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We propose to elaborate traditional task-based approaches to language learning by 

incorporating tasks into the framework of stories, beginning with exercises in the 

dramatization of ancient Chinese fables (Zappen, Duan, & Zhang, forthcoming). 

Traditional task-based approaches to language learning emphasize the linguistic 

customs and conventions deployed in the performance of everyday tasks (Doughty & 

Long, 2003; Ellis, 2003; Lai & Li, 2011; Long, 2000; Nunan, 2004). A story-based 

approach, in contrast, emphasizes a cultural and linguistic heritage as a whole, its 

history and its literature, its values and beliefs (Assmann, 2010; Christensen & Warnick, 

2010; Straub, 2010; Wertsch, 2002; Walker, 2010; Walker & Noda, 2010). A story-

based approach requires systematic preparation, flexible execution, and teacher-student 

collaboration and improvisation in storytelling activities, such as the dramatic 

reenactment of specific artistic or literary works, in our case the ancient Chinese fables. 

Our story-based approach develops in a cycle from story selection to task selection 

and practice to dramatizations of the stories, hence stories to tasks to stories. Our 

approach is inspired by Agile software development processes and is based on principles 

of collaboration in story selection and task definitions, iterative practice, flexible 

responses to the status of students’ task completion, and systematic management of 

classroom activities (Cohen, 2010; Shirky, 2010). The success of this approach depends 

on careful integration of all of the components of a course of study, including 

preparation in language essentials and relevant cultural background, selection of 
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meaningful stories and tasks, and practice and execution of the tasks and stories, with 

the support of appropriate instructional resources. The stories should be both 

interesting and engaging for students and culturally significant. The tasks should 

scaffold from simple to more complex tasks, with iterative practice at each stage. Finally, 

the dramatizations, insofar as possible, should incorporate realistic settings and 

costumes, using readily accessible technology and theatrical support, such as Twitter 

messaging, YouTube background videos, theater costumes and props, and the like. 

Task-Based Instruction 

Traditional task-based language teaching and learning emphasizes the holistic use of 

language to fulfill nonlinguistic goals with a focus on linguistic forms and meanings in 

context (Ellis, 2003, pp. 2-16; Lai & Li, 2011, pp. 500-501; Long, 2000, pp. 179-88; 

Nunan, 2004, pp. 1-4). As an approach to pedagogic practice, task-based teaching and 

learning proceeds in distinct steps, including (1) an identification of target tasks, (2) a 

classification of types of target tasks, (3) the development of appropriate pedagogic 

tasks, (4) the development of a sequence of pedagogic tasks, and (5) implementation, 

assessment, and evaluation (Long, 2000, pp. 186-88). The target tasks might include, 

for example, purchasing a bus or train ticket or making a hotel, restaurant, or theater 

reservation; a target-task type might be making a reservation; and an appropriate 

sequence of pedagogic tasks, adjusted to the age or proficiency of the learner, might 

include listening to requests for reservations, playing the role of reservation clerks, and 

negotiating reservation options (Long, 2000, pp. 186-87). 

Traditional task-based learning can also be embedded in conversations or 

performances (Ellis, 2003, pp. 175-203; Christensen and Warnick, 2010; Walker, 2010; 

Walker & Noda, 2010). Conversation-based approaches emphasize learners’ motives 
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and goals and show how different motives can transform even a simple task into 

different kinds of activities, as a simple description of a picture, for example, might be 

an occasion for merely naming objects in the picture, relating the picture to one’s own 

experience, or describing the people and the activities displayed therein (Ellis, 2003, pp. 

183-87). Similarly, performance-based approaches emphasize language in use, language 

as the performance or enactment of the behavioral knowledge that permits people to 

navigate their daily lives, in specific places and times, with a specified script and rules, 

appropriate speaker roles, and predictable audience reactions (Walker, 2010, pp. 9-16).  

