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9. The confidence  
to speak
Alex Pariguana  
Arequipa, Peru



Why focus on confidence in speaking?
What inspired Alex to undertake this research was an 
incident which happened two years previously. 

“At the end of the month, after receiving their final grades, 
one of my students in Intermediate 5 approached me and 
asked to talk with me in private. What he said was:

That is a day I will never forget. I felt useless. It was the end 
of the course and I could no longer help my student to 
improve his speaking skills. If only I had paid more 
attention to my student’s feelings and performance from 
the first day of classes, he would have felt included and 
been part of the class as other students.”

Alex reflected that although students may be placed in the 
correct level according to their ability in other skills, if they 
aren’t able to speak at that level, this can lead to 
frustration. Those students will be reluctant to participate 
in speaking activities because of a lack of confidence, and 
also a lack of opportunity to practise inside and outside the 
classroom. This problem can result in divisions in the class 
between those who perform at a high level and those who 
lack the communicative ability to express their thoughts 
and feelings. Furthermore, the learning environment can 
become far from inclusive, with learners who are less 
confident or able to communicate becoming excluded or 
left behind.

Alex Pariguana teaches university students from 
different faculties and professional programs at 
San Agustin University, Arequipa in the university's 
Language Center.

He teaches elementary, pre-intermediate, 
intermediate and advanced students. In the 
Language Center, students remain with the same 
teacher for a month, and then move to a different 
class with a different teacher. 

Alex describes himself as a teacher committed to 
making the lessons relevant and inspiring to his 
students. He loves integrating technology, but 
recognises that it has limitations when it comes to 
communication and interaction.

Teacher, why can’t I speak  
English like some of my 

classmates? We are in the same 
class but I feel that I do not 

belong in this level.
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Focus of exploration
Alex decided that looking into this area would not only help 
him to improve as a teacher, but it would also promote an 
inclusive environment and help his mixed-level students find 
the confidence to interact and express their feelings and 
thoughts. He also hoped that perhaps his story could help 
other teachers to be more aware of students’ feelings 
towards certain speaking activities. 

“Confidence is the foundation of success and our work  
is to inspire students by encouraging them.”

The mixed-level class that Alex chose to focus his research 
on consisted of 18 learners aged between 16 and 50.  
Their lessons were 1 hour 45 minutes long and took place 
every day from Monday to Friday. To start, Alex formulated 
three questions:

Collecting evidence
Alex recognised that students play a very important part in 
exploratory research, and should be given the opportunity 
to actively participate and express their feelings and 
opinions about the learning process. To this end he designed 
an initial anonymous questionnaire to learn more about their 
confidence and motivation levels (see Appendix 1). 

In addition to wanting to explore how students interact 
during lessons, Alex also realised that it would be essential to 
get objective feedback on his own performance. He decided 
that it would be useful to have two colleagues or critical 
friends to peer-observe – one to evaluate his performance 
and particularly the strategies he used (see Peer Observation 
Form 1 in Appendix 2), and the other to observe the learners 
interacting and note their abilities in speaking (see Peer 
Observation Form 2 in Appendix 3). He was lucky to have two 
colleagues willing to observe for him in this way.

Finally, he had the idea that, at the end of each lesson, he 
could get some immediate feedback from his students on 
how involved or included they felt by means of a simple 
feedback slip. Ten minutes before the end of every session, 
students would fill in a feedback slip before they left the 
room. This not only gave Alex useful information on students’ 
perceptions of the lesson, but also helped him to involve 
them in the project and be part of the process.

Feedback slip

What did Alex learn?

Students’ feelings about speaking,  
and their actual performance in class 
What Alex found out from the questionnaire responses was 
that the majority of students had negative feelings about 
expressing their ideas and thoughts in front of the class. They 
felt frustrated, nervous, or unable to say anything when 
asked. Moreover, they reported feeling that other students 
were critical of them, and that they were being assessed by 
the teacher, and they felt intimidated as a result. 

