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This article is a conceptual and methodological exploration of a new construct,
task interactional difficulty, and of a possible approach to assessing task demands
in general. After arguing for the use of ‘task difficulty’ instead of ‘task complexity’, the notion of task interactional difficulty is analyzed, first by reviewing
previous SLA research, then by elaborating an explicit theoretical definition.
An operationalization is suggested in terms of three dimensions: number of
turn exchanges, number of initiating moves, and visual access among participants. The first two parameters can be measured on native speakers’ task performance, while the third may be assessed with two categorical values. To
demonstrate the feasibility of this approach, these measures are applied to a
corpus of native speakers of Italian performing six different oral tasks, which
are then ranked according to their interactional difficulty. Implications for SLA
research and task-based language teaching and assessment are discussed, as well
as possible ways of extending this procedure to other types of tasks and other
facets of difficulty.

INTRODUCTION
The notions of task difficulty and task complexity have received considerable
attention from researchers in Second Language Acquisition (SLA), Task-Based
Language Teaching (TBLT), and Task-Based Language Assessment (TBLA). In
SLA research, the main question has been whether different types and levels of
task difficulty are related to systematic variations in L2 task performance (for
an overview, see Long 2015). A recurring theme in TBLT concerns criteria for
grading tasks, to assign students activities that are hard enough to promote
learning but not so hard as to become frustrating (Baralt et al. 2014; Robinson
2011). This concern has also been shared by proponents of TBLA, who need to
know which tasks are most appropriate for assessing learners at different proficiency levels, or whether task difficulty has any systematic correlation with
test scores (Brown et al. 2002; Shehadeh 2012).
However, recent critical overviews (Révész 2014; Long 2015; Norris 2016)
have pointed out that, despite the high number of studies looking at task
‘difficulty’ or ‘complexity’, there is still considerable controversy about the
meaning of these constructs, how they can be operationalized and how such
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COMPLEXITY OR DIFFICULTY?
Although a considerable number of studies in applied linguistics and other
areas of the social sciences have been concerned with task complexity, ‘it is
hard to imagine any other construct could equal task complexity in terms of
the level of ambiguity and internal inconsistency achieved over the years’ (Gill
and Hicks 2006: 2). Its multiple meanings may be grouped in three broad
‘perspectives’ (Campbell 1988):




the psychological experience perspective;
the task–person interaction perspective;
the objective characteristics perspective.

In his framework for investigating tasks in SLA research, Robinson (2011)
proposes to use the term ‘complexity’ for the first perspective, that is, the
features of a task making it more cognitively demanding for performers in
general, regardless of their individual characteristics. He calls ‘difficulty’ the
second perspective, resulting from the encounter of certain task features with
an individual’s personal endowment (e.g. previous knowledge, skills, aptitude,
working memory). The third perspective, which has to do with the internal
structure of a task, has not been systematically kept apart in SLA research,
where it has usually been considered as contributing to cognitive demands.
Thus, for example, ‘number of elements’, a structural task feature, appears in
Robinson’s taxonomy together with ‘spatial, causal and intentional reasoning’
or ‘planning time’, which clearly have to do with participants’ cognitive
processes.
Skehan (1998: 134), on the other hand, calls ‘difficulty . . . the level of challenge that a task is likely to contain’, which corresponds to Robinson’s

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/applij/article-abstract/40/1/176/3979155 by guest on 08 February 2019

