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ABSTRACT

This ariicle has a very practical goal It looks at one major type of
learning task — experience tasks — and shows how they are made and
the role they play in learning and in particular vocabulary learning.

It could be argued that experience tasks are the most important kinds

of language learning tasks because they are esseniial for fluency
development across the four skills of listening, speaking, reading and
writing, and they are the most common means of learning from

meaning-focused inpul and meaning-focused ouiput.

LEXICAL KNOWLEDGE

Let us begin by looking at the classic example of an experience task
that is involved in the experience approach te reading with young
learners as described by Sylvia Ashton-Warner (1963) in relation to
what was largely a first language learning environment.

The reading class begins with the young children each drawing a
picture of something that happened to them during the weckend. As
each learner completes their picture, they come to the teacher to
describe what is happening in it. The teacher listens carefully to the
learner’s description and then, in clear teacherly handwriting, writes
exactly what the learner said underneath the picture. This then becomes
the learner’s reading text for the day. The learner then takes the picture
away and works on reading the written text. The learner reads it to
herself, and then to other learners, and then to her parents and family.
Day by day these illustrated highly meaningful texts are gathered
together to make the child’s personalized reading book.

This reading activity is an experience task because most of the
knowledge needed to do the task is already within the learner’s
experience. The language needed to do the task comes from the leamner
(it is their story), the ideas in the reading text come from the learner,
and the organization of the text comes from the learner. The only new,
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partly unknown features in the task are the learning goals of the task.
They are the recognition of the written form of the story and turning
that written form into ideas by reading. This important learning goal of
learning to read is brought within the fearners’ capability by the rest of
the aspects of the task being well within their previous experience.
Imagine the difficulties the beginning learner would face if the
language, ideas, and text organization were all unfamiliar.

The essence of an experience task then is that most of the
knowledge and skill needed to do the task is already within the learners’
experience. When learners do experience tasks, to an outsider, they
seem to perform quite fluently without any obvious support. What the
outsider might not realize is that the support has occurred before the

task is done.
MAKING EXPERIENCE TASKS

There are two major ways of making experience tasks — (1) by bringing
the task to the learner, or (2) by bringing the learner to the task.

Bringing the task to the learner

In the example given above, the task is largely brought within the
learner’s present knowledge. That is, the reading task uses language that
the learner already knows, uses ideas the learner already knows and
uses a text structure the learner already knows. In second or foreign
language learning the most obvious experience task of this type is the
use of graded readers for extensive reading. Graded reader series like
Oxford Bookworms, Cambridge English Readers, Penguin Readers,
Foundations Reading Library from Thomson ELT, and the Heinemann
English Readers are made up of books especially written within a
controiled vocabulary and a controlled set of grammatical structures.
This means that learners can choose books to read that contain
vocabulary and grammatical structures that are completely or largely
within their previous experience. They can then focus on the learning
goal of reading more fluently or of picking up the few vocabulary and
grammatical items that are outside their experience. The availability of
oraded readers at a variety of proficiency levels means that learners can
read largely within their previous language experience at most levels of
proficiency. This is very important in a language course for several
reasons. Firstly it is through such experience tasks that most of the kind
of learning needed for normal language use occurs. This learning adds
to implicit knowledge which is the knowledge needed for urimonitored
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use of the language (Ellis 2005). Secondly, learners can engage in
authentic recepiive language use with such texts. They can experience
the same kinds of understanding, feelings and reactions that a native
mnwmwﬁ would have while reading. These include comprehension,
enjoyment (or boredom if it is not a good story), and some kind of
m<m:.5m<o reaction to the story. That is, they can have an authentic
reading experience. Thirdly, reading at the right level of difficulty can
result in successfiil reading and can result in the strong motivation that
can come from success. Finally, reading at the right levels and near a
native speaker’s reading speed can result in large quantities of langnage
input. The greater the language input, the greater the Uomm_.Em E:acmwm
learning. T

There are several ways of bringing the level of the task to the
learners’ present level of proficiency. One way is to use the learners’
output as a source of input. This is the method uvsed in Sylvia Ashton-
Warner’s experience approach to reading. It is also possible to use other
learners’ output as a source of input for others. This happens when
learners read other learners’ stories. Another way is for the teacher or
course designer to deliberately control the level of the task as in eraded
readers. This can also be done through the careful mmmmomo..w and
sequencing of materiat (Ghadirian 2002).

