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How to improve speaking 
skills in learners
Nino Sturua

In this report, Nino describes how 
her research originated after 
observing her students’ reluctance 
to participate in speaking activities, 
especially discussions and debates. 
From the data collected she found 
that to boost their confidence and 
improve their participation, her 
support and encouragement were 
as important as planning the right 
fluency activities.  
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Teaching context
I work at Samtredia Public School No.1 in the Imereti 
region of Georgia. Our school is one of the largest 
schools in Samtredia, accommodating approximately 
900 students from elementary to secondary levels. I 
cater to learners across various proficiency levels 
within this diverse student body.

The research I conducted pertains to the tenth 
grade class, comprising 22 students.

Research focus
In light of my observation, I have chosen to 
focus on my students’ apparent reluctance 
to express themselves freely in English. They 
exhibited a notable lack of confidence when 
making presentations, participating in discussions 
or engaging in dialogues. Consequently, I have 
undertaken this research to delve into the root 
causes of this issue since despite their ongoing 
learning of vocabulary and grammar, a deficiency in 
their speaking abilities persists.

To initiate my research, I formulated exploratory 
questions aimed at gaining a comprehensive 
understanding of this situation:

These students attend English classes twice a week, 
consistently engaging with the language since their 
early schooling years. Their collective proficiency in 
English is at an intermediate level. While some 
exhibit commendable skills in writing, or listening, 
there is a noticeable reluctance among 
many to participate in speaking
activities actively.

Samtredia Public School No.1

1. What kind of fluency activities do my students 
prefer?

2. How do my students prefer to practice this new 
vocabulary?

3. What kind of fluency activities do my colleagues 
use in the classroom and what do they think 
about personalisation of a target language?

For answering questions and for collecting data I 
used the following methods and tools: 

• Reflective journal 

• Student questionnaire 

• Interview with colleagues
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I maintained a reflective journal throughout the 
process (four weeks), diligently documenting my 
observations of my students’ behaviour and their 
interactions. The central focus of my reflections 
centred on my strategies to actively engage and 
support students during various speaking activities 
as well as my approach to providing pertinent 
feedback.

In crafting the student questionnaires, I devised a 
diverse array of inquiries, totalling ten questions in 
all. These questions were thoughtfully constructed 
to elicit insights into the underlying reasons 
behind the students’ reluctance to participate in 
speaking activities. Given the target demographic 
of students, the questions were designed to be 
clear, straightforward, concise and well-organised, 
ensuring ease of comprehension and response.

I also conducted two interviews with my 
colleagues to ask about their own experiences and 
perspectives on the topic. Additionally, I seized 
the opportunity to observe one of my colleague’s 
lessons, specifically focusing on activities geared 
towards fostering students’ courage and confidence 
in speaking. This firsthand observation provided 
valuable insights into effective instructional 
approaches that promote student engagement and 
participation in speaking activities.

Findings
In relation to the fluency activities they prefer,  
the data suggested that 13 learners (out of 22) 
preferred role plays; one student articulated this 
preference by stating ‘I like taking part in role-
plays because I feel more confident‘. Six students 
enjoyed giving personal information and only two 
preferred making presentations. However, reflective 
notes indicated that making presentations was 
the most challenging for learners due to shyness 
while speaking in front of a large audience. In my 
journal, I wrote, ‘I have noticed that my students 
are somewhat tense and apprehensive while 
making presentations in front of the class‘. One 
student confirmed this by saying, ‘ I feel a little bit 
shy when I stand in front of my class and make a 
presentation, as I am not confident about whether I 
use my words correctly‘. 

The student questionnaires also revealed a 
predominant sentiment of shyness among the 
majority of students when faced with speaking in 
front of the entire class. Furthermore, it emerged 
that many students encountered challenges, 
particularly in engaging in debates, preferring 
instead to utilise newly acquired vocabulary in 
written form. Debates were also challenging due to 
vocabulary limitations, as learners found it difficult 
to generate arguments in English.

