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Abstract 
 
This  s tudy examined the effect of pre -task planning (PTP) and proficiency level  on the language proficiency of 60 English 
foreign language learners . The Oxford placement test was  adminis tered. Based on the scores , the participants  were divided 

into groups  of low and high proficiency. The high and low language level  s tudents were randomly assigned to ei ther 0 
minutes  or 10 minutes  PTP time. Then the participants in all  the four groups  were shown a  set of pictures  and were required 

to produce a s tory about it. They spoke based on the same topic, but in different conditions . The productions were 
transcribed for further analyses. The results of the analysis revealed that high proficiency learners (PTP) outperformed the NP 

group of the same level ; however, there was  no meaningful  difference between the low groups . The results  of two-way 
Anova also revealed an interaction between the planning and proficiency levels . 
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1. Introduction 

Both second language acquisition (SLA) researchers and language teachers seek to elicit samples of 
language use from learners. In the case of researchers, these samples are needed to investigate how 
second language (L2) learning takes place. In the case of teachers, these samples serve as evidence 
that successful learning is taking place. Increasingly, both researchers and teachers acknowledge the 
need to elicit samples of language use that is representative of how learners perform when they are 
not attending to accuracy. The question arises, then, as to how these samples of meaning-focused 
language use can be elicited. 

Moreover, although applied linguists have come to recognise the importance of speaking in its own 
right as well as it complexity, speaking remains one of the least well -understood, if not misunderstood 
subjects in applied linguistics in general (Silva & Matsuda, 2002). In addition, somewhat surprisingly, 
there has been little research into what effects different language proficiency levels have on oral 
production. This study is set out to investigate the effect of planning time and proficiency levels on the 
accuracy of the oral task performance. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. What is planning? 

In general, planning is considered as a goal-oriented mental activity that people engage in to 
achieve a particular objective. It involves the allocation of attentional resources and the regulation of 
cognitive processes. 

2.2. Types of task planning 

Ellis (2005) distinguishes between two principal types of task planning. The distinction is in terms of 
when planning takes place. The first type of planning is pre-task planning (PTP), which refers to 
planning that takes place before performing the task. It involves what Schmidt (2001) calls ‘prepatory 
attention’, which helps in performing actions with greater accuracy and speed. The second type is 
within-task planning, which refers to planning that takes place while performing the task. Each of 
these two types is divided into two other types. 

PTP is divided into rehearsal and strategic planning. In rehearsal, learners are given the opportunity 
to ‘perform the task before the main performance’ (Ellis, 2005, p. 3). That is, the performance of the 
task for the first time is regarded as a preparation for the main and final performance. On the other 
hand, strategic planning, which is the focus of this study, entails learners’ preparation of the content 
of the task they will perform. In this type of planning, they ‘have access to the actual task materials’ 
(Ellis, 2005, p. 3). 

Within-task planning is also divided into pressured and unpressured planning. In pressured within-
task planning, learners are usually not provided with enough time to plan online, while in unpressured 
within-task planning they are given enough time to plan online. 

There are other sub-types of task planning that may occur with both principal types of task planning 
(i.e., pre-task and within-task planning). The first of these subtypes has to do with the amount of 
guidance that is provided to the learners (i.e., unguided vs. guided task planning). In unguided 
planning, learners are left to their own devices in planning; however, they are given specific advice 
about what to plan and how to plan in unguided planning (Ellis, 2005). The second sub-type is based 
on the source of planning. Different sources of planning are recognised and have been found to have 
an effect on the outcome of planning (Foster & Skehan, 1999). These sources included teacher-led, 
group-based, and solitary planning. The third sub-type is the foci of planning. It is based on the 
orientation of planning in terms of form and content. Thus, Planning could be form-focused, content-



Alireza, K. & Reza, K. (2017). The effects of planning time and proficiency level on accuracy of oral task performance. Global Journal of 
Foreign Language Teaching. 7(4), 155-168. 

  157 

focused or form and content-focused (Sangarun, 2001). This sub-type seems to relate in a way or 
another to the first sub-type (i.e., unguided vs. guided task planning) as guidance usually implies an 
orientation towards form, content, or both. 