Bringing the learner (o the task

The second major way of setting up an experience task is to bring the
mmm:@. to the task. That is, to provide the learner with knowledee and
experience before the task so that the task will then be EE:M their
experience. There are two ways of doing this, through pre-teaching or
some form of pre-teaching, and through reminding the learners own_zﬁm
m..m_o<ma ideas that they already know and helping them organize these
in a useful way as in semantic mapping. -

When using experience tasks for language teaching, it is useful to
have a way of checking to see what parts of the task are within the
learners' experience and what part of the task is being focussed on as
the _mm_.:mzm goal. There can be four sets of goals for a Janguage course -
r.m:m:mmm item goals; Idea or content goals; Skill goals; and Text or
discourse goals. The mnemonic LIST can be used to remember these
goals. mﬂ: goals can include the skills of listening, speaking, reading
m_ﬁ writing, strategy development, and fluency and accuracy. A :mm?u_
guideline to follow is that any experience task should have only one of
these .mom_m and the other three should already be within the learners'
experience, So, if the teacher wants the learners to master the ideas or
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content of a text, then the language items {vocabulary, grammar,
language functions), the language skills and the text or discourse
knowledge should all be within the learners' expetience. Similarly, if
the learners have the goal of increasing their reading speed (a part of the
reading skill), then the reading speed passages should be written in
simple language, should deal with largely familiar ideas, and should be
written with a familiar type of organisation, that is, as a simple narrative
or a regular step by step description.

So, when checking an experience task, it is useful to ask these two

questions:

1. What is the learning goal of the task?
5 Are the three other aspects of the task within the learners'

experience?

Table 1 shows how various aspects of a reading task can be brought
within the learners’ experience, either through control, which brings the
task to the learner, or through recall and pre-teaching which brings the
Jearner to the task. Table 1 summarises the ways of making experience
tasks with a focus on reading. The same table can be made for the skills
of listening, speaking and writing.

In Table 1 the suggestions are organised under the aspects of
Language, Ideas, Skills and Text. The suggestions in the section on
control all deal with ways in which the text can be written and adapted.
The suggestions in the other two sections, recall and pre-teaching,
describe how the learners can be prepared for the fext. All of the
suggested activities occur before the learners read the text, so that the
actual reading of the text will become an experience task.

Table 1. Experience tasks involving reading

Ways of bringing the task
within the learners’
experience :
Bringing the task fo the A reading text is written within a controfled
Jeqrner: Control through| L |vocatulary and a controlled list of
selection or simplification structures

Learners describe their experience to the
I |teacher who writes it to become the
learners’ reading texis

The learners read texts which are closely
- S |based on the texts they read in their first

Typical procedures for reading activities

language
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The teacher writes informative science
texts as stories or personal accounts

Bringing the learner to the
task: Recall or sharing of
personal experience

The learners work together to label
diagrams and pictures based on the text
they will read

The learners are asked fo predict what will
aceur in a text after they know the topic of
the text

The learners discuss how they take notes
and summarise when they read in their first
language :

The learners share their predictions of
which kinds of information will occur in
what order in the fext

Bringing the learner to the
task: Pre-teaching

The teacher explains vocabulary that will
oceur in the reading text

The learners collect and display pictires
and articles relating to the topic of the text

The learners do guided exercises or first
language reading activities to develop the
needed reading skifls

The learners are helped with the discourse
analysis of a text of the same topic type as
the text they will read

Table 2. Experience tasks involving speaking

Ways of bringing
the task within the
learners’ experience

Typical procedures for speaking activities

Control through ..
selection orl L A topic’is chosen that ailows the learners to use
simplification vocabulary and structures they ajready know
I A topic is chosen that the learners know a lot
about from first language experience
g The learners are not put under time pressure

during the talk

The task involves kinds of speaking, such as
T |telling stories, that are already familiar from first
language use

