodes result in second language acquisition (Long, 1985, 2000).
1
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Considering an information-processing perspective, researchers have been
concerned with how task manipulation can lead to differences in learners'
performance in the areas of fluency, complexity, and accuracy. Taking this
issue into account, the results of this line of research have been important
on two aspects: first, how performance in the three areas of production can
lead to more effective language use, second, how such information can be
used to sequence the materials in syllabus design.
Attention and how it can be assigned to different aspects of production (i.e.,
accuracy, complexity, and fluency) has been an important issue of the latter
line of research. One camp of researchers (Skehan, 1998; Skehan & Foster,
2001), basing their research on Limited Attentional Capacity Model, believe
that learners' limited attentional resources are the only acceptable reason for
favoring one area of performance at the expense of another. For Skehan and
Foster (2001: 196), "task difficulty has to do with the amount of attention the
task demands from the participants. Difficult tasks require more attention
than easy tasks". It is proposed that the effects of task demands on
production, based on evidence gained from this line of research, can be used
to focus learners' efforts on different areas of performance either separately
or simultaneously. In contrast to the former proposal, Robinson (2001a,
2001b, 2007) advanced Cognition Hypothesis, also known as the Triadic
Componential Framework, which divides task design features into three
categories of task complexity, task conditions, and task difficulty. For
Robinson (2003: 56), task complexity "refers to the intrinsic cognitive
demands of the task", and it can be handled during task design along
resource-directing and resource-dispersing dimensions. According to
Robinson (2001a), the former is related to task features which direct
attentional resources to specific linguistic forms of the language. This
proposition is apparently at odds with that of Skehan (1998) in which more
cognitively demanding tasks are assumed to cause a lot of problems on
performance than less cognitively demanding ones. On the other hand, the
latter dimension of task complexity is concerned with task features which
restrict attentional resources, thus, taking attention away from linguistic
forms. Robinson's (2001a) proposal in this regard is in agreement with that
of Skehan (1998). Robinson (2001b; 2007) believes that task complexity
should be the only criterion for making prospective sequencing decisions,
since the other two task design features, i.e. task conditions and task
difficulty, cannot be predicted before a course starts.
This study investigates the effect of increasing task complexity along
planning time and Here-and-Now dimensions on narrative writing tasks
simultaneously, primarily motivated by the following facts. Firstly,
experimental evidence is needed to put the claims made by the models of
task complexity we have just examined to the test, especially when they have
contradictory views about how performance is affected by attention.
Secondly, and in relation to the first statement, this research is inspired by
Robinson's (2001a: 35) claim that more evidence is needed with regard to the
"synergistic effects of simultaneously increasing complexity along these
resource-directing and resource-depleting dimensions". Yet a third reason
behind this research is the need to measure the possible performance
differentials of the manipulation of both resource-directing dimensions (+/97
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Here-and-Now) and resource-dispersing dimensions (+/- planning time) of
task complexity on L2 written performance to see whether the predictions
proposed by the Cognition Hypothesis and Limited Attentional Capacity
Model hold for the impact of task complexity differentials on narrative
writing tasks, as they have on oral narratives.
1.1.
Planning time studies
In contrast to the number of studies that have investigated the effects of
planning on oral narratives (Foster & Skehan, 1996; Kawauchi, 2005;
Mehnert, 1998; Ortega, 1999; Skehan & Foster, 1997, 2005; Yuan & Ellis,
2003), there have been very few task-based studies of the effects of planning
on written narratives. Ellis (1987) examined the accuracy levels of a mixed
group of learners' use of three English past-tense forms (regular, irregular,
and copula) in a written narrative completed without any time pressure. He
found that overall accuracy levels were higher in this task than in two oral
tasks (one with and one without pre-task planning) but that only the
difference for regular past tense was statistically significant. Ellis did not
investigate fluency or complexity. Ellis and Yuan (2004) looked into whether
