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Getting Students to Talk in the Target Language
The "Strand of the Month" for September is interpersonal communication and Pd fike to focus on the oral portion of this strand. What
are some ways te engage and involve our students with oral conversation from the very beginning? What are some ways to continue
that exciting entrée through the year and through their career asjanguage learners?

Gathering ma 1

K Pay attention to what the students are talking about as they come in to elass, stand in the hellway, or chat in
the cafeteria. Listen carefully without being intrusive and always remain aware of confidentiality, Just get a sense of the topics
that are capturing their interest on any given day.

Do this every day so your ideas stay current. Students can simell a stale idea almost before it formulates in your mind, Get them to
tall about these subjects in the T1. by asking questions of 2 general nature that touch on the topics, Develap debates on the more
controversial topies. Loak to the Internet for interactive ideas; there are many great websites oul there that can give you wonderful inspiration.

Find pietures to use a5 conversation stimuli, Ads in magazines are an excellent source since they provide a current context for the exchange. There are
several excellent books of conversution drawings avatlable as well, but my students like the quirky advertisement pictures best.

Providing informaton:

g Leave room for students to ask questions. Be sure to provide sufficient information, in the form of a rubric for a formal assessment
orin a list of "be sure to include ..." if it is a less forma situation, so that students kngw what you expect from them. Always
encourage them to ask for further details, They need to learn to seek infortnation and to manipulate those interrogatives.

1 stndents have good control of the interrogatives, they will soon discover that they can control the conversation, making
respotses more predictable and manageable. They will become good conversationalists and good reporters of what they have heard.

ities:

Everyday every student should have as much time as possible to spealt the language. Working in pairs, or small groups, provides lots
of opportunily for speaking and eommunicating, Take the vocalndary out of the book and make the tanguage become a real means of
communication. Insist on the use of interrogatives in these paired encounters, Not all of these conversations need to be graded far
anything other than doing it

Provide the students with a word bank and ask them to role play a eonversation sbout the vacabulary topic. Be sure to include all parts
of speech in the word bank you provide, Make up two lists of vocahulary that are different, but from the same lesson. Distribute the
listy so that each partnership has list A and list B. Student A must use the words in List A, while Student B must use the words on List B during their
conversation, Switeh lists and do another conversation with the same words, Students will be swrpriged at the difference in the twe conversations.

There should he » reasonabie combination of impromptu and presared conversations. Those thet are imprompty can be practice situations
with new material that lead them to the ability to do a prepared conversation {skit) at the end of the lesson. However, some of the imprompte
A exercises should be graded. Encouraging students to think on their feet isa necessary step to successful real-life
conversations,

J Be sure students understand these are conmunicative exerciges and not Just exercises in making up random sentances
that use speeffic words. Start with a st of 6 to 8 words and expand it as (heir confidence grows. Create high-energy
oeations for the simulations by locating the situations in places where the students engage in thelr preferred
after-school activities. You don’t have to wait for the adventure vocabulary to have a getting-to-know-you conversation.

ate a patural simuolation:
The students spend a great deal of time with their friends on the internet. Bring those writing exchanges and expetiences into the oral
realm and have them do some web-cam conversations. This can be accomplished within your classroom ¥ your sehool has fivewall and

safety fssues you need to accommodate. Web cams are inexpensive, easy to install, and easy to operate. Students will enjoy the visual
dimension of their on-line conversatinns.

Creating the assignments:

When you are ereating assigniments for the students, keep in mind the proficlency aspect of your
expectations. You want them to be aetively engaged in using the material {words, structure, and coneepts] to communicate thelr
ideas. Vary these eulminating activities so they take different forms. With this type of activity there is really no tight or wrong
angwer, §0 encdurage students to express their opinions.

Remember to include cultural behaviars thal appear in an oral commamication: things such as personal space, register, eye
contact, gestres, and postire ave 2l parl of baw one person communicates with another,

Building & conununity of trust is paramount to suceessful language learning. When the students understand that they will
not be eriticized, or Jaughed at, when they rnake mistakes they wilt be much more willing to try. Remind them of how they learned to
vide a bike, play an instrument, or play a sport. It all takes repetition and learning from mistakes to become hetter at it. Start them
on the fivst day with the simple phrases and keep biilding so that they find it natural to speak only the TL in the classraem and with
particular individuals, Sharing your mistakes with them will go a long way toward raising the comfort level. Give some examples of
how you chose a wrong word (tnaybe a false cognate?) that led ta a completely different, and perhaps embarrassing, message, When
they realize that even the teacher makes mistakes, the students relax.
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‘The real key here is to keep students talking, in controlled and wncontrolled situations. The teacher doesn’t always have to be the
feader; give the students an opportunity to tatk about anything they wish, The only requirement is that it must be in the TL. Give a very
reasonable, easy to achieve time frame, and let therm exceed that limit before you stop them. Reward ther by letting them know they
talked for "twice aslong” as vou had asked them to talk!

This month's Dear YANA column has alot of specific examples to get you started on helping your students become more comfortable
and more eager to use their new langunge.
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