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Encouraging students 
to speak in English
Daniela Gajardo González 
Yungay, Chile



Focusing the issue

After some reflection, she came up with three questions to 
focus her research:

1. How do my students feel when they are speaking in 
English?

2. Why are they so reluctant to speak in English?

3. What opportunities do they have to speak in English  
in the course of a lesson?

 
Why do you speak Spanish?

In her search for answers, Daniela decided to observe her 
students’ behaviour and make notes. She wanted to know 
how they responded to different techniques and activities, 
and thought this would help her reflect on her teaching 
approach too.  
 
An important lesson 
The first thing she observed was that they always 
responded to questions in Spanish, so she set up a 
discussion activity to find out why. 

Their answer was very surprising! 

And at that moment Daniela had already learned her first 
lesson:

From that point on she made a commitment to her students 
to speak only in English, and to encourage them to try to do 
the same.

How do you feel?

To find out how the students feel when they speak English, 
Daniela gave them a questionnaire in Spanish (see Appendix) 
and asked them to describe their feelings.  Almost 80% of 
them wrote that most of the time they felt nervous, insecure, 
not confident, afraid of making mistakes and even frustrated 
(the Appendix contains more detailed results). 
 
Why? 
Sadly, it turned out that this was because every time they 
tried, the rest of the class would laugh, make fun, or just not 
pay attention. So, they were not able to take advantage of 
the opportunities they had to speak English because they 
were inhibited or worse, intimidated.

Why don’t you try to 
answer me in English, 

even when you have the 
skills and enough key 

words to do it?

Every time we answer you in Spanish, 
you assume we don’t understand the 
question or can’t express ourselves in 

English, so you explain everything to us 
in Spanish, and then we just get used to 
having everything explained in Spanish.

I should never 
underestimate my students. 

They have acquired the 
skills they need but if I don’t 

allow them to use them, 
they won’t try at all!
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Daniela Gajardo González teaches English to 7th 
grade (13-year-old) students in a school located in a 
rural area in the Bío Bío Region. There are 38 
students from diverse socio-economic backgrounds 
in her class and they study English five hours per 
week. They are intelligent and affectionate children, 
eager and willing to learn new things and always full 
of energy. However, even though they would happily 
do anything Daniela asked of them, she noticed that 
they were reluctant to speak in English and often 
responded to her questions in Spanish. She became 
concerned about this and decided to look into her 
students’ feelings about using English.



Do you want to speak English?

Daniela then looked into whether her students wanted to 
speak English and discovered that they were, in fact, highly 
motivated. They liked the idea that they would be able to go 
abroad to English-speaking countries, communicate with 
native speakers and learn about their culture. They also 
pointed out that English is useful for understanding video 
games and songs, and getting a good job. Some even said 
that it made them feel more intelligent and important.

After Daniela had all the information she needed, she and 
her students were all ready to get involved in making some 
changes to their lessons. The learners even suggested 
some interesting and relevant activities to improve their 
speaking skills such as games, debates, drama or role play, 
using songs and movies. As Daniela put it:

‘We were headed on a long journey, and everyone was on 
board the train ready to begin.’

The journey 
 
There were two main areas that they should work on: 
creating a safe and positive learning environment; and 
introducing a variety of classroom activities to encourage 
and develop speaking. 
 
Create a safe and positive learning environment 
The first and most important challenge was to tackle the 
main reason Daniela’s students did not dare to speak 
English – inhibition or fear of being laughed at. Daniela set 
about helping her students to show respect and empathy, 
and creating an atmosphere that would encourage the 
development of self-esteem and confidence. Her aim was 
to create a safe and positive learning environment and 
build trust. To accomplish this, she introduced a monthly 
strategic change of seats and selection of a student of the 
month. Each month she seated a less confident student 
with a different ‘tutor’ (a more confident student who was 
also more confident in English). Each Monday she also 
asked the students at the end of the back row to move to 
the front row, thereby rotating learners so all of them could 
enjoy sitting at the front at least twice a month. A student of 
the month was selected by all the teachers who taught this 
class, not only Daniela, and was awarded on the basis of 
behaviour: participation, effort, positive contributions to 
the class dynamic, and helpfulness. The award gave the 
students something to aim for but also enabled them to be 

recognised and rewarded by their peers, teachers and 
parents.  
 