the effects of planning were maintained in narrative writing performance.
Fluency results showed that pre-task planning led to higher gains in fluency.
Planning in both planning groups produced higher levels of syntactic
complexity. In terms of syntactic variety, pre-task planners did better than
no planners and on-line planners. Accuracy measures revealed that the
difference between on-line planners and no planners was almost the same.
However, on-line planners were the most accurate among all. In a recent
research, Ong and Zhang (2010) based their study on Robinson's (2001a)
Cognition Hypothesis and Skehan's (1998) Limited Attentional Capacity
Model and explored the effects of task complexity on the fluency and lexical
complexity of 108 EFL students' argumentative writing. Task complexity was
manipulated using three factors one of which was availability of planning
time. The availability of the planning time factor had 4 levels: extended pretask, pre-task, free-writing, and control. Results showed that increasing task
complexity, with respect to the planning time continuum, produced
significantly greater fluency in one of the measures and lexical complexity.
1.2.
+/- Here-and-Now studies
Based on the conception that reference to events in the There-and-Then
results in a wide range of cognitive operations and linguistic resources that
are not at a child's disposal, it is believed that reference to displaced time
and space appears at a later stage in the L1 development (Givon, 1985).
Robinson (1995) extended Givon's (1985) proposition to L2 on the grounds
that the context-reduced There-and-Then is considered to burden the limited
attentional capacity of the learner, as he/she tries to infer and retrieve the
stored information, whereas the Here-and-Now puts the learner in a
situation to focus on fluent production. Following this assumption, he
investigated the impact of manipulating Here-and-Now on three different
narratives. He found that the most complex narrative, performed in
displaced past time reference, elicited more accurate speech and more lexical
complexity than the narrative performed in the Here-and-Now. His study
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also showed a trend for greater dysfluency but showed no significant
differences for structural complexity. Rahimpour (1997) extended Robinson's
research by connecting a complexity variable (Here-and-Now) to a condition
variable (open vs. closed). He operationalized three levels of complexity by
including a narrative in the Here-and-Now, one in the There-and-Then, and
one in the Here-and-Now/There-and-Then. His results showed that learners
who carried out the most complex versions of the task were significantly less
fluent, with no significant differences regarding either structural or lexical
complexity. However, the learners showed significant improvements in terms
of accuracy with regard to error-free units but not target-like use of articles.
Interested in language testing, Iwashita et al. (2001) investigated the effects
of manipulating complexity on L2 learners' fluency, complexity, and
accuracy. They established 8 levels of complexity along four dimensions one
of which was +/- immediacy, that is Here-and-Now or There-and-Then
condition. They predicted higher fluency and accuracy but lower complexity
for the easy version of the four conditions. They found that there were no
significant differences between easy and difficult versions of tasks except for
accuracy. In the case of immediacy, they found that the more difficult
version of tasks, that is There-and-Then, triggered higher levels of accuracy,
which was in apparent contrast to their prediction. Ishikawa (2007) dealt
with +/- Here-and-Now as the independent variable in his narrative writing
study. The researcher found significant higher accuracy gains for target-like
use of articles in the There-and-Then condition. Considering syntactic
complexity, scores were significantly higher in the There-and-Then condition.
Taking lexical variation into account, the results showed relatively higher
use of different word types in the There-and-Then. However, with regard to
fluency, the There-and-Then condition resulted in the production of less
fluent language. Another Here-and-Now research was conducted by Gilabert
(2007) on L2 oral narrative discourse through crossing two task complexity
conditions (+/- Here-and-Now and +/- planning time). The measure for
fluency showed that planned Here-and-Now and planned There-and-Then
tasks led to significantly more fluent speech than the unplanned tasks. With
regard to syntactic complexity, no significant differences were gained across
the planned and unplanned conditions. Considering lexical complexity,
significantly more lexicalized language in the planned conditions was
produced in comparison to the unplanned ones. Accuracy measures showed
