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<ABSTRACT>

While there exists a considerable body of literature on task-based difficulty and second language
(L2) fluency in English as a second language (ESL), there has been little investigation with
French learners. This mixed methods study examines learner appraisals of task difficulty and
their relationship to automated utterance fluency measures in French under three different task
conditions. Participants were 40 adult learners of French at varying levels of proficiency
studying in a university immersion context in Québec. Appraisal of task difficulty was assessed
quantitatively by participants’ self reports in response to a five-item questionnaire and
qualitatively by retrospective interviews. Utterance fluency was operationalized by four temporal
variables and measured by Praat, a speech analysis software program. Across tasks, the
quantitative results indicate that appraisals of lexical retrieval difficulty and fluency difficulty
were most strongly related to perceived overall task difficulty. The qualitative analysis shows

how L2 speakers evaluated the difficulty of each task as well as the features that either

contributed to or limited their L2 fluency. Students’ fluency in performing the three tasks was



found to differ for articulation rate and average pause time, but not for pause frequency or

phonation—time ratio.
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Empirical models theorizing the nature of speech production (de Bot, 1992; Kormos, 2011;
Levelt, 1989) describe how second language (L2) speakers involved in communicative tasks
encode or formulate ideas into speech. Although there exist numerous points of fluency
vulnerability (Segalowitz, 2010) in the phases from intention to articulation that have the
potential to impair L2 fluency, little attention has been paid to the speech task itself in the French
language learning literature. Recent research has studied French learners from various
perspectives, including temporal variables to measure utterance fluency (French & Guay, 2013;
Préfontaine, 2013a, 2013b; Towell, 2002; Towell, Hawkins, & Bazergui, 1996) and speech
features that influence raters’ evaluation of perceived fluency (Freed, 2000) in different learning
conditions. But task-related variation and its interrelationship with speech production using
automated measures has been a neglected component of empirical L2 fluency investigations (for
a recent study with Dutch learners, see De Jong et al., 2012). Moreover, previous research
findings on L2 task difficulty are primarily concerned with English as a second language (ESL)
or foreign language (EFL) learners (Foster & Skehan, 1996; Ishikawa, 2011; Robinson, 2001,
2003, 2005; Robinson & Gilabert, 2007; Skehan & Foster, 1997, 1999, 2001; Tavakoli, 2009).
This leaves unexplored the question of how task characteristics and learners’ appraisals of the
difficulty of tasks interact with speech performance in French.

This study intends to bridge this gap by using a mixed methods design. The novelty of
our research is that it investigates appraisals of task difficulty, that is, learners’ perceptions of the
ease or difficulty involved in performing a given task, and their relationship to fluency from both
quantitative and qualitative perspectives; it does so by applying automated utterance fluency
measures, post-task questionnaires, and retrospective interviews. This approach is motivated by

the nearly singular adherence to quantitative methods in previous studies evaluating the



relationship between different task characteristics and temporal correlates of speech. Further,
such research should expand our understanding of how task characteristics are linked to

psycholinguistic processing and speech production.

<A>THE CONSTRUCTS OF TASK COMPLEXITY AND TASK DIFFICULTY

Task complexity and task difficulty are key constructs in studies of task-based learning
and assessment (see, for example, Bachman, 2002; Robinson, 2001; Skehan, 1998). The
importance of these constructs lies in the fact that, in task-based language teaching (TBLT), the
particular characteristics of tasks that learners perform are assumed to drive linguistic
development (for a review, see Samuda & Bygate, 2008). Understanding how the requirements
of tasks foster learning informs the sequencing of tasks in task-based syllabi (Robinson, 2011)
and the design of communicative tests of language ability (Norris et al., 1998). To date, most of
the studies in this field have focused on the concept of task complexity, which is perceived to be
an inherent characteristic of the task independent of the student(s) performing the task and the
context in which it is performed. While there is no doubt that understanding this aspect of task
complexity is instrumental to the field of second language acquisition (SLA) and TBLT, it
should also be remembered that students often have their own linguistic and communicative
agendas in relation to task performance, which might not align with those of researchers and task
designers (see, for example, Coughlan & Duff, 1994; Mori, 2002). Therefore, it is necessary to
investigate learners’ perceptions of tasks and their views concerning various task features (for a
similar argument, see Révész, 2014). Learners’ appraisals of task difficulty can potentially
provide insights into some of these issues. An understanding of perceptions of difficulty can also

help task designers, teachers, and language testers to devise tasks for learners that provide an



optimal level of challenge and thereby enhance the motivation to perform tasks.

In the field of task-based research there exist two different conceptualizations of task
difficulty. In his Cognition Hypothesis, Robinson (2001) defines task difficulty as “the result of
the attentional, memory, reasoning, and other information processing demands imposed by the
structure of the task on the language learner” (p. 28). In his model, task difficulty pertains to
learners’ perceptions of task demands and factors that contribute to differences between learners
in their production, such as ability, aptitude, confidence, or motivation. Specifically, perceptions
of task difficulty are influenced by the learner’s ability and affective factors. He argues that task
complexity, which encompasses the cognitive and linguistic demands of tasks, needs to be
separated from both learners’ perceptions of difficulty and task conditions, as they determine
how a particular task is administered (e.g., interactively or individually). In contrast, Skehan
(1998) views task difficulty as an overarching concept that includes code complexity, in other
words the linguistic demands of tasks, communicative stress, and cognitive complexity.