Students demonstrating unacceptable behaviour or 
difficulties with learning were not ignored. Student and 
parent meetings were introduced to deal with issues such 
as bullying, a reluctance to speak, worryingly low self-
esteem, and difficulties with learning. In addition, every 
time there was a problem with relationships between 
learners, class discussions were held. The chairs would be 
placed in a circle, the situation discussed and possible 
solutions put forward. Throughout the school year the 
school counsellor, head teacher and psychologist also 
worked with the students to develop different strategies to 
promote respect and tolerance.  
 
Increase the number and variety of 
opportunities to speak English 
The second major area for change was to increase the 
opportunities for students to speak English, and introduce 
a greater variety of speaking activities.  
 
Daniela started by introducing more pair and group work. 
By encouraging learners to speak with their peers in this 
way, rather than in front of the whole group, she hoped 
they would not be so anxious, or afraid of making mistakes. 
And, if they did make mistakes they could correct 
themselves with the help of their partners.   
 

She also found ways to increase individual participation. 
She made coloured wooden sticks with students’ names 
written on them and would randomly pick them out to give 
each student at least one opportunity to speak in English at 
some point during the 90-minute lesson. 
 
To check learners understood without reverting to Spanish, 
she used instruction checking questions (ICQs) and concept 
checking questions (CCQs) and learners answered these 
using their mini-whiteboards.  
 
She also incorporated continuous assessment. At the end of 
each term each student was assigned a mark (formative 
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assessment) based on class work completed. Doing this not 
only motivated the learners to complete the class work, but 
also allowed Daniela to continually check their 
understanding of the content. 
 
Increasing the variety of oral activities was difficult to 
achieve at the start but became easier with time. In the 
middle of each unit, Daniela got pairs to create and perform 
dialogues and role-plays. Volunteers performed these in 
pairs and by doing so gained some extra points which 
counted toward their assessments. To begin with they were 
shy and hesitant, but after the first pair performed theirs, 
most of the others also wanted to give it a go, and by the 
end of the year 90 per cent of the class was eagerly 
participating.  
 
Since students had shown a keen interest in songs, Daniela 
decided to use a song every two weeks. She got them to 
listen, sing and complete a worksheet. The first time, it 
didn’t go well at all because they were all too shy to sing, 
but she persevered and as they gained in confidence, they 
lost their inhibitions and began to enjoy themselves. She 
also tried using movies at the end of each term, but this 
didn’t work out as expected, because there was not 
enough time to watch and discuss them.  
 
One achievement Daniela is proud to report is gaining third 
place in the regional Public Speaking Contest, a 
competition organised by the Ministry of Education and 
part of its ‘English Opens Doors’ programme. As a result of 
this achievement, the school introduced a motivation plan 
for 7th and 8th grade students with the aim of preparing 
them for future competitions. In this contest, Daniela’s class 
delivered oral reports on the topic of ‘professions’. To 
prepare, they worked in small groups, chose a profession 
and prepared an oral report about it. The results were 
mixed because even though 34 per cent of her students 
achieved the standardised mark, they didn’t do their best 
and demonstrated that they didn’t have the necessary skills 
to perform well. In contrast, the other 66 per cent 
performed outstandingly, especially a small group of five 
who had been the shyest and most reluctant to speak. This 
group was so highly motivated to do their best that they 
outshone all the others.  
 
Some of the other activities she introduced successfully 
were: oral quizzes, pair and group discussions, and 
speaking games. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking back 
 
Looking back on their long and meaningful journey, Daniela 
feels that she has learned many valuable lessons, and two 
in particular. Firstly, it is a mistake to underestimate her 
students and their abilities. And secondly, she should 
always do her best as a teacher to create a safe and 
positive atmosphere that allows learners to work with 
confidence, and actively participate in their own learning.  
 
Undertaking this research project helped her to reflect on 
her teaching approach and techniques, which she 
confesses is sometimes so difficult to do, but she was able 
to bring about a change in her students’ learning and her 
own. She would recommend this experience to all teachers 
seeking to bring about a change for the better, and willing 
to embark on their own exciting journeys:

‘Research is a wonderful tool and opportunity to begin 
that change we so desperately need.’
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1. Do you like or enjoy speaking in English in class? 
 
Yes, I do: 20 students (53%) More or less: 13 students (34%) No, I don’t: 5 students (13%) 
  

2. Is it important to you to speak in English? 
 
Yes, it is: 30 students (79%) Not sure: 3 students (8%) No, it isn’t: 5 students (13%) 
  

b) Some of the most common answers they mention 
about not speaking in English were:

■■ When a student speaks in class, the others laugh 
and make fun at the one who is speaking when he/
she does not pronounce correctly. Apart from that, 
a big number of the students don’t pay attention 
when somebody else is speaking in front of the 
class.