slightly higher levels of accuracy for the planned conditions compared to the
unplanned ones.
1.3.
Research question and hypotheses
The following main research question and the subsequent hypotheses have
led the course of the present investigation:
How does manipulating complexity simultaneously along planning time and
+/- Here-and-Now affect accuracy in narrative writing tasks?
Hypothesis 1: Planning time will positively affect accuracy. It is hypothesized
that narrative tasks performed under planned conditions will elicit more
accurate language than under unplanned conditions. This will happen in
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both simple (Here-and-Now) and complex (There-and-Then) versions of
tasks. This hypothesis is based on the findings of Skehan and Foster (1997)
and Mehnert (1998).
Hypothesis 2: There-and-Then tasks will be more accurate than Here-and-Now
tasks. It is hypothesized that narratives performed in the Here-and-Now will
trigger less accurate language than tasks performed in the There-and-Then.
This will happen both under unplanned and planned conditions. This
hypothesis is in relation to Robinson's (2003) proposed effects of task
complexity on production along resource-directing dimensions, as well as to
the findings of Robinson (1995) and Rahimpour (1997).
Hypothesis 3: Planning time will not facilitate performance of There-and-Then
tasks more than of Here-and-Now tasks. It is hypothesized that the effect of
increasing complexity along planning time will not be greater on the complex
(There-and-Then) version of tasks than on the simple (Here-and-Now) version
of tasks. This will be examined by calculating the mean difference between a
complex task performed under planning conditions and the same complex
task performed under no planning conditions, and comparing it to the mean
difference between a simple task performed under planning conditions and
the same simple task performed under no planning conditions. Accuracy will
not show a higher mean difference between complex tasks than between
simple tasks. This hypothesis is grounded on the studies that indicate that
accuracy in more complex tasks may not benefit more from planning time
(Foster & Skehan, 1996; Ortega, 1999; Skehan & Foster, 1997).
Hypothesis 4: The effects of increasing complexity along the +/- Here-and-Now
variable on accuracy will be enhanced by planning time. It is hypothesized
that the effect of increasing complexity along the +/- Here-and-Now variable
will be stronger on planned tasks than on unplanned tasks. This will be
done by calculating the mean difference between a simple (Here-and-Now)
task and a complex (There-and-Then) task under planned conditions, and
comparing it with the mean difference between simple task and a complex
task performed under unplanned conditions. The mean difference for
accuracy will be higher for planned tasks than for unplanned ones. This
hypothesis is based on the findings of Robinson (1995) and Rahimpour
(1997).
2. Methodology
2.1.
Participants
150 Iranian intermediate EFL learners from 8 intact classes participated in
this study. They had enrolled in two branches of the same English language
teaching institute in Mashad, Iran. They were all male, aged between 17 and
21. Based on a standard placement test used by the institute, participants
had been assigned to intermediate level classes and could be described as
having a broadly similar level of proficiency in English. The participants'
experience with English was limited to their instructional setting. They were
told that the writing tasks were for purposes of research only but were not
told the precise purpose of the study. They were assured that the
information collected would not impact their course grades.
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2.2.
Elicitation task
The structured narrative task used in this study was consisted of twelve
picture strips. Two reasons underlie choosing a narrative task for this study.
First, since this type of task is non-interactive, it is open to greater control
(Tavakoli & Skehan, 2005). Second, using this type of task makes it easier to
compare the results of this particular study to the other studies of planning
and +/- Here-and-Now which have used comparable tasks (e.g., Foster &
Skehan, 1996; Gilabert, 2007; Robinson, 1995; Skehan & Foster, 1997).
2.3.
Procedures
The eight classes of participants collapsed into four conditions; thereby
rendering four groups (each of which consisted of two classes) for data
collection. Although all the students, for practical reasons, were required to
do the tasks, 10 of them were randomly excluded from analysis in advance
in order to balance the number of participants in each group (each group
consisted of 35 participants). The conditions are as the following:
Condition
Condition
Condition
Condition

