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Abstract
This study investigated L2 speaking performance under three different types of
task-related time pressure, with a control (Control) group narrating a video at
normal playing rate, an online planning (OP) group narrating the video at a
slowed playing rate, and a hybrid online planning (HOP) group which combined
online planning (a slowed playing rate) with content preparedness (through prewatching the video). The results show that the HOP group outperformed the
Control group regarding speech accuracy and complexity, suggesting that this
form of online planning, with content preparedness, helps improve speech accuracy and complexity. In addition, L2 proficiency significantly predicted speech
accuracy, specifically, among all other performance measures. The implications
of these findings for language teaching and learning are discussed, particularly
their relevance for the way a Conceptualiser-Formulator balance is important,
and for the way proficiency can best be mobilised within task performance.
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Introduction
Research on task-based language learning and second language spoken
performance has undergone remarkable development in recent years
(Skehan 2015; Bygate 2016; Ellis 2003, 2017; Long 2015, 2016; Robinson
2015; Van den Branden 2006). Studies have explored the effects on performance of task characteristics, such as information familiarity (Foster
and Skehan 1996), task structure (Tavakoli and Foster 2008) and task complexity (Michel 2011). In addition, we have learned a great deal about task
implementation variables, and particularly planning (Bui et al. 2018). We
have also learned about the priorities learners have when given pre-task
planning time (Mehnert 1998), as well as the ways planning time is generally used beneficially but occasionally causing difficulties (Skehan 2014b).
Even so, there are still a number of important issues which require attention in planning research. Prominent here is the contrast between pre-task
(or strategic) planning, where the opportunity is given before a task to
prepare for the task (Ellis 2003), and online planning (Ellis and Yuan 2005),
where there is less pressure on performance during the task. The former is
usually operationalised through time being given before the task, whereas
the latter has been operationalised through the time available for task
completion itself – more time for task completion in the online planning
condition, less for the non-online planning condition, with ‘more’ and ‘less’
usually established through pilot studies. An additional issue with pre-task
planning concerns the notion of preparedness for speaking, a concept significantly wider than simply pre-task planning, since having (the typical)
ten minutes to prepare prior to a task is not the only way of being ready to
speak (Bui 2014; Kormos 2006). Recent reviews have shown that alternative forms of preparedness such as pre-writing, rehearsal and focus on form
are effective for enhancing L2 learners’ task performance as well (Skehan
2014b; Skehan 2018; Bui 2014). This is probably the reason why these preparedness conditions have the capacity to align pre-task preparation with
learners’ online planning in task performance (i.e. a hybrid condition). It
indicates that we still need to link task conditions to speech production
stages such as Conceptualisation, Formulation and Articulation in the
exploration of L2 task performance also (Kormos 2006), even if they do not
function in exactly the same way as in L1 speech production (Levelt 1989).
We still need to consider preparatory thinking, assembly of linguistic elements, and then production of sound, even though the operational details
may not be exactly the same.
In view of this, the present study will compare three conditions, all
involving narrative retellings. The first, the control condition, simply
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requires task completion in the form of narrating the story from a short
video while the video is running. The second, the online planning condition, similarly requires narration of a video, but in this case the video was
slowed. The third condition is like the second, with a slowed video enabling
online planning, but in this case the video is watched (without any narration required) before the second viewing, which is the one for which narration is required. This enables a hybrid condition of content preparedness
and online planning and the distinct contributions of preparedness and
online planning to be explored when compared with the second condition.
The purpose of these comparisons is to try to distinguish between different
stages in the process of speaking and to examine how these stages may be
affected by different influences (Levelt 1989).
Another relevant gap in the planning literature concerns the issue of
proficiency level. Rather surprisingly, there are few systematic investigations of this variable (Bui et al. 2018) and the potential impact this may
have on the different aspects of second language task performance. The
present study will incorporate proficiency in an attempt to understand the
way planning contributes at different levels of proficiency. These different
influences, planning implementations and proficiency levels, have implications for pedagogy. These will be discussed in the final section.

