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Over the past few decades a number of second 
language (L2) researchers have looked to cognitive 
psychology for ideas on how to develop the speak-
ing skills of L2 learners (e.g., Segalowitz, 2010; 
Skehan, 1998). This quest for knowledge has led 
some L2 researchers to become interested in the 
concept of planning (e.g., Ellis, 2009; Ortega, 1999; 
Skehan & Foster, 1999), which has been integral 
to research on human problem solving in cognitive 
psychology. In particular, L2 planning research-
ers have drawn on information processing models 
of planning developed by cognitive psychologists, 
who consider planning vital for converting one’s 
knowledge into overt action when attempting to 
solve problems (e.g., Miller, Galanter, & Pribram, 
1960). For example, some L2 researchers have 
drawn on Levelt’s (1989) model of speech produc-
tion, originally developed to account for L1 speech 
production, to consider how planning prior to per-
forming L2 oral tasks helps L2 learners convert 
their L2 knowledge into overt L2 speech (e.g., Ellis, 
2005; Yuan & Ellis, 2003). Thus, based on informa-
tion processing models, speech planning for both 
L1 and L2 production is considered a fundamental 
aspect of the human language production system, 
which is a subcomponent of general human cogni-
tion (Butterworth, 1980). Due to the putative con-
nection between speech planning and production, 

some L2 researchers have sought to determine how 
planning might be manipulated to positively impact 
aspects of L2 learners’ oral task production (e.g., 
Mehnert, 1998; Sangarun, 2005).

Pre-Task Planning: Strategic Planning vs. Rehearsal

In terms of the planning that L2 learners engage 
in for oral tasks, thus far L2 researchers have mainly 
studied pre-task planning (e.g., Crookes, 1989; Gi-
labert, 2007; Wigglesworth & Elder, 2010), which 
refers to the preparation that learners do before per-
forming oral tasks. In doing so, L2 researchers have 
studied the effects of two types of pre-task planning 
on L2 oral task performance: strategic planning and 
rehearsal. Strategic planning is defi ned as the al-
lotment of time to learners prior to a task so that 
they can silently organize their ideas and select the 
language necessary for the upcoming task (Ellis, 
2008). In contrast, rehearsal is defi ned as the oppor-
tunity for learners to actually orally practice the task 
before the upcoming task (Ellis, 2008). Thus, stra-
tegic planning involves silent preparation, whereas 
rehearsal entails preparation through active oral 
practice, for an upcoming task. Thus, both strate-
gic planning and rehearsal allow learners to engage 
in preparation, which constitutes planning, for an 
upcoming task. According to Ellis (2009), strategic 
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planning and rehearsal can both benefi t L2 oral task 
production. Although strategic planning can be con-
strued as silent preparation for tasks, it is important 
to note that this might not always be the case. This 
is because some learners might use sub-vocalization 
to mentally run through the task during strategic 
planning, which is akin to rehearsal.

Benefi ts of Pre-Task Planning on L2 Oral Pro-
duction

In addition to claiming that pre-task planning 
generally enhances L2 oral task production, L2 
planning researchers have made specifi c claims re-
garding its benefi ts. These claims are largely based 
on the notion that speech production places great-
er strain on the working memories of L2 speak-
ers compared with native speakers. Accordingly, 
some L2 researchers have proposed that providing 
learners with the opportunity for pre-task planning 
can enhance their L2 oral task performance (e.g., 
Kawauchi, 2005; Ortega, 2005; Skehan, 1996), 
which indicates that they believe it can offset work-
ing memory limitations. In terms of specifi c ben-
efi ts, these L2 researchers have claimed that pre-
task planning helps learners compensate for limita-
tions in their working memory capacities (Skehan, 
1996), better access their existing linguistic knowl-
edge (Kawauchi, 2005), and more effectively fo-
cus their attention on production and on linguistic 
form (Ortega, 1999). In support of these claims, a 
number of L2 researchers have found that pre-task 
planning enhanced L2 oral task performance in their 
studies (e.g., Nielson, 2014; Skehan & Foster, 1997; 
Tavakoli & Skehan, 2005). Thus far, L2 planning 
researchers have assessed the impact of planning 
on L2 learners’ oral task performance in terms of 
the fl uency, complexity, and accuracy of their dis-
course, which respectively indicate their capacity to 
(a) use language in real time, (b) use more advanced 
language, and (c) avoid errors in performance (Ske-
han & Foster, 1999).