Particularly relevant to the discussion of how task difficulty and task complexity can be
conceptualized is Tavakoli’s (2009) study which investigated the perceptions of task difficulty of
ten L2 learners and ten teachers using four narrative tasks in an EFL/ESOL context. Using
retrospective interviews, the study sought to determine why some learners and teachers found
certain tasks more difficult than others and what were the contributing factors. The research
revealed that learners’ and teachers’ perceptions were largely similar with regard to variables
such as cognitive and linguistic demand, the amount of information needed to complete a task,
and task structure. In other words, teachers’ and learners’ evaluations of task complexity in the
sense defined by Robinson (2001) were aligned. Nevertheless, learners’ perceptions differed

from those of teachers with reference to the factors to be considered to determine task difficulty



and the perceptions of interesting tasks. Tavakoli concluded that it was problematic to relate
learners’ and teachers’ criteria for task difficulty to Robinson’s framework, because he considers
cognitive factors to be either resource directing or resource dispersing, which is troublesome, as
tasks can direct learners’ attention to particular linguistic features while at the same time making
demands on the availability of their attentional resources. Tavakoli argued that the findings could
be more easily interpreted in relation to Skehan’s model because it takes into consideration
cognitive factors, such as cognitive demand, linguistic demand, the clarity of pictures/stories, the
amount of information, task structure, and affective factors, which also affect task difficulty.

Task difficulty is also an important construct in task-based language assessment as it
helps test designers provide candidates with appropriate tasks (e.g., Brindley & Slatyer, 2002;
Norris et al., 1998). Nevertheless, establishing the link between the linguistic and cognitive
demands of communicative test tasks at the design stage and students’ actual performance on the
task has proved to be rather difficult, and this can also be seen in the conflicting results obtained
in task-based studies (for a meta-analysis, see Jackson & Suethanapornkul, 2013). Bachman
(2002) points out that most of the task characteristics assumed to constitute the cognitive
complexity of tasks need to be considered in interaction with learners’ ability and other
individual characteristics, as well as the communicative context. He further argues that
“difficulty is not a separate factor at all, but resides in interactions” (p. 466) with the
aforementioned factors.

Bachman (2002) makes several recommendations for future research that are worth
considering in the field of task-based research. First, he suggests that tasks should be
“conceptualized as sets of characteristics rather than as holistic entities” (p. 469). Given the

inconclusive findings of a vast number of research studies that compared complex vs. simple



tasks (see, for example, De Jong et al., 2012; Gilabert, 2007; Robinson, 1995, 2001, 2003, 2005,
2007; Robinson & Gilabert, 2007; Skehan & Foster, 1997, 2001; Tavakoli & Skehan, 2005), we
might gain more detailed insights into task-based performance and learners’ task-related
cognitive processes if we give careful consideration to the particular demands of tasks. Skehan’s
(2009) recent discussion of task complexity might be relevant in this respect as it makes an
attempt to relate various task characteristics to Levelt’s (1989) model of speech production.
Skehan proposes that one needs to consider both the influence of cognitive demands on the
conceptualization of the speaker’s message and the demands that the task content, structure, and
set up make on syntactic and lexical encoding (see Kormos & Trebits, 2012, for a similar line of
argumentation). Bachman (2002) also recommends that researchers give careful consideration to
establishing which task features and demands are inherent to the task and which ones interact
with the attributes of learners. These suggestions, however, can only be followed if, in addition
to examining how the manipulation of various task features impacts on performance, information
is collected on learners’ cognitive and affective appraisals of tasks and cognitive processing and

strategic behavior during task performance.

<A>CONSTRUCTS AND OPERATIONALIZATION OF L2 FLUENCY

Empirical findings about how specific task characteristics impact on fluency in task
performance differ significantly, which is in part due to varying operationalization of fluency.
While most task-based studies considered fluency in its narrow sense, that is, as it refers to the
“rapid, smooth, accurate, lucid, and efficient translation of thought or communicative intention
under the temporal constraints of on-line processing” (Lennon, 2000, p. 26), rather than as a

measure of global proficiency in its broad sense (see Fillmore, 2000), research has used different



variables to assess fluency. This variation stems from different conceptualizations of utterance
fluency, in other words, from the variables that can be used to describe the “oral features of
utterances that reflect the operation of underlying cognitive processes” (Segalowitz, 2010, p. 48).
In task-based studies, utterance fluency is often measured as: breakdown fluency, which is
related to pausing behavior, repair fluency, which is operationalized as the frequency of
repetitions and self-corrections, and speed fluency, which expresses the speed with which speech
is delivered (for a recent discussion, see Bosker et al., 2013; De Jong et al., 2012). To illustrate,
Robinson (2001) operationalized fluency in task performance as the number of words per
communication unit (C unit)—which consists of an independent clause with its modifiers—and
as pauses per utterance and words per utterance (Robinson, 2005)—which is a combination of
speed and breakdown fluency. Skehan and Foster (1997) took a different approach and
complemented these measures with variables assessing repair fluency and hence analyzed the
number of reformulations, replacements, false starts, and repetitions. As Jackson and
Suethanapornkul’s (2013) synthesis reveals, the 17 studies reviewed applied 17 different
measures, many of which have not been found reliable in the assessment of fluency (De Jong et
al., 2012; Kormos & Dénes, 2004; Towell et al., 1996)

The operationalization of fluency in our study is based on the work of De Jong et al.
(2012), who give a precise description of the utterance fluency variables that can be used to
assess different facets of fluency. De Jong et al. (2012) explain that pause frequency, pause
length, and phonation—time ratio—the ratio of the total length of time spent speaking and total
utterance time—are the most accurate measures of breakdown fluency. Based on the work of
Goldman—Eisler (1968), they suggest the use of articulation rate, that is, the number of syllables

divided by speaking time, to measure speed fluency. In their study they also investigated repair



fluency by analysing the frequency of self repairs in L2 learners’ speech. But because this aspect
of oral performance might also reflect learners’ attention to the accuracy of their output
(Gilabert, 2007; Kormos, 2000) it was not included in our study. Using these measures, De Jong
et al.’s (2012) study found that articulation rate was not sensitive to variation across simple and
complex tasks, but in a complex task, L2 learners of Dutch had a lower phonation—time ratio and
greater frequency of filled pauses.

