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Teaching context

This exploratory action research was carried out at Woldia University. Woldia University
is located in the North Wollo zone of the Amhara regional state, Ethiopia. The university
was established in 2011 and admits students to both undergraduate and postgraduate
degrees. Woldia University is close to Lalibela Hewn Churches, one of the Seven Wonders
of the World, and Ethiopia’s popular tourist destination. | teach communicative English
language skills and English literature courses at the university.

This research was carried out with 32 first-year pedagogical science students at the
university. These groups of students are aged between 19 and 24 years and come from
different parts of the country after completing their secondary education at the end of
2021. Some of them are from very peripheral areas, some from nearby towns and others
from rural villages. They are also from different cultural, socio-economic and linguistic
backgrounds.

| focused my research on speaking skills because | noticed that students had no
eagerness to speak English in class. This topic was selected because | noticed from my
tea-ching observations in the class that this group of students had no eagerness to
speak in English in my communicative English language skills classes. To understand
more about the problem, | considered anecdotal evidence that indicates that speaking
is one of the most missed skills among secondary and tertiary students in Ethiopia,
although the curriculum supports this skill. Several reasons can be mentioned
regarding this issue, but the most common reason is that unlike most countries of
Africa, where English is used as the medium of instruction and also as a means of daily
interaction in and out of school, speaking in English in Ethiopia is mostly limited to
classroom settings. This means that it needs to be emphasised in classroom settings if
it is to find its roots in daily interactions. In many instances, secondary school leavers
join higher-learning institutions with poor English language speaking skills in Ethiopia.
Consequently, most of these students show no interest in speaking in English in classes.

Speaking in English, however, not only helps learners foster the development of other
associated skills but also opens opportunities to explore more about language skills. It
is also an important aspect of skill, knowledge and attitudinal changes in education.
Speaking is considered a basic skill for tertiary students in Ethiopia where English is
used as a medium of instruction. Besides, speaking in English in classes helps develop
the teaching—learning process. Understanding this situation is important, as it has
pedagogical implications.



To help me understand the situation, | designed four exploratory research
questions. These were:

. What is the perception of my students towards speaking English
in class?

. What speaking opportunities do my students have in class?

. What do my students think of the strategies | use to promote
speaking English in class?

. What do my colleagues think about my students’ speaking skills?

These exploratory action research questions would help me put the problem into
perspective to help establish what the real issues were.

To answer the above research questions, | collected data through questionnaires,
classroom observation and interviews. The respondents for the questionnaire were
32 first-year pedagogical science students at Woldia University. A questionnaire was
prepared to collect perceptions and is best studied if we use questionnaires. So to know
my students’ attitudes toward speaking in English in class, | designed this
questionnaire and administered it to 32 students. Classroom observations were
conducted four times in two weeks during communicative English language skills
classes by a pedagogically trained instructor at the university. Interviews were also
held with two English language teacher colleagues. These two senior colleagues
were chosen because they have had experience doing research on students’
speaking skills and how to handle it in English classes.

The findings from the exploration indicated the following: 40 per cent of learners
responded that they feel ashamed of English speaking because they think that they
make mistakes in front of other people and did not participate in an oral presentation
to promote their speaking skills, but 81 per cent of the students have willingness and
motivation to speak in English. Thirty-seven per cent of learners have problems with
speaking loudly, articulating words clearly and maintaining eye contact. Thirty-seven per
cent believe that speaking is not a difficult skill to master. Half of the learners said their
teacher does not organise their class in group work as a speaking strategy.

Using the observation and interview, the following results were recorded.

Learners did not want to participate in classroom oral presentations. They chose a
representative who did it on their behalf (observation). This was someone who was
most likely an extrovert and was not afraid of speaking in English. Learners were also
seen and responded that they wanted to speak but struggled with speaking (observation
and interview). They were afraid to make mistakes in front of the whole class and kept
silent during the classes (interview). Learners also had problems speaking loudly (so that
the mistakes will not be more pronounced) and articulating words clearly
(observation). The majority of learners kept silent and tended to avoid speaking in
English in class (observation). The majority of learners wanted to speak but struggled
to speak English and they were not confident (interview).



After considering the findings of the exploration, | designed a think-pair-share
activity that allows learners to practise and promote speaking about any topic to each
other in a safer way. They would make mistakes with their peers and be
corrected without feeling judged. To help improve their confidence, | designed
self-introduction activities. In addition, | prepared short daily speaking activities with
information gaps. The students would work in pairs to fill in the gaps. As they
participated in these activities, opportunities to speak increased and their
confidence to speak would also increase.

To evaluate the effect of an action plan on a student’s speaking skills, | used peer
observation and focus group interviews. These actions were implemented and
evaluated using peer observation over a two-week period (during and after the
intervention, i.e. second and third week of May and the end period). A focus group
interview was conducted at the end of the intervention period to have a perspective on
the effect of the planned actions.

The results indicated that the think-pair-share strategy gave each learner an
opportunity to speak to one another. As they had no choice but to speak to their
peers, they were able to speak to their peers who they were comfortable with. From
the group interview, student responses were as follows:

First | was nervous to speak in English during our
communicative English language skills course lessons. | did
not want to speak as | was afraid to speak in English in front
of students whom | have not known them before. But after the
teacher sits me in pair, | am able to speak and avoid daunting
to speak in English. | become relaxed and speak well.

Another student in the group said:

I had no good habit of speaking in English in classes. | always
chose to be kept silent in classes because | had no exposure
how to speak English in classes but after the action is
implemented | feel confidence and courage to speak in English.
I now freely speak without daunting and my peers encourage
me to speak English more.

According to the peer observations, the self-introductions took off slowly due to the
anxiety, but as the students saw that they were not judged, it improved. It increased the
opportunities for them to speak. The learners were more willing to make oral
presentations compared to the time before the implementation of the action plan.



The students initially struggled with information-gap activities. In pairs, they conversed
and attempted to respond to the activities. This seemed to improve with time as they
became freer to converse and fill the information gaps (data from the observation). In a
focus group interview, a student explains the advantages of learning in pair work:

Pair work activities give me a higher percentage of talking in
my real speaking activities. As working in pair creates safe
environment to speak which is like a one-on-one conversation,
it is a two-way communication. And we were able to complete
information-gap activities. This gives me chance both to ask
and to answer a question which also helps me to develop
skills of interaction with my peers and classmates. It helps me
improve social skills.

Because the speaking happened in pairs, the mistakes they made did not feel as severe
as if made in front of the whole class. In their opinion, this seemed to increase
their confidence levels in speaking. My students were also able to use the newly learned
vocabulary in the information-gap activities. They even seemed more interested in
speaking, using vocabulary they use in the class. This also helped them feel less
anxious and more confident when working with peers in group or pair activities than
during whole-class discussions (data from the focus group interview).

In the implementation of short daily vocabularies with information gaps, students were
provided with materials to meet certain vocabulary and grammatical targets. This
activity required the students to work co-operatively in pairs where they had to speak
and express information, feelings and ideas.

The anxiety to speak had earlier made the students afraid to speak and articulate words
clearly. They were afraid others would hear them make mistakes. As they participated in
pairs and through daily activities, the amount of speaking also improved. They were able
to speak English better than before. Their vocabulary skill has also improved, as they
were seen speaking during classes.

Reflecting on this experience, | realise that | will continue to teach based on
exploring classroom problems and situations that will help me better understand my
learners’ attitudes toward my lessons and their general willingness to learn. Thanks to
the proposed change that has let me know what | did not before, | have come to know
the problems of my students because of their voices. My teaching will then be based
on letting my stu-dents be the source of all my teaching activities.