2.3. Measures of language production 

Measures of language production have been problematic for researchers for there is a lack of an 
established unit that would make comparison across different studies possible (Ellis, 2003; 2005). Both 
global and specific measures were used in previous L2 research on strategic planning to measure 
complexity, accuracy and fluency (Sangarun, 2001). For example, Crookes (1989) employed a specific 
unit for measuring complexity (i.e., subordinate clauses) while Mehnert (1997) used a global measure 
(i.e., t-units) for the same purpose. As for accuracy, Wigglesworth (1997) employed specific measures 
(i.e., bound morphemes, verb morphology, and articles) while Foster and Skehan (1996) used a global 
measure (i.e., the proportion of error-free clauses). Different units have also been used to measure 
fluency. For example, Skehan and Foster (1997) measured speech fluency by counting the number of 
pauses. On the other hand, Mehnert (1997) employed four units to measure fluency: the number of 
pauses, the total pausing time, the mean length of run, and speech rate. 

Another problematic area with regards to measures of language production is that most of the 
measures used have been developed for oral production, as this has been the focus of the bulk of 
studies on the effects of strategic planning on language production (Ellis, 2005). However, Ellis and 
Yuan (2004) developed measures of written production. These measures were the same as those used 
in earlier studies focusing on oral production (e.g., Foster & Skehan, 1996; Wendel, 1997; Yuan & Ellis, 
2003) with changes to the fluency measures to make them appropriate to written production. One of 
these changes is the temporal phenomenon, such as length of pauses, which cannot be measured in 
writing. 

2.4. Task planning and proficiency level 

Only three studies reported on the role played by different levels of proficiency in the effects of 
planning on language production. Wigglesworth (1997) found in comparing the language production 
of high and low proficiency-level ESL candidates in a testing context that strategic task planning had 
greater effects on the accuracy and complexity of the production of candidates with the high 
proficiency-level than the low proficiency-level candidates. The study did not permit definite 
conclusions regarding the effect of planning time on fluency. These claims are noteworthy, but needed 
to be confirmed as they were based on a study undertaken in a testing context which ‘constrains the 
beneficial effects of planning’ (Ellis, 2005, p. 26), unlike other studies which were conducted in a 
normal L2 classroom setting (Kawauchi, 2005). 

Examining the retrospective reports of participants who were considered to be learners of 
advanced proficiency-level in oral language ability, Ortega (1999) claims that ‘planning may be more 
likely to have an effect on the quality of the linguistic output with higher levels of proficiency’ (p. 137), 
thus, supporting Wigglesworth’s (1997) findings. However, Ortega’s (1999) claim also needed to be 
confirmed as it was based on retrospective reports, and the focus of the study was not mainly on the 
role that proficiency level plays on the effects of planning on language production. 

In a more comprehensive study investigating more proficiency-levels (i.e., low intermediate English 
Foreign Language (EFL) learners, high-intermediate EFL learners, and advanced EFL learners), 
Kawauchi (2005) found that planning promoted the complexity and fluency of the high-intermediate 
EFL group, and the accuracy of the low-intermediate EFL group. 

The advanced EFL group benefited from planning opportunity much less than the two other groups. 
Consequently, it seems that the high-intermediate EFL group benefited most from planning 
opportunity. Kauwauchi (2005) attributes this to the fact that, on the one hand, the advanced EFL 
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group had a ‘ceiling effect’ that enabled them to handle the task well without planning, and, thus, 
planning had only little effect on their production compared to the other groups. On the other hand, 
the high-intermediate EFL group benefited from planning more than the low-intermediate EFL group 
because it had adequate L2 knowledge to draw on compared to the limited L2 knowledge of the low -
intermediate EFL group. 