Despite the large number of studies investigating L2 speech production, few have
addressed how task characteristics relate to fluent speech performance using a set of utterance
fluency measures, questionnaires assessing learners’ perceptions of task difficulty, or
retrospective interviews. Of these investigations, none has been conducted with French language
learners. Moreover, previous research has analysed the relationship of task characteristics with
only a small set of utterance fluency measures (see De Jong et al., 2012, as an exception), and
qualitative feedback on perceptions of task difficulty in French learners is negligible in the SLA
literature. Thus, based on the considerations just described, the main goal of this study was to
examine at some depth learners’ perceptions of task difficulty and the relationship of these
appraisals to L2 fluency in French, using both qualitative and quantitative data collection
methods. Consequently, the present research was guided by four main research questions:

RQI1. What quantitative and qualitative differences exist in the perceived difficulty of narrative
tasks in French as an L2?

RQ2. How are perceptions of task-related difficulty in various areas of linguistic processing
related to appraisals of overall task difficulty?

RQ3. How does L2 utterance fluency in French vary across three types of speech tasks?
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RQ4. How is the perceived difficulty of tasks related to utterance fluency in the speech of L2

learners of French?

<A>METHOD
<B>Participants

The L2 speakers were 40 undergraduate and graduate students with varying levels of
French proficiency who were enrolled in a full time five-week French immersion programme at a
university in Québec, Canada. The selected participants were all volunteers from an L1 English-
speaking background and were between 18 and 69 years old (M = 26 years, SD = 10.57). The
sample population was intentionally heterogeneous to allow for variation in L2 fluency in
French. There were two reasons for this decision: first, to obtain a wide spread of fluency scores
needed for correlation in order to avoid having a ceiling effect, and second, to examine the
characteristics of tasks that contribute to perceptions of difficulty and to be able to generalize
about perceptions of task difficulty regardless of proficiency level. The participants were drawn
from five levels of language proficiency on the basis of an institutional placement test in the four
skills (pre-intermediate [n = 8], intermediate [n = 9], upper intermediate [n = 7], advanced [n =
9], and proficient [n = 7]). The participants included 26 Canadians, 13 Americans, and one
British student, of whom 21 were females and 19 were males. With the exception of 10 Canadian
participants who had an average of nine years in a French immersion program in a province other
than Québec, the group had an average of six years of French language learning experience in a
classroom setting.

<B>Instruments
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<C>Speech Tasks. Cognizant that L2 utterances and perceived fluency vary according to
the various demands posed on different aspects of speech production, namely the
conceptualization of the message and giving it linguistic form, the study sought to employ three
different narrative task types and degrees of task difficulty. We selected three types of narratives
that varied systematically with regard to the need to invent a storyline, and thereby posed
different demands on learners’ creative, content-related, and linguistic resources.

The task that required the highest level of creativity, and consequently was assumed to be
the most taxing for the conceptualization stage of speech production, was unrelated picture
narration (Task 1) that required L2 speakers to construct a storyline from a set of six unrelated
pictures. In this task, students had to invent their own story involving these six pictures and
narrate it. Although this task required the generation of content on the part of the learner, it also
allowed for matching the content of the story with the learners’ existing linguistic resources and
avoiding syntactic constructions or lexical items that the learners could not express in the L2.
This task was selected as it included features that can potentially both limit and enhance L2
fluency and evoke varied appraisals of task difficulty of the different processes involved in
performing the task.

In contrast, in the story retelling task (Task 2), L2 speakers were asked to retell a horse-
riding accident based on a short text in English. This task required retelling a story from memory
that learners had first read in their L1. It was considered to require the mobilization of several
different verb tenses and context-dependent vocabulary, thus making increased demands on the
formulation stage of production. The researchers made sure the participants understood that the
task was not an exercise in translation. Rather, the goal was simply to tell the story in French as

if they had read it in the newspaper and wanted to tell someone about it. Although this type of
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task is uncommon in second language research studies, the event of reading a story in one’s L1
and telling it in an L2 is not uncommon in daily life. In comparison with the unrelated picture
narration task, this task did not require the creative conceptualization of a storyline and left little
room for the learners to adjust the message to their linguistic resources and avoid constructions
of which they might have limited knowledge. Consequently, we hypothesized that this task
would prove to be difficult for the learners in general, as well as with regard to the linguistic
encoding stage of speech production.

We selected a third task in which L2 speakers narrated a story based on an 11-frame
cartoon strip presented in sequential order. In this related comic strip picture task (Task 3), the
conceptualization demands were lower than in Task 1, in that the storyline was given and the
sequence of events to be narrated was predictable. For this task, however, participants had
somewhat more opportunities to tailor the message to their existing linguistic resources than in
the story retelling task (Task 2), because they could make decisions on the level of detail they
gave in their descriptions. For this reason, we assumed that this task would be perceived as the
least difficult of the three, in terms of both conceptualization and formulation demands.

