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Itis important that teachers fully equip students with the skills needed to communicate
effectively in the target language so that they can share and exchange their ideas, feelings,
opinions, etc. This article reports on a study aimed at examining the development of children’s
oral communication in English and the way in which the activities and the teacher’s roles created
or expanded students’ opportunities for learning. Data collection techniques included field notes,
audio and video recordings and two interviews to the teacher. The study revealed that children’s
oral production was possible thanks to the teacher’s efforts to provide children with topics and
activities closely related to the students’ particular interests and needs. Likewise, the teacher
created an appropriate learning environment in which children were challenged to use Englishin
meaningfulways.
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Es importante que los maestros faciliten a sus estudiantes las habilidades necesarias para
comunicarse efectivamente en la lengua extranjera, de tal forma que puedan compartir e
intercambiar sus ideas, sentimientos, opiniones, etc. Este articulo reporta sobre un estudio
encaminado a examinar el desarrollo de la comunicacion oral de los nifios eninglés y de laforma
enqguelas actividadesy los roles del profesor crearony ampliaron las oportunidades de aprendizaje
delos nifios. Las técnicas de recoleccion de datos incluyeron notas de campo, grabaciones de
audio y videoy dos entrevistas a la profesora participante. El estudio revelé que la produccion
oral de los nifios fue posible gracias a los esfuerzos de la profesora para brindarles temas y
actividades estrechamente relacionados con susintereses y necesidades particulares. Asi mismo,
la profesora creé un ambiente de aprendizaje apropiado en el cual los nifios usaron elinglés de
manera significativa.
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INTRODUCTION

Oral language is the principal medium of
communicationforyoung leamers. Evenwhentheir
literacy abilities are formed, itis the mostimportant
link with the outside world. Throughiit, children
are able to share ideas, acquire new concepts,
organize old ones, compose stories and create
newworlds. Likewise, orallanguage takes children
on ajourney into the world ofimagination where
they can truly live the adventure of using language
for communication. Itis our role as teachers to
make this joumey ameaningfuland enjoyable one.

But how can we help our children to develop
these oral skills? There are important links between
what and how children are taught and how they
learn. Traditionally, the second/foreign language
teacherhasbeenseenasanexpertandthe leamer
as apassive receptor of information; the teacher
spends hours and hours teaching by talking while
the students sit listening passively. In such
conventional teaching-leaming environmentthere
is no chance for students to gain knowledge and
to explore ideas. As can be seen, children’s oral
language is indeed an important aspectin the
process of children’s learning that has been
neglected inthe classroom. ltis also anintellectual
issue which deserves more attention from both
teachers and researchers. Hence, our interestin
inquiring about children’s oral communication
during the development of the class activities in
an English course.

LITERATUREREVIEW

This section includes the following relevant
aspects related to our research topic: the general
principles of teaching children and young leamers,
the definition of oral communication and whatoral
communication in childrenimplies.

General Principles for Teaching Children
andYoung Learners

Accordingtothe Colombian National Education
Ministry —Ministerio de Educacion Nacional de
Colombia—M.E.N. (1999), the methodologies for
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teaching Englishto childrenandyoung leamersare
more effective if they have the following
characteristics:

Active and interactive methodologies that
account for ludic or play principles: Active and
interactive methodologies allow childrento leama
foreignlanguage by doing actionswithit. Learmners
become actors who use the language to convey
meaning in real situations both inside and outside
the classroom.

Activities that promote the development of
children’s potential: According to Phillips (1993),
theway childrenleam aforeignlanguage depends
greatly on their developmental stage. Therefore,
activities need to match carefully the child’'s age
and ability level if language learning successis to
be attained.

Interesting and meaningful activities centered
inthe learner: If the learing process is focused
onthe learner, the activities have to be designed
tofulffill his/her needs and interests; in that way the
activities will be meaningful and directly related to
the learner’s daily life.

Methodologies thatemphasize affective factors:
Iflanguage leaming isto take place, learmers must
be affectively open to second language input.
Krashen (1981) asserts that learnerswithagood
self-image and motivation interact more and obtain
more input for acquisition.

Methodologies that integrate children’s prior
and new knowledge: Within the methodological
process, teachers can include an element of
reflection where children are drawn periodically
into a personal synthesis ofwhat they are leaming.
This process of reflection has the purpose of
making children aware of the way new language
knowledge relates coherently to the existing
knowledge, forming an integrated whole.

Flexible methodologies: These methodologies
allowteachersto selectand adapttechniquesand
activities appropriate to the specific students'’
characteristicsand needs.

Among the methodologies and approaches
advisable for teaching English to childrenwe can



133 PROFILE

find the natural approach, total physical response,
project work, activity-based learning, whole
language, content-based instruction and the
communicative approach. All of these
methodologies and approaches are widely known
by the ELT community and, given the restrictions
of space; we are not going to explain them here.
However, with respectto the classeswe observed,
we could say that the methodology used by the
teacherwas mostly communicative. Oral practice
was always emphasized and listening
comprehensiondeveloped. The role of the teacher
in these classes was to provide children with
opportunities for meaningful interaction and to
establishinteresting and enjoyable activities which
motivated students to learn the language. In this
way, childrenexperienced areal need of negotiating
meaningand communicatingideasinthe newcode.
Likewise, total physical response and natural
approach principles were appliedin class.