Pre-Task Planning: Guided vs. Unguided Planning

Both types of pre-task planning, strategic plan-

ning and rehearsal, can be carried out under guided 
and unguided planning conditions. In the case of 
unguided planning, participants are simply assigned 
a task and asked to prepare for it alone without re-
ceiving specifi c instructions or performing specifi c 
activities. In contrast, with guided planning partici-
pants are required to follow specifi c instructions or 
perform specifi c activities to prepare for a forth-
coming oral task (Ellis, 2009). In terms of specifi c 
activities under guided planning, L2 researchers 
have required participants to engage in pre-task 
listening activities (Mochizuki & Ortega, 2008; 
Ortega, 1999), as well as pre-task reading, writing, 
and speaking activities (Kawauchi, 2005). The aim 
of having L2 learners perform these types of activi-
ties under guided planning is to further enhance the 
benefi ts of pre-task planning on L2 oral task perfor-
mance. Thus, the rationale for pre-task activities is 
that they can help lessen the diffi culty of perform-
ing the main task for L2 learners. In other words, 
the assumption is that guiding L2 learners by means 
of pre-task activities can more effectively prepare 
them for the task than can unguided planning.

Pre-Task Planning vs. Within-Task Planning

Second language researchers have made a further 
distinction between pre-task planning (i.e., strategic 
planning and rehearsal) and within-task planning 
(Ellis, 2005, 2008). Once again, pre-task planning 
refers to the preparation for oral production that 
learners engage in offl ine, that is, before starting 
oral tasks. Thus, when L2 learners take time to pre-
pare for an upcoming task, they are engaging in pre-
task planning. In contrast, within-task planning re-
fers to the speech planning that L2 learners engage 
in online, that is, on a moment-to-moment basis as 
they speak during tasks. Indicators that learners are 
engaging in within-task planning during a task in-
clude breaks in the fl ow of their speech, pauses, and 
hesitations (Pawley & Syder, 2000). Furthermore, 
pre-task and within-task planning can each be di-
vided into two distinct types (Ellis, 2005, 2008). Ta-
ble 1 shows that the two types of pre-task planning 
are strategic planning and rehearsal. In the case of 
strategic planning, participants are allotted time in 
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advance to silently organize their ideas and to select 
the language necessary to perform the upcoming 
task (Ellis, 2008). In contrast, with rehearsal partici-
pants are provided the opportunity to actually per-
form the task in question, which is considered to be 

practice, that is, rehearsal for the main performance 
afterwards (Ellis, 2008). In short, participants either 
silently prepare (i.e., strategically plan) or actively 
practice (i.e., do rehearsal) for the upcoming task 
during pre-task planning.

Table 1. Types of Task-Based Planning

Pre-task planning Within-task planning
1. Strategic planning 1. Pressured
2. Rehearsal 2. Unpressured

Need for L2 Planning Research

L2 researchers’ claim that planning benefi ts L2 
oral task performance has received support from 
the results of L2 planning studies (e.g., Foster & 
Skehan, 1996; Nielson, 2014). Despite this support, 
questions remain especially concerning the rela-
tive merits of (a) the two types of pre-task planning 
and (b) pre-task activities under guided planning. 
These questions generally apply to L2 research on 
planned L2 oral task performance involving foreign 
language learners in various countries. By further 
investigating these two aspects of L2 planning, 

a clearer picture can emerge regarding the effects 
of planning on L2 performance as detailed below. 
First, although both types of pre-task planning have 
been shown to positively impact L2 oral task per-
formance, the relative merits of strategic planning 
versus rehearsal remain unclear. The main reason 
for this is the dearth of L2 studies aimed at compar-
ing these two types of pre-task planning. Therefore, 
further investigation of the relative merits of these 
types of pre-task planning might reveal their respec-
tive advantages toward developing different aspects 
of L2 oral profi ciency.