<C>Perceived Task Difficulty Questionnaire. A task difficulty questionnaire was
administered in English to assess the participants’ overall perceptions of speaking difficulty
across tasks. It was adapted from Robinson’s (2012) five-item scale and included items related to
perceptions of task difficulty as used in stages of speech production, namely, speech planning,
lexical retrieval, and grammatical encoding, as well as perceived difficulties in speaking fluency
(see Appendix A). The reliability of the questionnaire was high (Task 1 Cronbach’s alpha = .81;

Task 2 Cronbach’s alpha = .90, Task 3 Cronbach’s alpha = .93).
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<C>Retrospective Interviews. These were conducted according to the guidelines set out
by Ericsson and Simon (1980, 1993). The goal of retrospective interviews was to capture and
explore participants’ thoughts by attempting to tap into information about task difficulty relative
to speech processing retained in memory. Immediately after the three speech performances were
completed, the participants provided justifications for their perceptions of task difficulty in
English. This open ended approach allowed the participants to vocalize their own judgements
about what constitutes task difficulty for them personally, and also to comment on the specific
features of tasks, which they believed affected their speech performance.
<C>Online Placement Test. The online multiple choice placement test scores identified

students by language ability in terms of three distinct components: Grammar (54 items),
Vocabulary (30 items), and Listening Comprehension (16 items). The fourth component
consisted of an oral interview, lasting from 10 to 20 minutes, with a faculty member from the
language school, followed by a writing task.
<B>Procedure

The researchers and participants worked together on a one-on-one basis in the French
immersion department at the university. The placement test scores for the participants were
provided for the purposes of this research by the institution. At the data collection meeting,
which lasted approximately one hour, participants responded to three different speech tasks, with
a three-minute planning allotment per task. Individually, the participants looked at the speech
elicitation instruments and self-initiated their narratives upon signalling to the researchers when
they were ready to begin speaking. Even though the participants had different levels of French
competency, none used the entire planning time allotted. During task completion, the students

were allowed to view the instruments. The participants were informed that there were no correct
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or incorrect responses and were instructed to speak for as long as they felt natural to complete
the task, which prompted renditions of between one and four minutes. The tasks were
administered in a counter-balanced design to control for task order effects. Immediately after
each task performance, participants completed the Task Difficulty Questionnaire, followed by a
retrospective interview consisting of one closed question about which task they perceived to be
the most or least difficult in terms of fluent speech production and one open ended question
regarding the task characteristics they believed contributed to this perception. All speech samples
and task difficulty comments were recorded in Apple GarageBand version 6.0.1. The L2 speech
performances were converted to audio files so that they could be automatically evaluated using
Praat, a speech analysis software program designed at the University of Amsterdam (Boersma &
Weenink, 2010; see http://www.fon.hum.uva.nl/praat/).
<B>Analyses

Perceived task difficulty was measured both quantitatively and qualitatively in the
following two ways. First, the participants rated each of the three task performances by means of
the Task Difficulty Questionnaire. For the analysis, the task difficulty responses were computed
on a Likert scale ranging from one to six, where one represented the lowest level of difficulty
and six the highest. Second, the participants’ retrospective interview comments were analysed to
identify the main task characteristics involved in perceptions of task difficulty and features
enabling or disenabling fluent performance. The interviews were recorded and transcribed.
Following Rubin and Rubin’s (2005) guidelines, we then extrapolated the concepts that
represented the two retrospective interview questions and identified themes. Next, we
synthesized these themes and selected topics pertinent to the research question. Finally, the data

were coded and summarized according to how the learners’ contextualized the varying themes.
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The first author of the article carried out the coding, which was then verified and double coded
by the second author.

Utterance fluency was analysed by calculating articulation rate, pause frequency,
phonation—time ratio, and average length of pauses. Following De Jong et al. (2012), we selected
articulation rate to assess the construct of speed fluency and pause frequency, and average length
of pauses and phonation—time ratio as measures of breakdown fluency. These fluency variables
were then examined using Praat and a software script written by De Jong and Wempe (2009),
which was modified by the authors to extract automatically the temporal measures listed. These
utterance fluency measures were also chosen for inclusion in the analysis because previous
empirical research has reported that they are valid fluency predictors (Bosker et al., 2013;
Derwing et al., 2009; Derwing et al., 2004; Ejzenberg, 2000; Freed, 2000; Freed, Segalowitz, &
Dewey, 2004; Iwashita et al., 2008; Kormos & Dénes, 2004; Lennon, 1990; Riggenbach, 1991;
Towell et al., 1996). They were operationalized as follows:

1. Articulation rate (AR): The total number of syllables divided by the total phonation time
(excluding pauses) expressed in seconds. Following Riggenbach (1991), the articulation
rate was unpruned with all partial words and asides counted. Praat was configured to
detect pauses of 0.25 seconds and above.

2. Phonation—time ratio (PTR): The total phonation time divided by the total duration of the
speech sample.

3. Pause frequency (PF): The total number of pauses divided by the total duration in
seconds of the speech sample. Only pauses of 0.25 seconds and above were used in the

calculations.
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4. Average pause time: The total duration of all pauses (of 0.25 seconds and above) divided

by the number of pauses in a given speech sample.

<A>RESULTS
<B>Perceived Task Difficulty: Quantitative Analysis

All the statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS statistics version 21. The
level of significance for this study was set at p < 0.05 for all analyses. First, descriptive statistics
were computed for participants’ overall perceptions of task difficulty as elicited by the five-item
Task Difficulty Questionnaire (see Table 1). A Shapiro-Wilk normality test was performed and
this showed the questionnaire data were normally distributed. Additionally, measures of
skewness and kurtosis were examined and when each was divided by their respective standard
error, the result for each of the variables was between +2 and —2. The same tests were carried out
for the placement test results, which were also found to be normally distributed (M = 61.08; SD =
12.43). Based on these results, it was decided that parametric statistical procedures would be
used in further analyses.

In order to answer our first research question about differences in the perceptions of task
difficulty across tasks, we performed a series of one-way within-subject repeated measures
ANOVAs and subsequent paired #-test comparisons on the task difficulty perception data (see
Table 1). To facilitate comprehension, Task 1 refers to the unrelated picture narration task, Task
2 to the horse-riding story retelling task, and Task 3 to the related 11-frame comic strip. The
between-measures ANOVAs yielded a significant effect for two of the five variables, namely:
lexical retrieval difficulty (Wilks” Lambda = 0.84, F[2,38] = 3.74, p < 0.05, partial eta squared =

0.16) and fluency difficulty (Wilks’ Lambda = 0.84, F([2,38] = 3.67, p < 0.05, partial eta squared



17

=0.16). Following Cohen (1988), the effect sizes are large, indicating the magnitude of task
effect on the participants’ perceived difficulty.