Oral Communication

"Since communication is a process, itis
insufficient for students to simply have knowledge
oftargetlanguage forms, meanings and functions.
Students must be able to apply this knowledge in
negotiating meaning. Itis through the interaction
between speaker and listener (or reader and writer)
that meaning becomes clear” (Larsen-Freeman,
1986, p. 123). This makes us point out that the
main goalwhen handling speaking in class should
be to help the learner to produce fluent and
accurate language appropriate to the speech
situation. To attain this goal, the learmer must receive
comprehensible inputto actonin orderto activate
and develop his/her own learning mechanisms.
However, the concept of comprehensible inputis
notenough initselfto explain the development of
secondfforeign language leaming. Learers also
need opportunities to interact with other speakers
andto negotiate meaning through interaction (Ellis,
1985, as cited in Glew, 1998).

In addition to the relevance of input and
interaction, Reyes (2002, p. 22) defines the
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importance of outputin the process of acquisition:
"Throughexchangeswith peers, or native speakers
of the target language, the learners are not only
receiving meaningfulinput, butthey are alsotesting
the efficiency of their output and the ability to
conveythe message. Besides, they are testing their
ideas about the language and creating meaning
through negotiation.”

Successful second language learning also
requires opportunities for students to obtainample
feedback. Through teacher’s and peers’ oral
feedback, learners can refine and improve their
oral production. Similarty, through error correction,
students canincorporate new language elements
fromthe correctforms ofthe teacher's responses.

Oral Communicationin Young Learners

According to Dunn (1984), the process of
second language leaming in young children within
the classroom context goes through three stages,
namely: silent period, intermediate period and
breakthrough period. In the silent period, as
children can already communicate in their own
language, they wantto be able to use the foreign
language inthe same way. Ifthey cannot say what
theywant, they feel frustrated or lose interest. Thus,
tospeed upthe process of speaking, teachers can
provide children with useful or prefabricated
phrases helping to expand the children's repertoire
of language. They can learn these as blocks of
sounds the same way they did whenthey learnt
theirfirstlanguage.

After a certain period of time children move
beyond the silent period and begin using the
prefabricated language indifferent situations. When
young foreign language learners finally begin
communication in the targetlanguage, thatis to
say, inthe intermediate period, mainly learnt by
imitation and repetition, researchers have observed
two consistent features: the use of telegraphic
speech and the use of formulaic speech.

Telegraphic speechrefersto the use ofafew
contentwords such as an entire utterance without
functionwords or morphological markers. Children
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usethese singlewordsfrequently; repeatingthemand
practicing them. Then, the nextstepinthis process
involves an elaboration or extension made by the
teacherwhichthe chidrenimitate. Onthe otherhand,
formulaic speech consists of children using short
phrases. Through frequentimitation and repetition
suchphrasesare leamtand used. These formulas
often help children to communicate in the foreign
language withspeakersaroundthem.

Finally, in the breakthrough period, children
beginto putthe leamtlanguage together to express
meaning. Itis a process ofincorporation. Children
incorporate an utterance used by an adultintoan
already established phrase or one thatis being
produced from elements already leamt. Inthisway,
children begin to recognize the rules that underlie
theforeignlanguage.

However, notallsecondlanguage leamersfollow
the exact same stages. Thereis a set of factors
(psychological, sociological, cognitive, toname a
few), known as individual variation, that may affect
directly or indirectly the process of second
language leaming. Accordingly, some peaple could
learn faster or slower than others, make more
mistakes, etc. (M.E.N., 1999).

RESEARCHQUESTIONS

We intended to inquire about children’s oral
communication duringthe developmentofthe class
activitesinan English course. Therefore, our main
question was: What happens with children’s oral
communicationin Englishwhen they take partin
class activities? And our research secondary
guestions were: What is the nature of the class
activities? And what is the teacher’s role in the
development of such activities?

RESEARCHDESIGN

Thisresearchfollowed the qualitative case-study
principles. We chose a case study as ourresearch
method because itallowed usto identify significant
factors and characteristics of the phenomenon
while studying groups that were functioning
(Merriam, 1988). Ourrole in the investigation was
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researcher-observers. Weaccounted for children’s
oral production from an ethic perspective; thatis,
we tried to understand the phenomenon from
outside the group.

Our research process began by identifying the
phenomenonandformulatingourresearchquestions
based onit. Then, we got literature in the field about
the topic and we started to read and select the
relevantinformation. Later, we chosethe appropriate
data collection techniques according to the nature
of the questions. Once we had the information
gatheredthroughthe fourinstrumentsimplemented,
we beganto organize this datato make its reading
and interpretation easier. We read and re-read the
information several times to find similarities and
differences and to establish patterns towhichwe
then gave aname. After this initial identification of
phenomenain the data, we grouped our first
concepts underumbrellaterms called categories
according to their commonalities. The next step
involved the naming and definition of the categories
andsubcategories. Finally, we engagedinthe process
of validating our findings.