Story-Based Instruction 

A story-based approach to language teaching and learning embeds tasks within 

stories to emphasize broader cultural understandings and experiences. This approach 

has deep roots and a long history, grounded in theories of collective memory that 

distinguish the surface structure of characters, plots, and events from the deep structure 

of underlying narrative patterns, best exemplified in Campbell’s (1968, pp. 30-40) 

monomyth of the hero with a thousand faces—the hero who encounters and defeats 

opposing forces and brings blessings and rewards to his fellow creatures. For language 

teaching and learning, a story-based approach raises the challenging question of 

whether stories and the cultural understandings embedded within them transfer across 

cultures (Assmann, 2010; Straub, 2010; Wertsch, 2002, pp. 30-86). According to some 

theories, we remember as participants in a given culture and can only be assimilated 

into another culture by forgetting our own (Assmann, 2010, pp. 110-14; Straub, 2010, 

pp. 220-27). Thus Assmann (2010, p. 114), for example, maintains that cultural memory 

is so closely tied to individual and social identity that in order to be assimilated into 

another culture one must forget one’s original culture: “Assimilation, the transition of 
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one group into another one, is usually accompanied by an imperative to forget the 

memories connected with the original identity.” 

A story-based approach to language learning addresses this challenge by selecting 

stories with a rich cultural resonance, incorporating meaningful tasks into the stories, 

and inviting students to collaborate and improvise in their adaptations of the stories. 

This approach builds on task-based approaches but incorporates broader cultural 

understandings and values as a significant component in language learning. Whereas 

task-based approaches tend to emphasize the surface features of culture—knowledge of 

its readily observable customs, conventions, and behaviors—a story-based approach 

seeks to develop an empathic understanding of the underlying framework of attitudes 

that gives substance and meaning to those behaviors. Thus a story-based approach 

encompasses both surface and deep structure—both specific characters, settings, events, 

and plots and also the frameworks or patterns of belief and value that motivate the 

characters, shape the plots, and make the events more meaningful. But a story-based 

approach does not seek merely to study another culture. Rather, it seeks to bring that 

culture to life through its stories in creative, collaborative, improvisational recollections 

and retellings, in our case, through dramatizations of the ancient Chinese fables. 

Principles of Story-Based Teaching and Learning 

Our implementation of a story-task-story approach to Chinese language teaching 

and learning is grounded in principles derived from the Agile software development 

methodology, which emphasizes collaboration between developers and clients, 

flexibility, adaptability, and responsiveness to context (Cohen, 2010, pp. 7-20, 23-24, 

37-41, 126; Shirky, 2010, pp. 192-213). The Agile methodology is iterative rather than 

linear: “Instead of following a linear path to define, design, develop, and test the 
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software, Agile delivers functionality through more frequent and smaller iterations” 

(Cohen, 2010, p. 11). Each iteration, or “Sprint,” is managed in distinct steps or phases, 

such as planning, development, review, etc. (Cohen, 2010, pp. 23-24, 126). Following 

the Agile methodology, language teaching and learning is a similarly collaborative, 

flexible, adaptive, and iterative process, as teachers respond to students’ ongoing 

progress and develop iterative modes of practice to support the learning. This iterative 

process separates projected learning outcomes into smaller, more manageable tasks and 

fits these smaller tasks into measurable time schedules. 

 For our beginning courses, we are working on a small grant from Rensselaer’s Office 

of the Vice President for Research and have the luxury of small classes of no more than 

ten students. Our projected learning outcomes seek to ensure that students achieve 

mastery of at least a limited basic vocabulary in spoken and written Chinese; develop 

operational proficiency in the performance of a few simple tasks; develop a functional 

capability in the use of some basic communication technologies, such as Twitter; and 

experience Chinese culture directly and in their own terms, including both its customs 

and conventions and also its ancient history and its classic literature. We seek to enrich 

this experience by engaging students in direct interactions with native Chinese speakers; 

by offering them opportunities for collaborative, improvisational reenactments of well-

known Chinese stories—the ancient fables; and by incorporating tasks—customs and 

conventions familiar to the culture—into the stories.    

 Phases of Development of Story-Based Teaching and Learning 

In practice, a story-task-story approach to language teaching and learning based on 

these principles develops in a series of phases from (1) preparation to (2) story selection 

to (3) formulation of target and pedagogic tasks to (4) iterative classroom practice to (5) 
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story execution and implementation in dramatizations performed before a live audience 

of native speakers. 