Next, the influence of the tasks was examined by #-tests to evaluate the difficulty
differences presented by each task (Bonferroni was adjusted to require p < 0.015 for statistical
significance). The #-test results determined significant effects for lexical retrieval difficulty
between Task 2 and Task 3 (/[39] = 2.76, p < 0.015) and fluency difficulty between Task 2 and
Task 3 (#[39] =2.69, p < 0.015). The results demonstrate a link between task characteristics and
perceived task difficulty. In general, the data show that Task 3 prompted the lowest means across
all the task difficulty perception variables, while Task 2 was associated with the highest means.
Task 1 prompted means in the mid-range.

<INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE>

Second, descriptive statistics were computed to describe quantitatively the main features
of L2 French utterance fluency measures elicited from the three speech tasks (see Table 2). The
distribution was then verified for extreme outliers, skewed distribution, and unusual patterns for
each task. Next, a Shapiro-Wilk normality test was performed and this showed the utterance
fluency measures were normally distributed. As described previously, the same alternative
method for examining skewness and kurtosis was also applied, and the analysis confirmed the
normality of distribution.

Research Question 2 aimed to gain insights into the interrelationship of task difficulty
perceptions. In order to answer this question, we first correlated participants’ judgements of task
difficulty. As can be seen in Table 2, the most significant factors related to overall task difficulty
in all three tasks included perceptions of difficulties in lexical retrieval and in expressing oneself

fluently. Perceived difficulties with grammatical encoding and planning were more strongly
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linked to perceptions of overall difficulty in Tasks 2 and 3, and to a lesser degree in Task 1. The
analysis also revealed that perceptions of fluency difficulty, lexical retrieval difficulty, and
grammar difficulty were highly intercorrelated in all tasks, whereas planning difficulty seemed to
be independent of linguistic difficulty in Task 1, which involved the creation of a storyline,
unlike the other two tasks where the content was predetermined by the task.
<INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE>

For Research Question 3, we also compared utterance fluency variables across tasks, and
Table 3 presents the repeated measures ANOVAs and paired sample #-test results. The ANOVAs
revealed significant differences for two of the four utterance fluency variables assessed, namely,
articulation rate (Wilks’ Lambda = 0.83, F[2,38] = 3.83, p < 0.05, multivariate eta squared =
0.17) and average pause time (Wilks’ Lambda = 0.82, F[2,38] = 4.22, p < 0.05, multivariate eta
squared = 0.18). The effect sizes were large, showing the strength of the relationship between the
utterance fluency measures in relation to task characteristics. Subsequently, significant
differences were explored by means of paired sample #-tests (Bonferroni was adjusted to require
p <0.015 for statistical significance), which revealed significant effects for the mean fluency
measures between tasks. The #-tests revealed significant differences for articulation rate between
Task 1 and Task 3 (#/{39] = —2.54, p < 0.015) and Task 2 and Task 3 (£[39] = -2.32, p < 0.015),
and for average pause time between Task 1 and Task 3 (£{39] = —2.90, p <0.015).

<INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE>

Pursuant to Research Question 4, correlations were also computed across tasks to
determine whether there was a relationship between participants’ perceptions of task
difficulty and utterance fluency measures (see Table 4). For Task 1 (unrelated picture

narration), the analyses showed moderate correlations between perceptions of fluency
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difficulty and articulation rate, phonation—time ratio, pause frequency, and average pause
time. For Task 2 (story retelling), the analyses only revealed weak correlations throughout. In
contrast to Task 1, correlations with fluency difficulty were very weak in Task 2. For Task 3
(related pictures comic strip), the analyses indicated mostly moderate and weak correlations,
with the exception of a relatively strong relationship between perceptions of lexical retrieval
difficulty and pause frequency and perceptions of fluency difficulty and average pause time.
Moderate correlations were consistently observed between perceptions of planning difficulty
and fluency difficulty and articulation rate, phonation—time ratio, pause frequency, and
average pause time. Across tasks, perceptions of grammar difficulty had weak relationships
with utterance fluency measures. However, one exception was noted, a moderate correlation
between perceptions of grammar difficulty and pause frequency in Task 3.
<INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE>

Because it is possible that students’ level of proficiency acts as a moderating variable in
perceptions of task difficulty, we also computed correlations between task difficulty variables
and students’ placement test scores. The only significant correlation that emerged was in the case
of perceptions of grammar difficulty in Task 2 (» = 0.41, p <.05). This result suggests that, in
our study, proficiency did not seem to have a significant impact on how difficult students
perceived the tasks to be. The correlations between task difficulty perceptions and utterance
fluency data were also rerun using the placement test score as a covariate. This reduced the
number of significant relationships, but a large proportion of significant correlations revealed in

the analyses presented in Table 4 still remained statistically significant (see Appendix B).
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<B>Perceived Task Difficulty: Qualitative Analysis

Research Question 1 also sought to address the qualitative differences in learners’
perceptions of task difficulty. Table 5 presents the task difficulty features that consistently
emerged in the retrospective interviews. As the qualitative data reveal, participants’ perceptions
of task difficulty are determined by a multitude of dimensions, not all of which are task-specific,
as some also relate to individual differences across L2 speakers.

<INSERT TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE>

In total, 135 comments were collected. Although a number of important issues pertaining
to perceived difficulty were identified, for the purposes of this study, the qualitative analysis will
primarily focus on the comments that can be related to the themes of the task difficulty
questionnaire.

