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Abstract: Writing skills have always been perceived as difficult for English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) learners in higher education. Studies (Vo, 2021; Huang, 2018; Zhang, 2016) have
found that EFL students often commence tertiary education with an elementary level of English,
which contributes to these challenges. In addition, a lack of confidence in writing results in
demotivation in learning English. In line with recent empirical scholarship on EFL, Task-based
Language Teaching (TBLT) is proposed as an effective approach that facilitates both the teaching of
communicative skills and engagement through the use of the target language and tasks in an authentic
and context-sensitive manner for EFL. Specifically, this study critically explores how adapting such a
teaching method can help teachers and students nurture and improve their writing skills in English.
Drawing on a quasi-experimental design involving 60 learners, it examines the extent to which TBLT
can help improve writing skills for non-English major students at a Vietnamese university. The
findings indicate that the implementation of TBLT tasks in writing lessons resulted in significant
improvements in students’ writing performance. The study discusses participants’ statements in the
experiment to better understand the perceptions of the effectiveness of this pedagogical approach.
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Tom tat: K§ nang viét ludn 1a ky nang khé cho sinh vién hoc tiéng Anh nhu mot ngoai ngir &
bac dai hoc. Nghién ctru cho thay phan Ién sinh vién nhap hoc hang nim c6 trinh do tiéng Anh bac so
Cap, k§ niang viét kém cang lam sinh vién thiéu tu tin trong viéc hoc tiéng Anh. Theo céc nghién ctu
vé giang day ngoai ngir, phuong phap day - hoc theo nhiém vu (Task-based language teaching-TBLT)
la mot phuong phéap hiéu qua cho viéc day cac ki ning giao tiép va co duoc sy tham gia cia nguoi
hoc dua vao bai tap md phong thuc té theo cach ngén ngit thuc su duoc ding. Cu thé, nghién ciu nay”
tim hiéu chi tiét vé cach giang vién str dung TBLT dé hd tro sinh vién cai thién viéc hoc k§ nang viét.
Vi thiét ké nghién ciru gan thir nghiém cho 60 sinh vién, nghién ctu tim hiéu & nhitng phuong dién
nao, TBLT gilp cai thién viéc hoc k¥ ning viét cho sinh vién khdng chuyén tiéng Anh tai mot truong
dai hoc ¢ Viét Nam. Két qua cho thay viéc sir dung TBLT véi cac bai tap nhiém vu gidp sinh vién
nhiét tinh hon khi hoc k¥ ning viét. Cac y kién cta nguoi tham gia ciing dwoc thao luan dé hiéu sau
hon vé nhan dinh tinh hiéu qua cua phuong phép nay.

Tir khoa: phuong phap day - hoc theo nhiém vu, ki ning viét, bai tap nhiém vu, ki ning giao
tiép bang van ban

1. Introduction

Despite its wide adoption globally, as a foreign language, mastery in English still
confronts significant obstacles in terms of both language skills and language construction
(Harmer, 2011). Among the language macro skills, writing is considered as the most
challenging and the hardest to master (Zhaochun, 2015), especially for those learning it as a
foreign language. Research has shown that curricular policies and traditional pedagogical
approaches with a structural or explicit grammar-teaching focus in EFL contexts have had a
limited overall impact on English language education (Adams & Newton, 2009; Hu, 2005). In
response, the Vietnamese government has modified national language policies and curricula
to promote various types of communicative language teaching approaches, including task-
based language teaching (TBLT) to increase the quality of EFL teaching and learning in the
Vietnamese context. Learners learning writing with this approach can role-play different
scenarios to practice styles based on meaningful context (Cao, 2018; Yen, 2016).

° This paper is a product of a university-level research project code CS-2023-20 funded by the University of
Economics Ho Chi Minh City.
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As a teaching method, TBLT creates opportunities for learners to obtain language
skills by engaging in real-world tasks (Long, 2014). This supports assigning tasks that
simulate real-life writing situations (e.g. writing emails, C.V.) and meaningful dialogue
(Bygate et al., 2013) Furthermore, TBLT supports to achieve learners’ engagement through
communicative and interactive exercises (Nunan, 2004). Teachers can take this advantage to
have students work in groups doing writing tasks, encouraging collaboration and peer
feedback. In comparison to conventional language teaching approaches based on the more
pervasive Presentation-Practice-Production paradigm (PPP), Harmer (2011) found that TBLT
was generally more effective in fostering language learners’ writing skills. PPP, which is still
the most prevalent model of language learning in Vietnam (Hiep, 2007; Vo, 2021) typically
includes listening to the teacher, then repeating, and finally reproducing linguistic models
offered by the teacher, which provides only limited opportunities of using English in the
Vietnamese setting. It results in difficulties that many students have reported relating to
learning English, particularly writing skills (Vo, 2020; Pham & Do, 2022).

This reflects the current reality in Vietnam as generally observed by lecturers - most
university students have trouble writing in English (Vo, 2020). Specifically, students’ writing
is often considered to be incoherent and unpersuasive when it comes to presenting their views
(Vo, 2020), a problem further compounded by a lack of adequate vocabulary and grammar.
Furthermore, and perhaps more crucially, a lack of confidence in communicative skills results
in difficulties in successful communication in real-life situations.