1:
2:
3:
4:

Planned Here-and-Now
Unplanned Here-and-Now
Planned There-and-Then
Unplanned There-and-Then

Following several studies (Ellis & Yuan, 2004; Foster & Skehan, 1996;
Gilabert, 2007; Skehan & Foster, 1997; Mehnert, 1998; Ortega, 1999; Yuan
& Ellis, 2003), operationalization of planning time was 10 minutes for
planned narratives and 50 seconds for unplanned ones (enough to
understand the story). Participants in both the planning and no planning
groups had 15 minutes to complete the task and were asked to write at least
150 words. When planning time was available, subjects were encouraged to
take notes; however, no specific guidance with regard to planning for form,
organization, or content was provided. A note sheet was provided for
participants to plan their production while looking at the task. Following
previous research (e.g., Ellis & Yuan, 2004), the piece of paper was collected
upon the completion of 10 minutes of planning to preclude any attempts at
using the exact lexical items in the writings.
Regarding the Here-and-Now/There-and-Then distinction, this research
followed Robinson's (1995) operationalization. For Here-and-Now, learners
were asked to narrate the story in the present while they looked at the strips.
For There-and-Then, learners were asked to narrate the story in the past
tense, and they were not allowed to look at the pictures as they performed
the task.
2.4.
Data analysis
The basic criterion when selecting measures for accuracy in this study was
their degree of comparability to both planning and Here-and-Now studies. In
so far as possible, measures that were used on both types of studies were
chosen. In both planning studies and Here-and-Now studies, accuracy has
been mainly measured by calculating the percentage of error-free T-units
and target-like use of articles (e.g., Ishikawa, 2007; Ortega, 1999;
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Rahimpour, 1997; Robinson, 1995). T-units were defined as the sentences
which encompassed an independent clause in addition to any dependent
clauses (Richards & Schmidt, 2002). In order to run the measures of
accuracy, all the narratives produced were typewritten in MS word
documents and then coded by the researcher and a research assistant. Both
intra-rater and inter-rater measures were used in the coding of the
narratives. Intra-rater reliability reached 98% for error-free T-units (EFT) and
97% for target-like use of articles (TLU), and inter-rater agreement out of a
randomly selected sample of 15% of the data reached 93% for EFT and 95%
for TLU.
3. Findings
Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations of the four different levels
of task complexity (i.e., planned Here-and-Now, unplanned Here-and-Now,
planned There-and-Then, and unplanned There-and-Then) for the 2
dependent variables.
Table 1
Descriptive statistics of conditions
Conditions

Condition 1 (n= 35)
a

b

c

Condition 2 (n= 35)
d

M

SD

SK

K

M

EFT
(Error-Free
T-Units)

35.73

15.42

.153

-.790

34.42

13.34

TLU
(Target-Like
Use of Articles)

77.21

9.86

-.296

-.826

75.54

10.25

Measures

a

SD

SK

Condition 3 (n= 35)
K

M

SD

.185

-.560

36.25

14.10

-.575

.294

74.39

8.51

SK

Condition 4 (n= 35)
K

M

SD

SK

K

-.036

-.586

32.67

13.28

.378

-.128

-.146

-.547

73.67

11.32

-.287

-.859

M= Mean; bSD= Standard deviation; cSk= Skewness; dK= Kurtosis.

All measures were tested using repeated measures analysis of variance.
Reported in Table 2 are the main effects obtained for each level of
complexity.
Table 2
Repeated measures ANOVA by condition
Dependent
Variable
EFT
TLU

Mauchly’s
sphericity
n.s
n.s.

F-value

p-value

Ŋ2b

136,3

Sum of
Squares
345.659

.851

n.s.

n.s.

136,3

378.583

1.754

n.s.

n.s.