Regarding the practice of new vocabulary, 13 
learners (out of 22) preferred using target vocabulary 
in writing, five used it in speaking, and five used it 
when giving personal information, as indicated by 
the questionnaire and reflective notes. My journal 
data confirmed this since I noted that learners 
used new words in writing without any hesitation, 
‘During writing tasks, I noticed my students use new 
vocabulary as they do not feel shy‘. Despite being 
comfortable with using target vocabulary in writing, 
learners found it challenging to incorporate new 
words into spoken language. While some used new 
words when speaking or giving personal information, 
the majority still preferred to utilise the target 
language in writing. Additionally, most learners used 
target vocabulary while communicating with foreign 
friends, primarily in written forms and incorporating it 
into spoken language.

During interviews, most of my colleagues reported 
using role-play as a fluency activity, believing it 
engaged learners more effectively. One colleague 
mentioned, ‘I noticed that they find role-play more 
entertaining‘. A few of them used story-telling, as 
they thought students could create stories that 
helped them use new vocabulary. One noted: 
‘Pictures give them more motivation, and they use 
words without any hesitation‘.  Additionally, one of 
them used personalisation as a fluency activity. She 
said: ‘My students feel free when they speak about 
themselves.‘

To sum up my findings, I can conclude that despite 
using various speaking activities in my classroom, 
my students lacked self-confidence, which stemed 
from their shyness. They appeared to need more 
support and resources to build their courage when 
speaking in front of the class. 
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Action Plans
Based on the findings, it appears that the students’ 
hesitance to engage in speaking activities isn’t 
primarily due to a lack of vocabulary, as initially 
presumed, given their proficiency in written tasks. 
Rather, it seems to be related to difficulties when 
attempting fluency exercises, as well as their 
shyness and insecurity, indicating a need for more 
practice and support. They can also benefit from a 
wider variety of speaking activities.

To address these issues, I will diversify the classroom 
activities I implement in the classroom with 
fluency exercises such as presentations, debates, 
discussions, and dialogues. By offering a wide range 
of speaking tasks, I aim to build their confidence 
and improve their oral communication skills. 
Furthermore, providing personalised assistance and 
encouragement will foster their progress in this area.

Final re!ections
Thanks to this exploratory research I have gained 
valuable knowledge about my teaching practice 
and my students’ learning. I have learned about my 
students’ difficulties and understood the reasons for 
their challenges during oral tasks. Moreover, I have 
recognised that the heterogeneous nature of the 
class, with students of varying abilities, necessitates 
an individualised approach and increased support to 
bolster their speaking skills.

Through this research, students have been 
empowered to identify their own strengths and 
weaknesses in speaking activities, enabling them to 
make informed judgments about their learning and 
take proactive steps to enhance their performance, 
knowledge and skills.

Additionally, I had the opportunity to implement 
my action plan this year. It has had good results.  
yielded significant progress in my students’ fluency 
skills. Most of them are willing to engage in fluency 
activities during the lesson. So, their progress is 
visible due to my timely reaction to their difficulties. 
Yet, there are still some students who show 
reluctance but I am considering to keep on working 
with them to solve this problem.

To sum up, this experience taught me how 
significant it is to learn about learners’ problems, 
how to react to them and how to find solutions. 
Therefore, I am planning to use the research process 
in my teaching to make my students’ learning 
process more effective. 
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The author
‘This experience taught me how significant it is to 
learn about learners’ problems, how to react to them 
and how to find solutions.‘ 

I am Nino Sturua, an English mentor teacher. I 
hold a bachelor’s and a master’s degree in English 
philology, and a doctoral degree (PhD) in Philology. 
I am a Cambridge TKT and Cambridge CELTA 
certified teacher. I have experience teaching English 
to all ages, from primary to adult levels. I am an 
enthusiastic, dedicated, and determined teacher, 
always ready to improve in my field. My favourite 
quote ‘If you hear a voice within you say you cannot 
paint, then by all means paint, and that voice will 
be silenced‘ by Vincent van Gogh, has become the 
motto of my life.
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