Based on these problems specifically in the higher education context, in this paper, we
intend to propose the design of an effective approach to facilitate better writing skills for EFL
students in Vietnam. In response to the above-mentioned weaknesses of PPP, TBLT is
proposed as a more effective and efficient approach to the teaching of communicative skills
and through an engagement with communicative tasks in the target language in the same way
it is used outside of the classroom (Bygate et al., 2013; Ellis, 2003; Gonzalez & Pinzon, 2019;
Nunan, 2004). Specifically, this study adds to existing research by showcasing the
practicalities of implementing TBLT to enhance writing skills for tertiary students who are
studying a non-English major discipline in the Vietnamese context.

2. Literature Review

Nunan (1999) argued that writing is regarded as one of the most difficult abilities to
master, regardless of whether the language is one’s first, second, or third. Writing in a foreign
language involves the knowledge and ability to use mechanics, such as capitalisation,
punctuation, grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, lexical objects, genre knowledge, and their
conventional representation (Hegarty, 2000). It also requires highly complicated tasks such as
the ability to conceive concepts, and formulate them in sentences that go beyond simply
producing text (Chenoweth & Hayes, 2001; Hayes, 1996). In this section, we discuss the
implementational challenges of TBLT in EFL contexts for teaching and learning writing skills
and findings from empirical studies.

2.1. TBLT in Relationship With Teaching and Learning EFL Writing Skills

Both the teaching and learning of writing are difficult tasks because several aspects
need to be considered, such as those mentioned above. Gonzalez and Pinzon (2019) explain
that the process of organizing writing must also follow certain steps, such as planning,
drafting, editing and producing the final version. Thus researchers (Humphrey, 2017,
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Humphrey & Feez, 2016) have proposed the genre-based teaching and learning cycle where
learners move through four scaffolded stages from working together with peers and finally
producing a text independently. This teaching and learning cycle shares the focus on
meaningful and real-world language use with TBLT.

These authors have argued that such steps allow students to explore new ideas,
organize them, think critically, and develop their communication skills. Through those stages,
students are aware of the thought process involved. Teachers, therefore, can and should
engage students with various class assignments when they recognize their interests and needs
(Gonzalez & Pinzon, 2019). It is for these reasons that TBLT is suggested, as it aims to
develop learners’ linguistic competence by engaging them in meaning-focused
communication through the performance of tasks (Ellis & Shintani, 2013), rather than
mechanical activities.

2.2. TBLT vs. PPP in Teaching and Learning Writing Skills

PPP emerged when behaviorist accounts of language learning became popular in the
1920s and 1930s (Harmer, 2011) and in response to the disadvantages of the grammar-
translation method. However, PPP relied heavily on drills and substitutions, not providing the
best possible opportunities for learning. In teaching and learning writing, PPP relates to
controlled activities (e.g. sentence completion, gap fills) to reinforce specific grammar points
or structures. Language form and accuracy are emphasized. In this method, the teacher is
centered on the primary source of knowledge, guiding students through each stage and
providing feedback on accuracy.

In the 1990s with the critical turn in ELT, teachers shifted towards a more
communicative orientation that favoured meaning over form (Harmer, 2011; Richards &
Rogers, 2011) with the emergence of communicative-based English instruction, namely
Communicative Language teaching (CLT).

TBLT follows the strong version of CLT (Willis, 1996) to learn the language. In the
EFL context, in this model, English is adopted in various contexts and functions of the speech
community. Different from PPP, TBLT aims to meet the needs of real-world tasks among
learners to reach intended communicative purposes in writing and speaking. TBLT aims to
enhance learners’ linguistic competence and interactional competence through real-life tasks,
‘tool’ for achieving a communicative outcome rather than as an ‘object’ to be studied,
analyzed and displayed (Ellis & Shintani, 2013, p. 138). Studies have shown several positive
effects of the integration of TBLT in academic writing. For example, Ellis' (2006) TBLT
framework emphasizes the use of meaningful tasks as central to language learning. It
promotes the idea that language acquisition occurs naturally when learners engage in real-life
tasks that require communication, problem-solving, and interaction. Long’s (2014) study
shows that learners’ motivation level is enhanced when they can participate in real-world
tasks as traditional classrooms for test preparation courses are often perceived as contrived. In
TBLT class, writing can be integrated with speaking or reading in task completion to mitigate
boredom in the class. As studies have shown, students then tend to invest more time and pay
greater attention to the lessons in the EFL classroom (Nunan, 2006; Willis & Willis, 2013).

In addition, learners’ writing performance can be developed in terms of fluency, and
discourse management, rather than on accuracy alone (Sundari, 2018). This means TBLT can
shape purposeful content for learners to create the flow of the writing involving a high level
of critical thinking and greater metacognitive awareness (Abrams, 2019; Gebril, 2018).
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Successfully incorporating material from a source text necessitates a thorough understanding
of lexical, grammatical, rhetorical, and sociocultural contexts. Aside from improving these
skills and promoting lexical sophistication, integrated writing enhances both metacognition
and critical thinking (Gebril, 2018; Grabe & Zhang, 2013).

In light of the above discussion, it can be seen that the two approaches functionally
differ regarding the teacher’s role and the student’s role in an English language classroom.
Different from the student’s role as a learner, receiver, follower, and listener in a traditional
classroom, the learner in a TBLT class plays the role of a negotiator or interactor since the
focus is on the processes of communication rather than the mastery of language forms.
Accordingly, the role of the teacher in TBLT class is that of a facilitator of the
communication process that places the learner at the center of the learning process.

2.3. Empirical Studies on TBLT and English Writing Teaching

The empirical research studies investigating the impacts of TBLT on enhancing
students’ writing performance in various EFL contexts generally have pointed out the
importance and effectiveness of TBLT in language education taking into account the
contextual configurations of its practice.