operationalizations may be validated, which calls for more theoretical and
methodological work.
This article intends to contribute to this debate on three different levels.
Terminologically, it will argue that what many SLA studies thus far have
called ‘task complexity’ should be more appropriately called ‘task difficulty’.
Theoretically, it will present a new construct, task interactional difficulty, and
will discuss ways of operationalizing it that rely on socio-interactionist notions
such as turn-taking and participation dynamics, rather than on the cognitiveinteractionists constructs that have been prevailing in previous SLA research
on tasks. Methodologically, it will discuss a new way of assessing task demands
based on native speakers’ behavior.
The article’s main contributions are, thus, conceptual and methodological as
it discusses some key constructs used in task-based research and suggests some
more refined practical operationalizations. These proposals are applied to a
relatively small sample of participants and tasks, so that the empirical research
reported here should be seen as a demonstration of the feasibility of the approach rather than as a validation study proper.
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PREVIOUS RESEARCH
Defining and operationalizing task difficulty
A number of SLA studies have been conducted on the relationships between
task difficulty (often deemed ‘complexity’) and L2 performance, described in
most cases in terms of linguistic Complexity, Accuracy, and Fluency (CAF), or
of interactional modifications, like negotiation of meaning and languagerelated episodes. After an extensive review of the field, Long (2015: 244) concludes that ‘clear and consistent findings are few and far between’. Among the
reasons he gives, the most prominent are methodological—both task characteristics (independent variables) and performance on task (dependent variables
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‘complexity’. The same usage is found in Tavakoli (2009) and in the language
testing literature, where ‘difficulty’ is always used instead of ‘complexity’
(Fulcher and Márquez Reiter 2003; Brown et al. 2002; Taguchi 2007). In another publication, Skehan and Foster (2001) seem to employ ‘complexity’ and
‘difficulty’ virtually as synonyms, like R. Ellis (2003: 351), who defines task
complexity as ‘the extent to which a particular task is inherently easy or
difficult’.
This terminological uncertainty is not an ideal starting point for developing a
construct’s theoretical and operational definition. In this article we will follow
Pallotti (2009; see also Housen and Simoens 2016 for similar choices in their
discussion of linguistic difficulty and complexity), who suggests to restrict use
of the term complexity to the third perspective, that is, to a task’s inherent,
structural, characteristics, like the number of elements and their relationships,
and to call difficulty the first and second perspectives. These can in turn be
differentiated as ‘interindividual’ (or task-inherent) and ‘individual’ (or
person-inherent) difficulty: playing Lizst’s Transcendental études is interindividually more difficult, that is, more difficult for everyone than playing Twinkle,
Twinkle, Little Star, although a beginner pianist will find both more difficult
than an acclaimed performer. More particularly, here we will be concerned
with the first perspective only, ‘interindividual difficulty’, that is the difficulty
inherent in the task itself, and not with the difficulty encountered by specific
individuals with particular endowments. The ‘interindividual difficulty’ which
is the focus of this article thus corresponds to what Robinson and others would
call ‘complexity’. The term ‘difficulty’ is in our opinion more transparent and
less ambiguous, inasmuch as it better represents the similarities between two
closely related notions, such as individual (for someone) vs. interindividual
(for everyone) difficulty, rather than calling them by two completely different
names—‘complexity’ and ‘difficulty’—as in Robinson’s framework. The term
‘complexity’ can thus be reserved to describe a task’s objective characteristics,
and discovering whether different amounts of structural complexity pose more
cognitive demands to all or some individuals becomes an empirical question in
its own right.
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like CAF) have been characterized in too many different ways, often with little
concern about construct definition and operationalization, making it impossible to cumulatively compare studies and their results.
Most early studies on task difficulty in SLA took what might be called an a
priori approach. A ‘simple’ and a ‘complex’ version of the same task were
compared (85% of the studies reviewed by Sasayama et al. 2015, cited in
Sasayama 2016, formulated their research question in these dichotomous
terms), with complexity being operationalized along one or several dimensions, such as those listed by Robinson (2011), for example,  few elements,  reasoning demands,  planning time. While it may be relatively
straightforward to determine, in a single study, what is more or less complex,
it is not clear how these dichotomies are to be operationalized in general,
absolute terms. For instance, how many elements are ‘few’? And what is an
element, exactly (Kuiken and Vedder 2007; Ellis 2011)? One could even conceive of a study where the simple condition involves three elements and the
complex one six, and of another where simple means six elements and complex twelve, so that six elements would end up being complex in one case and
simple in another.
A second methodological issue is that most of this research assumed, rather