Contextand Participants

The National University of Colombia offers
Saturday English coursesto childrenfrom 7-8years
old. The program consists of four different learning
projects divided into the following three levels:
Pushers (beginners), Fighters (intermediate) and
Challengers (advanced). The main purpose of the
coursesistoleam language by doing things taking
into account that the potential development of
children’s creativity serves as the foundation to
build anintegral education.

Our study was carried out in the intermediate
level of the “Universe Maniacs” project. The goals
for this course were that children create and
describe analien, hisher activities, abilities, clothing
andfood as wellasthe planetwhere he/she lives.
The participants totaled 16: ateacher, aged 40,
and a group of 15 children aged 8-10. Our
participant teacher had been working with the
English courses since 1995 and specifically with
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the Universe Maniacs project for two years. The
children were in 4th and 5th grade and had been
attending the courses at the university every
Saturday from 9 a.m. to 12 for two years as an
extrareinforcementto the activities developed by
each ofthemat school.

Data Collection Techniques

Field notes: Field notes are direct observations
ofwhatis being said and done ina classroom as
well as impressions and perceptions of the
observers (Arhar, Holly, and Kasten, 2001). Inour
case we took notes for four months in every
Saturday lesson. These notes allowed ustoregister
behaviors, attitudes and the teaching-learning
processes closely related to the purpose of our
investigation.

Audio and video recordings: Audio and video-
recordings provided us with verbatim data of
children’s oral production. They also allowed usto
lookagainatwhathappenedincertainmomentsand
tosupplementthe data gathered throughfield notes.

Interviews: Interviews were useful tools for
understanding the children’s experiencesin oral
activities and the meaning they made of those
experiences. In otherwords, interviews were used
“to have the participants reconstruct his or her
experience withinthe topic under study” (Seidman,
1998) (see Appendix 1).

It should be clarified that we got permission
from the children’s parents to audio and video-
record children’s oral production and to use the
data gathered inour project. Students’real names
were changed to protect their identity.

INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN

Taking into account that with this researchwe
wanted to measure children’s oral productionin
English class activities, we are going to describe
howthe teacher organized activities so that children
could talk.

Initially, the teacher asked students to stick some
posters with useful expressions on the board.
These expressions enabled children to participate
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andmaintaincommunicationin English. Forexample,
“Howdoyou say in English?”“Canl erase
the board?"“Canyourepeat, please?”, etc.

Then, the different topics were introduced to
the students through a sequence of activities from
real and imaginary situations and through written
and oral input. The objective was to provide
students with useful vocabulary and structures that
later would help them to describe their aliens and
their new planet.

Next, children were given intensive practice in
the vocabulary and structure under the teacher’s
guidance and control. The students, through a
demonstration oran example given by the teacher,
could understand what they were expected todo
and take the teacher’s production as alanguage
model. After this, the students practiced using what
they had learned with less control by the teacher
since they could talk freely about the things they
had invented after having developed a series of
individual and group activities.

DATAANALYSIS

Inthe process of analyzing data, our units of
analysis were the evidence of children’s oral
production gathered through our field notes and
the transcriptions ofthe audio and video recordings.
This evidence shed an important light on the
characteristics of children’s oral communicationand
the way in which the class activities promoted this
communication. Equally important were the
impressions, opinions and experiences of our
participant teacher regarding the class activities,
her role as a teacher and the development of
children’s oral production throughout the entire
course.

Inthe dataanalysis process, we scrutinized the
data thoroughly and carefully to search for salient
patterns. We used colors to codify the data and
group the common elements in the information.
Thislaststage, dataanalysis, involved some ofthe
strategies suggested by Merriam (1988) to validate
our findings: triangulation, to compare the same
emerging findings in the different instruments;
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member checking, by asking the teacher if she
considered our results plausible; and long-term
observation atthe research site inorder toincrease
the validity of the data.

We corroborated ourfindings by using twotypes
oftriangulation (Bums, 1999). Onthe one hand, we
used methodological tiangulation which consists of
multiple ways to collect information. First, we
gathered the information from the field notes and
the interviews, and then we compared it with the
audio and videotape transcriptions. Onthe other
hand, we used investigator triangulation, as there
were two researchersinvolved inthis project.

RESULTS

There was an on-going revision and updating
of the categories thatimplied returning to the raw
data several imes and re-naming and re-organizing
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the categories we had found. The analysis of the
information gathered led us to the categories and
sub-categories shown in diagram 1, which
evidences their connections with our research
questions.

Relying on Previous Knowledge

We noticed that activities allowed students to
communicate orally mainly when they could rely
on previous knowedge. Teacherand studentstake
a trip to the world of words taking off from the
earthly platform where they have to refuel the tank
ofknowledge by reviewing and reinforcing the prior
experiences they have about the world that
surroundsthem.

