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ABSTRACT 

The fast transition to fully online studies due to the pandemic made the universities around 
the world question many of their accepted notions on teaching foreign languages in general 
and English for Specific Purposes (ESP) methodology in particular. Putting stress on the 
synchronous remote teaching and learning has proven to yield a reductionist perspective 
missing asynchronicity, the dimension which makes reconsider the whole educational 
process.
With its shift from the sole focus on learning terminology to training skills in authentic 
professional contexts, the task-based approach has long excelled in meeting the diverse 
needs of students. Thus, the research question is how well task-based teaching (TBT) solves 
the problems raised with asynchronous learning in a university ESP course. The research 
of available literature on TBT yielded the framework for constructing an extended task 
applicable in the advanced medical English. The case study with 120 first-year students 
of medicine organised around an informational interview with health professionals 
demonstrated easy adaptability of the task to the asynchronous nature of the educational 
process. Personal observations by the course instructor, summaries of student-conducted 
interviews, and student written feedback proved the responsiveness of the method to the 
learners’ needs and the potential of the approach in terms of motivation. The emphasis on 
self-directed learning, however, threatens the systematicity of the acquired language skills, 
as a more controlled teaching environment would not allow “skipping” any learning step. 
Additionally, TBT does not solve the problem of the voluminous teaching load.

Keywords: asynchronicity, collaboration, English for Specific Purposes, extended task, informa-
tional interview, Task-Based Approach. 

Introduction

As the COVID-19 pandemic made universities around the world shift 
to fully remote studies, foreign language teaching faced an unparalleled 
challenge. In the lockdown situation, the technical solutions were the first 
to seek for, but technology is not teaching, and preparedness of teaching 
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personnel proved to be an even more serious matter. Furthermore, the 
rapid transition foregrounded many pending issues, including concerns in 
respect of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) methodology.

The emergency digitalisation raised a question of rationalising the 
needs of education as transposed in a remote context. Gathering early 
response, the IAU Global Survey on the impact of COVID-19 on higher edu-
cation around the world (International Association of Universities [IAU], 
2020) showed that only 2% of their respondents reported teaching and 
learning as not being affected by the pandemic, with more than half of 
those “immune” being virtual universities. The courses on using online 
teaching tools were offered to cover the gap, but the inability to shift 
easily “often resulted in ‘learning by doing’ approaches or attempting to 
imitate what would have been the face-to-face way of proceeding, yet 
using distance mode” (IAU, 2020, p. 25). So, the stress was put on the syn-
chronous remote teaching and learning, thus, leaving the asynchronous in 
the margins. In other words, face-to-face activities were simply transferred 
online, and the focus on individual learning assessment, which so far had 
been (and still is) a prevailing mode in higher education, logically led to 
implementing additional written assignments and leaving the capacity of 
digital tools outside of virtual classroom unexploited. Such an approach is 
by no means reductionist, as focused attention to asynchronicity may sig-
nificantly enrich the whole educational process. Thus, the paper examines 
the potential of asynchronous activities in the context of university ESP 
courses. 

The topicality of the study is in its attempt to offer some methodology 
capable to stand up to the challenges of asynchronous learning, the list of 
which was well put by the Director of the Cambridge University Language 
Programmes Nebojša Radić (2020) and comprised among other things the 
mode of delivery, application of technology, philosophy, communication 
patterns, diversity, student support, and management structure. In turn, the 
challenges of asynchronous online learning may result in isolation, risk of 
apathy, lower level of retention and higher dropout rates, with the latter 
two being particularly dramatic in the university context.

Asynchronicity and collaboration
Rooting in Greek, asynchronous may translate as “not together with 

time” (“asynchronous” “syn-” 2010), which gives a better perspective of 
the concept than its accepted definition of “not occurring at the same time” 
and refers to signals or events that occur at random instants and/or inter-
vals. Another insight may come from programming, where synchronously 
running codes stop any other codes, whereas asynchronously running codes 
do not block other codes from running. By analogy, synchronous learning 
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happens in real time, whereas asynchronous learning happens on one’s 
own schedule, offers more flexibility, but requires tighter planning. 