than demonstrated, that changes along these task dimensions do indeed bring
about higher cognitive demands, that is, more difficulty. However, if increasing
the number of elements in one version of a task does not produce any difference in performance (e.g. in lexical diversity), it is not clear whether this
should be interpreted as evidence against the model positing a relationship
between task difficulty and linguistic performance, or rather as showing that
adding more elements does not increase task difficulty.
To overcome this problem, some studies have sought independent evidence
of task difficulty. One of the most common and practical ways to do so has
been collecting participants’ self-ratings, both through interviews and questionnaires directly asking which tasks were felt to be more difficult, or with
indirect measures, such as the perception of time spent on task (see Baralt et al.
2014 for a review). A few more recent studies have added more sophisticated
measures, triangulating several of them at a time, to validate the claim that a
task is more difficult than another. For example, Révész et al. (2014) collected
experts’ ratings and looked at the number and length of eye fixations and
performance on a secondary task (dual-task methodology) as further independent measures of cognitive load. Révész et al. (2016) validated the difference between  complex versions of three tasks by analyzing participants’ selfratings, their performance on a secondary task and experts’ judgments.
Sasayama (2016) employed dual-task methodology, subjective time estimation, and self-ratings to assess the difficulty of four narrative tasks involving
an increasing number of elements. She found that only the most extreme
versions (the simplest and the hardest) produced reliable differences, and
that the effects of task difficulty varied across L2 proficiency levels.
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Task difficulty and interaction
A number of studies have looked at how task difficulty impacts on interactional features like clarification requests, confirmation checks or recasts
(Gilabert et al. 2009; Kim 2009; Révész 2011). Much less research has taken
interaction as an independent variable, that is, as a task feature bearing on
linguistic performance. Among these studies, Michel et al. (2007) and Michel
(2011) have compared tasks that were similar in all respects except for
the  monologic condition. They report that, in dialogs, both native and
non-native speakers tend to produce more accurate and fluent, but
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This last finding by Sasayama raises a third methodological question. Most
research about task effects on linguistic performance has been based on learner
production and perception data; while this choice may seem natural, it also
creates further problems. Let us suppose again a study where an increase in
task difficulty does not produce any variation in learners’ lexical diversity.
Besides the two options considered above—(i) there is no relationship between
task difficulty and lexical diversity; (ii) the task was not more difficult—there
would be a third possible explanation: (iii) the impact of task difficulty on
lexical diversity does not manifest itself in this particular type of learner.
Besides Sasayama’s research, other studies have shown that task difficulty effects on performance do vary across learners at different proficiency levels, for
example, as regards CAF measures (Malicka and Levkina 2012) or interactional dynamics (Gilabert et al. 2009; Kim 2009).
To overcome these problems, another way of assessing task difficulty independently of learners’ proficiency levels may be looking at native speakers. As
Long (2015: 239) notes, observing native speakers’ performance ‘in task complexity research, initially, at least, offers a simple way of controlling for accuracy, processing demands and (to a lesser extent) fluency, thereby allowing any
changes in the one remaining dependent variable, linguistic complexity, to be
isolated as the effect of changes in task complexity. Why search in the dark for
that relationship in non-natives before first ascertaining its existence in
natives?’
Among the SLA studies that have looked at native speakers’ task performance, Foster and Tavakoli (2009) and Ellis (2011) show that different tasks or
versions of the same task systematically lead to different levels of syntactic
complexity, while Michel et al. (2014) and Révész et al. (2016) observed that
native speakers’ eye movements and their accuracy in a secondary task were
systematically correlated to the main task’s complexity. As regards the  interaction variable, Michel (2011) reports that while L2 learners’ production
showed increased lexical diversity in the interactive condition, exactly the
reverse occurred for native speakers. This was probably due to the non-natives
being able to copy each other’s words in dialogs, thus enriching their lexicon,
while natives did not need help of this kind, showing once again how complicated it is to tease apart task effects from speakers’ (in)competences.
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How can task interactional difficulty be theoretically and operationally
defined in terms of socio-interactional features like turn-taking and participation dynamics?
Can the construct be practically applied to a sample of native speakers
performing several tasks?
Is it possible to develop an index which can be used to rank tasks on an
ordinal scale of interactional difficulty, thus going beyond dichotomies
like  interaction or  difficult?
Can this procedure be extended to other facets of task difficulty?

