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Abstract – This paper is devoted to the discussion of the concept of task complexity as a 

valid unit of analysis in selecting, grading and sequencing tasks. It also discusses different 

models of task complexity in the field of second language acquisition. Besides, it reviews 

the studies conducted on task complexity and emphasizes the need for further studies on 

the impacts of the cognitive load of a task on second/foreign language learners’ task 

performance. Moreover, it provides the implications of studies on task complexity for 

second language acquisition researchers, language teachers, and syllabus designers. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The way in which second language learners perform an oral or written task can be 

influenced by several factors like planning time, task condition, degree of attention to form, 

cognitive load of a task, etc. One of these factors is task complexity (TC) which has been one 

of the most productive areas of research in second language acquisition (SLA) literature. 

Although there have been a number of studies on the notion of task complexity, it sounds that 

the impacts of the cognitive load of a task on second language learners task performance has 

been neglected in syllabus design. The present paper aims at presenting models of task 

complexity and discussing the implications of cognitive load of a task for syllabus designers. 

  

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. Task-based Language Teaching and Learning 

Task-based language teaching (TBLT) has been considered as one of the significant 

areas of research in the field of second language acquisition. There have been several studies 

carried out on different aspects of TBLT (Long & Crooks 1992; Nunan, 1989; Foster & 

Skehan 1999, Skehan & Foster, 1999; Robinson, 2001, 2007; Robinson & Gilabert, 2007; 

Rahimpour, 2008; Salimi & Dadashpour, 2010; Salimi, Dadashpour, & Asadollahfam, 2012: 

Salimi, Alavinia, & Hosseini, 2012, Shafaei, Salimi, & Talebi, 2013). 

Task-based language teaching, according to Rahimpour (2010), involves focusing on 

the ability of learners to perform a task or activity without explicit instruction of language 
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forms. Also, he states that this approach to second language teaching provides appropriate 

condition for the development of second language system (Robinson, 2001; Rahimpour, 

2010). SLA researchers and teacher educators like Prabhu (1987) and Nunan (1989, 2004) 

have been attracted by task-based language teaching. The connection between TBLT and 

educational theory is clarified by Samuda and Bygate (2005) as: “many of the principles 

underlying the design and use of what we call tasks in second language pedagogy owe their 

genealogy to development in general education over the last century” (p 18).  

Also, Ellis (2009) states that task-based language teaching is an approach for teaching 

second language that tries to engage the learners in interactionally authentic language use by 

getting them to perform a series of tasks. As he argues, TBLT aims at enabling 

second/foreign language learners to acquire a new language system and operationalizing their 

knowledge system. In effect, the goal of TBLT is to make second language learners use their 

linguistic resources to perform the assigned task to learn a new language. In justifying the use 

of task Long and Crookes (1992) argued that: 

It is claimed that pedagogic tasks provide a vehicle for the presentation of 

appropriate target language sample to learners- input which they will inevitably 

reshape via application of general cognitive processing capacities- and for the 

delivery of comprehension and production opportunities of negotiable difficulty. 

(p. 43)  

This justification shows that Long and Crookes (1992) support the use of analytic 

syllabuses in second language teaching. As they point out, the analytic syllabuses are those 

which offer the learner the target language samples that have not been controlled for structure 

or lexis in the traditional manner. Besides, Ellis (2003) stated that the use of tasks as units of 

teaching reveals that they are valid devices for preparing learners for authentic 

communication by helping the learners to make use of their existing knowledge system. 

Furthermore, Nobuyashi and Ellis (1993) advocates the use of tasks as teaching points and 

argues that they can contribute to the development of second language learners' 

communicative skills as well as their linguistic development.  

Skehan (1998) in his information-theoretic models and Robinson (2007) in his 

cognition hypothesis argued that tasks should be designed and sequenced on the basis of task 

characteristics. The theoretical framework suggested for task complexity has a threefold basis 

including research into first language acquisition (Brown & Bellugi, 1964), research findings 

from second language development (Meisel, 1987), and functional linguistic theory presented 

by Givon (1989). As many scholars and researchers in the field of SLA point out, the 

investigation of the complexity of second language tasks is required for making pedagogical 

decisions regarding the grading and sequencing of tasks for the purposes of syllabus design 

(Robinson, 1995, 2005, 2007; Gilabert, 2007; Long, 2007; Robinson & Gilabert 2007; 

Rahimpour, 2008; Mehrang & Rahimpour, 2010; Hosseini & Rahimpour, 2010; Salimi & 

Yousefi, 2009, Ellis, 2012; Salimi, Alavinia, & Hosseini, 2012).  

Robinson (2001) defines task complexity as: 



Jafarnejad & Sadeghoghli 

25 
 

Task complexity is the result of the attentional memory reasoning, and other 

information processing demands imposed by the structure of the task to the 

language learner. These differences in information processing demands, 

resulting from design characteristics, are relatively fixed and invariant. (p.29) 

Robinson (2001, 2007) argued that task complexity refers to the differences in 

intrinsic cognitive processing demands of tasks and explains within-learner variation in 

successfully completing two tasks like performing simple and complex intentional reasoning 

task. Moreover, Gilabert (2009) stated that research into sequencing is important as it can 

contribute to L2 development by drawing attention to form. Task complexity, as Ellis (2003) 

puts it, refers to the extent to which a task is inherently easy or difficult. He introduced 

different dimensions of task complexity as code complexity, cognitive complexity, and 

context dependency (Ellis, 2003). Robinson (2001) imputes the cognitive complexity of the 

task to three factors as follow:  

1) inherent characteristics of the task itself which is related to the nature of input,  

2) the task conditions,  

3) the processing operations involved in completing the tasks and the outcome that is 

required.  