Phase One: Preparation 

Preparation requires an introduction to Chinese language essentials and at least a 

brief introduction to relevant cultural background. For preparation in language 

essentials, we use a basic introductory textbook, New Chinese Practical Reader 1 

(2010), and supplement the textbook with conversational videos, audio CDs, Twitter 

messaging, teacher demonstrations, and collaborative conversations. For the cultural 

background, we use readily available Web-based resources on subjects such as Chinese 

art, music, architecture, calligraphy, literature, and the like, plus background 

information specific to the ancient Chinese fables, such as a brief introduction to the 

Han Feizi, the source of many of the fables. To emphasize the political implications and 

significance of the fables in context, we provide comparisons with Western logical 

traditions and Confucian ideas about politics and government (Denecke, 2010, pp. 99-

103, 284-287, 309-312).   

Phase Two: Story Selection 

Our selection of stories is guided by a few basic requirements: (1) the need to match 

the level of beginning students’ proficiency with the language to the complexity of the 

vocabulary and grammar in the stories, (2) the need to find stories that are both 

informative and enjoyable for students, and (3) our desire to expose students to stories 

with a strong cultural and literary significance (see, for example, Chinese Ancient 

Fables; Selected Fables from Old Cathay). Consistent with these requirements, we use 

stories such as “Master Dong Guo and the Wolf,” “Buying the Case and Returning the 
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Pearl,” and “The Spear and Shield.” Each of these fables has a moral or lesson well 

known as part of the Chinese cultural heritage. The story of “The Spear and Shield,” in 

particular, provides an opportunity to introduce Chinese attitudes toward politics since 

it is embedded in a discussion of governance by a strict system of rewards and 

punishments, characteristic of the Han Feizi’s political views more generally (Denecke, 

2010, pp. 284-287, 309-312). 

Phase Three: Task Formulation 

Task formulation requires identification and categorization of target tasks and 

development of a sequence of pedagogic tasks, with appropriate scaffolding from simple 

to more complex tasks. For undergraduate students, outside-of-class target tasks might 

include making a bus or train reservation, introducing a friend to another friend, 

interviewing for an internship or co-op, etc. Target-task types thus might include, for 

example, making reservations or interviewing. For an interviewing target task, 

pedagogic tasks might include explaining whether one is busy or available, introducing 

oneself, explaining one’s background and interests, identifying one’s major field of 

study, etc. Pedagogic tasks might then scaffold from simply indicating whether one is 

busy to introducing oneself and identifying one’s major field of study to offering more 

detailed explanations of one’s background and interests. Any or all of these pedagogic 

tasks, in various combinations, might then have a place in a target task such as 

interviewing for a job and might also have a place in the execution of a story, such as a 

dramatizations of one of the ancient fables. 

Proceeding from stories to tasks to stories, a typical story, such as “The Spear and 

Shield,” can be segmented, or sliced, into shorter, more manageable units, including 

some of the pedagogic and target tasks. The tasks can then be sequenced based on task 
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complexity and interdependence with the developing story. This scaffold-like sequence 

can then be implemented in the classroom, with an appropriate number of hours 

allocated for each task; progress measured and assessed; and instruction adapted to the 

ongoing process of learning. A more-or-less typical story-task segmentation is shown in 

Figure 1, with parenthetical references to the possible incorporation of the tasks into the 

stories. 

Phase Four: Iterative Practice and Task Completion 

To complete the tasks, following the Agile approach, we design a series of sprints—

multiple groups of tasks arranged in iterative sequences throughout the duration of a 

course and lasting perhaps one to two weeks each. Each sprint, with the exception of the 

first, begins with a review of the previous sprint and includes the teacher’s briefing on 

the new tasks, students’ questions and expressions of special challenges or concerns, 

and performance of the next task in the sequence. The review includes a summary of the 

previous task, perhaps in the form of a classroom conversation. This review affords both 

teacher and students an opportunity to assess their success in the completion of the 

task. If they determine that the task has been successfully completed, then the task is 

closed. If not, then the task might carry over into the next sprint. As part of the review, 

teacher and students exchange ideas on how to complete or how to improve the 

performance of the task. They also assess their progress toward the completion of the 

target task and the eventual story execution, the dramatization of the fables. In this way, 

students become active participants in the teaching/learning process. 