TASK INTERACTIONAL DIFFICULTY: THEORETICAL
DEFINITION
None of the studies looking at interaction as a task feature explicitly addressed
the issue of ‘task interactional difficulty’, which remains, to the best of our
knowledge, an unexplored construct. To provide a working definition, the
meaning of the three terms needs to be clarified.
A task can be defined as ‘an activity in which meaning is primary; there is
some communication problem to solve; there is some sort of relationship to
comparable real-world activities; task completion has some priority; the assessment of the task is in terms of outcome’ (Skehan 1998: 95).
Interactional: Interactional competence may be defined as that competence
which is specifically needed to inter-act, that is, to participate in courses of
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syntactically less complex, utterances. In Michel (2011), non-native
speakers’ dialogs were more fluent, accurate, and lexically varied than monologues, although for native speakers lexical variety was higher in
monologues; Michel et al. (2007), however, did not find any effect of interaction on this dependent variable. Gilabert et al. (2011) also found that learners
tended to produce more fluent but syntactically less complex utterances
in interactive tasks; proficiency differences among learners had a clear
impact on monologic performance, which disappeared in dialogs, probably
because participants could rely on each other’s turns in constructing their
utterances.
To summarize, only a few studies thus far have attempted to assess task
difficulty independently of L2 task performance, and most of them have
been concerned with cognitive aspects, such as perceived effort or the
amount of mental processing, as evidenced, for example, by eye movements
or performance on a secondary task. Interaction, too, has been typically seen as
a dependent variable related to cognitive processes like noticing and negotiation of meaning; the very few studies treating it as an independent variable
operationalized it in dichotomous terms (absent vs. present), with no clear
results about its contribution to overall task difficulty.
This article intends to contribute to the current debate by addressing the
following issues:
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action involving two or more speakers, and which crucially has to do with
turn-taking dynamics. This definition is thus narrower than those usually
proposed by scholars working in the socio-interactionist approach, who tend
to see interactional competence as comprising all the competences needed for
verbal interaction.
Hall and Pekarek Doehler (2011: 2), for instance, list ‘knowledge of socialcontext-specific communicative events or activity types, . . . the ability to
deploy and recognize context-specific patterns by which turns are taken, actions are organized and practices are ordered. And . . . the prosodic, linguistic,
sequential and nonverbal resources conventionally used for producing and
interpreting turns and actions, to construct them so that they are recognizable
for others, and to repair problems in maintaining shared understanding of the
interactional work we and our interlocutors are accomplishing together’. Such
wide-ranging definitions, while valid in principle from a theoretical point of
view, make it impossible to establish what is really peculiar to interactional
competence and how it can be differentiated from and related to other aspects
of communicative competence. On the other hand, our definition covers more
ground than is usually covered in cognitive-interactionist research (for a
review, see Mackey 2012), where ‘interaction’ is typically operationalized in
terms of the conversational sequences used to address communicative problems, like clarification requests, confirmation checks, recasts or other language-related episodes. However, it is clear that, from a theoretical point of
view, interaction involves more than interacting to solve linguistic and communicative problems.
Difficulty: Given the extant uncertainty in the scientific literature regarding terms like difficulty or complexity, it is perhaps advisable to start
from some relatively neutral dictionary definitions. Difficult can be defined
as ‘needing skill or effort’ (Cambridge Dictionary), ‘requiring much work or
skill to do or make’ (Merriam Webster’s), or ‘needing much effort or
skill to accomplish, deal with, or understand’ (Oxford Dictionary). All these
definitions mention effort (or work) and skill. The two basic dimensions of
effort and skill also appear in Housen and Simoens’ (2016: 166; emphasis
added) definition of linguistic difficulty: ‘a language feature is more difficult
than another if its processing and learning requires more time and/or more
mental activity from a particular language learner in a particular learning
context’.
Empirically, effort can be gauged with introspective reports, subjective perceptions of time spent on task, dual task methodology and physiological measures such as heart, brain or eye activity (Révész 2014; Révész et al. 2016;
Sasayama 2016).1 The amount of skill needed to successfully perform a task
or action can be assessed either by asking experts, such as language teachers, or
by looking at the time it takes an average person to reach a satisfactory performance level, as documented by developmental studies on the acquisition of
various aspects of language ability.
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TASK INTERACTIONAL DIFFICULTY: OPERATIONAL
DEFINITION
Defining task difficulty based on native speakers’ performance
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Having defined interactional difficulty from a theoretical point of view, its
operational definition can be based on the following ‘validity argument’
(Kane 2013), which may apply to other sources of difficulty as well.
First, some behaviors are deemed to be more difficult, in terms of skill, because they are mastered late in the course of acquisition. For instance, research
on lexical development has shown that increased lexical diversity or a high
proportion of rare words characterize advanced stages of L2 acquisition (Milton
2009). Similarly, some grammatical structures are typically acquired late,
which may be taken as evidence that they are grammatically more difficult
(Housen and Simoens 2016). Some communicative behaviors, too, can be said
to be interactionally more difficult, as will be shown in the next section.
Second, tasks are assessed to establish to what extent they require these
difficult behaviors, or, in other words, their expected level of ‘code complexity’
(Skehan 1998). To do so, one may interview experts such as teachers or linguists. While this source of evidence is valuable and can be triangulated with
others, it has the limitation of being based on a priori intuitions, rather than on
the observation of real people performing the task.
However, looking at task performance raises some issues, too. In fact, if the
task were performed by a person with limited competences, it would be impossible to ascertain whether the absence of difficult linguistic-communicative
behaviors would be due to the task not requiring them or to the task taker’s
limitations. Thus, the ideal task taker in this regard would be one with the
highest possible competence level, that is, one mastering a very wide range of
linguistic structures and communicative practices, including those known to
be difficult for L2 learners. It is both practical and reasonable to identify this
ideal task taker with a native speaker. Clearly, native speakers do not form a
completely homogeneous population, and their linguistic performance does
vary, both because of inevitable individual differences in terms of personality
or cognitive style, but also because of attributes having more systematic effects,
such as age and socio-educational background (Hulstijn 2015). However, once
these last sources of systematic variance are controlled by selecting natives
with profiles similar to the target L2 learners, including their knowledge of
the relevant content domain (Zuengler and Bent 1991), there is ample evidence showing that—especially for the most common structures forming our
‘basic language cognition’ (Hulstijn 2015)—native speakers’ performance is
much more uniform than that of L2 learners, even very advanced learners,
and that the former invariably score at the highest level on all measures
(Granena and Long 2013). This does not exclude the possibility that some
L2 users may reach this level, which is an empirical question in its own
right. However, from a practical point of view, selecting a group of native
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Measures to assess interactional difficulty
Based on the existing literature on L2 acquisition, three parameters appear to
be relevant to define difficult interactional behaviors: number of turn exchanges, number of initiating moves, and visual contact with the interlocutor.