The existing research into teaching approaches to match the potential 
of technology-enhanced instruction has demonstrated the possibility of suc-
cessful collaborative learning in an asynchronous networked environment 
(Wang, 2010) and confirmed the feasibility of authentic work through the 
integration of student-directed research, writing-based tasks, and interac-
tive assignments (Darling-Aduana, 2021). Creation and maintenance of col-
laboration through the Community of Inquiry were marked as providing 
an online educational environment enabling ESL students to improve their 
English language proficiency (e.  g., Herrera Díaz & González Miy, 2017; 
Wu et al., 2017) and users of Global Englishes (GE) to engage in learning 
and construction of knowledge (Smidt et al., 2021).

Furthermore, taking place synchronously or asynchronously through the 
Internet, computer-supported collaborative learning (CSCL) is maintained 
by sharing and construction of knowledge among participants and is not 
reducible to individual learning (Stahl et al., 2006). Thus, to exercise the 
potential of collaborative learning to its fullest, student engagement in 
mediating ideas is paramount, and the level of transactivity, or learning by 
acting on each other’s reasoning (Teasley, 1997), is a quality indicator of 
success (Weinberger & Fischer, 2006). Conducted remotely and happening 
both synchronously and asynchronously, transactive interactions should be 
carefully guided and may be fostered by discussion scripts (Lazareva, 2021; 
Noroozi et al., 2012; Vogel et al., 2017 ). In the absence of programming 
support, CSCL scripts may be exchanged for elaborated instructions mark-
ing each consecutive step and including both independent and collabora-
tive activities. The explicitness of step-by-step instructions is corroborated 
by the action-oriented task-based approach (TBA) (Ellis, 2015), which is to 
be discussed next in the context of ESP at the tertiary level.

ESP and task-based approach
The current uncertainty around ESP courses is caused by multiple fac-

tors, among which numerous groups of highly motivated, advanced stu-
dents and outdated methodology are arguably most important. Among 
the certainties, however, is the need in students’ exposure to professional 
environments and developments outside academia, with the move to fully 
online studies significantly problematising the situation. 

Initiated in the 1980s, the task-based approach grew out of the needs 
of communicative language teaching and has been practiced in teach-
ing English for Specific Purposes (ESP) at universities since its inception. 
Helping to organise the language education process “as the progressive 
transmission of stable truth” (Kramsch & Vinall, 2015, p. 14), the task-based 
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approach has demonstrated its high adaptability in general and to the digital 
milieu specifically. In fact, with its ad hoc use of focused tasks, task-based 
teaching (TBT) is claimed to work better online than in a classroom (Ellis, 
2020). Being more conducive for incidental acquisition, this learner-centred 
approach encourages students to be more active in taking bigger control 
over discourse. 

Furthemore, any task is a workplan satisfying four criteria, namely, 
a primary focus on meaning, existence of an information gap, a clear com-
municative outcome and incentive to choose linguistic and non-linguistic 
resources needed to complete the task (Ellis, 2017, 2020). According to Ellis 
(2020), different classes of learners demand different types of tasks, the 
array of the latter may be systematised through a set of binary oppositions 
such as real life vs pedagogic, input-based vs output-based, closed vs open, 
here-and-now vs there-and-then, focused vs unfocused, and teacher gener-
ated vs learner generated tasks. University students simultaneously fall into 
two categories of advanced and special purpose learners. For such groups, 
most suitable are output-based, real-life and open there-and-then tasks. 
Next, whereas for advanced learners an occasional introduction of focused 
tasks adapted to their needs is required, ESP learners are in need of input-
based content-relevant tasks providing for their adequate functioning in 
a particular target domain (Long, 1985, p. 91; see also Long, 2015, p. 88).

So, with its shift from the sole focus on learning terminology to train-
ing skills in authentic professional contexts, the task-based approach has 
long excelled in meeting the diverse needs of various groups of learners. 
Thus, the research question is how well TBT solves the problems raised 
with asynchronous learning in a university ESP course.

Method
Context

The case study was organised with 120 first-year students from the 
Faculty of Medicine at the University of Latvia, with one of the researchers 
being the instructor and a participant observer as such. The ESP course 
syllabus comprises the introduction into academic reading, work on med-
ical terminology and two individual reading assignments, and the final 
assignment of interviewing a medical professional. In general, the task of 
conducting an informational interview is essential for finding out more 
about the type of industry, company, or role the interviewer is interested 
in. Speaking to someone directly gives students an opportunity to test 
their assumptions even if they may initially think they already know all 
about a certain position (Clark, 2015). In the researched case, the tim-
ing is paramount as the end of the semester is the moment when students 
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have already experienced the actual difficulty of medical studies and may 
start questioning the appropriateness of their career choice. Thus, the aptly 
framed interviewing task may become authentic work going beyond the 
narrow context of language studies. 