As is known by primary teachers,
constructivism proposes that the leaming process
is an act of construction of meaning by learners
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within the context of their current knowledge and
past experiences. People construct their own
understanding and knowledge ofthe world through
experiencing things and reflecting on those
experiences. Whenleamers encounter something
new, they reconcile itwith previous knowledge and
experience. They may use the newinformation, or
they may discarditasirrelevant.

Analyzing the information we collected from
the field notes, transcriptions and interviews, we
found out that students were exposed to a variety
of activities that had an elementin common: They
reflected what children already knew or had
experienced inlife. The following extract from our
observationsillustrates that common feature:

“T: Let's talk about the clothes... Alex, this
question is for you. What is Katherine
wearing today?

A: Sheisjacket

T. Sheiswearing...

A:Wearing jacket...ehh glove?”
(Transcription, April 24, 2004)

This example shows that students cometothe
language leaming situationwith already-formulated
knowledge, ideasand understandings. This previous
knowledge helpsthe teachertoreviewandreinforce
the newlanguage andto make sure itis meaningful
and understandable for children. Thus, ifthe teacher
usesthe environmentthatsurrounds children’'sives
tobe expressedin English, young leamers will see
the foreign language as a means to express their
experiences intheir daily life:

“T:[...] Children already know many things;
the teacher only has to see howto use those
things they already know. Children know them
from the T.V., the newspaper, the world that
surrounds them and from stories at school.
They come from learning English, they are
studying English at school.”

(Teacher’s interview, June 7, 2004)
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In this respect, the teacher provided the
children with oral and written input closely related
totheir realities and their previous experiences with
the foreignlanguage, as observed inthisinstance:

“T:[...] This is the homework about you. The
teacher writes on the board "What activities
doyoudoon Sunday? “Describe your Sunday,
please. For example, lwake up atten..., |
watch TV, | goto the park... It's about you...
Do this activity at home.”

(Transcription, May 22, 2004)

Aswe noticed, students never came to class
asempty vesselsto befilled with several language
elements. The personal and linguistic experiences
they have lived in their firstlanguage constitute the
foundation forforeignlanguage leaming (Cummins,
2001). All these experiences and knowledge
acquired in the L1 learning make an important
contribution to the L2 learning process. “The
conceptual knowledge that students possessin
theirfirstlanguage constitutes amajor component
of the ‘cognitive power’ that they bring to the
language leaming situation. Thus, itmakes sense
tovalue and, where possible, continue to cultivate
these abilities both for their own sake and to
facilitate transfer to English” (Ibid, 2001, p. 40).

The classroom activities also helped both
teacher and students create afamiliar framework
for developing knowledge of the new language.
However, successful foreign language learning
requires opportunities for students to receive
comprehensible input as well as to produce
comprehensible output. This was especially so
whentheteacher applied different strategiesto elicit
information from the students, reinforcing the idea
of meaningful interaction, as seen inthe following
example:

“T: Now you are going mention the color, 0.k.?
Whatis Danielawearing today?

S:Ajacket.

T: Sheiswearing. ..
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S: She iswearing a pink...a pink jacketand
...blue pants.”
(Transcription, April 24, 2004)

Vigotsky (1978), Piaget (1981), and Bruner
(1980), among others, argue that meaning is the
basis of the learning process. To be meaningful,
this learning should be articulated both in asocial
contextand in the daily life of the learner. In such
supportive environment children will have the
opportunity to construct their own knowledge in
anactive and creative way.

We conclude that children learn more easily
whenthe leaming environmentreflects meaningful
situations thatinclude their daily life experiences.
Accordingly, previous knowledge of the world is
importantwhen trying to teach a foreign language
as itis the scaffolding children count on to
reconcile the newknowledge withwhatthey already
know. (Bruner, as cited in M.E.N., 1999).

But how did the teacher connect children’s prior
knowledge to new knowledge and avoid falling into
the boring, senseless and meaningless world of
repetition? The answer to this question let us
describe the second category which responded
to one ofthe secondary questions of our research:
Whatis the nature of the activities?

Exploring Imaginary Worlds

Going onwiththe amazing trip, both teacherand
studentstook offfrom planet Earth intheir spaceship
of knowledge ready to explore the universe of
language. Now, traveling through that never-ending
universe, theywill see magicworidswhereimagination
andfunwillletthem have some goodtimes.

Cameron (2001) points out that general
language learning principles and research have
shown that young learners need the following
models of language usetolisten to, to notice and
to assimilate; plentiful opportunities for repeated
listening and plentiful opportunities to practice
words, phrases and sentences. Taking this into
consideration, children need constant questioning
and redirection in order to process the information

PROFILE 138

and make ittheir own. Repetition, indifferentforms,
allows consolidation of knowledge and deeper
understanding. Accordingly, if repetitionis to be
meaningful and enjoyable, the teacher musttake
on the responsibility of adjusting tasks and topics
sothatthey relate to pupils’ interests and needs.
Inthis respect, our participant teacher says:

“...Toavoid the repetitive, boring description
of the planet Earth, of human beings, for this
is something they have been working on, to
avoid that repetition of structures, [...] we
create a planet, children create a planet...]
its inhabitants, their daily activities...”
(Teacher’sinterview, April 3)

This excerptshows the strategy applied by the
teachertomaintaina high degree of motivationand
tomake the English class anenjoyable, stimulating
experience for the children. Therefore, topicsand
activiies muststimulate thoughtandinspire children’s
imagination. Thisway, theforeignlanguage becomes
an easy and meaningful vehicle to communicate
inside and outside the classroom.