A study by Gonzalez and Pinzon (2019) in Columbia revealed that through TBLT
students were able to improve their written performance. Specifically, they increased their
vocabulary, reduced grammar errors, and became more autonomous and responsible in the
classroom. In addition, students’ confidence in the writing process also improved. In her study
on 101 students in accounting at a university in Indonesia, Milarisa (2019) found that students
provided positive responses and interest in the usage of TBLT in teaching writing. The study
results showed that TBLT motivates and encourages students to understand better when they
write, which helps students increase the quality of their writing. Similarly, Kafipour et al.
(2018) confirm the usefulness of TBLT in improving the writing skills of EFL learners in
their study involving 80 Iranian EFL students. Results show that in comparison with the
writing skills of the Iranian EFL learners who used the traditional writing practice, writing
competence such as language use, and sentence mechanics improved significantly among
those who practiced writing skills using TBLT.

However, so far there are only a small handful of studies on TBLT in Vietnam,
especially in the higher education context and in the teaching and learning of writing in
English, although it has drawn some attention. In Yen (2016)’s research, which was
conducted in the higher education context, the findings revealed that Vietnamese students
significantly improved their overall scores of self-regulatory writing strategies, as evidenced
by their personal self-regulation scores. In another study, Pham and Do (2022) share
encouraging findings about the implementation of TBLT in Vietnamese universities. The
results of their study show that the TBLT model significantly impacted students’ grammatical
performance in speaking and writing skills, although it did not outperform PPP instruction.

As evident, the belief that TBLT maximises learners’ language competency has been
extensively researched and applied across many educational settings. Although this is not a
new concept in language education, as Na (2017) argues, there are some conceptual and
practical misconceptions about TBLT, which lead to further contemporary misapplications of
the pedagogy in Vietnam. For instance, there is a misconception that TBLT ignores
grammatical accuracy in favor of fluency However, TBLT in reality can incorporate form-
focused instruction to fill the gaps in learners’ language use. Some teachers believe that tasks
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in TBLT can be any classroom activity. In reality, such activities should be meaningful
activities with a clear goal and support students to achieve the goal. In practice, some teachers
may assume that TBLT requires high technology or extensive resources. However, many
tasks can be designed with everyday teaching materials. In the other practical aspect, some
teachers may believe that they do not need proper training to implement TBLT. In reality,
understanding the principles of task design allows teachers to facilitate tasks successfully in
the classroom (Vo, 2020).

Although some research has been done on TBLT in Vietnam (Hoang, 2013; Le, 2014),
there is little experimental research about TBLT’s impacts on university students’ writing
skills, hence the need for this study.

3. Methodology

This study adopts a quasi-experimental design combining questionnaires,
observations, a pre-test, and a post-test. Quasi-experimental research was employed in this
study to measure the effectiveness of teaching interventions on student performance (Angrist
and Lang, 2004). This aims to answer the two research questions (1) the extent to which
students engage in writing lessons with TBLT and (2) factors that influence the use of TBLT
to improve learners’ writing skills.

3.1. Research Setting

This study was carried out throughout the first semester of the school year (over 5
weeks of two writing lessons each week) for two classes, consisting of 60 non-English major
students (32 in the experimental group and 28 in the control group). One class was the control
group with the traditional PPP method for teaching and learning writing while the other was
the experimental group with the TBLT method. The textbook consisted of five units. After
every unit, there was a revision for the students’ recall of knowledge and practice of skills. In
the writing skill lessons, students learned how to write paragraphs, letters, and emails on
specific topics and included instructions on the requirements of writing including formal and
informal styles, punctuation, connection, and coherence.

3.2. Participants

The participants, aged between 18 and 20, were all non-English major students from
various faculties such as Economics, Technology, Banking, Accounting, and Law at a
university in Ho Chi Minh City. Both groups learn the same materials and take mid-term tests
and final tests over a fixed time as required by the English language department at the
university.

Participants in the study were from the same level of English language (A2 CEFR)
based on the selection of the university with the placement test to arrange classes for
freshmen. This was a convenience sample for the study because the groups of participants
were already formed based on the classes they were in. The total number of participants was
60 students, who all voluntarily participated in the study after they were explained about the
purposes of the research. The maximum number of learners in a class is up to 40 learners;
therefore, the intention to use about 60 samples for two classes (about 30 for each class) was
considered reasonable to collect the parametric and reliable data for further analysis (Cohen et
al., 2002).

The two classes were taught by the same instructor, who had more than four years of
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experience teaching undergraduate writing classes. In this study, the researcher serves both as
a teacher and a researcher, which enhances the reliability of the study. The instructor was
trained in teaching English writing utilizing the Present-Product-Production (PPP) approach.
However, she had utilized TBLT in her classroom in the previous two years, based on what
she had learned about it from her studies, attending TBLT training workshops, and speaking
with teachers with hands-on experience with task-based teaching. The researcher’s experience
in the classroom provides contextual knowledge, allowing a better understanding of learners’
needs, behaviors, and students’ learning processes (Mills, 2014). To address the issue of
biases in this teacher-researcher’s role, various strategies (e.g. triangulation of questionnaires,
classroom observation, and test scores) are employed to ensure the validity and balance of the
data.