Second, thus far few L2 researchers have stud-
ied the effects of pre-task planning activities un-

Additionally, Table 1 shows that the two types 
of within-task planning are pressured and unpres-
sured planning. As for pressured within-task plan-
ning, there is typically a time limit for learners to 
fi nish the oral task, whereas the unpressured con-
dition allows extended time for task completion 
(Ellis, 2008). Whether encouraged or not, learn-
ers obviously engage in at least some within-task 
planning while performing tasks as evidenced 
by sudden breaks, pauses, and hesitations in their 

speech. Moreover, Ellis (2005) noted that pre-task 
and within-task planning are not mutually exclu-
sive. To illustrate, Table 2 summarizes the possible 
combinations of pre-task and within-task planning 
highlighted by Ellis (2005). As shown, it is possi-
ble to have learners engage in (a) both pre-task and 
within-task planning, (b) either pre-task or within-
task planning, or (c) neither pre-task nor within-task 
planning

Table 2. Possible Combinations of Pre-Task and Within-Task Planning
Condition 1 Condition 2 Condition 3 Condition 4

Pre-task planning + - + -
Unpressured within-task planning + + - -

Note. Condition 1 = A task requiring both pre-task and within-task planning; Condition 2 = A task requir-
ing only within-task planning; Condition 3 = A task requiring only pre-task planning; Condition 4 = A task 
requiring neither pre-task nor within-task planning.
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der guided planning on L2 oral task performance 
(Kawauchi, 2005; Mochizuki & Ortega, 2008; 
Ortega, 1999); therefore, more studies are needed 
to provide a clearer picture of their relative mer-
its. For example, although both Ortega (1999) and 
Mochizuki and Ortega (2008) investigated the ef-
fects of pre-task listening activities on L2 oral task 
performance, neither contrasted listening with other 
pre-task planning activities. Kawauchi (2005) con-
trasted the effects of pre-task reading, writing, and 
speaking activities on L2 oral task performance, but 
found no distinguishing benefi ts between them. Due 
to the paucity of studies, additional research aimed 
at contrasting the effects of pre-task planning activi-
ties involving different modalities (i.e., listening, 
reading, writing, and speaking) is needed.

Furthermore, research aimed at contrasting the 
effects of pre-task story input (L1 versus L2) on L2 
oral task performance is also needed. For example, 
for pre-task listening, Ortega (1999) had her Ameri-
can learners of Spanish listen to a taped L1 English 
version of a story to be later narrated in their L2 
Spanish, while Mochizuki and Ortega (2008) in-
stead had their Japanese learners of English listen to 
a taped L2 English version of a story to be narrated 
in their L2 English. Because neither Ortega nor Mo-
chizuki and Ortega studied the effects of both L1 
and L2 pre-task story input, their relative effects on 
L2 oral task performance could not be contrasted.

In sum, then, research on the relative merits of 
strategic planning versus rehearsal, as well as the ef-
fects of both the modalities and language of pre-task 
input on L2 oral task performance is needed.

Future Directions for L2 Planning Research

In line with the problems highlighted in the pre-
vious section, future L2 planning research should 
have two aims. The fi rst aim is to contrast the ef-
fects of strategic planning and rehearsal on L2 oral 
task performance. This can shed light on whether 
these two forms of pre-task planning differentially 
impact L2 oral task performance, which might also 
indicate how they can be used to improve specifi c 
aspects of performance such as fl uency, complex-
ity, and accuracy. The second aim is to contrast the 

effects of different pre-task planning activities on 
L2 oral task performance. Importantly, this might 
demonstrate whether permutations of the modality 
and language of pre-task input infl uence aspects of 
L2 oral task performance and whether the effects 
are benefi cial or not.
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