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IMPROVING SPONTANEOUS ENGLISH SPEAKING ACTIVITIES 
FOR STUDENTS 

For students, the ability to speak in the target language is what the subject ‘Modern Languages’ actually is. They believe that what they can produce in unrehearsed situations is what they really know, i.e. it represents how good they are at languages. In addition, theories of language learning priorities interaction as the primary site of learning.
To a certain extent, planned speaking implicates different skills set compared to unplanned speaking or spontaneous talk. Both have a very important place in the teaching and learning of languages and it is only what we know that we can produce spontaneously. However, it is helpful to exploit as fully as possible in the classroom the opportunities for spontaneous or unplanned target language talk.
Comparison between planned and spontaneous speaking:
	Planned speaking
	Spontaneous talk

	• focus on production 
• rehearsal
• prepared
• focus on form
• learner knows what teacher will ask

• teacher knows what learner will say

• closed questions are closed
	• focus on interaction 
•use
•improvised
•focus on meaning
• learner doesn’t know in advance what teacher will ask
• teacher doesn’t know what learner will say
• closed questions are open


When students suddenly want to talk about something in a lesson and discussion occurs spontaneously, the results are often highly gratifying. Spontaneous conversation of this type can be rare, yet discussion, whether spontaneous or planned, has the great advantage of provoking fluent language use. As a result, most teachers would like to organize discussion sessions on a more formal basis. Many of them find, however, that planned discussion sessions are less successful than they had hoped. Something we should always remember is that people need time to assemble their thoughts before any discussion. After all, it is challenging to have to give immediate and articulate opinions in our own language, let alone in a language we are struggling to learn [4, p. 127].
Consequently, it is important to give students pre-discussion rehearsal time. For example, we can put them in small buzz groups to explore the discussion topic before organizing a discussion with the whole class. On a more formal basis, we can put students into ‘opposing’ groups and give them quite a lot of time for one group to prepare arguments against a proposition, while the other assembles arguments in favour [1, p. 46].
We can help students in other ways too. We can, for example, give them cards containing brief statements of arguments about the topic (for them to use if they get stuck), or we can make the discussion the end of a lengthier process. We can get students to rewrite statements so that they represent the group’s opinion, and when students are speaking, we can help and encourage them by suggesting things they can say in order to push the discussion along.
More speaking suggestions. The following activities are also helpful in getting students to practice ‘speaking-as-a-skill’. 
Information-gap activities: an information gap is where two speakers have different bits of information, and they can only complete the whole picture by sharing that information - because they have different information, there is a ‘gap’ between them.
Telling stories: we spend a lot of our time telling other people stories and anecdotes about what happened to us and other people. Students need to be able to tell stories in English, too. One way of getting students to tell stories is to use the information-gap principle to give them something to talk about. Students are put in groups. Each group is given one of a sequence of pictures which tell a story. Once they have had a chance to look at the pictures, the pictures are taken away. New groups are formed which consist of one student from each of the original groups. The new groups have to work out what story the original picture sequence told. For the story reconstruction to be successful, they have to describe the pictures they have seen, talk about them, work out what order they should be in, etc. The different groups then tell the class their stories to see if everyone came up with the same versions. We can, alternatively, give students six objects, or pictures of objects. In groups, they have to invent a story which connects the objects.
Favorite objects: a variation on getting students to tell personal stories (but  which may also involve a lot of storytelling) is an activity in which students are asked to talk about their favourite objects (objects with sentimental value, instruments, pictures, etc). They think about how they would describe their favourite objects in terms of when they got them, why they got them, what they do with them, why they are so important to them and whether there are any stories associated with them. In groups, they then tell each other about their objects, and the groups tell the class about which was the most unusual/interesting, etc in their group.
Student presentations: individual students give a talk on a given topic etc. In order for this to work for the individual (and for the rest of the class), time must be given for the student to gather information and structure it accordingly. We may want to offer models to help individuals to do this. The students listening to presentations must be given some kind of listening tasks too - including, perhaps, giving feedback.
Moral dilemmas: students are presented with a ‘moral dilemma’ and asked to come to a decision about how to resolve it. For example, they are told that a student has been caught cheating in an important exam. They are then given the student’s (far from-ideal) circumstances, and offered five possible courses of action – from exposing the student publicly to ignoring the incident - which they have to choose between.
Correcting speaking. It will probably be necessary for teachers to correct mistakes made during speaking activities in a different way from those made during a study exercise. When students are repeating sentences, trying to get their pronunciation exactly right, then the teacher will often correct (appropriately) every time there’s a problem [3, p. 378]. But if the same teacher did this while students were involved in a passionate discussion about whether smoking should be banned on tourist beaches, for example, the effect might well be to destroy the conversational flow. If, just at the moment one of the students is making an important point, the teacher says ‘Hey wait, you said “is” but it should be “are”, beaches are ... repeat’, the point will quickly be lost. Constant interruption from the teacher will destroy the purpose of the speaking activity. Many teachers watch and listen while speaking activities are taking place. They note down things that seemed to go well and times when students couldn’t make themselves understood or made important mistakes. When the activity has finished, they then ask the students how they thought it went before giving their own feedback. They may say that they liked the way Student A said this, and the way Student B was able to disagree with her. They will then say that they did hear one or two mistakes, and they can either discuss them with the class, write them on the board or give them individually to the students concerned. In each case, they will ask the students to see if they can identify the problem and correct it.
As with any kind of correction, it is important not to single students out for particular criticism. Many teachers deal with the mistakes they heard without saying who was responsible for them. Of course, there are no hard and fast rules about correcting. Some teachers who have a good relationship with their students can intervene appropriately during a speaking activity if they do it in a quiet non-obtrusive way. This kind of gentle correction might take the form of reformulation where the teacher repeats what the student has said, but correctly this time, and does not ask for student repetition of the corrected form. Some students do prefer to be told at exactly the moment they make a mistake; but we always have to be careful to make sure that our actions do not compromise the activity in question. Perhaps the best way of correcting speaking activities appropriately is to talk to students about it. You can ask them how and when they would prefer to be corrected; you can explain how you intend to correct during these stages, and show them how different activities may mean different correction behaviour on your part.
What teachers do during a speaking activity? Some teachers get very involved with their students during a speaking activity and want to participate in the activity themselves! They may argue forcefully in a discussion or get fascinated by a role-play and start ‘playing’ themselves. There’s nothing wrong with teachers getting involved, of course, provided they don’t start to dominate. Although it is probably better to stand back so that you can watch and listen to what’s going on, students can also appreciate teacher participation at the appropriate level - in other words, not too much! Sometimes, however, teachers will have to intervene in some way if the activity is not going smoothly. If someone in a role-play can’t think of what to say, or if a discussion begins to dry up, the teacher will have to decide if the activity should be stopped – because the topic has run out of steam - or if careful prompting can get it going again. That’s where the teacher may make a point in a discussion or quickly take on a role to push a role play forward. Prompting is often necessary but, as with correction, teachers should do it sympathetically and sensitively [2, p. 85].
Conclusions. It has been said that speaking activities are designed to provoke ‘speaking-as-a-skill’, where there is a purpose for talking which is not just linguistic, seen how speaking activities provide opportunities for rehearsal, give both teacher and students feedback and motivate students because of their engaging qualities.
Above all, they help students to be able to produce language automatically - a crucial stage on the way to autonomy.
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