These factors, as Robinson (2001) argues, come under the umbrella term of task 

complexity (TC) which is a valid criterion to be considered in designing syllabus. In 

designing a syllabus the content must be sequenced in such a way that facilitates maximum 

learning (Nunan, 1989; Ellis, 2003, 2008; Skehan, 2003; Robinson, 2007). In fact, this 

requires determining the complexity of individual tasks so that tasks can be matched to 

second language learners' developmental level. This argument is in agreement with 

Pieneman’s (1985) teachability and learnability hypothesis. 

 

2.2. Task Complexity Models 

Different models of task complexity have been offered by various scholars and 

researchers in the field of second language acquisition (Brown & Yule, 1983; Long, 1985; 

Brindley, 1987; Candlin, 1987; Prabhu, 1987; Anderson & Lynch, 1988; Rahimpour, 1997, 

1999; Robinson 2001, 2007). Here, we review the most widely discussed model proposed by 

Robinson (2005). 

Robinson’s triadic framework of task complexity. Robinson’s framework 

distinguishes three task components: task complexity, task conditions, and task difficulty 

shown in table 1.  
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Table 1. A triadic of task complexity, task conditions and task difficulty factors 

(Robinson, 2005, p.5) 

Task Complexity 

(cognitive factors) 

Task Conditions 

(interactional factors) 

Task Difficulty 

(learners factors) 

(a) resource-directing 

e.g., ± few elements 

± Here-and-Now 

± no reasoning demands 

(a) participation variables 

e.g., open/closed 

one-way/two-way 

convergent/divergent 

(a) affective variables 

e.g., motivation 

anxiety 

confidence 

(b) resource-dispersing 

e.g., ± planning 

± single task 

± prior knowledge 

(b) participant variables 

e.g., same/different gender 

familiar/unfamiliar 

power/solidarity 

(b) ability variables 

e.g., working memory 

intelligence 

aptitude 

 

Robinson proposed a set of comprehensive criteria for determining the complexity of 

a task (Robinson 2001, 2003, 2005, 2007; Robinson et. al. 1995) as triadic componential 

framework or the cognition hypothesis. It needs to be noted that Robinson’s model is not 

flawless. Kuiken and Vedder (2007) argued that this framework is not empirically 

researchable and operationally feasible. In spite of Kuiken and Vedder’s argument, the 

present researcher argues for some authority to this framework and believes that further 

research is required to investigate some dimensions of the cognition hypothesis. Robinson 

(2001), proposed that, the development of theoretically motivated, empirically substantial, 

and pedagogically feasible sequencing criteria has been acknowledged as a major goal of 

research to doing task-based approaches to syllabus design. In order to reach this goal, 

Robinson highlighted distinctions between cognitively different task complexity, learner 

perceptions of task difficulty, and the interactive conditions under which tasks are performed. 

 

2.3. Studies on Task Complexity 

Salimi and Dadashpour (2010) provided a thorough summary of the studies conducted 

on task complexity and its relationship with different aspects of task (Robinson, 1995, 2001, 

2007; Skehan, 1988; Foster & Skehan, 1999; Ortega, 1999; Iwashita et al., 2001; Yuan & 

Ellis, 2003; Ishikawa, 2006; Gilabert, 2007; Kuiken & Vedder, 2007,2008; Rahimpour, 2007; 

Mehrang & Rahimpour, 2010; Hosseini & Rahimpour, 2010; Ahmadian & Tavakoli, 2011; 

Salimi, Alavinia & Hosseini, 2012). All the studies on task complexity are related to task and 

its features and the impacts of cognitive factors on production elements of accuracy, fluency, 

and complexity. Although the findings of these studies are inherently paradoxical, all of them 

refer to the fact that human memory capacity is either limited or unlimited. Skehan and his 

advocates state that increasing task complexity will lead to a trade-off among three linguistic 
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domains. However, the followers of Robinson’s ideas believe that increasing task complexity 

will lead to an increase in accuracy and complexity, but not fluency. Therefore, 

understanding the nature of attention, memory, and cognitive complexity on L2 learners’ 

language production across three linguistic domains would be of significance for SLA 

literature as well as syllabus designers in selecting grading as well as sequencing the material. 

Therefore, more research is needed to be conducted on the issue. 

 

3. Conclusion and Pedagogical Implications 

The present paper may contain some pedagogical implications for second language 

acquisition (SLA) researchers, teachers, and syllabus and task designers. One of the most 

important problems in syllabus and curriculum development is determining a valid criterion 

for grading and sequencing of tasks. Robinson (2007), who believes in unlimited nature of 

attention in human being, argues that task complexity (TC) can be considered as a valid 

criterion for grading pedagogical tasks in terms of their cognitive complexity. Therefore, the 

results of this study can be used as empirical basis for selecting, grading, and sequencing 

tasks. Besides, the results of the present study suggest that teachers should take into account 

the cognitive capabilities of the learners as well as the cognitive load of the structure of the 

task that imposes on the learner while teaching. As Pieneman (1985) pointed out, syllabus 

should be in line with the learners’ built-in syllabus. This argument is in line with teachabilty 

and learnability hypothesis (Pieneman, 1985). Task complexity can be manipulated for the 

purpose of matching with learners' developmental sequence and their proficiency level. The 

testers also should consider tasks as valid units of analysis in testing and cognitive 

complexity of a task while designing a task for assessment purposes. The pedagogical 

implication of the present study for SLA researcher is that research on task complexity can 

shed more light on the nature of processes involved in second language acquisition and 

language development. 
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