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SYLI.ABUS DESIGN: A CRITICAL LOOK AT THE THEORY
AND PRACI'ICE OF PRABHU·S TASK-BASED SYLI...ABUS.

ABSTRACT

This article examines Prabhu's task-based syllabus and critiques it.
Several questons concerning a task-based syllabus are posed and answered. It
also explores the theoretical relationships between communicative and task
based syllabus designs and questions commonly held assumptions about second
language acquisition.

INTRODUCTION

This article examines the
essential principles and elements
of a task-based syllabus wi th
particular reference to one
developed by Prabhu and his team in
Bangalore, India. The validity of
Prabhu's argument will be examined
in light of its theoretical
backbone. The question - "To what
extent is Prabhu' s syllabus task
based?" - will also be addressed.
The second part of this article
argues that there is little
empirical evidence to support his
argument whether grammar is defined
as a subconscious, internal system
of linguistic knowledge; or as a
"set of rules which constitute the
target linguistic competence"
(Johnson 1990). It is further
argued that if Prabhu's task-based
syllabus improved students'
grammar, it would not be because it
did not focus on form, as claimed
by Prabhu, but because it did.
Moreover, a task-based syllabus'
potential to improve students'
grammar would depend on factors
such as students' L2 proficiency
and learning style.

THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS OF
THE TASK-BASED SYLLABUS

The description "task-based"
seems to rule out the possibility
of adopting a definition of
syllabus as a mere specification of

language items. Therefore, a
broader definition which includes
the methodological issues of
syllabus design - the nature of
language and language learning,
learners' interest and
expectations, teaching/learning
techniques, etc. - is adopted here.

A task-based syllabus has its
roots in the educational philosophy
known as "progressivism" (Clark,
1987) which espouses the importance
of the learning process over the
learning content. The "what",
i. e. , linguistic items, in a
language syllabus is not as crucial
as the "how", i . e., methodology.
The central concern of this school
of thought gives rise to what is
now known as the process approach
in communicative syllabus design
which emphasizes methodology and
the learner's interaction with the
learning environment as a whole
person. The task-based or
procedural syllabus is just one of
the several products of the process
approach (Clark 1987: 55) . As
pointed out by Clarke (1991), there
has been considerable confusion
over terms such as process,
negotiated, and task-based. The
term process in this essay refers
to "how something is done" (Breen
1987:160) or "a set of
methodological principles of
procedure designed to set the
language learning process in
motion" (Clark 1987:55).
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