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Many language learners regard speaking ability as the measure of knowing a 

language. These learners define fluency as the ability to converse with others, much 

more than the ability to read, write, or comprehend oral language. They regard 

speaking as the most important skill they can acquire, and they assess their progress 

in terms of their accomplishments in spoken communication. 

Language learners need to recognize that speaking involves three areas of 

knowledge: 

 Mechanics (pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary): Using the right 

words in the right order with the correct pronunciation 

 Functions (transaction and interaction): Knowing when clarity of 

message is essential (transaction/information exchange) and when precise 

understanding is not required (interaction/relationship building) 

 Social and cultural rules and norms (turn-taking, rate of speech, length 

of pauses between speakers, relative roles of participants): Understanding how to 

take into account who is speaking to whom, in what circumstances, about what, and 

for what reason. 

In the communicative model of language teaching, instructors help their 

students develop this body of knowledge by providing authentic practice that 

prepares students for real-life communication situations. They help their students 

develop the ability to produce grammatically correct, logically connected sentences 

that are appropriate to specific contexts 

Students often think that the ability to speak a language is the product of 

language learning, but speaking is also a crucial part of the language learning 

process. Effective instructors teach students speaking strategies -- using minimal 

responses, recognizing scripts, and using language to talk about language -- that they 

can use to help themselves expand their knowledge of the language and their 
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confidence in using it. These instructors help students learn to speak so that the 

students can use speaking to learn. 

1. Using minimal responses 

Language learners who lack confidence in their ability to participate 

successfully in oral interaction often listen in silence while others do the talking. 

One way to encourage such learners to begin to participate is to help them build up 

a stock of minimal responses that they can use in different types of exchanges. Such 

responses can be especially useful for beginners. 

Minimal responses are predictable, often idiomatic phrases that conversation 

participants use to indicate understanding, agreement, doubt, and other responses to 

what another speaker is saying. Having a stock of such responses enables a learner 

to focus on what the other participant is saying, without having to simultaneously 

plan a response. 

2. Recognizing scripts 

Some communication situations are associated with a predictable set of 

spoken exchanges -- a script. Greetings, apologies, compliments, invitations, and 

other functions that are influenced by social and cultural norms often follow patterns 

or scripts. So do the transactional exchanges involved in activities such as obtaining 

information and making a purchase. In these scripts, the relationship between a 

speaker's turn and the one that follows it can often be anticipated. 

Instructors can help students develop speaking ability by making them aware 

of the scripts for different situations so that they can predict what they will hear and 

what they will need to say in response. Through interactive activities, instructors can 

give students practice in managing and varying the language that different scripts 

contain. 

3. Using language to talk about language 

Language learners are often too embarrassed or shy to say anything when they 

do not understand another speaker or when they realize that a conversation partner 

has not understood them. Instructors can help students overcome this reticence by 

assuring them that misunderstanding and the need for clarification can occur in any 
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type of interaction, whatever the participants' language skill levels. Instructors can 

also give students strategies and phrases to use for clarification and comprehension 

check. 

By encouraging students to use clarification phrases in class when 

misunderstanding occurs, and by responding positively when they do, instructors 

can create an authentic practice environment within the classroom itself. As they 

develop control of various clarification strategies, students will gain confidence in 

their ability to manage the various communication situations that they may 

encounter outside the classroom. 

Traditional classroom speaking practice often takes the form of drills in which 

one person asks a question and another gives an answer. The question and the answer 

are structured and predictable, and often there is only one correct, predetermined 

answer. The purpose of asking and answering the question is to demonstrate the 

ability to ask and answer the question. 

In contrast, the purpose of real communication is to accomplish a task, such 

as conveying a telephone message, obtaining information, or expressing an opinion. 

In real communication, participants must manage uncertainty about what the other 

person will say. Authentic communication involves an information gap; each 

participant has information that the other does not have. In addition, to achieve their 

purpose, participants may have to clarify their meaning or ask for confirmation of 

their own understanding. 