Literature review
Pre-task planning, online planning and hybrid online planning

Most second language planning research is concerned either with pre-task
(or strategic) planning (Crookes 1989; Mehnert 1998) or online planning
(Ahmadian 2012; Ellis and Yuan 2004, 2005). The former, as indicated
earlier, is usually operationalised by giving second language speakers
a certain number of minutes to plan a task before they begin speaking.
They are given the details of the task and may be allowed to make notes
(which are usually taken away before the task itself ) as in Crookes (1989).
Various lengths of planning time are used, but the most typical is ten
minutes (Mehnert 1998). In contrast, the intention with online planning is
to provide enough time during the actual performance to enable planning
‘on the fly’ to take place, in that speakers are unpressured and so they can
produce language and also have time to regroup and look ahead during
speech performance (Ellis and Yuan 2005).
This literature suggests that pre-task planning raises structural complexity and fluency, with large effect sizes, but has less of an effect on accuracy (Crookes 1989; Ellis 2009). One interpretation of these results is that
pre-task planning can help learners reduce time pressure at either speech
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conceptualisation or linguistic formulation stages (Wang 2014; Kormos
2006; Levelt 1989). Online planning studies report that unpressured time
conditions usually are associated with higher accuracy in learners’ speech
performance fairly consistently, and occasionally there are increases in
structural complexity (Ahmadian and Tavakoli 2011; Ellis and Yuan 2005;
Hsu 2015; Yuan and Ellis 2003). The interpretation is that supportive online
conditions enable greater opportunities for monitoring and for speech formulation processes.
Researchers have generally explored either pre-task planning or online
planning. More recently, an alternative condition called ‘hybrid online
planning’, which combines the two planning modes within one study,
has appeared in the literature. In this approach, both pre-task and online
planning opportunities are provided. For example, Ellis (1987) asked participants to tell a story based on a set of pictures without a specific time
requirement for task completion. In one condition, they first wrote a story
to a set of pictures, and then in the next phase were given unlimited time
to tell the story (i.e. a hybrid condition of pre-writing and then online planning), and this was compared with telling the story with no such pre-task
planning opportunity. Ellis (1987) found that the hybrid condition of pretask and online planning led to higher L2 accuracy regarding the regular
past tense (-ed), although no significant effect was found for the irregular
past tense measures. This suggests that participants were able to use the
processing conditions in the hybrid condition to draw upon declarative
knowledge of a rule and then apply it to spoken performance with the
regular past. With the irregular past, in contrast, if one assumes this is a
lexical rather than a rule-generated form, the processing conditions do not
confer any additional benefit – the lexical item, correct or not, is simply
retrieved. Hsu (2015) also provided L2 speakers with the opportunity for
ten minutes’ pre-writing, with this functioning as a rehearsal. These participants also had unlimited task completion time for the actual performance.
Hsu (2015) reports raised speech accuracy for the online planning condition, and also reports enhanced speech complexity from the hybrid online
planning (i.e. ‘rehearsal online planning’).
Hulstijn and Hulstijn (1984) investigated another type of hybrid online
planning, which combines unpressured online planning (operationalised
as ‘take as much time as you wish’) with a focus-of-attention condition (on
either grammatical correctness or on information). Hulstijn and Hulstijn
(1984) found that the focus on grammar conditions helped produce significantly higher accuracy, and interestingly participants in this condition also took more time in processing than the focus-on-information
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groups, perhaps an indicator of a careful online planning undertaken in
the condition.
These hybrid online planning conditions combining online planning with other instructional elements (either by means of pre-writing,
rehearsal or focus on form) resulted in higher complexity and accuracy in
participants’ speech (Bui et al. 2018). (Fluency, typically, was not central to
these research designs.) It would seem from these studies that pre-task or
online planning opportunities alone may not be sufficient to produce more
accurate and more complex speech performance, whereas the hybrid condition with online planning and pre-task planning delivers fairly consistent
accuracy and complexity improvement.
Content preparedness and models of speaking

The majority of studies which have investigated a pre-task condition have
interpreted this condition by means of providing planning opportunities.
But as we have seen, there are alternatives such as pre-writing, rehearsal
and focus on form. This has led to discussion of the wider concept of
preparedness (Skehan 2014b) or readiness (Bui 2014). The broader analysis is concerned with different ways in which a speaker may arrive at a
speaking challenge in a more prepared state, whether in terms of ideas
and their organisation or availability (Bui 2014), or with the linguistic
resources required (Kormos 2011). Following this approach, Wang (2014)
locates strategic or pre-task planning within this wider concept, which
also includes having spoken about something before and/or having been
exposed to relevant material through life experiences or tuition. Planning
studies usually emphasise the assembly and organisation of ideas, typically for new topics, whereas the other forms of preparedness put more
emphasis on the retrieval of already organised ideas. Skehan (2014b, 2018)
suggests that such wider conceptions of how a speaker is prepared to talk
about something need to be considered in addition to the condition where
speakers are simply given time to prepare for a new task.
There may be important differences between these different forms of
preparedness, and research is needed to clarify what contribution each of
them makes, with potentially different influences on different aspects of
performance. In the present research, we will explore the role of content
preparedness through the pre-watching of a video that will subsequently
be narrated while the video is running for a second time. In this way, participants are exposed to the characters, the ideas and the development of
the video story, but without any need to formulate language. This leads
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to a form of content preparedness which should influence the subsequent
performance, but which emphasises ideas rather than language.
This also fits in well with attempts to relate second language performance to models of first language speaking. Levelt (1989, 1999) offers a
model of the first language speaker which has been extended to the second
language case (Kormos 2006, 2011). Levelt distinguishes between the
stages of Conceptualisation (in which a situation is assessed, the choice is
made what to say and ideas are assembled); Formulation (where the mental
lexicon is accessed for linguistic resources, and these are retrieved and
assembled and used to build syntactic frames); and Articulation (where
ideas and resources are translated into actual speech).
The Levelt model is illuminating with the conditions used in the present
study. When we consider content preparedness, including but not confined
to strategic planning, in effect we are exploring psycholinguistic operations in which the speaker is retrieving, organising and selecting ideas,
in other words, engaging in the process of conceptualisation. As noted
above, pre-watching a video emphasises ideas and their organisation and
thus the Conceptualiser stage. Exposure to the actual content of the story
contrasts with what happens when pre-task planning is used to imagine
what it will be useful to prepare ahead of performance. In this case, both
Conceptualiser and Formulator may become the focus of attention (Ortega
2005).
Importantly, though, it is not simply the influence of content preparedness through pre-watching that is involved, since this pre-task condition is
linked with online planning in the present study. Just as the manipulation
of online planning (see previous section) may reduce time pressure during
speech production, a hybrid online planning condition that combines
online planning with content preparedness as the participants pre-watch a
video before narration has an easing influence on the conceptualisation of
one’s speech, as has just been argued, and also Formulation, as the slowed
video provides more processing time for lemma retrieval, syntax building
and monitoring. In other words, better preparation (and Conceptualiser
work) can interact with reductions in time pressure, in that the ideas to
be expressed are more accessible and the attention available to express
them is greater. In L2 speech production, it has been argued that knowing
‘what to say’ is a prerequisite for knowing ‘how to say’ (Ellis 2003:109).
Therefore, it is hypothesised that content preparedness (knowing ‘what to
say’) in combination with online planning (less time pressure at the ‘how to
say’ stage) can facilitate L2 speakers in monitoring linguistic formulation
and increase both speech accuracy and complexity. In the present study,
we will compare the effects on learners’ speech performance of such a
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hybrid online planning condition with a (time-pressured) control condition and an online planning condition which does not have a pre-watching
opportunity.
Learner proficiency, planning and dimensions of task performance