The findings of Wigglesworth (1997) and Ortega (1999), on the one hand, and Kawauchi (2005), on 
the other hand, are not in accordance with one another. This could be due to the fact that 
Wigglesworth’s (1997) study was conducted in a testing context, and that Ortega’s (1999) study was 
based on retrospective reports and did not mainly investigate the differences amongst learners of 
different levels of proficiency as it was only conducted on learners with advanced oral language 
proficiency-level. Thus, it seems that Kauwauchi’s (2005) study is the only one that took proficiency 
level into account in a second classroom context. 

3. Method 

3.1. Research question 

This study attempted to investigate the effect of proficiency levels and planning time on accuracy of 
EFLLs oral task performance. The research questions include: 

1. Does planning time (10 minutes and 0 minutes PTP) have any effect on accuracy of low 
proficiency level students’ oral task performance? 
2. Does planning time (10 minutes and 0 minutes PTP) have any effect on accuracy of high 
proficiency level students’ oral task performance? 
3. Is there any interaction between the effect of planning time (10 minutes and 0 minutes PTP) 
and Proficiency level (low & high) on accuracy of oral production? 

3.2. Hypothesis of the study 

1. Planning time (10 minutes and 0 minutes PTP) does not have any effect on accuracy of low 
proficiency level students’ oral task performance. 
2. Planning time (10 minutes and 0 minutes PTP) does not have any effect on accuracy of high 
proficiency level students’ oral task performance. 
3. There is no interaction between the effect of planning time (10 minutes and 0 minutes PTP) and 
proficiency level (low & high) on accuracy of oral task performance. 

3.3. Participants of the study 

The participants who took part in this study were 60 Iranian English students who study at Deniz 
Language institute in Ardebil, located in the north of Iran. They were between the ages of 18 and 24 
years. The students were both male and female. They are studying New Interchange series, book 3, 
edition 3, Cambridge University Press (Richards, 2005). A proficiency test was conducted and based on 
the scores the participants were divided into low and high proficient groups. Further, they were 
divided into two homogeneous groups randomly. The randomisation was done in a balanced way. The 
number of participants in each group was 15 students. 

3.4. Instrument of the study 

3.4.1. Measuring accuracy  

Accuracy was operationalised in terms of the number of errors per a hundred words (Mehnert, 
1998; Fort kamp, 2000; Sangarum, 2005). It was obtained by dividing participants’ total number of 
errors by the total number of words produced and multiplying the result by 100. All errors in syntax, 
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morphology or lexical choice were counted, including repetitions. Errors which were immediately self-
corrected and errors in pronunciation were not counted. 

3.4.2. Oxford placement test 

In order to have homogenised participants according to their level of language proficiency, an 
Oxford Placement Test was administered. This test includes 60 multiple choice items and one 
paragraph of writing from Oxford Placement Test (2001). 

3.4.3. Language task 

In this study the participants in both pre-task and planning groups were required to tell a story 
based on a picture story. They were supposed to make interpretations about what would happen 
throughout the picture. 

3.4.4. PTP paper 

The students who had PTP time was given a blank paper to plan what they want to say in English 
during the task; they were able to draw or say their ideas during the 10 minute s. The students were 
able to keep the planning paper during the task and it was collected after the language task completed 
for further data analysis. 

3.5. Procedure of the study 

Oxford placement test was administered. Based on the scores, the participants were divided into 
two groups of low and high proficiency (Appendix A). Then each group were divided into two groups 
based their scores in a balanced way. Two t-tests were run to ensure the homogeneity of the groups. 
Two groups of students were at high language proficiency and two groups were at low language 
proficiency as determined by scores on Oxford proficiency test. The high and low language level 
students were randomly assigned to either 0 minutes or ten minutes PTP time. Then the participants 
in all two groups were shown a set of pictures (Appendix B) and were required to produce a story 
about it. They spoke based on the same topic, but in different conditions. The control group were 
under the no-planning condition (NP) in which participants were not given time for planning, and in 
order to prevent them from online planning, a time limit were established. The first experimental 
group high proficiency (HP) was under PTP condition in which participants were given 10 minutes time 
to plan what they want to say prior to performing the oral ask. They were allowed to produce notes on 
a sheet of paper. These notes were taken away before they performed the task. A time limitation was 
assigned to this group too. The second experimental groups were low proficiencies. They were under 
similar conditions as the first experimental group. The productions were transcribed for further 
analyses. 