The performance of the pedagogic tasks includes an iterative sequence of activities 

such as the following, each ten to fifteen minutes in duration: 

1. Reviewing and assessing the previous task performance, 
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2. Learning new vocabulary, via repetition, 

3. Listening to a pre-recorded video conversation using the new vocabulary, 

4. Following the instructor and slowly repeating the conversation at varied speeds, 

5. Repeating the conversation in small groups of two or three students with an 

assistant instructor to monitor the practice, 

6. Enhancing the conversation with new words or expressions, and 

7. Reenacting the conversation, two or three students at a time, before the other 

students. 

8. Repeating small portions of the conversation via Twitter exchanges, to reinforce 

the learning and incorporate regular practice in writing.  

For the performance of the target task, for example, an interview, we plan a special 

occasion, such as a Mandarin Corner, outside the classroom, arrange for two or three 

interviewers, and set an interview schedule. Consistent with the sprint iterative 

sequences, the performance of the target task includes a follow-up teacher-student 

review and assessment. 

To ensure flexibility and adaptability in the progress of the instruction, we include 

both overflow and add-on/drop-off task lists. Overflow task lists are reserve areas where 

tasks can be listed for possible early completion. These lists also contain resources for 

those students who are able to complete tasks more quickly and therefore can be 

assigned additional tasks or additional practice of completed tasks. Add-on and drop-off 

task lists permit teacher and students to split or merge tasks or to create interesting or 

challenging new tasks. These lists allow for accommodations or changes in the 

previously defined sprint sequences. As the learning progresses, these lists may become 

more common as students become more comfortable with the Agile approach to 
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learning. Thus an add-on task might be spontaneously added by either the teacher or 

the students, and the learning sequence may be adjusted accordingly. 

As an example of such an adjustment drawn from our recent experience, we had 

planned a Mandarin Corner as a possible site for interviews to complete the projected 

target task. We modified our plan, however, when we found that we were able to arrange 

Skype calls to several Chinese universities and high schools to enable simultaneous one-

on-one conversations between our students and their counterparts in China. In a single 

evening, our students conversed with students at the Civil Aviation University of China, 

Tianjin; the Dalian Maritime University; Shenzhen University; Nanjing Jinling High 

School; and the Shanghai Foreign Language School. Following the Skype calls, the 

Chinese students invited our students to continue these conversations on their own time 

and initiative. 

Phase Five: Story Execution   

As an approach to the stories, teachers have a variety of options, including stories 

from the classic literature, adaptations of these stories, or even, for the more creative, 

stories that they write themselves. We select stories from the ancient fables because they 

are widely familiar within the culture, because they are easily accessible to students, 

and, not least, because they resonate with the political philosophies in which they are 

embedded. Execution of the stories provides a culminating experience incorporating 

both elements of the pedagogic and target tasks and these broader cultural 

understandings. This culminating experience requires collaboration between teacher 

and students in the improvisations and dramatizations of the fables, with continuing 

iterative practice in the form of rehearsals of the dramatizations. During the rehearsals, 
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students improve their understanding of the language and develop confidence as they 

incorporate elements of the pedagogic and target tasks into the stories. 

For the dramatizations, we seek a maximum of engagement in the students’ 

experience with the stories, utilizing readily accessible technology and theatrical 

support. To create the scenes, we use YouTube background videos and borrowed 

Chinese theater costumes. To enliven the action and enhance the dialogue, we 

encourage the student to introduce new characters or plot elements into the stories and 

to use texting or tweeting to extend the dialogue to real or fictional characters at a 

distance. In addition, and especially, to promote the language learning, we encourage 

students to genuinely act the roles of the characters in the stories, so that, insofar as 

possible, they forget the classroom, they cease to translate in the back of their heads, 