■■ Some students feel uncomfortable, because they 
do not speak the language well, do not use 
accurate pronunciation, or do not understand the 
unit contents.

■■ A small group thinks the language is not interesting 
at all.

■■ There are some of them who don’t understand 
‘anything’ in English or it is very hard for them to 
comprehend the language.

■■ They feel nervous and insecure when speaking in 
English, and they do not like to be pushed to speak 
it in public.

■■ One of them needs more practice.

a) Some of the most common positive reasons they 
mentioned about speaking in English were:

■■ Students feel more intelligent.

■■ They can learn it very fast.

■■ Students can manage to express the language 
orally in a better way than in writing.

■■ They feel comfortable speaking English.

■■ Students develop speaking and body language 
skills.

Continued overleaf

Appendix 
Questionnaire and results
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a) Most of the benefits students consider they will 
acquire when learning English are:

■■ The highest percentage of the students think the 
language is useful because they can communicate 
with native speakers; learn about their culture and 
go abroad to English speaking countries.

■■ In most jobs it is compulsory to speak English.

■■ Students can understand video games.

■■ They feel that learning English makes them feel 
important and intelligent.

■■ They can communicate more fluently.

■■ Some of the students would like to travel around 
the world.

■■ Two of the students are interested in studying a 
professional career related to the language.

■■ They are aware that English is compulsory in most 
university programs.

b) The reasons of students who are not interested in 
learning the language were:

■■ They believe it is a boring language, and they are 
not aware of the importance and the benefits they 
can get from learning the language.

3. Would you like to speak English in the future? 
 
Yes, I would: 32 students (79%) Not sure: 3 students (8%) No, I wouldn’t: 3 students (8%) 
  

4. In class, what is the percentage you understand from it?

Percentage Students Analysis
 

100% 3  

90% 8

80% 6

70% 2

60% 3

50% 5

40% 7

30% 1

20% 1

10% 1

0% 1

Children who understand more than 50 per cent of the class said that 
they could not always understand each word from the class. However, 
they could understand the main and secondary ideas in order to 
develop a high level of understanding, and that was enough for them to 
comprehend the class.

Students who do not understand the whole class argue that the lack 
of discipline of the class distracts them from paying attention and 
concentrating properly.
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5. How do you feel at the moment of speaking English or performing oral activities in class? 
 
15 students (40%): 
This group of students feels comfortable, relaxed and fine when they speak English in class. They feel that 
performing oral activities in classes will help them to develop accurate speaking skills.

23 students (60%): 
These students feel nervous, insecure, and not confident because they do not have a proper or accurate 
command of the language; its pronunciation and grammar structures. Most of them said they get nervous, lack 
confidence and feel embarrassed when speaking because they are afraid of making mistakes, and hearing their 
classmates laugh at their errors.

Among the answers, a few students said that when they know the correct answers, they feel great, but when the 
answers are wrong they feel frustrated.

Finally, only one of them said he does not like oral quizzes or tests because he is not sure about his pronunciation.

6. What kinds of activities do you like or would like to do in English classes? 

7. Do you have enough opportunities to speak and practice English in class? 
 

 
Most of the answers to this question were focused on doing more practical, funnier and group activities in classes. 
Some of the proposed activities were (by order of preference):

■■ songs, games, karaoke, movies, oral exercises, acting, puzzles and jigsaws, Pictionary, group contests, 
spelling, debates and repeating and learning words pronunciation.

Apart from that, some students proposed more hours of English classes and an English workshop after school.

Yes, there are: 31 students (82%) Sometimes: 3 students (8%) No, there aren’t: 4 students (10%) 
  

a) The students also mentioned that:

■■ They do have lots of opportunities; nevertheless 
they do not take advantage of them because they 
feel that their English level is not as good as they 
want it to be. 

■■ They also feel afraid and embarrassed to participate 
because their classmates make fun and laugh at 
their pronunciation.

■■ Some of them said that when they understand the 
topic or main idea they participate actively, however 
when they are not sure of the answers or activities 
they prefer not to do it. And they only answer when 
they are asked to do it, but not voluntarily.

■■ A few students try to speak to their classmates too, 
in order to practice their speaking skills more.

b) The students mentioned:

■■ Sometimes they do not want to participate because 
more advanced students or the ones who have a 
higher level of the language do not let the others 
participate.

■■ Two of the students said they do not have 
opportunities because they do not speak in English 
at all.

■■ Three of the students said that they do not 
participate as much as they would like to, in order to 
the give the opportunities to the rest of their 
classmates.
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