4. Results 

4.1. Data analyses and results 

To analyse the results obtained from the learners’ performance in terms of accuracy, the data were 
fed into SPSS. Table 4.1 illustrates the descriptive statistics of the groups, means and standard 
deviations for the groups of the study for accuracy of the low level groups. 
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Table 4.1. Descriptive statistics of accuracy of low level groups 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard deviation 

NP 15 8.52 22.78 12.5493 3.47764 

PTP 15 6.71 15.38 12.7833 2.25137 

 
As shown in Table 4.1 the mean for NP group is 12.5 and the standard deviation is 3.45 and the 

mean for PTP group is 12.7 and the standard deviation is 2.25. A Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was 
conducted and the significance levels were more than the confidence level of 0.05, so it can be 
concluded that the scores are normally distributed. As a result, for analysing our obtained data 
parametric tests can be employed. 

An independent samples t-test was run to find out whether the two groups are different in terms of 
the accuracy of the production. To seek further assurance about the equality of the variances of the 
groups of the study, Levene’s Test of Equality of variance was run. Table 4.2 illustrates the results of 
the administration of the Levene’s Test of Equality of Variances. 

Table 4.2. Independent samples t-test of accuracy of low levels groups 

 Levene’s test for equality of 
variances 

t-test for equality of means 

F Sig. t Df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean  
difference 

Equal variances 

assumed 
0.978 0.331 0.219 28 0.828 0.23400 

 
Since the p-value is larger than 0.05, the equality of variances was proved to be 0.331 > 0.05. On the 

other hand, the result of the t-test conducted demonstrates that there was no statistically significant 
difference between the two groups regarding their accuracy level. The sig value is 0.828, which is 
greater than 0.05. 

To analyse the results obtained from the learners’ performance in terms of accuracy in high groups, 
the data were analysed. Table 4.3 illustrates the descriptive statistics of the groups. 

Table 4.3. Descriptive statistics of accuracy of high levels groups 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard deviation 

NP 15 10.84 24.48 15.6613 4.18006 

PTP 15 10.46 26.93 20.3260 4.21187 

 
As shown in Table 4.9, the mean for the NP group is 15.66 and the standard deviation is 4.18 while 

the mean for PTP group is 20.32 and the standard deviation is 4.21. Based on the scores obtained the 
mean for the PTP group is higher than that of the NP group; however, in order to make sure that the 
differences are meaningful a t-test is needed to be run. 

First, in order to make sure that this assumption wasn’t violated, a Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was 
conducted to obtained significance levels that are more than the confidence level of 0.05 (0.200 for 
both groups), so it can be concluded that the scores are normally distributed. As a result, for analysing 
our obtained data parametric tests can be employed. 

An independent samples t-test was run to ensure whether the two groups are different in terms of 
the accuracy of the production. To seek further assurance about the equality of the variances of the 
groups of the study, Levene’s Test of Equality of variance was run. Table 4.4 illustrates the results of 
the administration of the Levene’s Test of Equality of Variances. 
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Table 4.4. Independent samples t-test of accuracy high level groups 

 

Levene’s test for 
equality of variances 

t-test for equality of means 

F Sig. t df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean  
difference 

Equal variances assumed 0.174 0.679 3.045 28 0.005 4.66467 

 
Since the p-value is larger than 0.05, the equality of variances was proved to be 0.679 > 0.05. On the 

other hand, the result of the t-test conducted demonstrates that there was a statistically significant 
difference between the two groups regarding their accuracy level. The sig value is 0.005, which is less 
than 0.05; as a result, it can be concluded that PTP group has produced significantly more  accurate 
oral production than the NP group in high levels. 

To answer the third research question, a two-way Anova was conducted. Prior to that, Levene’s test 
of equality of variance for accuracy scores was checked. The sig value is higher than 0.05 (0.128), as a 
result the equality of variance was confirmed. 