Task
The conducted research of available literature on TBT helped to formu-

late the framework for creating an extended task (Ellis, 2015) applicable in 
teaching advanced medical English. Organised around the process of inter-
viewing a medical professional, the task cycle consisting of pre-task, task 
and post-task was built according to the four principles of TBT.

The assignment incorporated several steps of micro-evaluation, with 
a series of pre-tasks including brainstorming the list of questions, rele-
vant terms and consolidation on the basics of interviewing. After this, the 
actual interview was conducted with a medical practitioner of the student’s 
choice in the language available to both parties, and then written answers 
to each of the selected questions were summarized in English. The follow-
ing post-tasks comprised the reflective phase at which students provided 
feedback on the peers’ interviews, reflected on the whole procedure as 
a group and individually, watched the three filmed in-depth interviews one 
of the students had voluntarily filmed, praised the respective interview-
ees (i. e. doctors) by specifying and detailing their successful performance. 
The task emphasis on praise intended to encourage the students to focus 
on the subject matter rather than their mistakes. Both the communication 
of the interview results and documentation of the process took place in 
English as requested. 

Research procedure
Employing a qualitative approach, this study sought to understand how 

well TBT solves the problems raised with asynchronous learning in a uni-
versity ESP course as the given assignment being performed by students 
according to their self-selected schedule and using messaging and other 
means of asynchronous communication when performing the bigger part 
of the extended task. To answer the research question, the current study 
used student written feedback comprising summaries of conducted inter-
views and answers to reflection questions. To check the credibility of find-
ings, the observation and field notes made by the instructor throughout the 
course were used.

Due to the pandemic situation, the collection and analysis of data hap-
pened remotely. The students gave the instructor/researcher their permis-
sion for the anonymous use of the data of their feedback  as well as her 
notes taken during their focus groups for research.
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First, the multiphased content analysis of students’ feedback on the com-
pleted task was performed. The selection of keywords and semantic fields 
for identification in the corpus was guided by Radič’ framework (2020), and 
they comprised such concepts as time, tools, communication, collaboration, 
instructions, self-actualisation and personal growth. Out of the seven questions 
of the guided feedback, the analysis was conducted on the answers to only 
two questions in the questionnaire, and they were “Would you recommend 
other students to conduct such an interview?” and “What would you do 
differently next time?” Of the total 120 participants, only 53 respondents 
voluntarily posted their answers to the shared Google sheets document spe-
cially designed for the purposes of the research; thus, the resulting corpus 
comprised 53 answers to the two questions each (4,489 words in total). 
The units identified in the corpus subsequently underwent qualitative anal-
ysis. The results of the content analysis were further validated by the obser-
vation notes taken in passive participation in small group online student 
discussions after their submission of the assignment.

The provisions to maintain the confidentiality of research data were 
implemented, including the retention of the collected data without any 
identifiers and keeping individual participation anonymous. The collected 
data were stored in password-protected computers and accessible solely to 
the researchers. 

Results

As the study aimed at exploring how well task-based teaching (TBT) 
solves the problems raised with asynchronous learning in a university ESP 
course, further the results of the content analysis and its validation are pre-
sented in line with the methodology described above. It must be noted that 
when presenting the results, the original language of the students’ answers 
is retained.

The topic of time was the most frequently touched upon in the answers 
the students provided. Although determined by the structure of the second 
question, next to pure formal reference in approximately half of the cases, 
the other half suggested a certain willingness to practice interviewing 
under a different set of conditions and/or proceed with English language 
skill development. In line with this, students juxtaposed “this time” and 
“next time” to indicate that they were interested in processing the material 
produced by the group in pre-tasks but not included in the final list of their 
interview questions. 

The second most common use of time referred to the COVID-19 period 
as a challenge and mostly addressed  the specific situation in the medical 
field which students had become aware of when accessing doctors. The 
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lack of time medical professionals had due to the pandemic caused stu-
dents’ respect and certain discomfort in proceeding with interview arrange-
ments under such restrictions. Individual mentions of time-related issues 
concerned the ability to conduct the interview only at night and in early 
morning hours during the doctor’s shift; occasionally an interview was 
taken outside the doctor’s work hours. Students were also concerned of 
giving interviewees “time to ponder over the answers” which might suggest 
the level of students’ engagement with the task.