In conclusion, children need activitieswhich are
exciting and stimulate their curiosity. They need to
be involved in meaningful situations thatemphasize
interaction through the use of English as aforeign
language sothattheyare abletoexpresstheirneeds
and feelings, to question and explore their
surroundings, and to create imaginary worlds.

Within this category, two subcategories are
included: Superkid as a contextand Saying more
when touched by their own magic worlds. Inthe
following paragraphs, we explain our interpretation
ofthese elements in an attemptto account forthe
nature of the class activities and their relation with
children’s oral communication.

1. Superkid as a context

Amongthe communicative functions oflanguage
suggested by Halliday (1975), we can find the
imaginary function, inwhich the language is mainly
used for creating, exploring and entertaining.
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Consequently, to reach these goals, the teacher
has to give students many opportunities to speak
inorder to express their thoughts, feelings and
insights for a variety of purposes using avariety of
forms. Inthe particular case of our study, aform
that appeared frequently was a fictional story
created by the teacher. This story talks about a
fantastic world where children, holding the
teacher'shand, visited imaginary placesandbeings.
The following extract taken from one of the
teacher’s interviews can be an example ofthis:

“The Superkid storyislike, aswe say in English,
like aninput, like amotivation, like awarm-upto
what comes later, that is, what children actually
produce, whatthey create, what they talk about
later. Superkid creates the environmentfor those
subsequentactivities|...].”

(T'sinterview, June 7, 2004)

Stories provide foundations for leaming. In this
respect, Ellis and Brewster (1991, as cited in
Barreto, 2002) listed some of the following thought-
provoking reasons for using storiesinthe language
leaming classroom: Stories help students develop
positive attitudes towards language leaming; they
foster imagination. Stories also provide away to
link fantasy and imagination with the child’s real
world. As children enjoy listening to stories over
and over again, repetition allows natural language
acquisition. Finally, stories allow the introduction
or revision of new vocabulary and language
pattems, aswithessed below:

“Teachertells the students that today they are
going to have the oral evaluation and that this is
going to have two parts: first, retell the story of
Superkid and second, describe theirown aliens:
T: Whatis Superkid doing?

Sts: Pushing

T: Christian, what happens when he opensthe
spacedoor?

St: Superkid is holding the parachute.”
(Field notes, March 13, 2004)
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As can be seeninthe previous example, the
Superkid story was an appealing framework to
presentalanguage modeltothe children. Indeed,
many ofthe language structures presentinthe story
were evidentin the children’s subsequent oral
presentations. Based on the Superkid story, the
teacher also proposed varied and interesting
activities that captured students’ attention,
stimulated visual memory and improved their
imagination. Accordingly, these activities reinforced
children’s speaking skills through many different
exercises: reteling the story, drawingand describing
pictures, questioning, answering and describing
scenes ofthe story.

To sum up, story telling gave children the
opportunity to participate actively and enthusiastically
inthe learning process. ltwas a good way for the
teacher to interact with children as well as to
encourage oralinteractionamong them.

2. Saying more when touched by their own
magicworlds

Hill (1991) reminds us that children have to be
recognized as individuals who develop andleam
according to their specific characteristics, needs
and environmental circumstances. For these
reasons, teachers have to be in constant search of
strategies that fit their students’ characteristics. In
this respect, our participant teacher says:

“Motivating activities. . .which are close to the
children’s world; the world of imagination. To
create new beings or spaces, different, yet
closely related to the vocabulary children
already know.”

(Teacher’s interview, April 3, 2004)

The previous extract shows that after having
stored acertainamount oflanguage and structures,
children had the opportunity to use foreign language
inimaginary contexts created by themselves. We
noticed that children learnt bestwhen they were
the creators of their own magic worlds. This can
be seenfurtherin the following examples:
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“The alien is Spot, ehh Spot is strong, ehh
Spotis... ehhtalland short and fat. Ehh Spot
has atwoblackantennas, ehh Spothasashort,
curly, black hair. Spot has a big, Spothas a
big, a big green??? Spothas...ehh two, two
big ears. Spot has a big, triangular nose, Spot
has a big, a big red mouth][...].”

(Gabriela, Transcription, April 3, 2004)

“The planetis Katiuska. . . inthe planetwoman
wearing ehh (S's gestures) yellow pants and
ehh pink boots, and, and transparent T-shirt.
Ehhinthe ma, wearing, ehh shorts, sandal
(S's gestures) and T-shirt.”