Dfa

a

Df= Degrees of freedom; bŊ2= partial eta squared (effect size); p< .05

3.1.
Results of Hypothesis 1
This hypothesis was concerned with the effects of manipulating task
demands along planning time on accuracy. There was not a significant main
effect for either the percentage of error-free T-units F(136,3) = .851, p= .851
or the target-like use of articles F(136,3) = 1.754, p= .325.
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Table 3
Mean differences and significance between planned and unplanned tasks under
simple Here-and-Now and complex There-and-Then conditions
Comparison
Planned Here-and-Now
vs
Unplanned Here-and-Now
Planned There-and-Then
vs
Unplanned There-and-Then

EFT

TLU

0.35

1.65

2.55

1.28

p< .05

As seen in Table 3, providing learners with a 10-minute planning time did
not have any effects on any of the measures of accuracy. The percentage of
error-free T-units was not affected by the time allotted to each task. Hence,
although Here-and-Now tasks generated a slightly higher percentage of
error-free T-units than unplanned counterparts, they were not significantly
different from unplanned Here-and-Now ones. A similar behavior was found
for tasks performed in the There-and-Then. Despite the fact that planned
tasks were slightly more accurate than unplanned ones, no significant
differences were found between them either. The target-like use of articles
did not display any significant differences when varying the time devoted to
task planning. For tasks in the Here-and-Now, there was a slight decrease in
the percentage of correct articles from the planned to the unplanned tasks.
This was similar for tasks in the There-and-Then, since unplanned were
slightly less accurate than planned ones.
3.2.
Results of Hypothesis 2
This hypothesis was devised to investigate the impact of increasing
complexity along the +/- Here-and-Now variable under both planned and
unplanned conditions. The results for accuracy regarding Hypothesis 2 are
very similar to the ones obtained for Hypothesis 1. As providing time had a
limited, non-significant effect on learners' accuracy, increasing complexity
along the +/- Here-and-Now variable did not have a strong effect on learners'
accuracy. Hypothesis 2, thus, is not confirmed for accuracy. The percentage
of error-free T-units and the target-like use of articles did not show any
difference in the accuracy of production when manipulating task complexity
along the +/- Here-and-Now variable.
Table 4
Mean differences and significance between Here-and-Now and There-and-Then tasks
Comparison
Planned Here-and-Now
vs
Planned There-and-Then
Unplanned Here-and-Now
vs
Unplanned There-and-Then

EFT

TLU

-.15

2.68

2.25

2.47

p< .05

When measured along the Here-and-Now variable, the percentage of errorfree T-units did not display a significant difference between simple Here-and103
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Now and complex There-and-Then under either of the two planning time
conditions. In the case of planned tasks, There-and-Then tasks led learners
to be slightly more accurate than when performing tasks in the Here-andNow. In the absence of planning time, the percentage of error-free T-units
was lower for There-and-Then tasks than for Here-and-Now ones. As far as
the target-like use of articles is concerned, when task manipulation worked
along the +/- Here-and-Now variable, the pattern was the same under both
planned and unplanned conditions. Tasks in the There-and-Then generated
a non-significant, slightly lower percentage of the target-like use of article
than tasks performed in the present and while looking at the pictures.
3.3.
Results of Hypothesis 3
This hypothesis was concerned with establishing the differential impact of
planning time on the two different levels of cognitive complexity. Since the
calculation of mean differences between, first, planned and unplanned Hereand-Now tasks and planned and unplanned There-and-Then tasks and,
second, between planned Here-and-Now and There-and-Then tasks and
unplanned Here-and-Now and There-and-Then ones left us with two groups
to compare, T-test comparisons were used.
Table 5:
Descriptive statistics for Here-and-Now and There-and-Then tasks as affected by
planning time

EFT

M
0.37

Here-and-Now
SD
SK
15.85
.256

K
-.434

M
2.56

There-and-Then
SD
SK
14.69
-.168

K
-.684

TLU

1.57

11.48

-.385

1.28

16.39

-.364

Dependent Variable

.164

.183

Table 6
The impact of planning time on Here-and-Now and There-and-Then tasks
t-test
EFT
TLU

t
-.648
-.236

df
68
68

p-level
n.s.
n.s.