A two-way between group analysis of variances was also conducted to find out if there is an 
interaction between planning and proficiency level on learner’s accuracy of production. The 
interaction effect was found to be significant, that is to say 0.021 < 0.05. As a result, based on Table 
4.5, the planning time significantly affects learners’ oral production if the learners’ are high in their 
proficiency level. 

Table 4.5. Tests of between-subjects effects of accuracy 

Source Type III sum of squares df Mean square F Sig. 

Group 89.989 1 89.989 6.873 0.011 
Level 425.707 1 425.707 32.512 0.000 
group * level  73.616 1 73.616 5.622 0.021 
Error 733.256 56 13.094   
Total 15423.102 60    

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

Three research questions were taken into consideration in this study. The first and second research 
question looked into the effect of planning for a task on language learners’ oral performance. 

Regarding these questions, the obtained results in Section 4 revealed the groups of participants 
who were treated with PTP in high level groups, unlike the low level outperformed other groups. First 
and foremost, it is noteworthy that as Mukhopadhyay (2014) puts it. 

There is a multitude of research on the beneficial role of planning on task performance, as it helps 
ESL/EFL learners to attend to task details and improve on either form (Ellis & Yuan, 2005) or meaning 
(Bygate & Samuda, 2005) or both (Sangarun, 2005). The beneficial effects of planning are experienced 
because when learners get more time, they can attend to task details. In addition, planning reduces 
the processing load by breaking the task down into smaller manageable bits. Generally, planning is 
learner driven and most often it is the learners who come up with strategies to break a task into 
smaller bits to complete a task (p. 116). 

Moreover, the findings accord with the current literature of research in the field which as Alipour 
and Birjandi (2010) put it, has proven the effectiveness of PTP on yielding more complex language 
production. In addition, the findings can be justified by the fact that PTP as a task performance 
situation is theoretically underpinned by information-processing models which have their roots in 
cognitive psychology and were utilised in language learning by Skehan (1996 & 1998). On the basis of 
these models, humans own a restricted attentional capacity to process information; therefore, 
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focusing on one area of performance may deflect the attention. Thus it goes without saying that pre-
planning a task may alleviate the communicative and cognitive pressure on the learner’s confined 
working memory and will lead to improved task performance (Park, 2010). Moreover, the findings of 
this study are confirmed by Foster and Skehan (1996), as cited in Foster & Skehan, 1997) who reported 
that providing 10 minutes of planning time for pre-task planners can culminate in much greater 
fluency, greater complexity and more accuracy. In addition, the findings are also corroborated by 
Wigglesworth’s (1997) study in which the impact of planning on the performance of various task types 
at diverse proficiency levels in a language testing setting was explored. It was reported that planning 
culminated in greater accuracy and complexity only on high-proficiency learners and particularly on 
the most difficult tasks like the summary of a conversation. 

Furthermore, the finding lends support to the findings of Yuan and Ellis (2004) who explored the 
impacts of PTP on fluency, complexity and accuracy in written narratives. The PTP group 
outperformed the NP group in the number of syllables per minute. Therefore, giving the learners a 
chance for PTP was not only beneficial in terms of the quantity of writing articulated but also in terms 
of the speed of production. 

The findings can also be justified by the idea put forward by Capretz, Ricker, and Sasak (2003) who 
claimed that the utilisation of graphic organisers enabled students to organise their thoughts, make 
their ideas clear and set up well-written essays. The teachers realised that the children demonstrated 
the ability to move and use this skill in other areas. Students had the knowledge required to take 
organisers in other activities through the utilisation of their comprehension and study skills. This tool 
provided visual thinkers with the chance to articulate written documents. A study by Foster and 
Skehan (1996), which investigated the effect of three conditions of individual planning (unplanned, 
detailed planning, and undetailed planning) on task performance, demonstrated that less detailed 
planning activity resulted in more accurate language production. Wendel (1997) also found that ‘pre -
planned discourse was not significantly more accurate than unplanned performance, explained that 
accuracy might depend on online/moment-by-moment processing while learners perform the task 
and not on the offline/PTP (p. 2). 

