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Our aims today…

• define important terms connected with the speaking skill

• discuss problems with speaking activities and suggest solutions

• analyze what our curriculum says about speaking

• discuss speaking tasks and their assessment 

theory + practice (gut feeling?) + the curriculum

= successful speaking activities





When a (old-ish) teacher becomes a student…

• time to prepare

• too much / to little vocab and
/ or grammar

• lots of corrections / 
interruptions mid-speech

• cognitive complexity 

• too little practice time

• I just don’t feel like it!



Problems with speaking activities
part I



#1 Inhibition / lack of 
confidence / fear of 
making mistakes

✓pair or group work
increases the amount 
of learner talk and 
lowers the inhibition

✓allow time to prepare 
for speaking activities
(preferably in pairs or groups?)



#2 Nothing to say

✓ topic and task must be interesting and 
motivating

What is a good topic? 

✓ one to which students can relate using 
their own experience and knowledge

✓ What do people love talking about?

Themselves!



#3 Low or uneven participation

✓ Don’t let talkative Ss 
take over!

✓ pair / group work 

✓ 1 – 2 – 3 – 4 

✓ 1 - 20



#4 Mother tongue 
use

✓ monitoring

✓ tasks with clear outcome 
which must be delivered in 
English

↓

task-based activities



TOPIC-BASED vs. TASK-BASED activities

TOPIC-BASED activities

• Ss are asked to talk about a (controversial) subject

• Ur (1997): topic ‘is certainly important, but not central: the crux is not 
what to talk about, but why you need to talk about it’

• (controversial) topic → simply talk in English = imitates real-life situation

• lack of purpose → lack of interest and motivation → lack of speaking → 

I don’t know what (else) to say!

• textbooks / teachers: all the main arguments and talking points supplied

• full-class forum → talkative students take over (yet again!)



TOPIC-BASED vs TASK-BASED activities

TASK-BASED activities

• Ss are asked to actually perform something 

• the discussion process is a means to an end

• the result should be attainable only by interaction between Ss

• instructions: ‘reach a consensus’ or ‘find out everyone’s opinion’

→ surveys, design tasks, research tasks, imaginative tasks

It is probably advisable to base most oral fluency activities on 
task.







Pair / group work

• decentralization of the teaching process 

→ peer teaching

→ T: evaluate, note language mistakes, give help (to slower learners) 

• lack of discipline – depends on the teacher, not on the type of activity

‘so naturally does one teach by the methods by which one was taught!’

Ur (1997)



#5 Lack of appropriate language

✓lower than that used in other language-learning activities

✓scaffolding 

→ text, video or similar as a starting point

→ language (vocabulary, grammar)



#6 (?) Classroom talk

(…) the single most influential factor in the 
development of speaking skills is probably the 
classroom culture. A classroom culture that 
prioritizes communication is bound to promote the 
development of speaking, especially if the quality 
of communication is high.”

(Thornbury, 2005)



Somewhere in Mexico…



Characteristics of a successful speaking activity

✓ learner talk vs teacher talk vs pauses

✓ even participation

✓ high motivation

✓ language is of an acceptable level

✓ the purpose of the activity is speaking in the first place (fluency vs.
accuracy)

✓ clear purpose and outcome

✓ mother tongue use kept to a minimum



FLUENCY vs. ACCURACY

FLUENCY

• top down 

• Ss are using any and all the language at their disposal

ACCURACY

• bottom up

• building blocks → controlled, structured language practice

• Ss practice using a particular piece of grammar or a particular function



FLUENCY or ACCURACY?

„Učenje i poučavanje engleskoga jezika potiče i osigurava razvoj komunikacijske i međukulturne kompetencije, 
doprinosi cjelovitome razvoju učenika te se pozitivno odražava na razvoj svih temeljnih kompetencija. (…) 

Pristup je komunikacijski, s učenikom u središtu nastavnoga procesa i s naglaskom na njegovoj uključenosti.”

(Kurikulum za nastavni predmet Engleski jezik za osnovne škole i gimnazije u Republici Hrvatskoj, 2019.)

→ the communicative approach: Ss should use language in order to 
communicate meaning without focusing on accuracy

BUT!

both are necessary & teacher should make it clear which is important 
in a given activity



FLUENCY or ACCURACY?