p< .05

T-test results did not show any significant differences between Here-andNow and There-and-Then tasks (see Table 6). One measure of accuracy (i.e.,
the percentage of error-free T-units) showed that There-and-Then tasks
benefited more from planning time than Here-and-Now tasks. The mean
displays a higher impact of planning time on accuracy for There-and-Then
versions of the tasks. Regarding target-like use of articles, however,
participants benefited more from planning time when performed simple
tasks. These differences, however, did not reach statistical significance. It
can therefore be concluded that Hypothesis 3 was confirmed.
3.4.
Results of Hypothesis 4
This hypothesis was designed to speculate about the impact of increasing
tasks along the +/- Here-and-Now variable on planned and unplanned tasks.
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Table 7
Descriptive statistics for planned and unplanned tasks as affected by increasing
complexity along the Here-and-Now/There-and-Then variable
Dependent Variable
M
-.59
2.83

EFT
TLU

Planned
SD
SK
18.79
.479
13.64
.355

K
.032
-.156

M
1.65
1.75

Unplanned
SD
SK
16.48
-.256
13.25
.175

K
-.764
-.539

Table 8
The impact of increasing complexity along +/- Here-and-Now on planned and
unplanned tasks
t-test
EFT
TLU

t
-.648
.115

df
68
68

p-level
n.s.
n.s.