With respect to the third research question, as the results obtained in Section 4 illustrated, the 
findings suggested that there is an interaction effect between the two independent variables. That is 
to say, PTP appeared to have significant effect in high proficiency students’ accuracy of production. 
When planning time was analysed, both high and low language students with 10 minutes planning 
time produced higher means for accurate than those high and low language students with 0 minutes 
planning time. 

The Philp, Oliver and Mackey (2006) study and this present study used similar methods and used 
EFLs as participants. The two studies compared the impact of planning time (0 and 10 minutes) on the 
language interactions of two groups of EFLs, ages 18–24. Both the studies used task-based activities to 
measure the effect of planning time on EFLs accuracy, Philp and colleagues compared the language 
performance of two different age groups (ages 5–7 and ages 11–12) while the present study 
compared different language levels (high and low) for similar ages(ages 18–24). 

Philp and colleagues (2006) also reported that there were no significant gains in accuracy for those 
students with planning time. Accuracy was measured by the percentage of target-like c-units. Errors 
included articles, plurals and question forms and were generally similar to the present study. Errors in 
this study tended to occur in verb tense, incorrect or missing pronouns, articles, prepositions, 
incorrect construction of subordinate clauses and commands and non-target like language structure. 
In contrast to the Philp et al. (2006) study, high language students in this study produced significantly 
more accurate productions than low language students, regardless of planning time. However, unlike 
the results for high level students, planning time for low language students did not result in 
significantly higher means for accuracy. One explanation for this difference for low language students 
is provided by Philp and colleagues, who stated that planning did not focus learners ’attention on form 
but rather on what they would say during the task (fluency). 
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The current study aimed to investigate the effects of proficiency levels and planning time on 
accuracy of EFLs oral task performance. 

The findings can be considered as a partial support to Skehan (1998), who claimed that trade -off 
effects are likely to occur between different aspects of language production as a result of a human’s 
limited attentional resources (i.e., learners are not able to pay a balanced attention to different 
aspects of language simultaneously). At the same time, these findings can be at odds with Robinson’s 
(2001) Cognition Model, in which he claimed attentional resources are not limited and learners like 
native speakers have the capacity to attend to more than one aspect of language simultaneously. 
Planning for TBLT can happen at different levels, such as linguistic elements plan, sentences pl an and 
structure plan. Ellis distinguishes between four different types of planning .Ellis and Yuan (2003) 
provided evidence that ‘planning’ has positive effects on the learners’ performance in both written 
and oral production. A variety of planning research and how they influence the language produced by 
learners regarding accuracy have been the main focus of studies by many researchers to make the 
significance of planning in the field of SLA understood. 

The findings of this study demonstrated that pre-task planning culminated in the best results by EFL 
learners’ proficiency levels accuracy in speaking. Additionally, it was found out that the pre-task 
planning group outperformed the control group. Generally speaking, the findings of this study yield 
support for the idea that providing the learners with some time before the actual task performance in 
high proficiency learners in order to achieve better results is indisputable. 
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Appendix B: Picture adopted from Heaton (1975) 
 

 
 

No-planning 
The set of six pictures you have seen tell us a story. Please produce a story in English based on the 

pictures for people who have never seen the pictures and are interested in knowing as much details as 
possible. You have 2 minute to look through the pictures. 

 
Pre-task Planning 

The set of six pictures you have seen tell us a story. Please produce a story in English based on the 
pictures for people who have never seen the pictures and are interested in knowing as much details as 
possible. Before you begin producing, you will be given 10 minutes to prepare for your story. You are 
given a sheet of paper and pencil to help you planning. Use it to produce notes, but please do not say 
a complete sentence in Persian or English. When you begin saying the story, the sheet of paper will be 
taken away. During the 10 minute time, try to think of the vocabulary and grammar you may use and 
the sequence of the events in the story and then. You will be given 10 minutes to complete saying the 
story. In addition, you are required to say at least 200 words during this period of time. Please begin 
your story with a sentence like "This evening, John or A Boy  

 


