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Research on task complexity and difficulty (Ellis, 2003; Robinson, 2001; Skehan, 1998) has outlined various indices in describing tasks for sequencing purposes. Little consensus, however, has been reached for an objective standard in grading task complexity or difficulty, as there is a paucity of research documenting learner production while interacting with tasks. Much is left to be explored regarding what features of L2 production will be elicited through diverse task conditions. Analyzing the language employed by learners in accomplishing tasks offers insights into this relationship. This was the main goal of the present study, which addressed the question of what features of learner language, specifically vocabulary, are elicited through different tasks. 

Thirty-eight second language learners of English, from low to high intermediate levels, participated in three narrative tasks, story retelling based on L1 auditory input (Ortega, 1999), story retelling based on a video clip (Klein & Perdue, 1992), and story telling based on staged pictures (Zhang, 1987). Learners’ productions on the three tasks were audio taped and transcribed. A quantitative analysis using Nation and Laufer’s (1995) Lexical Frequency Profile, which distinguishes the relative proportion of words from different frequency levels to indicate learners’ lexical richness, was first executed. Lexical diversity indices (Malvern & Richards, 2002) were also calculated. Using these measures, further comparisons investigated: (a) how word usage differs for learners’ of different proficiencies, and (b) how learners’ word usage differs across the three tasks. Study findings illustrate how analyzing learner production contributes to theoretical frameworks for identifying task properties and sequencing tasks.
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