p< .05

Hypothesis 4 predicted that increasing cognitive complexity along the +/Here-and-Now variable would have a stronger impact on planned tasks than
on unplanned tasks. Mean differences between Here-and-Now and Thereand-Then tasks for accuracy were higher when time was available. Taking
the results into account, this hypothesis was confirmed.
4. Discussion
In general, planning time did not contribute to improved accuracy during
performance, thus disconfirming Hypothesis 1. In order to explain why
planning time did not have an impact on accuracy, this fact should be taken
into account that pre-task planning time per se may not necessarily lead
learners' attention to form. In fact, the only noticeable study which has
provided positive evidence of focus on form as a result of pre-task planning
has been Ortega's (1999) study. Her results showed that learners devoted
their attention to both form and meaning when they were provided with time
to plan. However, they used different techniques to focus on form to prepare
their language. In addition, she noticed that different students have different
orientations toward meaning or form: some learners are meaning-oriented
while others are form-oriented. In this sense, her statement (Ortega, 1999:
136) seems plausible that:
Attention to form cannot be assumed as a guaranteed byproduct of
pre-task planning opportunity and that the communicative
requirements of the task at hand and learners' general
predisposition toward communication or proficiency in the L2 can
substantially affect decisions regarding conscious allocation of
attention and effort.
In other words, the negligible influence of planning on L2 production in
terms of accuracy (e.g., Ellis & Yuan, 2004; Foster & Skehan, 1996; Yuan &
Ellis, 2003) may be due to the fact that pre-task planning does not help
learners to narrow their attention down to specific features of the code;
hence, it does not result in focus on form. This is why Yuan and Ellis (2003:
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20), finding no effects of pre-task planning time on accuracy in their own
study, stated that:
Learners may be predisposed to use their planning time to pay
attention to how to organize and encode the propositional content
rather than for searching their linguistic repertoire to maximize
accuracy… they [learners] were restricted in the opportunities for online planning during performance and may have used the time to
access their lexicons rather than to attend to grammatical accuracy.
Regarding Hypothesis 2, increasing complexity along the +/- Here-and-Now
variable did not have a strong effect on learners' accuracy. Thus, Hypothesis
2 is not confirmed. The lack of the effect of +/- Here-and-Now variable on
accuracy may be explained by the fact that the measures used may not have
been sensitive enough to be affected. Although the percentage of error-free Tunits has been often used in other planning studies because of its potential
to detect general differences in accuracy, it is argued that it may be too
general to capture instances of focus on form. This measure eliminates all Tunits that contain at least one error from the count, but it does not
differentiate between T-units with few errors and T-units with a lot of errors.
So, in line with several other studies, it is not far from reality to say that the
percentage of error-free T-units did not help distinguish among learners of
this study with similar proficiency level. The target-like use of articles in this
study proved to differentiate performance more clearly. However, it was not
sensitive enough to distinguish between performances under different
conditions in any direction, that is, neither when providing pre-task
planning time nor when making tasks more complex along +/- Here-andNow. Gilabert (2007) also questions the sensitivity of general and specific
measures of accuracy in creating differences across simple and complex
tasks. So he calls for the development of other more sensitive measures like
percentage of self-repairs and the ratio of repaired to unrepaired speech. It
can also be argued that Here-and-Now studies have generally been orallyoriented. For example, Skehan (1998) believes that modality plays a role in
increasing the amount of cognitive load and allocation of attention. In other
words, as the real-time processing demands of spoken language leave little
space for attention to form, writing may give more space to learners to
channel their attention toward form. Thus, some monitoring may have taken
place in both simple Here-and-Now and complex There-and-Then conditions
which caused both groups to perform equally well on accuracy measures.
As predicted by Hypothesis 3, no significant differences were found for the
impact of planning time on accuracy between the two levels of complexity.
The results confirm this hypothesis. Although learners produced higher
number of error-free T-units to some degree as a result of planning time
when performing complex tasks, they benefited more from planning time
when performing simple tasks in the case of target-like use of articles. The
findings are in accordance with the previous research. For example, Foster
and Skehan (1996) and Skehan and Foster (1997) showed in their studies
that learners gain more from cognitively demanding tasks than simple tasks
regarding fluency and complexity, but not accuracy. Ortega (1999) also
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suggested that more cognitively complex tasks may not benefit more from
planning time in terms of accuracy. Thus, although the results in this study
as well as in some previous ones show that attention to form can and does
take place during pre-task planning, this planning time does not help
learners to focus on form during performance in any considerable way.
Considering Hypothesis 4, the fact that the impact of increasing task
complexity along the +/- Here-and-Now variable on accuracy was greater
under planned conditions implies that attention can be fruitfully given to
accuracy. Although the effect was not enhanced by planning time for errorfree T-units, the impact of increasing complexity was higher for target-like
use of articles under conditions of planning time. It can therefore be
concluded that although no significance levels were gained for any of the
differences, Hypothesis 4 predicted the right direction by suggesting that the
impact of increasing complexity along the +/- Here-and-Now would be higher
under the condition of planning. Robinson (1995) and Rahimpour (1997)
also showed that accuracy should show greater gains when the task is
performed under planned conditions. The results are especially in line with
Robinson's (2001a) predictions for monologic tasks, which suggests that if
tasks are kept simple along resource-dispersing variables (e.g., planning
time) but are made more complex along resource-directing variables (e.g.,
+/- Here-and-Now), attention may be allotted to accuracy.