3.3. Research Instruments
3.3.1. Questionnaire

Questionnaires were employed as an instrument in this study to explore students’
attitudes toward writing activities and their motivations to complete learning activities for
both groups. The questions were designed based on a learner-centred approach and the roles
of tasks in second language acquisitions to promote engagement by providing authentic
contexts for language use (Ellis, 2006; Tomlinson, 2011). Likert-scale questions aim to
measure students’ attitudes toward the designed writing tasks and their motivation levels in
the TBLT class compared to the form-focused activities in the PPP class. Open-ended
questions were to explore further attitudes and feelings of the participants towards students’
experiences with task-based writing activities.

3.3.2. Observations

To gain additional information about student’s performance and interactions in the
writing tasks, the observations were carried out by the teacher - researcher during the writing
hours for both the experimental group and the control group. There were 5 observations for
each group, which made the total around 5 hours for each group.

Based on the author’s previous research (Vo, 2020), an observation checklist was
designed to explore the utilization of PPP and TBLT in writing classes. The content of the
observation, therefore, follows the phases of using tasks for teaching and learning English
writing skills. At the beginning, the students’ responses to the warm-up activities were
observed. While teaching and during the tasks, the observation checklist included the use of
writing tasks, which aimed to promote interaction (i.e. student-student interaction, teacher-
student interaction), as well as shared teamwork responsibility (i.e. pair work, group work and
feedback). At the end of the tasks, the instructor observed the students while they were
exchanging their ideas for peer feedback. These observations were intended to generate data
to evaluate students on what they integrate and produce rather than on what they can do to
merely recall and reproduce (Coombe et al., 2012).

3.3.3. Pre-Test and Post-Test

The tests were designed in alignment with the course’s learning outcomes. The 30-
minute individual writing test’s topics in the pre-tests were taken from the textbook; for
instance, a writing test of a thank you message was given, while the topics chosen for the
post-tests were similar to those delivered during the course. The degree of difficulty was
identical between the two tests from the two classes, and the marking criteria included
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content, language, and organisation. Both groups took pre-tests before starting the courses and
post-tests after they completed the last writing lesson of the course. The test papers were
assessed anonymously to avoid identification of the students from the results.

3.4. Research Procedure

The writing tasks in the control group were all from the textbook, Life Elementary
(2015) published by Cengage Learning. Though it includes some writing tasks, the textbook
has been noted by teachers for having a more traditional approach to language learning with
limited opportunities for students to engage in more exploratory writing practices.
Meanwhile, the experimental group's writing tasks were required to match task criteria and
were adapted from the textbook’s writing activities in order to improve opportunities for
spontaneous writing learning, for example, writing a thank you email to your teacher for
supporting you with writing techniques or a travel blog of personal travel experience. As a
result, the task-based class involved a series of interconnected tasks (pre-task, while-task, and
post-task) rather than a single activity. The study employs Ellis’ (2006) TBLT framework
which includes pre-task, and task cycles. During the pre-task phase, students were helped to
prepare tasks with useful words or phrases by the teacher. In the task cycle, students firstly
worked in pairs or small groups while the teacher played the role of a monitor; then, students
prepared to report their work to the class orally or in writing (planning); finally, some groups
presented their work to the class and exchange their reports for result comparison.

Teaching and learning of writing skills for the two groups then were carried out.
While both groups were taught to meet the requirements of the program, the experiment
group received the new (TBLT) treatment. The model of teaching and learning writing skills
for the two groups in the study is designed as shown in Table 1:

Table 1

Tasks and the Model of Teaching and Learning Writing Skills for the Two Groups Adopted
From Ellis’s TBLT Framework (2006)

PPP TBLT
Teacher’s role | Learner’s role Teacher’s role | Learner’s role
Presentation Pre-task: to engage learners by tasks connected to
learners’ experience.
Impart and shape Respond and perform | A leader and an organizer | Initiate and respond
knowledge. a limited range of of discussion. roles and performing a
language functions wide range of
language functions
Practice While-task: to have learners produce their output
Scaffold for enabling Do little negotiate Scaffold for enabling Do more negotiate
learners to produce meaning. students to say what they meaning.
correct sentences want to say
Production Post-task: to have learners look in details at and
use the forms that have been learnt
Form-focused Individual revision | Content-focused feedback Individual and
feedback and peer feedback collaborative revision

3.5. Data Collection

Data was collected through the questionnaire, which was distributed to participants via
Google form at the end of the course, which was carried out as described in section 3.4, with
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clear instructions and an emphasis on confidentiality to encourage honest responses. During
the course, classroom observations were carried out to provide qualitative insights into the
actual implementation of TBLT vs. PPP. These observations complemented the quantitative
data obtained from the questionnaires, allowing for a deeper understanding of how TBLT was
experienced in teaching and learning English writing skills in comparison with PPP. Finally,
T-tests were conducted to statistically analyze the differences in writing proficiency scores
between the TBLT group and PPP group, offering concrete evidence to answer the research
questions of the study.

3.6. Data Analysis

To describe the participants’ writing ability, the minimum and maximum score, the
mean, and the standard deviation of the items were tabulated using the SPSS v.26 program.
Scores following the rubric and mean scores were taken into account to define the similarity
before the experiment and the difference between the two groups after the experiment.
Secondly, means of the control and experimental groups’ overall writing performance were
compared with Cronbach's Alpha statistic and Independent-Samples Mann-Whitney U Tests.
On the other hand, qualitative data from open-ended questions of the questionnaire and
observations were analyzed using the content analysis approach through which specific
themes of the study emerged. Observational data and analysis of questionnaire data
complemented each other to provide sufficient detail for the analysis of the study (Creswell &
Creswell, 2014).