On a positive note, students did feel more confident when 
working and performing in small groups. However, the 
reasons they gave in the feedback slips for choosing to work 
alone at times or opting not to participate, was their lack of 
confidence due to difficulties with vocabulary and grammar. 

AREAS OF  
EXPLORATION

EXPLORATORY 
QUESTIONS

Exploring students’  
perceptions

How do my students feel 
and think when  
they have to speak?

Exploring behaviour

How do I teach my 
students to speak or 
express  
their thoughts 
effectively?

What are the 
characteristics of my 
students’  
speaking performance?

What did you like about  
the class?

Could anything have been  
done differently?

Comments or suggestions
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These findings were confirmed by his colleagues after the 
peer observation, who noted: 

■■ Students do not feel confident at the moment of speaking.

■■ Students do not have enough language structures and 
vocabulary to express their ideas.

■■ Students have some problems during certain exercises. 
This is because pair work and group work is not cohesive 
and collaborative.

The second observer also noted the following characteristic 
student behaviours:

■■ Interaction and fluency is affected by a lack of vocabulary 
and language structures.

■■ More than half of the students appear to struggle with 
confidence. 

■■ Although some exercises are inclusive, they do not have 
the desired impact.

■■ Some of the students do not talk because they do not 
seem to feel part of the class.

■■ Very good students tend to dominate.

■■ Students talk when they are supposed to talk, but most of 
the time this is not voluntary.

■■ Students’ speaking is affected by the teacher’s and 
classmates’ criticism or negative feedback.

Alex reflected on all of this and concluded that ‘publicly’ 
exposing students was probably inappropriate at times when 
he needed to assess and give feedback, and that this would 
negatively affect performance and confidence. He also 
recognised that rather than encouraging participation, he 
was provoking negative habits. He understood that he had to 
guide his students to real participation by fostering rapport in 
his class and respecting the different language learning 
preferences students had expressed in response to the 
questionnaires. He recognised that it was very important to 
regain students’ confidence by promoting appropriately 
challenging activities.

Feedback on Alex’s performance from his peers
Feedback from the peer observations confirmed the students’  
responses. His colleagues pointed out that he did not 
encourage or promote much participation. Instead, he tended  
to focus more on the book and the exercises. Also, student 
interaction dropped when the teacher forgot to model.

Alex reflected on this feedback and acknowledged that his 
focus should be on encouraging more student participation.  
He also recognised that some activity variations he had 
tried did not have the intended effect, i.e. they did not 
foster rapport or inclusivity – the learners were still not all 
involved, making his class unintentionally exclusive.  

However, Alex was also doing some things right. One observer  
mentioned that when he did model before activities this 
seemed to make students feel connected and included. 

Feedback from the students’ slips
Regular feedback from these simple slips helped Alex to 
identify appropriate strategies and activities to use. For 
example, students pointed out that they would feel more 
confident if they had the vocabulary they needed or could 
practice paraphrasing when they couldn’t remember the 
exact word they were looking for and they said that it would 
be good to have some suggestions of what to do if they 
froze while speaking. There were also many requests for 
Alex to model activities more. This was feedback that Alex 
could immediately use in planning the next sessions, and 
led him to modify his plans in response.

Action planning
Alex took all the feedback on board, and accepted that he 
would need to design different lessons and activities which 
were well-linked in order to promote ongoing interaction. 
He set about creating an action plan based on his findings, 
which would involve focussing on five strategies.

1. Pre-teaching vocabulary – While pre-teaching, Alex 
would focus on pronunciation too and create a context 
for using the vocabulary by means of different activities. 