(Gabriela, Transcription video recording, June
12,2004)

Inthe examples above we can notice thatthese
types of activities stimulated the children’s creativity.
Theirimagination took over and they truly lived
the fascinating, fictional story. The children were
eagertosharetheirfeelingsandideas andto speak
out aboutthe content of the activities. Regarding
the development of the speaking skills, the
children’s spontaneous responses and reactions
tothe activities revealed how muchthey had really
understood and processed. The following
teacher’s words describe this process:

“Ithas beendifficult|. . ] atthe beginning, children
hardly produced. | have seen changesinthem.
They already produce, they are more confident
now, though some ofthem stillfeel fear, [...] Oral
productionhasimproved remarkably, fromsaying
twowords, they speak more fluently now.”
(Teacher’s interview, June 7, 2004)

Inconclusion, stimulating children’simagination
and creativity can help both students and teacher
make the English class more enjoyable because
children like to share theirideas. ltis alsoimportant
tooffer childrenaleaming situationinwhichlanguage
developmentis anintegral partof the whole leaming
process, and notthe only final product.
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Teacher’s Supportinthe Learning Process

Our category is made up ofthree subcategories
which helped us to identify the teacher’s roles in
the development of the class activities.

Itis common knowledge that oral language is
one of the mostimportant means of learning and
of acquiring knowledge. Through oral language
skills people engage inintellectual dialogue and
communicate ideas. Given this understanding of
the importance of such skills, the teacher has to
do more than tell the children what they are
expectedtodoin class. Instead, the teacher has
several differentrolesto play.

Bearingthisinmindandanalyzing the information
we collected, we found that one of the teacher’s
rolesinthe development ofthe oral activitieswasto
facilitate listening and speaking processes by giving
young leamers opportunities to use the language in
meaningfuland appealing contexts:

“T: You are going to create the inhabitants for
each planet... Next class you are going to
make or modelthe alien and say the description
orally.”

(Field notes, March 20, 2004)

In the previous example, we can see thata
simple but effective way to promote students’ oral
communication was to connecttopics with things
that children already find interesting or attractive.
Within these contexts, children also found that
language learning was meaningful and
understandable because the activities were
stimulating and motivating.

Inthis same train of thought, and inagreement
with Lastra (2004), we think that teachers are
responsible for supporting students’ learning and
need to interact through a foreign language
provision. This provision is possible when the
teacher selects materials that are leamer-centered,
accessible (build on learners’ prior knowledge of
the world), meaningful, interesting, authentic and
challenging. Likewise, the teacher designs activities
that have a clear purpose, reduce the anxiety of
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the learners and are easily modified to meet
students' needs (Larsen-Pusey, 2004). Thiscanbe
seeninthe following excerpt:

“T: Since | have noticed that some of you still
have problems with is/are; has/have, you are
goingto have.. .created the inhabitant for each
planet.”

(Field notes, March 20, 2004)

In the example above, we can see that as
children progressed they developed certain
language problems. The teacher was able to
pinpoint precisely her students’ needs and look
for solutions that would help childrento overcome
these difficulties.

We can conclude that the teacher supported
the children’sleaming process as she selected and/
or designed activities or materials based on
theoretically-sound leaming principles and created
spaces for meaningful interaction.

1. Expanding students’talk

In this subcategory we considered the
strategies the teacher used to help children
organize their talk into an extended piece of
discourse. By students’ talk, we mean the
communicative use children give to the new
language. Our analysis revealed that the teacher
acted most ofthe time as an elicitor and instead of
giving the information to the students, she tried to
getthe studentsto tell herwhat the topic was about
orthe answerto agivenaspect:

“T: Well, we have the solar system, we have
the sun, the planets...What other things are
thereinthe solar system? What else sowe have
inthe solar system?”

(Transcription, April 24, 2004)

Based on the sample above, being an elicitor
meant starting from where the learnerswere and
thenembarking on newknowledge. Eliciting equally
allowed the teacher to involve students more
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activelyinthe classes interms ofideas, language
and pace (Scrivener, 1994). With this technique
the teacher was able to reduce her talking time
and maximize that of her students.

The teacher also made students become
elicitors. Children asked their partners questions
tofind out more abouttheir aliens and their planets.
This way, the teacher provided opportunities for
children to share meaning through the use of the
foreignlanguage, and childrenfelt that they were
active participants in the communicative situation:

“T: Ahh the next question, this one (pointing
tothe board)...forthe alien

Sts: What's your favorite...?

T: Noo, Not me

Sts: (All at the same time) what her like, what
does she like, whatdoes she.. .like
S:Whatdoes shelike?

T: Very good! Yess

Sts: Uauhyeah!”

(Transcription, April 17, 2004)

Inthe previous example, the childrenare the ones
who elicitinformation from their partners. Although
the teacher still gives the students feedback and
encouragement, she decides nottotake partinthe
activity in order to enhance children’s participation.
In other words, the teacher’s passive role allowed
studentstobecome genuinely involved inthe activity
and, thus, promoted the development of children’s
communicative abiliies.