4. Findings and Analysis

4.1. Questionnaire Data
4.1.1. Warm-Up Activities

In the PPP class, more participants (71.43%) answered in the highest category in terms
of their preferences towards doing brainstorming and vocabulary exercises compared to other
options that the teacher introduced about learning objectives and new grammar structures
(53.5-57.1%). In the TBLT class, a large majority of respondents (87.5%) showed a strong
interest in the warm-up activities such as watching pictures or videos that relate to the lesson
or talking about their own experiences. This indicates that learners preferred activities that
they could learn through visual content or connect to their own experience. It shows that these
activities encouraged students to initiate their writing on the assigned topics.

4.1.2. Student’s Attitude Towards Activities or Tasks Used in the Class

As for the control group, with the idea of doing exercises in the textbook, the students
agreed that activities related to the writing exercises in the textbook were useful with a mean
range from 3.00 to 3.18. However, some lack of interest was also shown.
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Table 2
PPP vs TBLT Class’s Opinion Toward Writing Exercises in the Textbook and the Tasks
PPP class TBLT class
Items N Mean Std. Std. Mean| N Items
Dev. | Dev.
| feel interested in | feel interested in the
practising grammar 28 3.11 916 792 | 4.22 32 | lesson by connecting to
structures. my experience.

I explore the ways to use
28 3.00 | 1.054 | .745 | 4.34 32 essential words and
grammar.
The exercises generate
my ideas to write.

In contrast with the PPP group, when questioned how they felt about exercises/tasks,
students showed their interest in the writing tasks at a high level. A large majority of
respondents (87.5%) preferred watching pictures or videos that relate to the lesson. The
pictures or videos that connect with the content of the writing lessons were presented before
the writing sessions began. Moreover, with a mean range from 4.09 to 4.22, participants
preferred when the teacher asked for their prior experience to guide them in the lessons (Table
2).

| feel it is not difficult to
remember vocabulary.

The exercises generate my

) . 28 3.18 | 1.124 | .818 | 4.09 32
ideas to write.

4.1.3. Pairwork and Groupwork

The majority of participants in the control group (82.2%) suggested that they
perceived group work as a way to cooperate and complete their assignments with a mean of
4.14 (Table 3).

Table 3
PPP vs TBLT Class’s Opinion on Pairwork and Groupwork
PPP class TBLT class
Items N | Mean [S)te?/ [S)';c\j/ Mean| N Items

It helps to discuss with my
peers to complete 28 | 4.14 11.008| 906 |4.22 | 32
exercises quickly.

It helps to practice on

Communicate with my peers to
complete tasks.

o8| 382 | 083| 842 |25 32 Discuss issues effectively in a

grammar structures. group setting.
It helps to practice on 28| 389 | 956! 906 |422] 32 Pro_mote leadership and
vocabulary. cooperation amongst the students.

However, in this case, fewer participants (57.1%) stated that working in pairs/groups
could assist them in practicing grammar structures and vocabulary, with a mean of 3.82 and
3.89 respectively. Similar to the PPP group, students in the TBLT group appreciated tasks that
could help them to do assignments in groups. With a mean range from 4.22 to 4.25,
participants said that working in groups would help them work effectively to finish the tasks
and improve their leadership and cooperation skills. This means that group work can help
develop essential skills for students of both groups.



VNU JOURNAL OF FOREIGN STUDIES, VOL. 41, NO. 1 (2025) 92

4.1.4. Teacher Support and the Environment in the Class

Participants in the control group agreed more with the fact that the teacher gave
explicit grammar instructions and mainly focused on grammar and vocabulary accuracy, with
a mean of 4.29 and 4.04 respectively. ‘Students expect teachers to tell them what to do’
returned lower levels of agreement among the learners. Regarding the environment in the
classroom, the students realised it was fine, with a mean score of 3.04. However, less than
half of students (42 %) said that they had a chance for interaction or peer feedback (Table 4).

Table 4
PPP vs TBLT Class’s Opinion on Teacher’s Support and the Environment in the Classroom

PPP class TBLT class
Items N | Mean Std. | Std. Mean| N Items
Dev. | Dev.
Teacher gives explicit 28 | 429 | 897 | 669 | 456 | 32 When_I didn’t compreh_end
grammar features. something, | asked questions.

Discover my own talents and
28 | 404 | 962 | 865 | 4.34 | 32 |then become motivated to use
them.

Mainly focus on grammar
and vocabulary accuracy.

The atmosphere in class was

The atmosphere in class 28 | 3.50 | 1.106 | .767 | 4.16 | 32 more collaborative and

was fine.

engaged.
I expect the teacher to tell 28 | 304 | 12611 665 | 441 | 32 Rules and_gmdellnes were
me what to do. clear in the class.

| interact with my friends I interact with my friends and
and have peer feedback. 28 | 2.68 | 1389 615 ) 44l ) 32 have peer feedback.

In the TBLT class, the participants highly agreed with the fact that the teacher
supported them when they did not comprehend something. In such cases, they could ask the
teacher, who had encouraged students to utilize their own knowledge and prior learning. The
mean for these answers ranges from 4.34 to 4.56. With a mean range from 4.16 to 4.41, the
participants highly agreed that the atmosphere in class was collaborative and engaged, and
rules and guidelines were clear in the class, which helped to develop the interaction among
learners and peer feedback.

4.1.5. Post-Lesson

The agreement and disagreement are equal among students (44%-51%) in the control
group on the items related to being sometimes bored of further practicing grammar structures
in the textbook. In contrast, 87.5% of participants in the TBLT group confirmed that the final
tasks and homework were relevant to the topics they had learned in class. Additionally, 90.6%
of participants agreed that tasks gave them more opportunities to practice. The questionnaire
data was supported by the observational data, as shown in the next section.