Number of turn exchanges
Taking and yielding turns is not easy: it requires a considerable degree of coordination among participants to identify ‘transition relevant places’ (Sacks et
al. 1974) and exploit them to swiftly insert one’s contribution in the conversation’s flow. A dialog in which turns are frequently exchanged will thus be
interactionally more difficult than one in which speakers can maintain the
floor for a relatively long time. Some studies have demonstrated that this
ability grows slowly in a second language (for a review, see Pekarek Doehler
and Pochon-Berger 2015). For instance, Pallotti and Ferrari (2008) and Nuzzo
and Gauci (2012) show that intermediate-advanced learners of L2 Italian, despite their good linguistic skills, tend to favor long and complex turns in telephone calls’ openings, thereby displaying their difficulty in managing the
rapidly paced turn exchanges that native speakers frequently produce in the
same conditions. Michel (2011: 168), too, observed that while turns in dialogic
tasks tend to be generally shorter than in monologues, the difference is more
pronounced in native speakers, thus demonstrating that L2 learners are not
equally at ease in conversations where short, telegraphic turns are rapidly
exchanged.
For practical purposes, a turn can be defined as a spate of talk produced by a
single speaker not interrupted by others, and can be anything between a single
word and dozens of sentences.

Number of initiating moves
A move can be considered to be initiating if it represents a ‘first pair part’, that
is, a conversational action establishing a state of ‘conditional relevance’
whereby the interlocutor is expected to produce a second pair part
(Schegloff and Sacks 1973). Questions are a prototypical case of initiating
moves, but the category also includes proposals, invitations, greetings. More
generally, an initiating move makes the conversation progress, having a proactive function which makes a reactive move relevant.
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speakers is a relatively straightforward way to ensure that these participants
will be at ceiling in their command of the basic linguistic forms and functions
involved in most tasks employed in SLA research, TBLT, and TBLA. Thus, their
variable use across tasks of structures that are more or less difficult for L2
acquirers can be said to be primarily due to the tasks themselves, rather
than to the participants’ (in)competences.
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Visual access
The third factor contributing to a task’s interactional difficulty is eye contact
among participants. Conceptually, this dimension is of a different nature from
the previous two, as it is a direct reflection of the task’s structure and does not
require observation of performance. Multimodal communication, flowing
through multiple channels, affords a higher degree of redundancy and
allows possible linguistic gaps to be compensated through non-verbal resources. Gaze is systematically used to manage turn-taking dynamics
(Rossano 2013), and several studies have shown that non-native speakers
understand oral messages better when they are accompanied by gestures
and facial expressions (Sueyoshi and Hardison 2005; Wagner 2010; Dahl and
Ludvigsen 2014). Gullberg (1998, 2006) reports that gestures can also be strategically used by L2 learners to ensure discourse cohesion, to fill lexical gaps
and to manage interactional flow.