Another big topic in relation to the concept of time was students’ own 
lack of time and time management issues raised in group work. Related 
was the complaint that the interview task was assigned at the end of the 
semester [in fact, in the middle of November 2020] when the students’ 
workload had already accumulated.

Under the effective epidemiological restrictions, the discussion of digital 
tools in general and different ways of conducting an interview in particular 
had a lot of prominence in the provided feedback. The emphasis was on the 
need for a face-to-face interaction or at least a video session, though some 
students had decided to interview doctors over a phone (which was also 
marked as an individual achievement), via messaging (Whatsapp, Facebook 
Messenger) or even by writing the questions on the paper. In some cases, 
the choice of interviewing tool/method defined the level of personal con-
fidence in communicating (“I highly doubt I’d see the interviewee in per-
son, but if my confidence could be boosted in future, I’d like to see the 
interviewee face to face”). One student observed that without seeing the 
interviewee “I think some of the context for the answers was lost”. Not 
meeting face-to face and communicating through Whatsapp messages was 
mentioned as an obstacle to group work too. 

Concerning communication patterns, most students reported improve-
ment of their communication skills in general and in some cases specifically 
professional communication skills. There were also several cases when stu-
dents admitted having learnt new terminology. In several responses, stu-
dents also emphasized the role of preparation (“I would plan my questions 
better”) in conducting a smooth and successful interview. 

Next, mentioning diversity in the feedback, students mostly related 
it to the work mode, i.  e. group work vs individual one, with supporters 
for both types. The diversity in character traits transpires in the identifi-
cation of both student and interviewed doctor as introverts or “not very 
sociable” personalities, whereas the opposite referred to the interviewee 
only, the one who “wanted to tell me everything”. The other binary oppo-
sitions met among the answers are young and experienced as well as a rel-
ative (“practice such journalistic skills with close people”) and a stranger, 
with the benefits found in each case. There was also a diversity of doctor 
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specialisations and the contrast between “interviewing a doctor, [whose] 
speciality is interesting or from [the] field you want to study in the future” 
and the one who was simply available for interviewing.

In relation to group work, there were students who would have liked to 
choose their group based on existing friendships (“Working in a group with 
unfamiliar people slowed down the progress”). Others, however, found that 
“work in a group made a studying routine a bit more entertaining”. In 
several answers students pointed out that sharing and comparing answers 
of different doctors to the set of questions was interesting. In a couple 
of answers, the same was said about working in groups on preparing the 
questions for the interview: “everyone had their own idea about what the 
questions should be”. 

Concerning management issues discussed in the feedback, there are 
two prominent topics apart from group settings and time management dis-
cussed above. Firstly, it is the provided instructions, which students found 
“rather complicated [...] for the structure of put out [the set] requirements” 
and “at first it was hard to understand the steps”. And “after going through 
step by step I finally made it all done.” During the focus group discussions 
the students frequently referred to the way they had followed the hints 
and how the hints had been helpful had assisted in the task completion. 
Another, quite an interesting aspect concerned the settings of the inter-
view. Those students, who had managed to visit their doctors at the place 
of practice, were obviously happier about the overall experience and others 
mentioned hospital as a desirable place where they would like to complete 
such an assignment not only because of their interest in the authentic con-
text, but also to conduct the interview “in a hospital or other environment 
so that the doctor I interview would feel more comfortable”. The students’ 
responses show that they were able to cope with a complex seven-step task 
in the expected degree of detail and were aware of the needs of the inter-
viewee during the interview, which had been one of the issues addressed 
in the pre-tasks.