While the first aim of the present study is to test the effects of a hybrid
online planning condition on learners’ speaking performance, the study
also aims to investigate how L2 proficiency influences L2 task performance. This area, somewhat surprisingly, has been relatively neglected in
the second language speaking literature, and this applies particularly to
planning. Most studies have either controlled the variable of L2 proficiency
(researching with only one proficiency level) or simply did not report on
it. To date, only a few studies have investigated learner proficiency systematically. Wigglesworth (1997) reports that giving participants one-minute
planning time was associated with higher structural complexity for an
advanced group, with this effect being stronger for more complex tasks.
Lower proficiency learners were reported as not benefiting from planning. Ortega (2005), through qualitative research, reports that intermediate learners are more reliant on retrieval processes in pre-task planning,
whereas more advanced learners draw upon rehearsal strategies more. The
first group seems, that is, to be more preoccupied with more basic elements
of language. Gu (2007), with L1-Chinese learners of English, found that
more advanced learners benefited from planning primarily with accuracy
and fluency, and that intermediate learners showed much less of an advantage from planning. The pattern of results, in other words, is not clear, and
so while there is the generalisation that more advanced learners benefit
more from planning, we are not clear which particular aspects of performance benefit more. It should be pointed out, though, that the studies
cited involved pre-task planning – not online planning – and indeed the
most cited online planning studies (see Ellis and Yuan 2005 for review) had
more advanced participants and reported an effect for accuracy. Clearly,
further research is needed.
Yet even among these studies, with the exception of De Jong and colleagues (2015) who used vocabulary knowledge as a measure of L2 proficiency, most of the studies divided learners into different proficiency
bands (i.e. high, intermediate and low proficiency groups). In the case of
proficiency bands, the cut-off points for defining high, intermediate or low
bands are not always consistent, making comparisons across studies difficult. In addition, important variance within each proficiency band is not
investigated, even though it might potentially indicate relationships with
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dependent variables. In the present research, the focus will be on such variance, and statistical methods will be used to investigate the effects of L2
proficiency using raw scores as a covariate and as a potential causal variable in its effects on task performance.

Research questions
The present study is part of a wider project exploring the effects of different
types of planning (pre-task as well as online planning, Wang 2014), repetition (Wang and Chen 2018) and task characteristics on second language
performance. In the current research, the focus is on online planning,
preparedness and their connection with proficiency. In addition, relative
to previous research in this project, there are some additional dependent
variables used which provide broader investigation of the Complexity,
Accuracy, Lexis, and Fluency (CALF) constructs (Housen, Kuiken and
Vedder 2012).
The two aims of the present study are to investigate, first, the effects
of a hybrid online planning condition (combining content preparedness
with online planning), and second, L2 proficiency, on L2 task performance.
To achieve these purposes, three conditions were designed: (1) a control
condition (Control), in which a video was played for narration at its normal
rate; (2) an online planning condition (OP), in which the same video was
edited to be played more slowly than normal speed to allow online planning time; (3) a hybrid online planning condition (HOP), in which first the
video was played once at normal speed without narration being required
(to enable content preparedness), and then the same video was played
slowly for narration as in condition 2 (OP). The present study addresses
the following two research questions.
1

2

(a) Do both planning conditions elicit higher level performance
than the control condition?
(b) Does the hybrid online planning condition, which combines
content preparedness and online planning (HOP), help elicit
different task performance relative to online planning without
content preparedness (OP)?
Does L2 proficiency significantly predict L2 speaking performance, and if so, which aspects of speaking performance are most
influenced?
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Method
Participants

Participants were forty-five native Chinese speakers learning English as a
second language (thirty female and fifteen male, aged between 18 and 22)
recruited from a Hong Kong university as volunteers. They were studying
various undergraduate subjects other than English as their majors, including business, humanities, science and engineering. Half of them were in
Year 1, and the rest were in Years 2, 3 and 4. None of them had lived in an
English-speaking country for more than three months. As part of the initial
screening only, data were collected on their English proficiency on the basis
of self-report from a post-task interview with one of the researchers. The
data ranged from 76 to 109 in the TOEFL Internet Based Test (iBT), from
6 to 7.5 in the IELTS, and from 5.5 to 7.5 for the IELTS speaking subset.
The scores roughly correspond to the Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages (CEFR) language levels from B2 to C2 according
to the Educational Testing Service (ETS) official website, or in other words
from intermediate to advanced English proficiency levels. Data were collected through one-to-one meetings with the participants in a language
laboratory. The purpose of this initial and less standardised proficiency
investigation was only to ensure that there was a sufficiently wide proficiency range in the participants who were recruited. More formal measurement of proficiency as a variable of investigation is reported on below.
Measuring L2 proficiency

