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Whenever I say this to a group of teachers, inevitably one of them will say, 
“But my kids won’t speak in class!” Usually there is a reason for this re-
luctance. Perhaps somewhere along the line these students have had a bad 
experience. Perhaps they are just afraid of sounding foolish in front of their 
peers. Perhaps they have learned that by complaining they can get away 
with not doing it—the teacher will give in.  After all, when students have 
to speak in class, they have to pay attention and think about what they are 
going to say—which is hard work. However, the exciting thing is that once 
students see that they can express themselves, at ever higher levels, they 
become more motivated and excited to continue!

Getting Students Speak Up
After years of observing students’ behavior in the classroom, I’ve witnessed 
myriad ways teachers unwittingly discourage students from speaking the 
language. Some teachers only provide grammar practice, leaving communi-
cative activities for level 3 & 4 students. Sadly, by then, many students have 
dropped the class from boredom or poor performance. Even when some 
teachers provide opportunities for speaking, the teacher corrects every ut-
terance coming from the student’s mouth. This focus on the negative practi-
cally guarantees the student will be reluctant to speak again. Other tactics to 
avoid? 

Giving students grades at random times during speaking practice. Keep •	
practice and testing separate.
Allowing other students to laugh at or otherwise ridicule a student’s ef-•	
fort to speak.
Requiring or rewarding only memorized phrases and utterances.•	

So what positive steps can be taken to get students talking?
Get students talking on the first day. •	 Keep 

it simple.  Use cognates when possible, start with 
one-word responses, yes/ no, either/ or, naming. 
Tracy Terrell1 and Stephen Krashen’s2 Natural Ap-
proach and language acquisition recommendations 
work well. 

Engage students in choral practice•	 : songs, 
rhymes, tongue twisters, etc. that let students 
hear themselves as they try out these new strange 
sounds—without being singled out.

Provide non-threatening, non-graded •	
practice. Have students work in pairs and small 
groups. (Remember David W. and Roger R. John-
son’s famous words “It’s hard to get left out of a 
pair!”) 

Design communicative practice where the •	
focus is on the communication rather than grammar. Save the gram-
mar for a defined grammar review and practice at a different time—and 
then, be selective; don’t try to fix everything at once!
Personalize the communicative practice•	 . Students like to talk about 
themselves and find out about their peers.
Integrate culture into communicative activities whenever possible.•	
Reward students’ efforts to speak and to express their own thoughts.•	

Help students create some rules of conduct themselves. •	 Respect, not 
ridicule, during classroom speaking exercises should be the guiding 
principle. Give the students responsibility for creating a learning 
environment in which they each feel comfortable to speak.
Provide DAILY speaking practice.•	  True communicative exercises, not 
memorized speech, takes more effort but gets the students thinking in 
the target language.
Give students ample wait-time to THINK about their responses•	 . As 
first described by Mary Budd Rowe: look around the room to encourage 
everyone to mentally come up with a response. Don’t call anyone’s 
name until after the wait-time. The Think-Pair-Share technique* 
developed by Frank Lyman and colleagues is an effective way to get all 
students thinking and involved. 
Make speaking a significant part of all chapter and unit tests.•	  As we 
have learned from educator, author, and consultant on education reform 
and assessment Grant Wiggins3, “what gets counted, counts” in the mind 
of students.  If you don’t make speaking practice part of your tests, your 
students may be tempted to say, “why bother learning it if it isn’t on the 
test?”
Assess speaking proficiency using the ACTFL Scale, at periodic •	
intervals throughout the program.  Students will be motivated as they 
see their speaking proficiency is increasing.

Assessing Oral Proficiency
Often teachers will say that it is too difficult to assess speaking. Some 
teachers have huge classes that make it impossible to interview each student 
individually. Many teachers do not have access to sophisticated language 
labs. They don’t have time to develop taped SOPI-like tests and they find 
audio tapes extremely time consuming to rate. Fortunately, 
it is now easier to assess students’ proficiency and thereby 
motivate students.
With periodic proficiency assessments using the ACTFL 
Scale students see that they are moving toward their 
speaking goal. For example, a student will know— I am at 
the Novice High level and this is what I have to do to reach 
the next level. This is an important step in helping students 
to become more responsible for their own learning and 
motivate them to continue with the language! This is why 
OWL Testing Software was created. 
OWL Testing Software makes it easy—easy-to-create speaking tests and 
easy and far less time-consuming to rate speech samples. Best of all, the 
software will function in any computer lab or library, etc. that connects to 
the school’s intranet. 
Teaching and assessing speaking proficiency is one sure way to motivate 
your students to reach higher levels of overall language proficiency.  So be 
sure to listen to your students when they say they want to learn to SPEAK 
the language!  
* Think-Pair-Share is a cooperative discussion strategy developed by Frank Lyman and colleagues in 
Maryland. It gets its name from the three stages of student action, with emphasis on what students are 
to be DOING at each of those stages. See http://www.readingquest.org/strat/tps.html for details.

Periodic proficiency 
assessments using the 
ACTFL Scale let students 
see that they are moving 
toward their speaking goal.
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Why Choose OWL Testing Software?

For more information, 
visit www.owlts.com
or call 412.915.9072

Save time and resources•	
Simplify oral proficiency testing and rating•	
Automate rote tasks•	
Eliminate need for special software on user machines•	
Provide productive classroom interaction for students while the •	

	  teacher works on communicative tasks
Collect accurate data to measure program success over time and •	

	 across languages 
Maintain complete control over curriculum and testing by authoring •	

	 your own assessments
Use our proven oral proficiency exams created for 5 languages*•	
Test all modes of communication•	
Create and deliver any type of test, such as: •	

SOPI-like oral response tasks 	 • Classroom quizzes•	
High stakes exams	 • Pre-employment exams•	

Improve instruction and enhance program articulation •	

* see Assessing Students Oral Proficiency: A Case for Online Testing p. 377, Foreign  
	 Language Annals Volume No. 3, Fall 2007
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OWL Testing Software lets you create 
assessments to fit your curriculum. 
Students, teachers, raters and 
administrators can use the software from 
any computer with access to your intranet 
(or the internet) using a simple web 
interface. 

PALs provides practice activities to 
help students build vocabulary using 
a game-like interface.

http://www.owlts.com