4.2. Teacher’s Observations
4.2.1. Warm-Up Activities
In the PPP class, students participated well when they were asked to do vocabulary
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exercises. However, it was observed that the teacher’s presentation did not always facilitate
students’ concentration on the teacher’s introduction about learning objectives and new
grammar structures. In contrast, the students in the TBLT class were engaged in the lesson
right at the first part of the writing lessons when the teacher briefly introduced the learning
objectives and showed pictures or videos related to the writing topics to introduce them to the
lessons.

4.2.2. While-Lesson

It was observed that while doing exercises, students in the PPP class focused on
finishing the exercises in the textbook rather than exchanging ideas with their classmates,
even though they were assigned to work in pairs. In fact, some students did not finish and
respond when the teacher invited them. Participants in the TBLT group, on the other hand,
appeared to attentively focus on the content of the writing tasks. Each participant was
assigned to produce a writing task and exchange it with their peers, or they worked in groups
to write on the same topic. It was observed that they were involved well and also engaged in
questions and answers in group work to achieve their tasks. They seemed to be more
enthusiastic in discussing the issues’ topics with other group members. Indeed, some even
tried to convince others by presenting and explaining their ideas to their group members.

4.2.3. Post-Lesson

In the last stage of the PPP writing lessons, it was unlikely that learners would engage
in doing more exercises in the textbook. However, when the teacher randomly chose two or
three students to have them read out their exercises loud and provide feedback to the class,
they did seem to notice the teacher's comments. It can be seen that learners preferred to have
comments from the teacher rather than only checking the provided answer keys.

In the final phase of TBLT, students worked in groups of four or five to discuss and
produce a piece of writing, with each participant expected to contribute one or two sentences.
They appeared to be enthusiastic and attempted to contribute their ideas to groups to generate
a piece of writing. The observation results also reveal that participants enjoyed receiving
feedback from other groups.

4.3. Pre-Test and Post-Test Results

This analysis comprises the resemblance before the experiment, the difference after
the experiment and overall writing performance. As shown in Table 5, there is a minimal
difference between the mean scores in the pre-test, as the control group’s pre-tests mean score
is 5.70, and the experimental group’s pre-tests mean score is 5.73. The experimental group’s
mean score (M= 5.73, SD= .84, n=31) is slightly greater than the control group’s mean score
(M= 5.70, SD= .94, n= 28), which means there is an improvement in writing performance
among students in the experimental group.

Table 5
Descriptive Statistics of the Pre-Test Results

Control Group Experimental Group
Minimum{Maximum|Mean Star)da_lrd Minimum{Maximum|Mean Star)da}rd
Deviation Deviation
Pre-Test score 4.00 7.00 5.70 94 4.00 7.00 5.73 .84
Language score 1.00 3.00 1.89 .53 1.00 3.00 1.58 .52
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Organization score| 1.00 2.50 1.61 42 1.00 3.00 1.98 A7
Content score 1.50 3.00 2.20 52 1.00 3.00 2.16 44

In order to check whether there is a statistically significant difference between the two
groups’ mean scores, Independent-Samples Mann-Whitney U Test was conducted.

Table 6
Hypothesis Test Summary for the Writing Pre-Test Results

Hypothesis Test Summary

Null Hypothesis Test Sig. Decision
1 The distribution of Pre-Test is the Independent-Samples 955 Retain the null
same across categories of Class. Mann-Whitney U Test ' hypothesis.

Asymptotic significances are displayed. The significance level is .050.

Hypothesis Test Summary results indicate that the differences between the control and
experimental groups’ mean scores are insignificant (p=.955 > p= .050). Consequently, the
writing performance of the control and experimental groups was equal to each other before
the treatment (Table 6).

There is, however, a slight difference between the mean scores in the post-test (Table
7), as the control group’s pre-tests mean score is 6.18, and the experimental group’s post-test
mean score is 6.61. However, the Std. Dev of the control group (Std. Dev = .77) is the same
as the experimental group (Std. Dev =.77).

Table 7
Descriptive Statistics of the Post-Test Results

Control Group Experimental Group
Minimum | Maximum | Mean | SD Minimum [Maximum| Mean | SD
Post-Test 5.00 7.50 6.18 | .77 5.00 8.00 6.61 | .77
Language score 1.50 3.00 216 | .39 1.50 2.50 2.08 | .29
Organization score 1.00 2.50 1.70 | .48 1.00 2.50 1.84 | 48
Content score 2.00 3.00 2.32 | .39 2.00 3.00 2.69 | .35

Table 7, in particular, displays the component scores of the experimental group and
control group on the post-test. The mean language component score (2.08) for the
experimental group is less than that of the control group (2.16). However, the experimental
group’s mean scores for the organisation and content components (Organisation: 1.84,

Content: 2.69) are higher than the control group’s mean scores (Organisation: 1.70, Content:
2.32).

The data from the test of normality (pre-test in the CG: p=.016 and the EG: p=.001
< .05). This indicates that pre-tests and post-tests” samples are different from the normally
distributed ones. Therefore, it is suggested that the Independent Samples Mann-Whitney U
Test was utilized to explore the two independent groups. As a non-parametric test, it analyzes
the rank order of scores rather than the raw data, meaning it does not rely on the assumptions
required by parametric tests (Salkind, 2010, p.747).