For the purposes of this paper, Radič’ (2020) global competition and 
marketing skills are looked upon in the context of students’ personal 
growth, which was another very frequently and emotionally mentioned 
topic in students’ feedback. Students referred to gaining experience in con-
ducting interviews both in a narrow sense of local experience and in a 
broader sense, i. e. as a moment of overcoming their communication anx-
iety (“benefit was that I had to get over my fear of talking over the phone 
and social anxiety in general” “although, it was awkward and uncomfort-
able I was able to get over my fear of talking with people” “I also got out 
of the comfort zone and asked questions, led a discussion that is not so 
easy, especially about medicine, where the person you are interviewing is a 
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professional”), gaining confidence through overcoming difficulties (“it can 
be useful in order to deal with some difficulties” “It [...] gave me encour-
agement” and showed “what kind of things you should pay more attention 
to to get there and become the best version of yourself”), drawing pro-
fessional inspiration and confidence in the correctness of the chosen field 
(“[the doctor’s answer] made me happy, because for a minute I thought 
that I am thinking like a doctor already” “we talked about doctor pro-
fession as a professional colleague” “it can help you to understand if you 
want to do this job” “makes me want to learn more for myself not for good 
grades or because professors say”), managing their thinking process and 
arriving at new insights (“chance to practise planning my thoughts to get 
to a certain result” “I did not realize how important is the practice itself 
in real-life situations” “communicating with groupmates raised in me new 
questions and viewpoints on problems”). Several students admitted that 
in addition to the questions selected in the group, they had asked ques-
tions that interested them personally, which was also implicitly expected 
after the list of questions had been finalised. In fact, the set was meant 
to become the backbone of students’ semi-structured interview, but it was 
a difficult idea for some learners to grasp. Finally, one student presented 
general philosophical insight on addressing difficult issues: “The interview 
is a great opportunity to get to know about things you were afraid to ask, I 
would recommend other students not to be afraid of asking some [certain] 
questions (not only as part of the interview)”.

However, for some students, the challenge turned out to be excessive: 
“I understand that work in group is an important skill, but it wasn’t easy 
for me.” Other difficulties mentioned also concerned the level of anxiety 
and the difficulty to find doctors as well as the time-consuming assignment. 
Students emphasized the need for more specialised interviews, suggested 
conducting interviews in pairs and complained about the unequal distribu-
tion of work in groups. No language barriers were cited in the examined 
corpus. 

Discussion

Analysing the findings listed above, it becomes clear that the use of time 
related concepts testifies to an on-going self-reflection of students’ on their 
performance during the interview. By its very nature, the bigger portion of 
the task is to be conducted asynchronously, thus, making students take into 
account real-life restrictions and limitations. Moreover, the evidence is for 
positive correlation in collaboration between the teacher and students and 
interview success as well as transactive interactions among students and 
raising the efficiency of completing the task. Further, the task led students 



934 Human, Technologies and Quality of Education, 2021

into thinking about the role of technologies and routine choices in commu-
nication when working asynchronously as well as raised their awareness of 
the diversity of communication styles.

The discussion around the topic of diversity revealed that in asynchro-
nous learning students are left all by themselves with their own choices, 
thus, the degree of the recommended autonomy has to be monitored. As 
seen above, on the one hand, group support is a helpful tool to prevent iso-
lation and stimulate skill development and knowledge acquisition, on the 
other hand, it may also become overwhelming due to unequal distribution 
of work and/or inability to cope with choices made by their group.

The students’ answers show that various issues related to fears and 
lack of confidence can be successfully addressed through asynchronicity as 
there the necessary scaffolding is present. Besides, having arrived at these 
individual insights, they are able to contribute to the diversity of opinions 
in their groups. Overall, the task provides for ecological validity and stu-
dents have ample opportunities to act close to an authentic professional 
environment. 

Summing up the results of the qualitative research, there was hardly 
any mention of language acquisition per se. However, as TBT is focused on 
meaning making, logically, learning ESP, students are mainly focusing on 
the communicative goal rather than a foreign language for its own sake. 

Thus, the results of the study demonstrate that TBT mostly helps to 
overcome the problems raised with asynchronous learning in a university 
ESP course. However, detailed step-by-step instructions and tutor involve-
ment are necessary to ensure successful task completion. 

Conclusions

The analysis of the bulk of evidence received through content analysis 
of the student feedback allows to draw the following conclusions:

•	 the instructor/researcher’s observation notes on the case study 
organised with 120 first-year students of medicine and substantiated 
by 53 student feedback submissions demonstrated easy adaptability 
of the task to the asynchronous nature of the educational process; 

•	 the method is responsive to the learners’ needs and has a high poten-
tial in increasing students’ motivation; 

•	 the emphasis on self-directed learning may endanger the systema-
ticity of the acquired language skills; therefore, a more controlled 
teaching environment is beneficial as it would not allow “skipping” 
any learning step.

•	 the success of the assignment depends on tight guidance, with guided 
instruction carefully worked out and piloted in advance;
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•	 as of now, TBT does not solve the problem of the voluminous teach-
ing load;

•	 future assistance might be provided through the introduction of 
CSCL scripts, whose presence will allow for more flexibility in com-
bining students from different though related fields.
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