Recall or sharing of
personal experience

The teacher helps the learners build up a semantic
L. | map around the topic, based on usefizl vocabulary
and phrases

The learners work in groups to list all the things
they know about the topic
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The learners recall relevant sentences and
collocations they have used before

The learners work in groups to order the points
they will talk about

The learners write about the topic before they talk
Pre-teaching L |about it. The teacher provides needed vocabulary
for the writing

The learners go on a visit to some place related to
the topic they will talk about

The learners do a 4/3/2 activity on the topic with
S |the 2 minute talk being the experience task, and
the 4 and 3 minute tatks are a kind of pre-teaching
The learners practice supporting main points with
examples

T

Table 2 shows how a production task, speaking, can be brought within
the experience of the learners. Although the suggestions in Table 2 are
organised under control, recall and pre-teaching, it is possible to
combine suggestions from different categories. For example, the teacher
can choose a topic that the learners know a lot about from first language
experience, such as how weddings are celebrated in their country. Then
the class builds up a semantic map of the relevant second language
vocabulary. Finally they perform a 4/3/2 activity in pairs on the topic.
The two minute talk is the experience task. All the rest, the semantic
mapping (a shared task), and the four minute and three minute speaking
(shared tasks) are preparation for the two minute experience task.

EXPERIENCE TASKS AND COURSE DESIGN

There are three other kinds of tasks besides experience tasks. These are
shared, guided and independent tasks (Nation 1990). Shared tasks
involve learners working together in pairs or groups to do a task.
Guided tasks involve learners doing exercises that the teacher or course
designer has prepared involving completion, fransformation, ordering,
copying or similar actions. These guided tasks support the learner
during the task by limiting what the learner has to do. Independent tasks
involve learners working through a task without any special preparation
or support. Most tasks involve a mixture of two or more of these types
of tasks, but to keep things simple we will treat them as distinct kinds of
tasks.

Let us now look at how experience tasks fit into the four strands of
a course. | have argued (Nation 2007} that a well-balanced language
course consists of four strands — meaning-focused input, meaning-
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focused output, language-focused learning, and fluency development. In
a well-balanced course approximately equal amounts of time are given
to each strand. The langnage-focused learning strand of a course
involves deliberate attention to language features, for example through
the direct teaching of vocabulary, throngh learners defiberately studying
vocabulary, through intensive reading involving dictionary use and
teacher explanation, and through the deliberate learning of strategies,
There are elements of experience tasks in such activities {they should
not be too far beyond the learners’ previous experience), but they are
mainly guided tasks and occasionally shared tasks.

Experience tasks and meaning-focused input and output
Meaning-focused input, learning through meaning focused listening and
reading, involves the following conditions:

1. The learners’ aftention is on the message. That is, they want to
understand the meaning of what they are reading or listening to.

2. There is a small amount of the task which is outside the learners’
experience, but this can be handled by guessing from context,
ignoring it, or negotiation. From a vocabulary perspective, the
learner should have at least 98% coverage of the running words in
the text (Hu and Nation 2000). That is, the unknown words in the
text should not occur at a density greater than 1 unknown word in
every 50 running words. In a reading text this is about 1 unknown
word in every 5 lines. When listening this is about 2 or 3 unknown
words per minute.

3. There is a large quantity of input. This is because the learning from
meaning-focused input tends to be small but with quantity of input
these small bits of learning accumulate,

The conditions for meaning-focused output are similar to those of
meaning-focused input.

Experience tasks are important in meaning-focused input and
meaning-focused output because they set up the important conditions of
having only a small amount of the task outside the learners’ experience.
In addition, because the support and preparation for experience tasks
occur before the task is done, the task iiself can be done in much the
same way as a native-speaker would listen or read for comprehension,
or speak or write to communicate a message, and thus there can be a
reasonable quantity of input.
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Experience tasks and fluency
Fluency development tasks require the following conditions.

1. They must be performed with a focus on the message of the task
rather than on the language features.

2. They should involve only familiar language features because the
aim of such tasks is to make known features readily accessible.

3. They should require the learner to perform at a faster than usual

speed.
4. They should involve large quantities of practice.