As the central proficiency measure we administered a TOEFL listening
comprehension subtest to all the participants as a proxy of their general L2
proficiency. This was taken from Hinkel (2004). Listening comprehension
tests have been used as a measure of L2 proficiency in a number of previous
task-based language teaching (TBLT) empirical studies (e.g. Vercellotti 2017;
Yuan and Ellis 2003) due to the strong correlation with L2 learners’ general
English proficiency and English-speaking proficiency. Sawaki, Stricker and
Oranje (2009), for example, discovered that in TOEFL exams the factor
loading of listening subtests on general English proficiency was 0.97. In
another study, Vercellotti (2017) noted that listening test scores were most
highly correlated with experts’ evaluation of learners’ English proficiency
compared to other measures for decision-making in university placement
tests (r = 0.84, p < 0.001). In addition to being an indicator of general English
proficiency, listening comprehension is a strong indicator of learners’ oral
English proficiency as well. Plough, Briggs and Van Bonn (2010), in the
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examination of learners’ speaking proficiency in the assessment context of
oral English tests (OETs), found that listening comprehension and pronunciation contributed most to the holistic ratings of learners’ speaking proficiency. In the present study, while the administration of a complete test
battery, including a speaking test, would have been ideal, time constraints
did not allow this. The above discussion, though, does indicate the justification for the proficiency testing choice that we made.
The listening test used in this study was composed of fifty single choice
questions based on listening to sets of conversations and passages. One
point was given to each correctly answered question and the maximum
possible score in this subtest was 50. The total test completion time was
approximately forty-eight minutes. The mean and standard deviation of
listening scores for each group (Control, OP, HOP) are presented in Table 2.
Experimental tasks

Given problems in standardising online planning conditions in previous
research, it was necessary to use a narrative task format in the present
study to enable sufficient control over processing conditions (see below).
To enable this, two short Mr Bean videos of five minutes’ length each were
played one after another to collect the participants’ speech samples. The
use of two video clips instead of one increased the length of speech samples
collected from each participant so as improve test reliability (Nunnally and
Bernstein 1994:262). The videos were called Sleepless Night and Shopping.
In Sleepless Night, based on Mr Bean having difficulty falling asleep, the
story concerned the range of unsuccessful and eccentric strategies used
by Mr Bean to induce sleep. In Shopping, Mr Bean, while shopping in a
department store, accidentally becomes ‘attached’ to another customer,
who is unaware of this mishap. The story concerned Mr Bean’s attempts
to separate himself from the other customer without the other customer
realising. Each participant was required to narrate the two stories one after
another in the same data collection session while watching the video. For
the control and OP conditions, no content preparation or pre-task planning time was provided to the participants, but for the HOP condition,
participants had one complete viewing of the video before they started to
narrate, which they did when the video was running for the second time.
To obtain the slowed video for the two conditions involving online
planning (i.e. ‘online planning’ and ‘hybrid online planning’), one of the
researchers piloted three different rates of playing with a group of different participants who had a similar background and proficiency level to the
main study participants. The three pilot versions were: 50% of the normal
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Table 1: The task conditions in this study.
Speaking
conditions
(3 groups)

n

Operationalisation

1.

Time pressured (TP)

13

narrating a video at normal playing rate

2.

Online planning (OP)

16

narrating the video at slow playing rate
in order to have online planning time

3.

Watched online planning (WOP)

16

a hybrid online planning which
combines the online planning condition
with content preparedness from a prewatching opportunity

speed (making a normal five-minute video ten minutes long), 60% of the
normal speed (eight minutes) and 75% of the normal speed (6.5 minutes).
These slowed versions were made using the Adobe Premiere© video compilation software. Based on the pilot participants’ feedback, 60% of the
normal speed was selected as the experimental version for the online planning video because it was not so slow as to be recognised that the video
had been manipulated. 50% of normal speed, in contrast, was recognised
as ‘artificial’ (even though it would allow more online planning time).
Therefore, the 60% speed was selected, which made a normal five-minute
video become eight minutes long. In other words, an extra three minutes
was available to facilitate online planning time while the video was running.
The sequence of the two Mr Bean videos was counter-balanced and an
average score of the two narratives was used for each performance measure.
The task conditions are briefly outlined in Table 1.
Measures
Speech complexity

This study used two indicators of syntactic complexity: mean length of
clause (words-per-clause); and clauses per analysis of speech unit (ASunit). These two measures, typical of task-based studies (Foster, Tonkyn
and Wigglesworth 2000; Norris and Ortega 2009), have been shown to
capture different aspects of complexity (Skehan 2018; Inoue 2016) with
relatively low intercorrelation to one another. Mean length of clause was
measured by dividing the total number of pruned words by the number of
clauses. Clauses per AS-unit were measured by dividing the total number
of clauses (main, subordinate, infinitival) by the total number of AS-units.
In addition, a third measure was used, total words, which were measured
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by counting the total number of words in the speech sample. This provides
an indication of the general quantity of speech.
Speech accuracy

A global measure of accuracy was used in this study. The error-free clause
(EFC) rate, obtained by dividing the total number of error-free clauses by
the total number of clauses, is widely used in the second language taskbased literature (Foster and Skehan 1996; Skehan 2014b) and typically correlates highly with most other measures of accuracy (Skehan 2018).
Speech fluency

Fluency was measured as speed and breakdown, following sub-dimensions
of fluency that are widely used (Tavakoli and Skehan 2005). Speed fluency
was measured by speech rate in the study. This was computed by dividing the total number of pruned words by the total number of minutes
required to complete the speaking task. Breakdown fluency was estimated
by two types of silent pause duration: AS end-of-clause pauses and midclause pauses. Pauses at the end of a clause were measured as the mean
number of pauses at the end of AS-units. Mid-clause pauses were measured through the average number of pauses at any point within a clause.
Following Derwing and co-workers (2009) and Skehan and Foster (2005), a
pause was defined as silence lasting more than 400 milliseconds, and such
pauses were identified using Goldwave software.
Lexical content

