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Introduction 

Task-based approaches seem well-suited for young adult learners, particularly those studying in ESL contexts. In such settings, a task-based approach may represent an opportunity for students to re-activate previously taught structures and refine language output. The suitability of task-based teaching for schools seems less clear-cut.

Hong Kong was an early adopter of task-based approaches in schools with implementation at the primary level beginning in the mid-1990s and continuing to date in both primary and secondary schools. This paper, drawing on data collected in Hong Kong, examines an important issue in the implementation of task-based approaches, namely student use of the mother tongue (MT). This is a perennial challenge in the school foreign language classroom, worth revisiting in the context of task-based teaching.

MT use has potentially both positive and negative consequences. The MT may usefully serve social and cognitive functions, including the construction of scaffolded assistance and create through collaborative dialogue the opportunity for language acquisition to take place (Anton and DiCamilla 1998; Swain and Lapkin 2000). Holliday (1994) argues that students working in groups or pairs do not have to speak English all the time; they can speak in their MT about a text and if through this process they are producing hypotheses about the language, then what they are doing is communicative. Use of MT also relates to learner identity, for example Lin (2000) explores how the L1 enables students in postcolonial Hong Kong to resist the symbolic dominance of English and to communicate shared cultural values.
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