The Independent-Samples Mann-Whitney U Test was conducted in the post-test.
There is a significant difference in the result of the Hypothesis Test Summary (p=.032 < p=
.050). This indicates that the writing performance of the control and experimental groups
differed after implementing the intervention of TBLT (Table 8).
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Table 8
Hypothesis Test Summary for the Writing Post-Test Results

Hypothesis Test Summary
Null Hypothesis Test Sig. Decision
The distribution of Post-
1 Test is the same across
categories of Class.
Asymptotic significances are displayed. The significance level is .050.

The analysis of test data shows that the control and experimental groups had a
resemblance prior to the experiment. However, following the implementation of the
intervention, notable differences are observed in the overall writing performance. In
comparing the scores of the control group and experimental group on Post-tests, the data
indicates that both groups demonstrated improved performance in the post-test; however, a
greater number of learners in the TBLT group achieved scores of 7.5 or 8 compared to those
in the PPP group.

Independent-Samples Mann- 032 Reject the null
Whitney U Test ' hypothesis.

5. Discussion

5.1. Comparison of TBLT and PPP: Non-English Major Students’ Writing Performance

In consideration of the findings, the benefits of TBLT in learning writing are discussed
below with reference to the frameworks discussed earlier as well as findings from previous
studies.

5.1.1. Learner’s Engagement

It is evident in the survey results that learners presented a greater level of engagement
in activities within TBLT learners in TLBT class than doing exercises from the textbook
alone in the PPP class. Furthermore, the results indicate that learners enjoyed the final class
activities and homework. Similarly, observation results show that learners were effectively
involved in the activities in TBLT and preferred presenting their personal experiences related
to the writing topics. This finding is also supported by Bygate et al. (2013) and Nunan (2004).

It can also be noted that the majority of learners were more engaged in the tasks
because they could employ the language that they had already been exposed to in writing
models and brainstormed the writing ideas on the same writing topic in previous tasks, in line
with the findings of Gonzalez and Pinzon (2019). The test results also indicate that learners
who engaged more within TBLT scored higher than learners in PPP class, particularly
organisation and content components (Table 7).

5.1.2. Cooperative Learning

It is clear that social interaction is crucial for the growth of cognition, as learning
occurs through interactions with others rather than on its own (Vygotsky & Cole, 1978). In
the TBLT group observed, this manifested in the students’ obligation to communicate with
one another to complete assignments. Such learning opportunities for cooperative learning
were provided through pair and group work activities.

The survey results clearly show that students liked working in groups to complete
TBLT tasks. Similarly, the findings from the observation demonstrate that learners engaged in
group work effectively and generated a lot of questions and responses. In contrast, students in
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the PPP group preferred to follow teachers’ presenting grammar rules or structures for writing
and controlled practice. Similarly, test results show that students’ writing performance
improved when they engaged in peer interaction, and discussion during TBLT compared to
their performance while working individually in a PPP classroom setting. This finding is
consistent with that of Milarisa (2019) regarding the increase in learners’ engagement when
they learn writing with TBLT.

5.1.3. Positive Learning Environment

In TBLT class where the tone for collaboration and the encouragement for cooperative
learning was set, as the survey findings show, students actively engaged in doing writing tasks
with their peers. This positive learning environment encourages students to collaborate on
assignments and develop relationships with teachers and peers (Long, 2014). Conversely,
learners in the PPP class tended to prioritize individual practice, which could cause limited
opportunities for peer interaction. This may provide a lower level of engagement and
collaborative learning environment than that in TBLT. Furthermore, constructive comments
from peers facilitate pathways to improvement. Peer scaffolding plays a pivotal role when
students support one another. This is also shown in the results of the observations and the post-
test scores of TBLT learners being better than those of PPP learners.

5.2. Factors That Influence the Use of Task-Based Language Teaching to Improve Writing
Skills

The findings reveal that the learners in TBLT class displayed greater engagement and
collaboration in terms of several aspects, including writing tasks, teachers as facilitators, and
learner-centeredness.

5.2.1. The Designed Writing Tasks

The writing assignments, in the form of tasks (rather than activities or exercises), may
have allowed students to learn through involvement and communication (Ellis, 2003). The
survey’s results and instructor observations demonstrate how optimistic and engaged the
respondents were when they exchanged ideas with peers, created their writing, and allowed
them to utilize prior learning to consolidate their knowledge. This finding is consistent with
that of Gonzalez and Pinzon (2019) about provoking writing tasks supporting learners to
achieve the proposed goals of the study. However, the participant teacher was realistic in
confessing that this requires certain skills and greater investment in time, especially in
designing the tasks.

5.2.2. Teachers as Facilitators

In a TBLT classroom, teachers act as facilitator or negotiator who guides students
rather than just instructs them (Nunan, 2004). Findings show that the role of the teacher as
facilitator in this study is similar to that of other studies (Nunan 2006; Vo, 2021), in that the
teacher designs and tailors tasks according to students’ needs, actively engages in interaction
with students during the task and supports learners in peer or group feedback in the post-task.

It is also clear from survey results that students in TBLT classes were highly
motivated and pleased with the teacher's assistance. Students said that the teacher activated
their experience: ‘I like to talk about and then write about something I knew’. In this case,
students realised that topics designed by the teacher such as ‘write about your favorite food’,
‘write a travel blog about your trip to your hometown’ were doable. Such interactive



VNU JOURNAL OF FOREIGN STUDIES, VOL. 41, NO. 1 (2025) 97

opportunities contribute to foreign language production. According to teacher observation
results, students were particularly interested in interacting with the teacher, such as when the
teacher analyzed sample texts or provided feedback.