Lexical performance was measured in two ways. Lexical diversity was measured using the adjusted type–token ratio, D (Malvern and Richards 2002).
The raw type–token ratio is the number of different word types divided
by the total number of tokens. However, this measure is strongly influenced by the text length and therefore needs to be adjusted. The parameter
‘D’ achieves this (Durán et al. 2004; Treffers-Daller 2009; Yu 2010) and is
computed by the ‘vocd’ subprogram within CLAN (MacWhinney 2000;
McKee, Malvern and Richards 2000). Lexical sophistication was measured
using a modified version of the P_Lex computer program (Meara and Bell
2001; Skehan 2014b). This computes a statistic, lambda, which reflects the
use of less frequent lexical items as judged against norms from a corpus of
spoken English.
Data analyses

After performing the L2 proficiency listening test, participants narrated
their stories which were recorded onto MP3 players. These performances
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were then transferred to computer and transcribed and coded following CHAT format (MacWhinney 2000). Each speech sample was then
segmented into AS-units (Foster, Tonkyn and Wigglesworth 2000). The
measures of speaking performance included four dimensions: syntactic complexity, accuracy, lexis and fluency (i.e. CALF, following Housen,
Kuiken and Vedder 2012; Norris and Ortega 2009; Skehan 2014b).
To answer the first research question, the statistical analysis was conducted in two steps. First, a multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA)
was conducted. This explored whether there were statistically significant
differences in task performance between the three task conditions (i.e.
Control, OP, HOP). A MANCOVA was used because the study involved
three task conditions and multiple dependent measures of CALF. In addition, by using a MANCOVA rather than a MANOVA (multivariate analysis of variance) the effect of proficiency was controlled, enabling a clearer
answer to research questions 1(a) and 1(b). This was important, given the
hypotheses motivating research question 2. As a second step, a regression
analysis was conducted to test the L2 proficiency hypothesis. Appropriate
coefficients and graphical effects are reported for this analysis.
Prior to the MANCOVA and regression analysis, assumptions were
checked regarding the normal distribution of all the variables in the different groups (through normal Q–Q plots and Kolmogorov–Smirnov (K–S)
tests). Homogeneity of variance was also examined through Levene’s test.
Following the results of the K–S tests, all the variables which deviated from
normality (p < 0.001) were transformed using a logarithmic transformation. Standardised skewness and kurtosis were set within the range of (–2,
2). Bonferroni adjustments were made for group mean difference comparisons. In addition, all the CALF measures, as well as the measure of L2
proficiency, were correlated as a preparation for the regression analysis. An
alpha level of 0.05 was used for all the statistical analyses.

Results
The presentation of results is organised in two main sections following
the two research questions. The first question explores the impact of the
different processing conditions on performance using a MANCOVA. The
second question examines the relationship between proficiency and the
CALF performance dimensions using regression analysis.
Do different processing conditions significantly affect task performance? (RQ1)

This first research question divides into two related, but distinct questions:
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(a) Do both planning conditions elicit higher level performance than
the control condition, and
(b) Does the hybrid online planning condition, which combines
content preparedness and online planning (HOP), help elicit
different task performance relative to online planning without
content preparedness (OP)?
Table 2 presents the mean scores and standard deviations of the various
measures for control (Control), online planning (OP) and hybrid online
planning (HOP) conditions. The results of the MANCOVA demonstrate
that the overall main effect of condition was significant, F (16, 72) = 6.57,
p < –0.001 (Pillai’s trace). Follow-up ANOVAs show significant effects
of processing conditions on three of the four complexity and accuracy
measures: total words – F (2, 41) = 7.32, p < 0.01, d = 1.53 for HOP vs
Control and d = 1.33 for OP vs Control; clauses per AS-unit – F (2, 41)
= 5.98, p < 0.01, d = 1.22; and EFC rate – F = (2, 41) = 3.43, p < 0.05,
d = 1.00. Two measures approached significance. Lambda, the measure
Table 2: Means, SDs and inferential statistics for group differences.
TP

OP

WOP

F value

Effect size d

Measures

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) F (2, 41)

n

13

16

16

35.8 (5.3)

37.1 (5.6)

37.4 (6.1)

0.32

0.24

0.28

303.3
(63.6)

453.4
(140.1)

459.3
(124.5)

7.32** (TP < OP,
TP < WOP)

1.33

1.53

Mean length AS-unit 8.2 (1.6)

9.3 (1.8)

10.1 (1.9)

3.72* (TP < WOP) 0.64

1.07

Subordination rate

1.4 (0.1)

1.5 (0.2)

1.6 (0.2)

5.98**(TP < WOP) 0.61

1.22

0.4 (0.2)

0.5 (0.2)

0.6 (0.2)

3.43*(TP < WOP)

0.50

1.00

OP vs TP WOP vs TP

Proficiency
Listening
Complexity
Total words

Accuracy
EFC rate
Fluency
Speech rate

60.7 (12.7) 56.7 (17.5) 57.4 (15.6) 0.34

–0.26

–0.39

AS-end pauses

3.0 (1.0)

4.2 (1.9)

4.5 (2.2)

2.9

0.77

0.85

AS-mid pauses

0.8 (0.4)

1.3 (0.7)

1.1 (0.7)

2.37

0.85

0.51

47.0 (8.4)

0.40

0.35

0.18

Lexis
D

45.2 (11.5) 48.9 (9.7)

EFC, Error-free clause; OP, online planning; TP, time pressured; WOP, watched online
planning.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; significant group differences are shown in bold.
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of lexical sophistication, and the filled pause measure both have p < 0.08.
The other speech complexity measure, words per clause, did not approach
significance. Figure 1 presents results for the significant condition differences regarding speech complexity and accuracy. The OP group produced
significantly more total words than the control condition. The HOP condition not only produced more total words than the control condition, but
it also significantly outperformed the control condition in the subordination measure of complexity (clauses per AS-unit) as well as the accuracy
measure (i.e. EFC rate). The results suggest that the information processing
condition of HOP significantly improved L2 speech complexity and accuracy relative to the Control group. The OP scores, as a generalisation, do
not differ significantly from the Control group, except for the total words
measure. The effect sizes suggest a large effect for the control/hybrid online
planning groups for subordination and EFCs.
No significant difference was found between the HOP and the OP conditions for complexity (subordination or words per clause) or accuracy.
Neither were there significant differences between the conditions in terms
of speech fluency and lexical performance, whether diversity or sophistication. These results suggest that in relation to both parts of research question 1 there is a clear effect between the Control and HOP groups, but no
other significant differences. Figure 2 presents the relevant results.