To create classroom speaking activities that will develop communicative 

competence, instructors need to incorporate a purpose and an information gap and 

allow for multiple forms of expression. However, quantity alone will not necessarily 

produce competent speakers. Instructors need to combine structured output 

activities, which allow for error correction and increased accuracy, with 

communicative output activities that give students opportunities to practice language 

use more freely. 

Communicative output activities allow students to practice using all of the 

language they know in situations that resemble real settings. In these activities, 
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students must work together to develop a plan, resolve a problem, or complete a task. 

The most common types of communicative output activity are role plays 

and discussions. 

In role plays, students are assigned roles and put into situations that they may 

eventually encounter outside the classroom. Because role plays imitate life, the range 

of language functions that may be used expands considerably. Also, the role 

relationships among the students as they play their parts call for them to practice and 

develop their sociolinguistic competence. They have to use language that is 

appropriate to the situation and to the characters. 

Students usually find role playing enjoyable, but students who lack self-

confidence or have lower proficiency levels may find them intimidating at first. To 

succeed with role plays: 

 Prepare carefully: Introduce the activity by describing the situation and 

making sure that all of the students understand it 

 Set a goal or outcome: Be sure the students understand what the product 

of the role play should be, whether a plan, a schedule, a group opinion, or some other 

product 

 Use role cards: Give each student a card that describes the person or 

role to be played. For lower-level students, the cards can include words or 

expressions that that person might use. 

 Brainstorm: Before you start the role play, have students brainstorm as 

a class to predict what vocabulary, grammar, and idiomatic expressions they might 

use. 

 Keep groups small: Less-confident students will feel more able to 

participate if they do not have to compete with many voices. 

 Give students time to prepare: Let them work individually to outline 

their ideas and the language they will need to express them. 

 Be present as a resource, not a monitor: Stay in communicative mode 

to answer students' questions. Do not correct their pronunciation or grammar unless 

they specifically ask you about it. 
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 Allow students to work at their own levels: Each student has individual 

language skills, an individual approach to working in groups, and a specific role to 

play in the activity. Do not expect all students to contribute equally to the discussion, 

or to use every grammar point you have taught. 

 Do topical follow-up: Have students report to the class on the outcome 

of their role plays. 

 Do linguistic follow-up: After the role play is over, give feedback on 

grammar or pronunciation problems you have heard. This can wait until another 

class period when you plan to review pronunciation or grammar anyway. 

Discussions, like role plays, succeed when the instructor prepares students 

first, and then gets out of the way. To succeed with discussions: 

 Prepare the students: Give them input (both topical information and 

language forms) so that they will have something to say and the language with which 

to say it. 

 Offer choices: Let students suggest the topic for discussion or choose 

from several options. Discussion does not always have to be about serious issues. 

Students are likely to be more motivated to participate if the topic is television 

programs, plans for a vacation, or news about mutual friends. Weighty topics like 

how to combat pollution are not as engaging and place heavy demands on students' 

linguistic competence. 

 Set a goal or outcome: This can be a group product, such as a letter to 

the editor, or individual reports on the views of others in the group. 

 Use small groups instead of whole-class discussion: Large groups can 

make participation difficult. 

 Keep it short: Give students a defined period of time, not more than 8-

10 minutes, for discussion. Allow them to stop sooner if they run out of things to 

say. 

 Allow students to participate in their own way: Not every student will 

feel comfortable talking about every topic. Do not expect all of them to contribute 

equally to the conversation. 
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 Do topical follow-up: Have students report to the class on the results of 

their discussion. 

 Do linguistic follow-up: After the discussion is over, give feedback on 

grammar or pronunciation problems you have heard. This can wait until another 

class period when you plan to review pronunciation or grammar anyway. 

Through well-prepared communicative output activities such as role plays and 

discussions, you can encourage students to experiment and innovate with the 

language, and create a supportive atmosphere that allows them to make mistakes 

without fear of embarrassment. This will contribute to their self-confidence as 

speakers and to their motivation to learn more. 
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