Perhaps the most compelling finding is related to teacher-student interaction, which
has not been tested in the previous studies. The survey data indicates that students showed
their appreciation when the teacher spent some time discussing more and answering questions
from students, if any, after giving guidance in the stages of writing such as planning, drafting,
and editing. Such interaction encourages learners to engage with the writing tasks. As
students reported: ‘Being able to ask the teacher questions while writing helps me feel
confident to write’; ‘I just ask when I have a question, which helps me a lot in dealing with
grammar, and word choice when writing’.

5.2.3. Learner-Centeredness

The survey results and observation results unmistakably demonstrate that students
preferred writing exercises that related to learners’ contexts and inquiries regarding their
personal experiences. Therefore, students in TBLT class actively participated in writing
assignments, discussing, and presenting their ideas to teachers and peers than students in PPP
class.

The findings reveal that the use of group work or pair work to brainstorm ideas and
prepare for the writing tasks could support students in telling and sharing their ideas. Student-
student interaction allowed students to get involved more in learning activities. This finding
corroborates the findings of previous work (Bygate et al., 2013; Ellis, 2009) on this field.
However, a number of students were not involved in the discussion. This can be explained by
several reasons. The most important reason could be that the Vietnamese students, who are
typically brought up under Confucian values, rarely raise their voices in groups, but wait for
the group leader’s ideas and adopt them as group ideas. This finding is associated with
Sullivan (2000)’s finding in terms of the underlying and embedded Confucian values typical
in EFL students from Asia. The teacher, therefore, has to apply an appropriate method to take
advantage of TBLT for learners in such contexts.

6. Conclusion and Recommendations

6.1. Conclusion

The study provides insights into the effectiveness of TBLT on the writing performance
of non-English major students and the factors that could affect adopting the employment of
TBLT to enhance their writing skills. The findings show that it is beneficial for teachers to
design tasks related to learners’ experiences, particularly for writing skills, rather than
activities that are rooted in the structured PPP syllabus. Task-based learning approach
supports students to complete writing assignments by emphasizing meaning rather than
focusing on forms as it is emphasized in PPP. Such task-based learning assists learners in
interacting and contributing to lessons and classroom activities (e.g. group work discussion to
plan, draft, and edit their writing) to be more engaged in their learning, thus achieving better
writing skills.

6.2. Recommendations

Recommendations for teachers
Teachers need evaluation criteria that can help to decide how the tasks should be
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adapted and/or supplemented for authenticity to meet learners’ needs (Hall, 2011). The
findings suggest that the ways tasks are designed in ELT classrooms depend on certain
cultural and contextual factors. These factors include authentic language regarding both the
aim of learning and relevance to classroom life, the learner’s social context, and the reasons
for learning. We suggest that TBLT be used as a method to teaching English writing in EFL
classes, especially in the contexts which are similar to the research context where writing
skills are underestimated due to time limits or teachers’ workload.

Furthermore, a designed-in (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005) pedagogical approach such
as TBLT should be considered to perform writing tasks. Since TBLT allows students to
negotiate meaning through interaction, teachers should help students to be willing to engage
in discussion to develop better writing ideas. The students, as the findings indicate, value and
prefer better teacher-student interaction. Teachers, therefore, should allow more time for such
interaction so that students can raise questions and accomplish the tasks.

In addition, group work is an opportunity for students to create spaces to generate
ideas and find efficient ways to present the task. Teachers should design group work in a way
that allows students to provide different opinions and varied contributions. The students will
be motivated and engaged if the writing tasks are authentic and related to their lives, varied
interests, and belief systems. It is important that all students in the groups are given
opportunities to express their diverse opinions. While this study was carried out in Vietnam,
where Confucian values prevail, the core lessons learned are applicable to other cultural
contexts.

Recommendations for school administrators

Acquiring writing skills in EFL classes needs to be considered by university
administrators providing appropriate support, time allocation, and professional development
opportunities to teachers. The findings indicate that learning English writing skills with TBLT
requires time. With appropriate time allocation, teachers can perform a variety of tasks that
could provoke students’ critical thinking and reflection on their writing.

Despite its wide adoption elsewhere, currently, there are very few training
opportunities for Vietnamese higher education teachers to improve their understanding and
practice of TBLT (Vo, 2021). School leaders should arrange professional development
workshops or seminars so that teachers can master designing TBLT teaching materials. These
short courses could also help teachers have a deeper understanding of the TBLT method and
more effectively implement it in their classrooms.

It is evident that the recommendations presented here could help the students, in any
cultural context, to improve their English writing skills provided that the tasks are designed in
such a way as to take into consideration the local and individual context of the students.

Suggestions for further research

The study was conducted with a sample size of 60 non-majoring English students.
This may present challenges in generalizing the findings to the broader population of students.
In addition, the investigation was conducted over a single semester. Future research in the
future could consider extending the duration beyond one semester, as it is likely that students
engaged in learning English writing skills with TBLT might require additional time to adapt
to this innovative learning approach.

To address the identified limitations, future research is suggested to expand the sample
size and include a more diverse population of students across various disciplines. This would
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enhance the generalizability of the findings and provide a more comprehensive understanding
of implementing TBLT in acquiring English writing skills. In addition, it is recommended to
conduct longitudinal qualitative interviews and case study investigations. Such research effort
should provide more insight into the long-term effect of adopting TBLT on students’
acquisition of English writing skills.
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