Figure 1: Mean scores for total words, mean length of AS-unit, subordination rate and
error-free clause rate.
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Figure 2: Mean scores for speech rate, AS-end-of-clause pauses, AS mid-clause pauses
and D.

The effect sizes, though, are worth commenting on. The largest, consistent with the significance results, are for the Control/HOP groups, with
notable values of 1.22 (subordination), 1.00 (EFCs), 0.85 (AS-boundary
pauses), 0.59 (filled pauses) and 0.51 (mid-clause pauses). These suggest
superior performance with respect to subordination complexity, accuracy
and some pausing features within fluency. There are also interesting effect
size values for the OP and HOP comparison, even though significance
was not achieved. Lexical sophistication (0.84), filled pauses (0.62) and
subordination and EFCs (both 0.50) indicate higher lexical and structural
complexity, greater accuracy and more filled pauses. It is possible that
larger sample sizes, with consequently greater statistical power, might have
detected significant differences.
Does L2 proficiency significantly predict L2 speaking performance? (RQ2)

To answer the second research question, on whether L2 proficiency
predicts L2 speaking performance, a multiple regression analysis was
conducted. Based on the earlier results regarding significant group differences in speech accuracy and complexity, ‘Group’ (with dummy coding)
and ‘Proficiency’ were entered into the multiple regression models (with
forward stepwise) after a correlation analysis was performed between
learner proficiency and all the CALF measures.
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Table 3: Matrix of partial correlation coefficients among various measures (n = 45).
1
1. Total words

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

–

2. Mean length AS-unit 0.56***

–

3. Clauses per AS-unit

0.56***

0.84***

–

4. EFC rate

0.26

0.42***

0.40**

–

5. Speech rate

0.78***

0.42***

0.39**

0.06

–

6. AS-end pauses

–0.47***

–0.19

–0.13

0.19

–0.79*** –

7. AS-mid pauses

–0.07

0.46***

0.25

0.03

–0.28

0.15

–

8. Lexical D

0.24

0.19

0.13

0.18

0.19

–0.04

0.02

L2 Proficiency
(listening)

0.19

0.11

0.03

0.60*** 0.13

–0.11

–0.06 0.21

–

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001;
Note: 1) Three groups were combined; 2) partial correlation was performed for various CALF measures (items 1–8) after controlling for the effects of listening scores;
3) Pearson binary correlation was performed for the correlations among listening
scores and each CALF measure.

Table 3 reports the correlations between learner proficiency and each
CALF measure. The measures of proficiency were found only to have a
significant positive correlation with speech accuracy (r = 0.60, p < 0.001)
and lexical sophistication (0.33; p < 0.05) among all the CALF measures.
This selective and strong effect for accuracy is interesting. Proficiency correlates with only one other performance area (lambda), and so the major
connection seems to be with error-avoidance and a concern for pedagogic
norms. The lexical sophistication correlation is interesting but relatively
minor, accounting for very little common variance. It reflects a slight tendency for participants with higher proficiency to be able to draw upon
less frequent words. The accuracy finding will be further explored by the
regression study below using learners’ proficiency scores to predict speaking performance.
Table 4 shows that L2 proficiency had a significant effect on the learners’ EFC rate in their speaking performance. When the three processing
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Table 4: Multiple regression analyses for speech accuracy (n = 45).
Variables

ΔR2

R2

0.14*

0.14

B

SE B β

Predicting: EFC rate
Step 1: GROUP
Dummy 1

0.10 0.07 0.24

Dummy 2
Step 2: PROFICIENCY
Listening

0.18 0.07 0.44*
0.31*** 0.45
0.02 0.00 0.56***

conditions were combined, proficiency accounted for 31.1% of the total
variance of speech accuracy (β = 0.56, R2 = 0.31, p < 0.001); that is, whether
a sentence which is produced contains errors is linked strongly to the L2
speakers’ proficiency, regardless of the processing condition. Following
this general picture, three simple regressions were conducted to examine
the effects of learner proficiency on speech accuracy in each of the three
processing conditions (i.e. removing ‘Group’ from the model). The results
showed that proficiency explained 18% of the total variance (β = 0.42, R2 =
0.18, p = 0.15) in the control condition, 53% in the online planning condition (β = 0.73, R2 = 0.53, p < 0.01) and 37% in the hybrid online planning

Figure 3: Regression of error-free clauses on proficiency for three groups.
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condition (β = 0.61, R2 = 0.37, p < 0.05). Figure 3 presents the effects of L2
proficiency on speech accuracy.
There are important differences in the proportion of variance accounted
for, ranging from 18% to 53%. The lowest amount is for the control condition (18%), and the highest is for the online planning condition (OP) (53%),
with the hybrid online planning (HOP) intermediate at 37%. It appears that
reduced time pressure creates conditions for accuracy and proficiency to
be more strongly related. In contrast, the more pressured the condition,
the less impact proficiency has. Indeed, within the online planning conditions HOP has a slightly lower shared variance than OP, with the lower
value presumably associated with more Conceptualiser operations engendered by the watched phase of that condition. We discuss these results
more extensively below.
In contrast to the accuracy measures, the effect of proficiency on the
speech complexity, fluency and lexical diversity measures did not reach
statistical significance. Proficiency did impact on lexical sophistication,
but this relationship only accounted for 11% of the variance. The results
answered the second research question and provide support for the previous correlation results – that speech accuracy, specifically, is clearly associated with learner proficiency.