Because fluency tasks should involve only familiar language features,
most fluency development tasks are experience ftasks. They are
experience tasks where the language required to do the task is already
within the experience of the learner.

Let us now look at research on experience tasks and vocabulary

learning.
VOCABULARY CONTROL

The very small amount of research on vocabulary density for second
language learners (Hu and Nation 2000) and first language learners
(Carver 1994) suggests that in order for learners to gain adequate
comprehension of a text, no more than 1% to 2% of the running words
(tokens) in a text should be outside their present knowledge. This
assumes that proper nouns are considered as known items or at least
items that do not require much or any previous knowledge. This is an
unknown word density of around one unknown word in. every fifty
running words and fits with Michael West’s (1955 21) suggestion
based on experience of writing and using graded readers for learners of
English.

One unknown word in fifty still means that there is one unknown
word in every five 10 word lines and six unknown words on every 300
word page. Thus even with the vocabulary control typical of graded
readers, there can still be a substantial unknown vocabulary load
(Nation and Wang 1999).

It has been suggested that using books written for young native
speakers of English couid reduce the unknown vocabulary load. Elley
and Mangubhai (1981), for example, used children’s books written for
native speakers in their book flood in rural Fiji. Cho and Krashen
(1993) recommend the Sweet Valley series, written for young native
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speakers, as texts for extensive reading programmes for non-native
speakers.

Vocabulary analysis of children’s texts does not support this.
Young native speakers beginning school have a vocabulary of several
thousarid words and the books written for them make use of a
correspondingly rich  vocabulary (Nation ..1997). The atiractive
presentation of such books and their interesting stories may help sustain
interest and motivation and encourage the effort to read, but the amount
non-native learners could read must be greatly reduced by the
vocabulary load of such difficult texts.

The ideal for non-native speaking learners of English is that there
are attractive, engaging texts written in a controlled vocabulary that
takes account of their initially low levels of vocabulary knowledge
when they begin reading. There are many books like these, and with
initiatives to encourage the production of high quality texts, such as the
Extensive Reading Foundation awards, the number should grow.

For learners of English with a vocabulary size over 2,000 words,
the careful sequencing of texts written for native speakers may be a
feasible way of making listening and reading become experience tasks.

The major resource however for learners of English at elementary
and intermediate levels has to be text written within a controlled
vocabulary. Without this, there can be few if any experience tasks in a
foreign language programme.

PRE-TEACHING VOCABULARY

The research on pre-teaching vocabulary shows that for pre-teaching to
have an effect on comprehension, each pre-taught word has to get
substantial attention (Graves 1986), what some call “rich instruction™.
Rich instruction involves spending several minutes teaching a word,
drawing attention to several aspects of what is involved in knowing a
word (its spoken and written forms, its word parts, its meaning, its
grammar and its collocations). This is time-consuming and in effect
only a few words can get this kind of attention before learners read a
text. Nonetheless, for some important topic related words, pre-teaching

may be a useful option.
STIMULATING PREVIOUS KNOWLEDGE
There has been very interesting research on first language readers by

Stahl and his colleagues to see the relative effects on comprehension of
vocabulary knowledge and learners” background knowledge of the topic
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of the text (Stahl, Hare, Sinatra and Gregory 1991; Stahl, Jacobson,
Davis and Davis 1989). Their findings have been that vocabulary
knowledge and topic knowledge have different effects. Vocabulary
knowledge increases the comprehension of sentence and proposition
level detail (the microstructure), while topic knowledge affects global
comprehension of the text (the macrostructure) including seeing an
organization behind the facts in the text.

Because vocabulary knowledge and topic knowledge have different
effects, one is not a satisfactory compensation for lack of the other. This
is supported by Laufer’s (1992) findings with foreign language learners.

For learners of English as a second or foreign language, vocabulary
knowledge is clearly a dominating factor in determining whether a task
will be an experience task or not. Background knowledge cannot
substitute for lack of vocabulary knowledge, and pre-teaching is limited
in the number of words that can be satisfactorily covered in a
reasonable amount of time. It is thus essential to make use of controlled
material if a course is to have a suitable number of the expertence tasks
that are needed for developing proficiency through meaning-focused
input, meaning-focused output and fluency development.
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