Other measures
There are other dimensions which may at first sight seem to bear on interactional difficulty, but which on closer inspection turn out to concern conceptually different, albeit related, dimensions.
One is the range of communicative moves. A task that involves asking, answering, proposing, describing, explaining, and negotiating intuitively looks
more difficult than one in which one must just describe. Another possibly
relevant dimension has to do with politeness requirements. Fulcher and
Márquez Reiter (2003) and Taguchi (2007), for instance, have shown that
tasks implying higher demands in terms of more power asymmetry, social
distance, and degree of imposition are perceived to be more difficult by
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Research has repeatedly shown that in the early stages of L2 acquisition
learners tend to be rather passive, and most of the times they speak only
when a more competent interlocutor involves them in the conversation. The
development of interactional competence has thus been described as a gradual
increase in the ability to take initiative, to play a more active role in moving
the conversation forward (Pallotti 2001; Young and Miller 2004; Cekaite 2007;
Nguyen 2011).
A turn may contain several moves, for example, an answer to a previous
question (reaction) and a new question, or proposal etc. (initiation). In such
cases, the present operationalization would score an initiating move anyway,
as the analytic unit is the move, not the turn. Furthermore, initiation appears
to be a scalar notion, along a continuum of proactivity/reactivity. A question is
clearly an initiating move (even if it may follow another question), and an
answer to it is clearly a reaction. Proposals, too, can often be easily classified as
initiating moves, followed by partial or total acceptances/refusals; if a proposal
is followed by another proposal, both are counted as initiating moves.
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THE STUDY
Participants and method
Data come from a larger research project on the acquisition and use of Italian
as a first and additional language, focusing on girls in their late teens, both L2
learners (N = 14) and native speakers (N = 10). This study will look at this last
group only (mean age = 18.0).
All participants performed a number of communicative activities, so that
their linguistic skills could be assessed in a range of contexts with different
interlocutors. The procedure consisted in two sessions on two different days.
The first session involved a series of tasks commonly used in SLA research and
began with a long semi-structured interview with an adult female interviewer.
This was followed by retelling a silent film and a picture story, then by a map
task in which the girl (‘instruction giver’) gave instructions to the adult (‘instruction follower’), using maps with the same path but with slightly different
landmarks, to increase communicative demands and provide opportunities for
meaning negotiation. The second session, a few days later, involved more
interactive tasks with two or three participants having more balanced communicative roles. There was another map task, this time with the peer. Then two
information-seeking activities followed, one requiring to plan a school trip, the
other to select a present for a friend. Both these tasks involved making a
number of phone calls to shops, travel agencies, restaurants, and hotels, but
also to a list of ‘experts’ who could be asked to provide advice and information.
In these tasks, the adult interviewer actively participated in the negotiations
about action planning and decision-making, so that there were three participants interacting on the scene. Apart from the initial ice-breaking conversation, all the other tasks were presented in random order in different sessions.
Data were audio- and video-recorded. More details about the tasks and the
corpus can be found in the Supplementary Appendix and in Pallotti et al.
(2011).
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test-takers and lead to less fluent linguistic production. While these remarks
are certainly relevant for a discussion of social factors impacting on task difficulty, they concern a general pragmatic competence, which is not specifically
interactional, for it can be displayed in monologues as well.
The number of participants involved is a parameter more directly linked to
interaction, but it is not clear whether it contributes to more or less difficulty.
In fact, on the one hand, a greater number of participants requires the skill to
manage parallel conversations, to compete for the floor with more people, to
heed several contributions at the same time. On the other hand, more participants also mean less need to be active and to move on the conversation, which
decreases interactional difficulty (Schegloff 2007). Given these contradictory
effects, the parameter will not be included in the construct’s operational
definition.
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RESULTS
As regards turn exchange frequency (Table 1 and Figure 1), the task with fewer
turn exchanges is the film retelling, with a median value of 1.96 per 100
words. This value raises to 9.87 for the interview, characterized by a steady
exchange of questions and answers, and even more so in telephone calls
(12.21). The map task with an adult (18.69), that with a peer (19.5), and
the decision-making negotiation (19.69) present very similar scores, with a
median value of about one turn exchange every five words.
As regards initiating moves (Table 2 and Figure 2), both interview and film
retelling have medians close to zero (0.05 and 0.18, respectively), as in these
tasks the focal participants’ communicative role is clearly that of responding—
either to many questions in a row in the interview, or to just one general
question ‘tell me what happened’ in the film. They very rarely take the initiative and this basically occurs to ask some clarification questions or to check
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In this article, we will look at native speakers’ data from the interview, film
retelling, map task with adult and peer, and from phone calls and face-to-face
negotiations in the school trip’s organization. To the best of our knowledge,
this is the first study in applied linguistics collecting and comparing data from
six different tasks at the same time. Given that interviews and the school trip
organization tasks lasted much longer than other activities, only the first
10 min of the former and the last 10 of the latter will be analyzed here.2
Thus, the corpus used for this study consists of 60 communicative episodes
(6 tasks  10 participants), with about 73,200 words and 10,200 turns.
Transcription followed a modified version of the Chat-CA system and included
pause length, overlaps, voice quality, and non-verbal behaviors like laughter,
sighs, coughs etc. About 60% of the data were first coded by research assistants, and then checked by the principal investigator; after some initial training
and discussions, inter-rater agreement was always over 85%. The remainder of
the data were coded by the principal investigator only. The Supplementary
Appendix contains an excerpt exemplifying data coding and analysis.
Before presenting the results, a few methodological clarifications are in
order. First, while turn exchanges were seen as a property belonging to the
whole task itself, and were thus counted the same for all participants, initiating
moves were computed only for one participant (the focal participant) in all
tasks except for the negotiation, where both speakers were seen as focal participants. Second, given that the number of words produced by each participant in each task varied, all scores have been standardized as values per 100
words. Finally, the median will be used as the main central tendency measure,
since it is more in line with the final score’s attribution based on quartiles;
accordingly, variation in the data will be expressed by the Inter-Quartile Range
(IQR). However, descriptive statistics in the tables will also include the mean
and standard deviation, whose general trends do not substantially differ from
those of median and IQR.
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Table 1: Turn exchanges per 100 words
Median

Min

Max

IQR

Mean

SD

Film
Interview
Calls
Map-adult
Map-peer
Negotiation

1.96
9.87
12.21
18.69
19.5
19.69

0.28
4.38
10.05
15.12
13.88
13.86

3.98
12.86
17.93
20.34
23.29
21.48

1.43
3.73
2.1
2.72
2.39
6.52

1.87
9.37
12.72
18.18
19.48
18.01

1.19
2.92
2.25
1.88
2.60
3.46

Figure 1: Turn exchanges per 100 words
Table 2: Initiating moves per 100 words
Task