The descriptive statistics revealed that the mean for perceptions of lexical retrieval
difficulty was the highest for Task 2 (story retelling; 4.18), the lowest for Task 3 (related picture
comic strip; 3.60) and in between for Task 1 (unrelated picture narration; 3.88). In general, these
results indicated that participants had significantly more difficulty in retrieving words for Task 2
than for Task 1. By comparison, Task 3 was perceived to be the easiest in terms of lexical
retrieval. In the retrospective interview comments, certain observed patterns stemming from
issues of task structure in relation to lexical retrieval difficulty were noted, some of which were
followed by conflicting reports. In the following extracts, participants elaborate on the relation
between task structure, degree of freedom or control, and how these affected their perceptions of
lexical retrieval difficulty:

I found Task 1 harder than Task 2. I wanted to make an awesome story but I didn’t have

all the words. Maybe it was harder because there was more freedom. (Participant 11)



Task 2 was harder because I couldn’t choose the words myself and there isn’t another

word for ‘stirrup’ or ‘pond’ you can’t change it to ‘river’ or something. (Participant 40)
In contrast, other participants reported some conflicting views on how they believed that task
structure and degree of control contributed to overall perceptions of task difficulty:

Task 1 was so much easier because I could pick out my own words and make it go

however I wanted. The story retell had a set structure and I know I could go around

words if | had to, but in Task 1, it was a lot easier, maybe because I had control.

(Participant 13)

Despite the fact that Task 2 had the highest mean for lexical retrieval difficulty, the comments
exemplify how individuals vary concerning their perceptions of lexical retrieval difficulties in
relation to task structure.

Closely related to the findings on lexical retrieval is the issue of perceptions of fluency
difficulty in speech processing. According to the quantitative results, Task 2 had the highest
mean (4.20) for perceptions of fluency difficulty, followed by Task 1 (3.80). From the lowest
mean (3.58) for Task 3, it is clear that task characteristics played an important role in their
perceptions of fluency difficulty. The retrospective interview data support the descriptive
statistics. In general, it appears that the specific vocabulary requirements and closed nature of
Task 2 contributed to perceptions of task difficulty:

This task was harder. There was no choice in this one. The other tasks were very

interpretive but this one is already set so you can only stray so far as to what is written,

whereas in Tasks 1 and 3 you can create any story you want. (Participant 15)
However, for other participants, it was the translation aspect and perspective (3rd person

singular) of the task that posed some difficulty:
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I found Task 2 harder because I was telling someone else’s story, rather than my own, so
I found it more difficult. (Participant 38)
The characteristics of Task 2 explicitly bring issues of task difficulty to the fore, especially
because of its closed nature and lack of creative demand placed on the speaker. Nonetheless, the
structure, less of a creative aspect and more reporting in nature, was perceived to cause a lower
level of difficulty for some students, albeit a smaller majority:
I felt more comfortable with Task 2 because the storyline was already there and I had
something to go off of. This one was easiest. The task with the unrelated pictures was the
most difficult. (Participant 40)
On the questionnaire, the participants rated Task 2 as the most difficult for fluency, but the
qualitative reports showed that some participants considered this task easier than the two more

open ended tasks, even though Task 2 demanded that they use more specific vocabulary.

<A>DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
<B>Perceived Task Difficulty and its Relationship to Task Characteristics

In our first two research questions we asked whether there were differences in learners’
appraisals of difficulty across tasks and how the L2 speakers perceived task difficulty, both
quantitatively and qualitatively. The statistical analyses show that the three tasks varied in
perceptions of lexical retrieval difficulty and fluency difficulty. Interestingly, the
intercorrelations of the various aspects of task difficulty also reveal that these variables are the
most influential in terms of contributing to participants’ perceptions of overall difficulty. In the
qualitative comments, it is apparent that problems experienced with lexical access are often

linked to difficulties with fluent expression. These findings highlight that, in the case of narrative
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tasks and within our sample, one of the most important facets of task difficulty to be considered
is related to lexical encoding and expressing oneself fluently.

Another important result to highlight concerning task-related variation in perceived
difficulty is that the only linguistic aspect of task difficulty participants reported to be different
across tasks was related to lexis. It is well known from studies on L2 speech production that
lexical breakdowns and difficulties often enter a speaker’s conscious awareness (Dornyei &
Kormos, 1998; Kormos, 2006) and trigger problem solving mechanisms, and hence students
might perceive and report lexical difficulties with more ease and higher frequency. The findings
suggest that students’ views of lexical difficulty are salient in task performance, and this
underscores the importance of Skehan’s (2009) call for more attention to lexis in task-based
research. The fact that, in all tasks, lexical retrieval difficulty showed a very high correlation
with fluency difficulty, with over 47% (see Table 2) of the variance shared between the two
variables, lends support to Lennon’s (2000) and Segalowitz’s argument (2010) that lexical
retrieval is one of the most important factors in L2 proficiency and fluent and stable processing
performance.

The findings concerning the lack of significant differences observed for task difficulty
items relating to planning and grammar difficulty and overall perceived task difficulty are also
worth considering. The quantitative results seem to indicate that when participants are asked to
judge difficulty on a 6-point Likert scale and results are averaged—even though the tasks clearly
make different planning demands, as indicated by the qualitative comments and the considerable
range in the responses (see SD values in Table 1)—these factors do not emerge as significantly
differentiating between tasks. A similar conclusion can be drawn with regard to overall task

difficulty, which, given that it combines judgements on different aspects of task demands, does
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not seem to show significant differences for this sample of students. These findings lend support
to Bachman’s (2002) argument that task difficulty is not a unitary concept and that appraisals of
difficulty vary across individuals and communicative contexts. With regard to perceptions of
difficulty in relation to grammatical structures, several alternative explanations are possible. On
the one hand, it is conceivable that L.2 speakers might not be as consciously aware of
grammatical demands and their own syntactic encoding difficulties in spoken performance as
they are of their lexical problems. On the other hand, the demands of the tasks with regard to
syntactic structures might not have been perceptibly different for the learners as all three tasks
were of the same genre and required the narration of events.

