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To me, curriculum concerns everything involved in the teaching and learning processes, from, for example, pedagogic methodology to assessment formats, and from syllabus design to its evaluation. Frankly speaking, as a junior teacher, I do not think I play a significant role in developing these “macroscopic” aspects of the curriculum. However, as a frontier implementing the curriculum directly on my students, I do think I still have the responsibility to develop and evaluate some other “microscopic” aspects. First, I should, according to the learning style(s) and needs of my students, select the most appropriate pedagogic approach and specific teaching strategies (and teaching materials) to use in the classroom. Second, I am responsible for conducting regular evaluations of and modifications to them, so as to maximize the effectiveness of the curriculum implementation. Third, I have to provide such favorable conditions for facilitating my teaching as ways to arouse students’ motivation and mode of classroom interaction. Certainly, all these should be carried out both independently by myself and collaboratively with other colleagues and the school.

Bearing the above in mind, I should be aware of and open to different teaching and learning approaches, and one of such is the presently very popular task-based approach. As far as I understand, task-based approach focuses on making students perform tasks which are meaningful and relevant to their daily life. The emphasis is on authenticity, i.e. situations and problems that students really come across in their life and not purely made-up ones. Language learning is seen to result from students’ using different language items while preparing for and performing the tasks. In view of this student-centered nature, the teacher’s role is mainly regarded as a facilitative one, providing any necessary guidance and support. This, however, does not mean that explicit language teaching in such areas as grammar and the four major skills is to be excluded completely. In contrast, according to a book which I read recently, the original motive for setting up the task-based approach in southern India was that some applied linguists were not satisfied with the once popular functional approach which failed to promote students’ acquisition of the language ‘forms’. Explicit language teaching, therefore, should be regarded as an indispensable part of any task-based curriculum, either as an input for students’ preparation for the task (pre-stage) or as a consolidation practice for improving their performance in future similar tasks (post-stage). 

In view of the above, one would expect the form of assessment of a task-based curriculum to be totally different from the tests and examinations of the traditional curriculum. Instead of conducting summative assessment at the end of each school term showing students’ mastery level of the taught knowledge in the form of a mark or a grade, the teacher should carry out formative assessment regularly throughout the school term, the focus of which should be on specific and concrete comments on what the students have already mastered and areas on which they should work for future improvements. In addition, both language proficiency and whether or not the tasks are successfully performed should be weighed as equally important criteria for assessment.

Besides assessment format, there are also other differences between a task-based curriculum and its traditional counterparts. First, as mentioned above, a task-based curriculum is, to a large extent, student-centered instead of teacher-centered. Students’ motivation to perform the tasks is therefore a crucial factor for its successful implementation. Second, a task-based syllabus is structured differently from its predecessors. Unlike teaching the language items separately in a prescribed sequence of complexity, there is a hierarchy in the structure of a task-based curriculum. At the top of the hierarchy are ‘modules’, with each focusing on one specific theme/discussion topic. Different aspects of each theme are to be dealt with in the ‘units’ under the respective module, and each unit in turn consists of several tasks (usually of different nature) engaging students in those aspects of the same theme. As mentioned, the teaching of different language items is to be incorporated into the different stages of the tasks. Third, it seems to me that a task-based curriculum implies a different mode of learning from the traditional ones. In contrast with a linear learning sequence of the language items form the simple ones to the relatively more complex ones, the task-based approach adopts a spiral flow of knowledge progression. In such a progression, the new taught items in one task/unit/module will be revisited in a later one, such that a consolidation of students’ knowledge is achieved. 

Reflecting on my own pedagogic approach, I do regard variety as a key factor. In fact, I most frequently adopt the lecturing mode (especially for teaching grammar items) and sometimes I try to let students discover the knowledge themselves through, for example, Internet surfing. Also, I find guiding students to conduct group/ individual presentations and projects occasionally can be another motivating tool. In terms of providing input to the students, I try to present it in as many different media as possible, like videos, songs, PowerPoint etc. The rationale underlying this practice is two-fold. First, since students in any given classrooms are of different learning styles (e.g. kinesthetic, audio, visual) and have different expectations, it is improbable, if not impossible, to identify one single approach which suits the needs of all students. Second, it has also been my belief that each approach has its own merits over the others. Hence, if there is an effective integration of the different approaches, they may complement each other and the teaching effectiveness will thus be enhanced.