Inaddition, the teacher also helped the children
to expand their talk by asking questions. These
guestions prompted students to say more about
their creations and reminded children things they
forgot to say but that they knew fairly well, to wit:

“T: What about the antennas? Are they straight
orcurly?

S: Curly

T: Theantennasare...

S: Curly”

(Transcription, April 3, 2004)
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We conclude that the teacher expanded
students’ talk as she encouraged themto bring
their ideas and background knowledge into the
class learning activities. Likewise, children were
given both an opportunity to speak and to explore
their own thinking as well as that of the others.
Finally, the teacher gave learners support for
remembering and expanding the informationto be
included while talking.

2. Teacherasaresource

According to Harmer (1983), the teacher as
aresource is a kind of walking resource centre
always ready to offer help if itis needed. After
all, itis the teacher who has the language that the
students may be missing in a given activity.
Throughoutthis study, we noticed that the teacher
made herself available as a source of information
so that students could consult herwhenever they
needed. This s illustrated by the following
example takenfrom our data:

“S: How do you say ‘lunares?

T: Spots. The spots (the teacher points to
something on her face), spikes like the rose
(the teacher makesthe drawing), scaleslike the
fish, the fish has scales.”

(Transcription, March 27, 2004)

The previous sample reveals howthe teacher
provided children with necessary language items
and howthe children, when involved in their own
work, called upon the teacher for guidance and
help. Likewise, there were activities where the
teacher either reminded or equipped the leamers
specifically with the vocabulary or the input they
needed for such activities:

“T: Where does he live or inwhat planet if you
don'tremember the question you say inwhat
planet does he live or where does he come
from or what planet....right?”
(Transcription, April 3, 2004)
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Finally, we observed that the teacher always
made sure thatleamers understood whatthey were
required to do inthe oral activities. To attain this
goal, the teacher provided the children with a
language model that could be followed, namely:

“T: This is what you are going to explain next
classinthe exam, in the oral exam. For the
recipe, for example | need cookies, cheese,
wire [...] I need ink, and frosting [...] you
take the cookies|...].”

(Transcription, June 5, 2004)

We can conclude that the oral activities
developed during the course required carefuland
plentiful support for production. Inthis sense, the
teacher provided the children with the input
necessary to performin the foreign language as
wellaswith amodel of language use. Her helpand
guidance were animportant support for learmers.

3. Motivating self-confidence

This subcategory is defined as the result of
those pedagogical strategies the teacher usedto
help children focus on learmning with ease, energy
and determination. We know that speaking aforeign
language in public canbring aboutfeelings like fear.
Fear of making language mistakes and,
consequently, fear of failure. In alanguage class,
this feeling can be so intense in some students
that they prefer to stay silent than take the risk of
speaking English. However, children are likely to
overcome fear if they realize that the language
classroomis asafe place where they cantake risks
inthe foreign language without the fear of possible
ridicule and correction. In relation to this, our
participant teacher points out:

“If they are given confidence, they say | am
goingtosaythis, because the teacher confirmed
what | was thinking but | was afraid to say. Or
if |am wrong the teacher is not going to scold
me or give me abad grade...”

(Teacher’s interview, June 7, 2004)
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Inagreementwith Krashen (1981), we think that
the affective factors related to foreign language
learning such as fear, anxiety, self-doubt,
apprehension, self-esteem, attitude and motivation
have a major influence on language learning.
Accordingly, we found that foreign language
learning occurs more effectively whenthereisa
supportive atmosphere inwhich certain affective
conditions (positive attitudes, self-confidence, low
anxiety) existand are used for the learner:

“Children are going to present the oral
evaluation but before, the teacher asks them
to go out of the classroom and relax.

T: You are going to leave the classroom. You
are going to the stadium. You walk and come
back for the evaluation. Take fresh air. Don’t
take too muchtime.”

(Field notes, March 6)

The previous sample demonstrates how the
teacher’s efforts to foster a friendly, relaxed
learning environment gave children a sense of
security and value as individuals. In such
atmosphere, childrenwere more likely to take risks
with the newlanguage as they felt comfortable and
supported by those around them.

Anotherimportant elementto be considered
here, in relation to children’s self-confidence, is
encouragement (Dornyei, 2001). Since the
language classroom is a face-threatening
environment where children are expected to
communicate in a foreign language, it is of
paramountimportance that children feel that the
teacher believes inthem and values every single
effortthey make to complete tasks. Therefore, the
opinion of animportantfigure like the teacher can
reinforce or reduce children’s self-esteem:

“T: How old is he? How old is he?

S: Three hundred years old

T:Uhm! Three hundred years old (enthusiastic
voice)... Well Christian, | think Christian
deserve eh deserves an applause (Students
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clap). That's avery complete description.”
(Transcription, April 3, 2004)

The previous example shows thatthe teacher
recognized students’ personal achievements and
progress and took time to celebrate an effort.
However, it is interesting to note that this
recognition was not only made on the teacher’s
part, she alsoengagedthe classinvaluing students’
accomplishments. Thisway, children also enjoyed
the recognition of their partners.