Median

Min

Max

IQR

Mean

SD

Interview
Film
Negotiation
Calls
Map-adult
Map-peer

0.05
0.18
2.05
3.34
5.04
6.36

0
0
1.14
0.92
3.49
3.74

0.59
0.54
3.78
5.42
7.98
8.07

0.34
0.18
0.88
1.18
2.25
1.89

0.18
0.22
2.24
3.22
5.22
6.23

0.23
0.19
0.84
1.22
1.47
1.46
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the interlocutor’s comprehension. Initiatives are more frequent in negotiations
to decide what to do on the school trip (2.05 per 100 words), even more so in
phone calls (3.34) and with much higher proportions (5.04 and 6.36 per 100
words, respectively) in map tasks with adult and peer. This trend can partly be
explained by the adult’s role in the task. In negotiations, the adult was an
‘official participant’ (Goffman 1981) to the interaction, who could make suggestions and proposals just like the younger participants; furthermore, both
girls could take the initiative, which made the initiating space left to each of
them rather limited (which is a further demonstration that participants’
number cannot be taken as a factor automatically increasing interactional difficulty, if only because there is a trade-off between participants’ number and
the possibility, or necessity, for each of them to take the initiative). In phone
calls, participants often took an initiating role when asking questions, but these
were then followed by rather long answers by their interlocutors, which explains the relatively low proportion of initiating moves per 100 words. Map
tasks seem to be the tasks that most favors conversational initiatives—the instruction giver has the explicit role of directing her partner, and this occurs
more frequently with the peer than with the adult, who often took an initiating role by asking what she had to do, rather than letting the younger interlocutor explain on her own initiative. This corroborates Brooks’ (2009) finding
that tasks with two candidates produce more interaction and more varied
moves than those with an examiner, whose ‘up’ role tends to lead to more
controlled conversational formats.
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Figure 2: Initiating moves per 100 words
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COMPUTING THE INTERACTIONAL DIFFICULTY INDEX
The two dimensions discussed above, number of turn exchanges, and initiating
moves per 100 words, together with visual access, have been argued to contribute to a task’s interactional difficulty. The question is whether these dimensions can be combined to arrive at a global measure of interactional
difficulty. The scales for the two dimensions had different ranges, so that
their absolute values cannot be directly summed, but have to be standardized
to become comparable. Given the small number of tasks and participants, it
seems advisable to opt for a simple form of standardization making no assumptions on data distribution, which is ranking the observations into four quartiles. To do so, values by all learners in all tasks were cumulated into two scales
of 60 observations (6 tasks  10 participants), one for turn exchanges and
another for initiating moves, and these were divided into quartiles, whose
cutoff points are reported in Table 3.
The difficulty index for each task was then calculated by assigning a score of
1 if that task’s median value fell within the first, lower quartile, 2 if it fell in the
second, and so forth.
As regards the eye-contact dimension, 2 points were given in its absence,
and 0 points when participants could see each other. The choice of this particular score, which implies some degree of arbitrariness, can be argued on the
ground that a 2-point difference represents a rise from one quartile to two
above it, that is, from a low to a medium-high difficulty or from a medium-low
to a high difficulty, which seems to be a reasonable increment produced by this
additional parameter.
These three criteria thus produce three scores that are added to arrive at a
global interactional difficulty index (IntD) for each task (Table 4).
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As is apparent from the tables and graphs, there is a fair amount of variation
in the data. This is unsurprising, given the freedom that was allowed to participants and the well-known variability in people’s conversational styles.
Nonetheless, this variation was not completely random, with individual
scores rarely being very far off the median value, and rather evenly distributed
above and below it—which makes it plausible to assume that the distribution
resulting from larger samples would tend to be normal.
What is perhaps interesting to remark on is that variability in the frequency
of initiating moves was higher than that for turn-exchanges, especially in the
more interactive tasks. Although it is premature to draw any general conclusions, it would be worth investigating whether this trend holds for other contexts as well. If this proved to be the case, one might conclude that turn-taking
dynamics is more inherent to the nature of each task—for which there is a
‘physiological’ rhythm of taking and yielding turns—while the proportion of
initiatives may be more related to personal style and preferences, and thus
more subject to inter-individual variation.
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Table 3: Quartile cutoff points
Turns/100 w

Initiatives/100 w

0
25
50
75
100

0.28
9.79
13.87
19.41
23.29

0.0
0.38
2.66
4.81
8.07

Table 4: Interactional difficulty scores for different tasks
Task

Turns/100w

Init/100w

Visual access

IntD score

Film
Interview
Negotiation
Calls
MapAd
MapPeer

1
2
4
2
3
4

1
1
2
3
4
4

0
0
0
2
2
2

2
3
6
7
9
10

Quite expectedly, the film retelling has the lowest IntD score, being essentially a monologue with very few chances for participants to exchange turns or
take initiatives. It is followed by the interview, in which the focal participant
produces shorter turns (though not very short, compared with other tasks), but
never or almost never takes an initiating role. The decision-making negotiation
has a brisk turn-taking pace (fourth quartile), but does not require to take the
initiative very often, as this role can also be played by the other participant or
by the adult. Telephone calls offer a complementary picture, with fewer turn
exchanges due to the rather long answers provided by shops, offices, or experts, but with the focal participant playing a more active role in asking for
information and advice. In this task there is also no eye contact among participants, which introduces a further aspect of interactional difficulty. There is
no eye contact in map tasks either, but turn-taking here is more lively (third
and fourth quartile for map tasks with adult and peer, respectively) and the
focal participant must take the initiative more frequently (fourth quartile for
both tasks).
The six tasks may thus be ordered on a scale of increasing interactional
difficulty, ranging from the film retelling’s minimum to a maximum in the
map task with peer. The scale is empirically grounded, as its values derive from
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the observation of native speakers’ task performance, and cutoff points between different scores on each dimension are identified in an objective way,
by dividing the whole distribution of observed values into quartiles.