and they become absorbed in the action and the dialogue, thereby internalizing the 

language and speaking naturally and fluently, thus achieving the highest form of 

linguistic expression. In this way, students actually test themselves in the act of 

performance, and they display the outcomes of their learning in public displays—the 

dramatizations staged before a live audience, including Chinese students who are native 

speakers and other students from our own and other institutions, some of them also 

students in beginning courses in Mandarin. As shown in Figure 1, students naturally and 

intuitively incorporate elements of their previous learning, via the pedagogic and target 

tasks, into the stories. In this way, they not only practice their developing language 

skills but actually, for the moment, live them as they reenact and adapt and improvise 

stories on the basis of both their own cultural understandings and as much of the rich 

cultural heritage as we can offer in a beginning course. 
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A story-based approach to language learning does not replace but rather extends—

and, we believe, enhances—traditional task-based approaches by coordinating multiple 

tasks with the developing stories and by emphasizing performance in the use of 

language in both senses of the term, that is, as both the performance of tasks and the 

lived performance of the culture, both the performance or enactment of behavioral 

knowledge of a culture’s customs and conventions and the live performance of its 

cultural heritage, its history and its literature, its values and beliefs—the bedrock that 

gives meaning and significance to our everyday behaviors and real-life experiences. 
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Figure 1. Task Formulation and Segmentation 

Task 1. Asking about the Weather  

今天天气好吗？今天天气怎么样？How is the weather today? 

今天天气很好。It is a fine day today. 

(In any of the stories, if the characters talk about weather, the story can incorporate one 

of the pedagogic tasks.) 

Task 2. Explaining Background and Interests 

你是哪国人？Which country do you come from? 

我是美国人。I am an American 

他是楚国人。He is from Chu state. (In “The Spear and Shield,” Chu is the spear and 

shield merchant’s native country.) 

他是中山国人。He is from Zhongshan state. (In “Master Dong Guo and the Wolf,” 

Zhongshan is Master Dong’s native country.)  

我是楚国人。I am from Chu State. 

(In “The Spear and Shield,” when the spear merchant is talking to potential customers, a 

customer might ask where he or she is from. According to the ancient story, the answer 

is “from Chu-guo.”)     

Task 3. Exploring Individual Identity 

你是学生吗？Are you a student? 

我是学生。I am a  student. 

(In “The Spear and Shield,” when the spear merchant is talking to the customers, a 

customer might ask whether selling the spear is his or her part-time job as a student.) 

Task 4. Asking about Objects 

这是什么？那是什么？What is this? What is that? 

这是是书。This is a book. 

 这是矛，那是盾. (In “The Spear and Shield,” the spear merchant might say “This is a 

spear, and that is a shield.) 

Task 5. Asking about Learning and Teaching 

你学什么？What are you studying? 
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我学机械。I study mechanics. 

你的老师是谁？Who is your teacher? 

我的老师是段老师。My teacher Duan Laoshi. 

我学功夫，我的老师是 (In a possible improvisation of one of the stories, one of the 

characters might say “I am learning Gongfu, and my teacher/master is Jackie Chan.”)  

Task 6. Asking about Something or Someone 

昨天的京剧怎么样？How was the Peking Opera yesterday? 

很有意思。Very interesting 

你们学校怎么样？How about your school? 

我的学校很好。My school is  very good. 

你的专业怎么样？What is your major? 

这本书怎么样？How do you like this book? 

这个盾怎么样？(In “The Spear and Shield,” a customer might ask “How good is this 

spear or shield?”) 

Task 7. Asking about the Marketplace (in “The Spear and Shield”) 

我想买书，你卖书吗？What do you sell? 

我不卖书，我卖矛和盾。I do not sell books. I sell a spear and a shield. 

你经常来这吗？How often do you come here? 

是，我常常来这。Yes. I often come here. 

Task 8. Asking a Merchant for a Price (in “The Spear and Shield”) 

这本书多少钱？What is the price? 

这本书三块钱。Three dollars for this book. 

这个盾多少钱？What is the price for this shield? 

这个盾三百块钱? The price for this shield is three-hundred dollars. 
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