5. Implications
5.1.
Implications for L2 pedagogy
This study exclusively focused on the construct of task complexity and
manipulated two task features in order to test their impact on production in
an experimental setting. It explicitly excluded any kind of pedagogical
intervention either prior or during performance. However, it is believed that
the simplicity and economy of the operationalization of both planning time
and +/-Here-and-Now variables make them easily adaptable to instructional
contexts.
Tasks in pedagogic contexts can be easily manipulated to promote accuracy
if planning time is provided. By removing visual support and asking learners
to write or speak in the past, their attention can be focused on formulating
their messages. Beyond that, task complexity can be jointly manipulated
with a range of pedagogical forms of intervention such as input flooding,
recasts or elicitations to achieve higher levels of accuracy (for a review see,
Doughty & Williams 1998). In addition, it is not far from reality to propose
that with an already prepared plan, learners may decide to take more risks
and enrich their interlanguage repertoire during performance (Skehan,
1998), one way in which planning time can lead to learning. Moreover,
Skehan (1998) believes that planning time can facilitate attention allocation
resources and make time sharing more efficient. Generally, this balance of
focus between form and function can be expected to contribute to learners'
efficiency and their interlanguage development.
If increasing complexity along resource-directing variables (+/- Here-andNow) has the potential to draw learners' attention to the forms in their
output, previous research has shown that it can also lead them to focus on
the input they receive (Robinson, 2001a; 2001b; 2003). Moreover, it has
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been shown that manipulating tasks along the Here-and-Now variable make
learners move toward higher accuracy during actual performance. This is
due to problem-solving mechanisms that learners engage in which lead them
to push their output and test their hypotheses (Dornyei & Kormos, 1998). In
other words, production is the testing ground of learners' hypotheses about
the language. This, in turn, may have positive effects for acquisition (Izumi et
al., 1999). Additionally, monitoring more complex tasks, especially when
accompanied by pre-task planning time, can be expected to make learners
check their speech against their receptive knowledge (De Bot, 1996). It can
be concluded, then, that providing conditions which free up cognitive load
while, at the same time, pushing learners to focus on form can be expected
to have positive effects for learning.
5.2.
Implications for L2 testing
Skehan (1998) draws attention to test validity, claiming that if test scores are
to be viewed as representative of a wide range of real world performances,
tests need to sample language performance under both planned and
unplanned conditions. Such an attitude toward planning raises the question
of how much planning time will result in the desired variation in the
quantity and quality of speech. In recent years, thus, researchers in the field
of language testing have felt an urgent need for conducting studies on
planning time in order to justify its impact on different language tests.
Exploring the effects of planning on the oral proficiency section of a test
(used to screen immigrants for entry to Australia), Wigglesworth (1997)
found that pre-task planning increased the accuracy of certain grammatical
features, such as verb tenses and articles. Due to the fact that academic
speech is more often than not planned prior to delivery, Elder et al. (2002)
propose that tests like IELTS and TOEFL, which are used to predict language
performance in academic settings, should include planning time for
authenticity reasons. Two more recent studies have also found that planning
time can have a positive impact on oral performance. The first, by Tavakoli
and Skehan (2005), which was conducted in a testing environment, found
consistent benefits for planning on discourse measures of accuracy,
complexity and fluency. The second study by Xi (2005), which focused on a
graph description task from the SPEAK (Speaking Proficiency English
Assessment Kit), found that planning time caused holistic scores increase on
some graph tasks.
Although all of these studies have been useful in helping us to understand
how planning time as a task feature in manipulating task complexity works
in testing contexts, however, we should note that all of them have solely
focused on oral production. In addition, they have only dealt with one task
feature, namely planning time, not any other feature such as +/- Here-andNow variable. In this way, the findings in this study on L2 writing may
contribute valuable information to the area of L2 testing. The different
conditions in this study under which tasks were performed have shown to
generate different results. Beyond other factors that may influence
performance during testing, such as the learners' level of proficiency or the
communicative stress of the situation, task complexity, as manipulated
along planning time and the +/- Here-and-Now variable, has been clearly
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shown to influence performance. Thus, in the shift from system-referenced
testing to performance-based testing which has accompanied the evolution
of task-based approaches, the data in this study can shed some light on how
production is affected by different degrees of cognitive complexity. However,
it is needless to say that further research into the effects of planning time
and +/- Here-and-Now variable on writing is warranted if we are to fully
understand the impact that the provision of these variables may have on
writing proficiency tests, and the ways in which they may impact on the test
construct.
6. Conclusion
The main conclusion that can be reached from the results obtained in this
study, and task-based studies in general, is that tasks may be manipulated
to obtain specific effects on production. As shown by the results of
manipulating planning time and the +/- Here-and-Now variable, each
variable affected production in different ways. If learning is to take place,
processing in working memory must allow not only for the retrieval of words
and their grammatical encoding but also for monitoring of what is being said
against what is intended, a process which planning time can facilitate.
However, as it has been seen in the discussion of the results, planning time
cannot alone do the job of drawing attention to accuracy during production.
Increasing task demands along the +/- Here-and-Now variable has proven to
focus learners on how they are encoding their messages, which may have
beneficial effects for their accuracy and, potentially, development.
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