This article made some methodological proposals contributing to the current
debate on how task difficulty should be conceptualized and measured, which is
a key issue for SLA research, TBLT, and TBLA.
First, a particular dimension of task difficulty, interactional difficulty, has
been identified and set apart from other factors, such as the lexical and grammatical structures required (linguistic difficulty) or the range of speech acts and
politeness constraints (pragmatic difficulty). Interaction as an independent
variable has received little attention thus far in SLA research on tasks, and
the few existing studies have operationalized it in dichotomous terms ( interaction). We have instead shown that different types of dialogic exchange—
such as an interview, a telephone call, a discussion, or a map task—may be
quite different in terms of their interactional dynamics.
Second, a new procedure has been proposed, which operationalizes difficulty essentially in terms of the communicative skills required by different
tasks. The procedure consists in the following steps: (i) identifying difficult
communicative behaviors based on how long it takes learners to master
them; (ii) observing native speakers’ performance to see to what extent they
tend to produce these behaviors in different tasks, which can thus be said to
require, by their very nature, the performance of difficult communicative actions. These observations allow one to construct a difficulty scale that is more
fine-grained than a ‘ complex’ dichotomy and whose cutoff points are empirically grounded, rather than involving subjective judgments about vague
notions like few, many, more, less.
It is possible to follow the same procedure to gauge other aspects of task
difficulty, for example, lexical difficulty. In this case, one would observe native
speakers’ productions to assess the presence of features that have been shown
to require a longer learning time in L2 acquisition, such as lexical diversity or a
high proportion of rare words (Milton 2009). Tasks may then be ordered according to whether they fall in a high or low quartile with respect to lexical
diversity and/or sophistication, and these two dimensions may be combined to
provide a global lexical difficulty index. A similar approach may be followed to
evaluate further aspects such as grammatical difficulty (as defined e.g. by
Housen and Simoens 2016) or pragmatic difficulty (as operationalized e.g. by
Brown et al. 2002; Taguchi 2007).
According to the two basic dictionary meanings of difficulty, this procedure
can be said to essentially concern the dimension of skill—tasks are classified
based on the type of communicative skills they involve or require. This approach thus continues a tradition of assessing task difficulty by looking at tasktakers’ performance, with a significant methodological difference—rather than
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considering learners’ performance, which is conditioned by their proficiency
level, we have proposed to examine native speakers’ performance. This of
course is variable, too, as all things human, but the proficiency component
can be considered to be (almost) constant, and performance variance can thus
be attributed mainly to task characteristics, plus an inevitable quota of interindividual variability. This way of viewing difficulty in terms of the skills
involved by tasks is of particular relevance to language teachers and testers,
who need principled ways for establishing and objectively measuring the linguistic-communicative demands of different activities and the skills they
require.
The present approach to gauging task difficulty is to be seen as complementary to other approaches, such as those analyzing task-takers’ difficulty perceptions, their subjective estimations of time on task, performance on a
secondary task or physiological measures. All these operationalizations involve
the other main sense of difficulty, namely, effort. There is clearly a relationship
between skill and effort—it is for instance well-known that automated behaviors, which have taken a long time to be acquired, require fewer cognitive
resources (DeKeyser 2014). Future research will have to investigate how
these relationships can be theorized and assessed in the specific domain of
task difficulty in SLA.
Collecting all this information for each task used in research, teaching, and
assessments is clearly a tall order, so any single study will be limited to some
extent. As regards the present study, its main limitation is that the sample of 10
participants does not allow one to make reliable inferences about median and
quartiles cutoff values for a larger population of Italian female teenagers performing these six tasks, let alone for a population of persons of various ages
and from different backgrounds. Its main contribution is thus conceptual and
methodological, as an attempt to propose a new approach to assessing task
difficulty, exemplified on one specific dimension, interactional difficulty. Still,
even with these limitations, the study involved collecting some 20 h of videorecorded interactions and transcribing and analyzing over 70,000 words. Given
the high costs associated with task-based research, Long (2015: 239) concludes
that, ‘rather than more and more one-off studies using a miscellany of variables, measures, and analyses, what is needed is a unified research program,
albeit conducted by individual researchers and research groups’.
Such a research program might be implemented through a Collaborative
Research Network, like the one sponsored by AILA (www.aila.info/en/research/list-of-rens/tasks-and-second-language-learning.html), whose goal is
‘to promote consistency in the way in which task-based research operationalizes independent and dependent variables’. In the current state of affairs, each
study, including ours, can only say whether a task is more difficult than another among the few taken into consideration in that particular research project. The scientific community should now strive to address ‘big problems’ by
cooperatively working on a large scale (Norris 2016), which would mean
gathering multiple sources of information about a few well-studied tasks,
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NOTES
1 Révész et al. (2015) found that participants’ ratings for their perceptions of a
task being ‘difficult’ or ‘requiring
mental effort’ were highly correlated,
and the correlation was even stronger
for expert judges.
2 These sub-samples were selected as
they were more uniform across tasks
and participants: the first part of the

interviews contained a rather standard
set of ice-breaking questions, while the
last part of the school trip organization
was carried out in a similar way by all
pairs, with recurrent activities like
agreeing on a final decision, taking
note of it, and asking the adult partner
for confirmation.
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