With regard to specific differences in learners’ appraisals across tasks, Task 3 (related
pictures comic strip) had the lowest means for perceptions of planning difficulty, lexical retrieval
difficulty, grammar difficulty, fluency difficulty, and overall difficulty. In general, the qualitative
comments reflect that the structured nature of this task made it less taxing on the speakers
because they did not have to plan the story creatively, but rather follow the storyline as depicted
in the pictures, for example:

For me Task 3 was easier than Task 2 in two ways: One, I didn’t have to retell it in their

words, I could retell it in my own words, so I had control, and, second I liked the pictures

because I could look at things in the pictures and this made me feel more fluid when

telling the story. (Participant 24)

In comparison, Task 2 (story retelling) had the highest means across all variables. In analyzing
the retrospective comments, these results can be attributed to the fact that Task 2 made more
cognitive demands on the learners’ attentional resources. In this task, the learners first read a

short story in English and were subsequently asked to retell it in French. In Task 2, the additional
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demands of tense sequencing and specialized vocabulary may have put more pressure on
learners’ cognitive processing. The fact that the only significant correlation between students’
proficiency as measured by their placement test scores and perceptions of task difficulty emerged
with regard to grammatical difficulty in this task might lend additional support to this
assumption. The retrospective comments also confirm this particular trend. For example, this
participant noticed that Task 2 put more demands on accuracy and lexical retrieval:

In Task 2, I was trying for more accuracy which made it more difficult. It was already in

the past tense so I had to think about the forms of the past tense, that I don’t think I used

completely correctly, and it was someone else’s words so I had to translate into first
person even though it wasn’t first person for me. Tasks 1 and 3 gave me more leeway to

express myself how I wanted. (Participant 39)

With regard to the unrelated picture narration task (Task 1), the retrospective comments
point to the fact that the increased creative and conceptualization demands of Task 1 made it
challenging, as this participant explains:

I think Task 1 was more difficult because you had to find a way to tie all these unrelated

pictures together, whereas in the other tasks, there was already a story there for you. At

first I was excited, I get to make it up all on my own, but in the end, it was difficult.

(Participant 25)

Relative to Tavakoli’s (2009) study in which she examined task difficulty by means of
retrospective interviews, certain main themes running through her data analysis on learner
performance perceptions reveal similar constructs to those described in this study. If we consider
the structure of the four narrative tasks used in Tavakoli’s study, we notice some remarkable

agreement in the results. Specifically, the ESL learners in her study consistently found the two
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tasks that had a fixed structure and a definite sequence to be easiest, while the two tasks that did
not have a determined storyline were thought to be more difficult. As reflected in the
retrospective interviews of the present study, overall task structure and cognitive and linguistic
demand are also consistent with learners’ and teachers’ perspectives of factors, which impacted
task difficulty in Tavakoli’s study.

Our findings also complement those of Tavakoli (2009) by showing that, although the
fixed structure of the task and predetermined content to be expressed make it easier in the eyes of
the learners, tasks in which the accurate and precise rendering of information plays an important
role and does not leave opportunities for learners to tailor the message to their own resources, as
in our story retelling task, are also perceived to be difficult. Therefore, our results indicate that
task difficulty can originate from demands placed on the conceptualization stage of the message
(Kormos, 2006; Levelt, 1983, 1993), which is similar to the facet of cognitive complexity in
Skehan’s (2009) task difficulty model, as well as from linguistic demands in the formulation
stage of speech production, as expressed in Skehan’s concept of code complexity. It might be
worth considering, however, that as our retrospective interview data also indicate, tasks that push
learners to express various concepts accurately and precisely might drive linguistic development
more efficiently than those in which students can manoeuvre using their current level of
knowledge. An additional important issue to note is that the qualitative comments in our study
reveal that task characteristics can interact in different ways in oral communicative tasks.
Sometimes they might be in conflict (i.e., the need for creativity vs. the opportunity to
manoeuvre in terms of content), and on other occasions they can reinforce each other (lexical
demands and the need to render given content). Therefore, it is important to consider the

interaction of these facets of tasks characteristics when making pedagogical and assessment
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decisions.
<B>Differences in Utterance Fluency Across Tasks

In our third research question we investigated whether task-related differences can also
be observed in the utterance fluency measures of articulation rate, phonation—time ratio, pause
frequency, and average pause time. The analyses showed that two utterance fluency variables
were sensitive to task-related variation: articulation rate and average pause time. Articulation
rate, as its name suggests, is the speed with which one produces an utterance between pauses.
Goldman—FEisler (1968; see also De Jong et al., 2012) argues that this variable should be seen as
a relatively stable characteristic of individuals that is less prone to variation across tasks and
contexts. In our study, however, this speed variable was found to differ across the three tasks.
One possible explanation for this result might be that, for L2 learners, articulation rate is not only
a measure of the speed with which they articulate an already assembled and linguistically
encoded part of their message, but also a reflection of the speed of other speech production
procedures that are carried out before articulation. Therefore, articulation rate can be assumed to
vary depending on the cognitive and linguistic demands of the task, especially if the whole
speech sample is considered for the complete task, unlike in De Jong et al.’s (2012) study, which
only assessed the first 30 seconds of learners’ performance.