2. Modelling – Since his performance hadn’t had the 
desired effect, he would need to change his approach. 
After all, as he put it, ‘How can I expect a change in my 
students’ performance if I do not change too? He would 
introduce some expressions which they could use, then 
show them an incomplete conversation on the board so 
that they could figure out when and how to use these 
expressions. Students would then be ready to perform 
their own conversations, and create new ones and 
expand on these using a wider range of new vocabulary. 
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3. Interaction – In an 
effort to promote 
interaction, Alex 
decided to reposition 
the furniture and 
arrange seating so 
that learners would 
be encouraged to 
interact and collaborate. In addition, he took on board 
a suggestion from one of his peer-observers to try 
grouping students into multi-level groups, and to 
regularly re-group.  

4. Collaboration – Alex felt, was the key to helping 
low-level students. Alex planned for them to be able to 
reflect on their performance together with others. 

5.  Variety of activities – Alex took into account the 
learning preferences expressed in response to the 
questionnaire and in feedback slips, and planned to 
introduce role-plays, presentations, short 
conversations and other interactive activities such as 
describing and comparing pictures and giving 
opinions on controversial topics.

Alex then created six lesson plans with clear learning 
outcomes, taking into account the five strategies  
listed above.

And was the action successful?
To find out the effects of his new actions, Alex used the same 
data collection tools as he had done during the exploratory 
phase – student questionnaire, peer observation, and the 
feedback slips throughout the implementation phase.  
And after analysing the data, he evaluated the impact of  
the intervention. 

Students felt confident enough to express their ideas and 
thoughts effectively. They interacted with each other and 
there was a high level of inclusion, one of his main concerns 
at the beginning of his research. Activities had fostered 
interaction and a collaborative atmosphere in the class. 

The number of students who now felt calm and safe had 
risen a lot, from 3 to 11, and levels of frustration and 
nervousness had decreased. Additionally, students felt they 
had acquired more vocabulary and learnt more expressions 
to use in discussion of specific topics or conversations. All 
students reported feeling motivated to speak and also 
indicated that they had sufficient opportunities to speak in a 
safe and interactive environment. The results showed that 
with the introduction of a variety of activities and strategies 
their speaking participation had greatly improved. 

Alex also found that, although students were a little surprised 
at first with his regular re-grouping, they soon became used 
to this and higher-level students collaborated well with 
lower-level students. His colleagues also noticed how the 
lower-level students seemed more committed to participating 
actively during role plays when working in mixed-level groups. 
Alex remembers how one student who really struggled with 
speaking persuaded her group not to write out a particular 
dialogue, and that after lots of spoken practice this resulted in 
a very natural and original conversation! 

Alex also felt that his 
performance as a 
teacher had improved. 
He became more 
aware of his students´ 
needs and made 
appropriate 
modifications to his 
lessons in order to 

involve his class and make it more inclusive. He also 
focused more on giving personalised feedback, for 
example using post-it notes to congratulate students on 
good points with some tips on what to watch out for – 
something he hadn’t felt he had time for before, but now 
realised was important. With each new session he noticed 
how students had started to correct themselves while 
speaking, something which really encouraged and 
motivated him during the project.

84 | The confidence to speak



Reflections
Alex believes that undertaking exploratory action research 
has given him the opportunity to push himself to give his 
best in the classroom. He now recognises that all the 
available approaches, methods, strategies, techniques and 
activities are useless to teachers if they do not recognise 
the issues confronting them and have clear goals to 
address them. He also understands the important role that 
students have to play in the teaching/learning process.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“I learned that we (teachers) are responsible for their 
failures as well as their successes. If they fail, we fail. If 
they succeed, it is also our success. It’s been a long time 
since I had this feeling of self-satisfaction of doing a great 
job in class. I haven’t had this rewarding feeling since I was 
just learning to teach. I couldn’t help that student a couple 
of years ago who felt he didn’t belong in the level, the man 
who motivated me to undertake this project. I wish I could 
go back to that time, but I can’t, I can only go forward.” 

And how does Alex feel he has benefited from the  
project overall?