Discussion
The results reported in the last section suggest at least two interesting patterns. We discuss them in turn in this section. The first concerns the comparisons among the three task conditions and any potential advantage of
the hybrid online planning (i.e. HOP) condition with reference to the link
between Conceptualiser and Formulator operations (research question 1).
The second arises from the results of the L2 proficiency effect on the CALF
aspects of speech performance (research question 2). Taken together, these
results are illuminating with regard to theories and pedagogies of L2 taskbased instruction.
Conceptualiser-Formulator balance in second language speaking

One of the primary purposes of this study has been to investigate the
effects of a hybrid online planning (HOP) condition on speaking performance in task-based learning. The results suggest that this planning condition, which combines online planning with content preparedness, helped
L2 speakers produce higher speech accuracy (measured through the errorfree clause (EFC) rate) and higher speech complexity (measured by clauses
per AS-unit) compared to the control condition. The OP condition, in
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contrast, only showed a significant difference with the Control group for
the total number of words measure. The complexity, accuracy, fluency and
lexis measures did not reach significance. Even so, some of the effect sizes
for the OP/Control comparisons are noteworthy, such as for subordination
(0.61), EFCs (0.50), with the online condition showing higher performance,
and the two silent pause measures (0.77 for AS end pauses and 0.85 for AS
mid pauses) in each case, with the online condition being less fluent.
Importantly, there are no significant differences for the online/hybrid
online comparison. So we have a situation where the hybrid condition,
arithmetically, produces the highest complexity, accuracy and lexical
sophistication performance, and the lowest fluency, although these differences did not reach significance levels. The online condition is mostly
between the two other conditions, but is not significantly different from
either. However, the online/hybrid effect sizes are interesting, particularly
for subordination (0.50) and EFCs (0.50).
This does not provide clear supportive evidence for the part of research
question 1 which explores the difference between easing conditions for
performance itself (the online condition) and easing conditions allied to
opportunity for content preparedness (the hybrid condition). As noted
earlier, the sample sizes are small, and power consequently low. One could
propose, therefore, that the effect sizes are an indicator that significance
might well be found with a larger sample size, although obviously this
cannot be claimed with any degree of certainty – only future research could
address this possibility. Judging the effect sizes concerned through Cohen’s
d we have medium effect sizes, although this claim needs to be tempered in
view of Plonsky and Oswald’s (2014) proposals that effect sizes in applied
linguistics need to be interpreted carefully in order to be field-appropriate.
Consistent with the previous hybrid online planning results (e.g. Ellis
1987; Hsu 2015; Hulstijn and Hulstijn 1984), the results lend some limited
support to the hypothesis that online planning alone may not be sufficient
for performance changes regarding speech accuracy. However, when online
planning is supplemented by some additional, usually pre-task activities
(e.g. pre-watching in this study, pre-writing in Ellis 1987 and Hsu 2015;
and focus on form in Hulstijn and Hulstijn 1984), increases in accuracy
may result, and also, in this study, structural complexity when judged in
terms of effect sizes. The mechanism for this phenomenon may be related
to a Conceptualiser-Formulator balance during speech production, and we
discuss this from the perspective of differences between L1 and L2 speech
production.
According to Levelt’s blueprint of L1 speaking, L1 speech production
is an incremental, parallel and automatic process (Skehan 2014b; Kormos
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2006; Levelt 1989). To say it is incremental means that the process of speech
production involves information flow from the conceptualisation of speech
intention, to the formulation of syntactic and lexical mappings of the
speech intention and the phonological encoding of them, and finally to the
articulated speech. For topics that involve the use of frequent lexical and
morphosyntactic structures, L1 speech production is largely automatic and
attention is primarily paid to the conceptualisation phase (Hulstijn 2015).
However, L2 speakers, due to their comparatively smaller mental lexicons,
have to develop strategies to compare their speech intention with the linguistic resources that they have, and to conceptualise and re-conceptualise the message to map ideas to the comparatively small lexicon (Skehan
2014b). As a result, L2 speakers generally need more time in the first two
phases from the Levelt (1989) model, Conceptualisation and Formulation.
When L2 speakers have content prepared, as in the hybrid online planning
condition (i.e. HOP), this can reduce the online time pressure for conceptualisation. In addition, the provision of slowed speed for speech output
further allows more time to access the mental lexicon so that learners are
able to map the intended speech plan on to the appropriate lexical and
morphosyntactic encodings (Kormos 2006, 2011). We would argue, therefore, that simultaneous provision of both preparation and online planning
is particularly supportive of improved performance for L2 speakers.
L2 proficiency and speaking performance

The aim of research question 2 is to advance our understanding on how
speaking performance is influenced by L2 proficiency (Bui et al. 2018).
We might expect that learners of higher proficiency would produce generally higher quality speech performance. Alternatively, it may be that proficiency level is more connected to some aspects of performance rather
than others, and if so, it is interesting to discover which. The answer that
emerges in the present study is that higher proficiency manifests itself
specifically in terms of accuracy and fewer errors with all three processing conditions. Proficiency alone explained one-third of the variance in
learners’ speaking accuracy (Figure 3) overall. Proficiency was not related
to greater structural complexity of speech (although lexical sophistication
did show a weak relationship) or to greater fluency. So proficiency was not
channelled particularly to saying more complex things, or to producing
faster speech with fewer pauses. What the higher proficiency participants
did was produce fewer errors. This finding is consistent with accuracy
being a major priority for second language speakers, as in Mehnert’s (1998)
finding that when planning time is available prior to task performance, the
first area to become the focus of attention is accuracy.
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In addition, the study suggests that the effects of proficiency benefit
from supportive conditions, and in particular less processing pressure
during actual performance. The online condition was associated with the
strongest proficiency relationship, suggesting that lack of time pressure
coupled with lower Conceptualiser demands are the most effective in this
regard. Proficiency also had a strong relationship in the HOP condition,
but at a lower level than the online (OP) condition (but higher than the
Control group). This suggests a benefit from the online condition, but that
greater Conceptualiser engagement lowered the strength of the relationship somewhat.