• focus on accuracy: encourages a less exploratory or fluent use of 
language

• focus on fluency: encourages a greater use of formulaic chunks and 
discourages attention to accuracy



The curriculum
part II





Year 2



Year 3



Year 4





Year 7



Year 8





Types of spoken discourse 

Interactional talk

• primary purpose for 
communication: social

• more people → listening/speaking, 
reacting, turn taking…

• emphasis on creating harmonious 
interactions between participants 
rather than communicating 
information

• learning conventional formulae of 
courtesy 

Transactional talk

• primary purpose: communicating 
information

• one-way communication

• important: message needs to be 
understood

• examples: telling jokes, news 
broadcasts, descriptions, 
instructions, lectures, 
presentations



Choosing and evaluating speaking
activities
part III



Young learners 

x learning poems by heart and reciting them

x reading a text aloud

x using isolated words (beyond Year 1)

✓ insist on using words in simple sentences (answering questions, 
describing pictures…) 

✓ interactional talk (T-S, S-S)

✓ role plays, simulations, plays, dialogs



Speaking: production (older students)

x learning a text by heart & retelling it /answering questions

x reading a text aloud and answering questions

x reading a text aloud and translating it

x reading a text and retelling it

✓ student’s reaction to or commentary on the text  

✓ personalizing the topic 

John lives on 
the 15th 
floor. 



Speaking: interaction

Role-playing

x reading (a dialog) from notebooks

✓ make sure the context or situation is clear

✓ allow reading time, dictionary time, thinking time

✓ give time to prepare ideas before speaking (possibly allow note-
making)   

✓ during activity: encourage improvisation, do not allow Ss to rely on 
notes



Speaking: interaction

x evaluating exclusively T-S interaction

✓ pair work 

✓ group work



Let me not forget… 

x uniform task selection 

x allowing reading the text from 
speaking cards 

x too much emphasis on accuracy
x not considering cognitive 

complexity of a task
x timing speaking activities (e.g., 

deliver a three-minute speech)
x punishing students for 

inappropriate behavior

✓a range of different types of 
speaking activities focusing on 
different interaction types  

✓ do not allow Ss to rely on notes 
(gradually)

✓ integrate accuracy, fluency and 
complexity with varied emphasis 

✓ tasks should be age-appropriate 

✓ ?

✓ Just no!  



Talks, presentations and such

But giving a talk or 
presentation is only really 
a valid test if these are 
skills that learners are 
likely to need, e.g. if their 
purpose for learning 
English is business, law, or 
education. 

(Harmer 2007:126)



Holistic vs analitic scoring

HOLISTIC

• a single score based on overall 
impression

• quicker

• more adequate for informal 
testing of progress 

ANALYTIC

• longer

• variety of factors are taken into 
account

• (if factors are well chosen!) fairer 
and more reliable

• tester distracted by all the 
categories (a woods-and-trees 
situation) 



Assessment 
criteria

• vocabulary 

• grammar

• accuracy

• fluency

• content

• pronunciation (not accent!)

• intonation

• coherence (logical development of ideas)

• register

• presentation skills

• product (poster, presentation, realia…)

• timing



• izvršenje zadatka 

• prezentacijske vještine 

• gramatika 

• vokabular

• formative assessment?

• weighting?



Example 1

izgovor i gramatika

Example 2 

točnost i vokabular





V I S I T  U S  AT  O U R  

B O O T H  A N D  G E T  A  

F R E E  C O P Y  O F  

PIN
O U R  B R A N D - N E W  

A S S E S S M E N T  

M A N U A L !
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Thank you!
ivana.kirin@gmail.com

Workshop evaluation

https://forms.gle/WM84tTEqovuy
TfZj6

Workshop materials

mailto:ivana.kirin@gmail.com
https://forms.gle/WM84tTEqovuyTfZj6


Classroom talk

✓use the target language not only to deal with subject matter but also to 
regulate the interaction in the classroom

✓keep the number of display questions (What’s the past of ‘go’?) to a 
minimum – the more genuine request for information, the more natural 
the discourse

✓do not cut off arbitrability a student’s utterance because you perceive it to 
be irrelevant (student’s perception of topic may be different)

✓tolerate silences and refrain from filling the gaps between turns 

✓pay attention to the message of students’ utterance rather than to the 
form – keep your comments for later

Only by speaking a language can we ever hope to learn it. (1953)