Average pause time, which was one of the measures of breakdown fluency used in our
study, was also found to vary across tasks. Interestingly, the results suggest that in the tasks
where students demonstrated a higher articulation rate—that is, they spoke faster—they also
hesitated for longer when they paused (see Appendix C) for the intercorrelations between
articulation rate and average pause time). This suggests that there is a certain trade off between

speed and breakdown fluency in our data set, as the sample of L2 learners of French seems to
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increase their articulation rate at the expense of taking longer pauses. This phenomenon might
mirror the characteristic of pausing patterns in L1 French (Grosjean & Deschamps, 1975). This
could serve as an explanation for the differences between our study and those of De Jong et al.
(2012), who found that frequency of filled pauses differed between complex and simple tasks in
the case of learners of L2 Dutch.

With regard to specific tasks, Task 3 (related pictures comic strip) had the highest
articulation rate and longest average pause time. In comparison, for Task 2 (story retelling) the
high level of difficulty reported by the learners was reflected in the fluency scores, with
articulation rate being the lowest, and average pause time the shortest, in this task. In Task 1,
students were also significantly less fluent in terms of articulation rate and average pause time
measures than in Task 3.

Task 1, with its high creativity demand, and Task 2, requiring the accurate retelling of a
story, both resulted in a decrease in the speed of speech processing. In the case of Task 2, we can
theorize that the L2 speakers had more difficulty producing faster speech, possibly due to a lack
of sufficient attentional resources imposed by the demands of the task in the grammatical and
lexical encoding phases. As for Task 1, the greater requirement of online planning and creativity
required to narrate the story reduced the articulation rate and average pause time, whereas the
characteristics of Task 3 manifested the opposite effect.

<INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE>
<B>Relationships Between Perceived Difficulty and Utterance Fluency

In order to account for variations between learners and tasks, our fourth research question
investigated whether the level of perceived difficulty was related to L2 utterance fluency

measures across the three tasks. With regard to Task 1, perceived fluency difficulty correlated
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significantly with all the utterance fluency measures and overall task difficulty showed a
significant negative correlation with pause length. Relative to Task 2 (story retelling), no
significant relationship between perceptions of difficulties and utterance fluency was observed.
The lack of a relationship between variables of difficulty and measures of utterance fluency
might be related to the fact that this task was perceived to be highly difficult for all participants
and therefore there might not have been sufficient individual variation in perceptions for
significant correlations to emerge. As for Task 3, a number of significant correlations emerged
between utterance fluency measures and perceptions of difficulty. A strong correlation between
average pause time and fluency difficulty was found and the relationship between pause
frequency and lexical retrieval difficulty was also strong. A moderately strong relationship
between overall task difficulty and pause frequency and length was also observed. Planning
difficulty was related to pause frequency, average pause time, and articulation rate. Those
learners who perceived the task to be grammatically more difficult paused more frequently.

The previous analyses clearly indicate that the various speaking tasks show different
relationships between perceptions of difficulty and measures of utterance fluency. In the task that
required the invention of a storyline (Task 1), both speed and breakdown measures of fluency
were significantly related to perceptions of fluency difficulty. In contrast, in Task 3, where the
students were scaffolded by the cartoon when conceptualizing the story, only breakdown
measures correlated with fluency difficulty. A parallel finding was that, in Task 3, both reported
lexical and grammatical difficulties seemed to co-occur with an increase in the number of pauses
and shorter pause times. One possible explanation for the different pattern of correlations in the
two tasks might be that in tasks that place high demands on the conceptualization phase, speed

fluency might also be sensitive to variations in students’ perceptions of difficulty. In contrast, in
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tasks that do not require extensive content planning, breakdown fluency measures, which reflect
difficulties in linguistic encoding, seem to be better indicators of perceived difficulty. Overall,
the results suggest that, with the exception of the task perceived to be the most difficult (Task 2),
participants’ judgements of fluency difficulty seemed to manifest in their actual fluent
performance and hence these appraisals can be regarded as relatively accurate. With reference to
overall difficulty perceptions, the results are less conclusive, although breakdown fluency
measures, especially pause frequency, seem to be related to learners’ cognitive appraisals of task
difficulty. This finding also supports our previous argument that it is important to collect
information about learners’ perceptions about specific aspects of task demands because task

difficulty encompasses a number of interrelated factors.

<A>LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The empirical results of this mixed methods investigation have made a further
contribution to the study of SLA and fluency by analysing task difficulty through several
different lenses. Despite its contributions to the study of task difficulty and L2 fluency research,
there are a number of limitations on its scope that need to be considered in future investigations.

First, a major shortcoming resides in the speech tasks themselves. More interactive tasks,
rather than structured narratives, might have revealed different patterns in task complexity and
utterance fluency conclusions. Thus, one future research direction could be to conduct a similar
study but with the use of more open ended, real world, and dyadic speech tasks. This would
allow for more freedom on the part of the speakers to demonstrate their skills, elicit enriched
data to evaluate task-based variation in fluent speech performance, and facilitate comparisons

between studies. Another potential area for future research might be to examine how various
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linguistic aspects of task performance, such as lexical variety and sophistication and syntactic
complexity, are related to cognitive appraisals of tasks.

The qualitative data also revealed some important findings about the role of
communication strategies (CS) and their impact on fluent performance. As a result, research on
the use of CS, task difficulty, accuracy, and fluency in classroom and study abroad contexts is
warranted. Future research that gathers data from naturalistic exchanges between students and
host families or service encounter interlocutors in classroom and SA contexts might also shed
light on the development of fluency in different learning contexts. A study focusing on fluency
breakdown and the CS that L2 French learners use to cope with performance deficits, perhaps in
relation to fluency, might increase our understanding of what it means to be fluent in French and

provide a new set of useful correlates that could be used to examine nonnative fluency.
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