Implications and limitations
There are two main areas where the present study has pedagogic implications. First, there is the general issue of planning. In the literature, planning has almost never been reported as having deleterious effects on
performance. Reviews of the planning literature (Ellis 2003, 2009; Skehan
2018) show consistent and appreciable effects, with only the occasional
study (e.g. Wigglesworth 1997) showing small negative effects. In addition,
Skehan (2014b) reports from a qualitative research study that planning, if
over-ambitious, can lead second language speakers into trouble on occasions when what they plan can exceed their capabilities. Starting from that
premise, the general positive influence of planning, a more recent research
goal, has to be to explore how alternatives in planning implementation
might have different effects, such as providing instructions (Foster and
Skehan 1996; Tavakoli and Skehan 2005) or exploring different forms of
preparedness (Bui 2014), or looking for interactions between planning and
task complexity (Skehan and Foster 2005).
The present study makes a contribution in that regard through the comparison between online planning and a type of hybrid online planning,
combining online planning with pre-watching. The comparison did not
reach significance, but the HOP condition had consistently arithmetically
higher accuracy, complexity and lexical sophistication means. In addition, the effect sizes for accuracy and complexity were medium, following
Cohen’s criteria (Cohen 1988), and large for lexical sophistication. Given
the relatively small sample size, as discussed earlier, we think it reasonable to elaborate on the OP/HOP contrast. Our interpretation is that
this hybrid online planning provides content preparation, scope for both
the conceptualisation and formulation stages in speech production to be
advantaged, and this provides additional benefit compared to online planning alone (Skehan 2018). One can offer something along the lines of a
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Conceptualiser-Formulator balance principle to capture this. Learners do
better, that is, when there is scope to work on the ideas to be expressed and
when they have time to deal with processing pressures.
This has implications for pedagogy when planning is used. Learners need
both types of planning (pre-task and online planning) to raise the complexity and accuracy of performance. Simply providing more time during a task
is not enough. Teachers also need to ensure that there has been opportunity to focus on the content of what will be said, as found in the study, by
providing pre-task planning (or preparedness) opportunities, so that, allied
to less time pressure, ideas can be expressed more effectively as well as
errors avoided (Wang 2014). There has been surprisingly little research in
this area, and something of a time gap between earlier articles (Ellis 1987;
Hulstijn and Hulstijn 1984) and more contemporary research (Hsu 2015).
But these studies do illustrate the pedagogic possibilities, including the
combination of online planning with pre-writing (Ellis 1987; Hsu 2015) and
focus on form instruction (Hulstijn and Hulstijn 1984). Since planning is a
simple classroom activity, and the above-mentioned strategies and instructions are accordingly free to implement, they constitute an extremely effective pedagogic device. Teachers can ensure that, before online planning is
made possible through unpressured speaking conditions, learners are given
time to engage with the content of the task they will do.
A second implication arises from the correlations between proficiency
and performance. We saw that the major performance area which correlated with proficiency was accuracy, and that the level of correlation varied
between the different experimental conditions. Either type of planning
was associated with higher correlations than the Control group. Clearly,
proficiency has a selective role here, and it seems to connect with second
language learner priorities. The advantages of greater proficiency did not
feed through to more complex language (structural or lexical) or to greater
fluency. The priority seemed to be avoiding error, and the planning conditions (as in HOP and OP) seemed to provide greater scope for proficiency
to have an impact for the participants in our study.
Pedagogically, this suggests that if teachers want learners to be able to
draw upon and exploit their level of proficiency to achieve higher levels
of accuracy, it is important to provide them with online planning time
(i.e. in OP, HOP) rather than a time pressured condition (i.e. Control).
Interestingly, the OP condition seems even more supportive than the HOP
condition in enabling proficiency to play a stronger role. To that end, we
propose a second principle, the ‘Proficiency Mobilisation principle’: if
teachers want to catalyse the role of proficiency in task performance, they
need to identify tasks or conditions where this is most likely to occur. The
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present research suggests one example of this principle through online
planning and hybrid online planning. We would suggest that second language acquisition researchers explore more types of hybrid online planning based on the Conceptualiser-Formulator balance principle, or any
other combinations of task conditions that help learners practise and learn
second languages effectively.
As with much non-classroom-based research, there are inevitable limitations to this study. For example, L2 proficiency, measured by listening
scores in this study, may not be adequate to reflect the multi-dimensional
construct of proficiency. However, for practical purposes, the listening
subtest used has been argued to be sufficient to indicate general English
proficiency (Vercellotti 2017). We would suggest that future research
should include proficiency as an important variable and other measures
of L2 proficiency such as using a vocabulary test, general proficiency test
scores and existing proficiency profiles should be considered. In addition,
the relatively small sample size in the present research has created problems, not least in the failure to translate interesting effect sizes into significant results. The lack of a larger sample size is a major limitation in the
present research.
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