“This has been the most reflective professional experience I 
have ever had. The whole experience has taught me to be 
aware of my students’ needs first and not to take things for 
granted. Typically, as teachers we can feel that nothing 
really changes after attending seminars, workshops or 
other educational events, but as a Champion Teacher,  
I can testify that the key to a successful class is in our 
classrooms, like laboratories, where we like scientists, 
together with our students are trying to achieve excellence. 
And it is important to share such experiences and take the 
opportunity to inspire others. I am so excited to see that the 
future of education is still in our hands - in our classrooms.”

How can we decide  
which strategy is the best  

if we do not ask them?  
Their role is essential.

Reflection questions

1.  To create a more inclusive classroom, Alex realised he needed to think more carefully about grouping, seating 
arrangements and collaboration. Do you teach multi-level groups? How do you ensure all your students participate and 
feel included? Are there any strategies in Alex’s action plan that you could use? How do you think they could help?

2.  At the end of each lesson, Alex collected immediate feedback from his students on how involved or included they felt 
by means of a simple feedback slip. What do you think are the benefits / disadvantages of getting immediate 
feedback like this from your students? What other ways of getting immediate feedback have you used / could you 
use? What kind of information would you like to collect?
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Appendix 1 -  Questionnaire

Dear students, this questionnaire is to collect your opinions and perceptions about your communicative abilities. Please, 
answer the following questions with a check (�) in the answer that best applies to you.

General information:

Age:             

Gender:    Male (    )    Female (    )

Date:         /         /2017

Thanks for your collaboration

1. Read the statement and choose if it is true always, sometimes or never Never Sometimes Always

I have enough vocabulary or phrases to express my ideas with confidence in class

My teacher motivates me to express my ideas and opinions in class

I have enough opportunities to participate actively in class

2. Order according to your preference. How do you 
prefer working during speaking exercises in class? 
From 1 (the highest score) to 3 (the lowest score)

Group Work

Individual Work

Pair Work

3. Order according to your preference. What abilities 
do you think are the most difficult when you have  
to speak English in class?  
From 1 (the highest score) to 6 (the lowest score)

Use of vocabulary

Use of language structures

Pronunciation

Accuracy

Fluency

Interaction

4. How do you feel when you speak  
English in the class?

(X)

Confident and sure of my abilities

Nervous of making mistakes

Frustrated because I do not find the correct 
words and phrases for my speech

I cannot say anything when I have to answer or 
ask some questions

5. What affects me more negatively when  
I speak English in class?

(X)

My teacher’s opinion and assessment

My classmates’ opinion

A and B

Other, please, mention it:
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Appendix 2 - Peer observation form 1

FIRST OBSERVER FEEDBACK – learning outcomes, structure and content plus class management  

Indicate with (✔) if the criteria are met or (✘) if they are not met.

STRUCTURE AND CONTENT OF SPEAKING ACTIVITIES MET Feedback

Good balance of speaking activity types which  
support a range of learner preferences

Speaking activities support previous vocabulary  
acquisition or language structure

Speaking activities are clear and inclusive

TEACHER PERFORMANCE MET Feedback

Tasks are set up efficiently and inclusively to ensure 
every learner can follow instructions and engage in the 
speaking activities

Teacher ensures all students have equal opportunities to 
engage in all the speaking activities

Teacher engages students in feedback following 
speaking activities

Teacher models structure for the students

MOTIVATION MET Feedback

Contributions from students are acknowledged  
and valued. Praise is given

Teacher promotes individual work, group work, pair work 
in the speaking activities (How effective are they?)

Students feel motivated to participate actively in the 
speaking exercises 
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Appendix 3 - Peer observation form 2

MONITORING THE CLASS – Please evaluate the students’ participation and performance during the speaking activities. 

This will be compared with the teacher’s evaluation. This will help to identify the low-level students during the process.  

You can assess with marks between 0 and 20.

The speaking skills to evaluate are:

Use of vocabulary Accuracy

Use of language structure Fluency

Pronunciation Interaction
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