Finally, we have to recognize thatin order to
enhance children’s seff-confidence, teacherswho
work with children need to have certain particular
characteristics: They have to enjoy working with
children and understand their development, needs
andinterests. Whenthese aspects are reflectedin
every teacher’s pedagogical practice, children
begintoenjoywhatthey are doingand love English
aswell. These pedagogical principles are pointed
out by our participantteacher:

“...children can find the activities interesting
and meaningful, however, affection is even
more important, yes, to give children affection.
What for? To show them that the teacher likes
what she is doing and they get infected with
this feeling and love English as well.”

(Teacher’s interview, April 3, 2004)

CONCLUSIONS

The findings revealed that children’s oral
communication presented distinctive features. At
the beginning, when childrenwere askedto produce
orally, they mostly used single words and phrases.
Thisdemandedfromthe teacher activiiesand roles
that were constantly modified to meet students’
needs and inwhich the teacher gradually built up
the children’s discourse skills. By traveling to the
imaginary world of a story, children were exposed
toamodel of language in which new forms were
metand familiar ones expanded. Childrenfeltmore
confident using the language and, thus, their oral
production was more extensive and fluent. Finally,
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after having stored a certain amount of knowledge,
childrenwere challenged to share and exchange
theirideas by creating their own imaginary worlds
and by talking about them. In doing so, the
children’s oral communication became more
meaningful, creative and spontaneous.

Regarding the nature of the class activities, we
conclude that children came to the language
classroom with their own understandings of the
world and their past experiences with the firstand
the foreign language. These abilities or previous
knowledge comprised the foundation for the
construction ofnewmeaning. Likewise, the teacher
incorporated motivating, appealing and purposeful
activities that allowed children to express
themselves, to negotiate meaning, to give definition
totheirthoughts and to learn about the language,
themselves, and theirworld. Additionally, the story
presented by the teacher helped children develop
their own creative powers and gave students a lot
of opportunity for review, recycling and
consolidation oflanguage. Inthis sense, developing
the children’s communicative skills worked very
naturally forthem asthey spontaneously tookamore
active participation in the speaking process due to
their familiarity with the story and their own
creations.

As for the teacher’s role in the development
of the activities, we found that the teacher
supported the students’leaming processin several
ways. First, the teacher made the teaching materials
and activities relevant and appropriate to the
learners. Second, the teacher increased and
maximized the students’interactionin class. Third,
the teacher made learning stimulating and
enjoyable. Fourth, the teacher created a pleasant
and supporting atmosphere where children’s seff-
esteemwas protected and their self-confidence
increased. Finally, the teacher’s love and
commitmenttowards English became latentforthe
children, instilling in them a similar feeling and
interestin the subject.
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PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

We stress the importance of acknowledging
students’ previous knowledge and experiences. As
amatter offact, we observed that childrenfelt more
confidentand leaming was more meaningfulwhen
they could face new situations using the knowledge
they had already acquired and practiced during the
entire course. Besides, itis fundamental that the
activities suggested by the teacher are appealing
enoughtoengage childreninthe process ofleaming.
Forthis purpose, children’'s age, level, needs and
individual characteristicshave tobe takenintoaccount
whendeciding to use anactivity. Thus, activities must
beinteresting, introduce novelty andfantasy elements
andshould promote and create spacesformeaningful
interaction. The main goal of developing these
activities isto encourage students to use the target
language forcommunicative purposes.

Lastly, itis important and necessary that the
teacherencourageinteractionamongleamers. We
could prove that getting children to ask questions
and give information to each otheris a useful way
to maximize students'talking in class. These give-
andHake exchanges ofmessageswillenable children
to use English inreal-life communication.

FURTHERRESEARCH

Based on our findings, we found some
evidence of the process children go through
when developing their communicative skills.
However, considering that this was not the
purpose of our investigation, it would be a
valuable topic for further research. Likewise, it
would be interesting to account for the different
communicative strategies children apply when
they participate orally in English. Finally, it would
be worthy to study how children’s individual
background and previous schooling affect their
oral communicationin English.
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APPENDIX 1: TEACHER'SINTERVIEW

DearTeacher,

The purpose of the following interview is to know your opinions about some elements that have
emerged from the preliminary data analysis of the research we are developing on children’s oral
production inyour English class.

What can you tell us about the characteristics or features of the activities you use to get children to
speakinthe Englishclass?

Whatis the role of the Superkid story in the development of such activities?

What do you expectfromthese activities?

What has been your role in the development of the oral activities? Has it changed?

Towhat extent has your role in the development of these activities helped to achieve the course
objectives?

Fromthe development of the activities, what can you tell us about the children’s oral production?
Do you consider that children get more involved in the oral activities as such?

When do you see that children get more involved? What do you think the reason for this is?

We would appreciate your permission to use the information we get. We clarify that your identity will
be protected all the time.

Thanks foryour help and consideration



