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In this issue: 

1. Main Article: Speaking 

2. Odds and Ends 

 

Main Article 

Speaking 

In this article we will look at speaking and at how we can best teach it and develop it as skill/competency in our learners. We 

will look at: 

 

1. The speaking skill – what is involved? 

2. Two key terms: accuracy and fluency. 

3. Three key principles: practised speech, performances and repertoire. 

4. The key ‘problem’ for all language learners. 

5. The key ‘problem’ for uniformed personnel. 

6. Ideas for incorporating speaking into classroom interactions. 

7. Ideas for building discoursing skills. 

8. Ideas for developing set piece speaking skills like briefings and orders. 

9. Radio communication. 

10. Noise, stress and divided attention. 

11. Error correction. 

12. Giving feedback. 

13. Using technology. 

14. Summary. 

 

1. The Speaking Skill – What is Involved? 

If we think about speech production, learners need to be able to: 

• Produce reasonably comprehensible approximations of English sounds and words with reasonably correct word stress. 

• Produce utterances with reasonably correct rhythm, stress, and intonation. 

• Link or merge words sufficiently, though not necessarily to the same extent as native speakers. 

• Produce grammatically correct utterances. 

• Separate the utterances with appropriate pauses. 

• Understand and use the conventions of turn taking and the discourse type they are involved in. 

• Produce coherent and cohesive speech. 

• Use understandable internal and external references. 

• Adjust their message to the listener’s capabilities. 

• Understand and act on verbal/non-verbal feedback. 

• Repair communication breakdowns. 

• Self-monitor and self-correct, as necessary. 

• Use formal/informal register and connotation to be as polite as necessary for the situation.  

• Be able to use vague language, as appropriate. 

2. Two Key Terms: Accuracy and Fluency 

Accuracy and fluency are sometimes seen as being opposites, or mutually exclusive at times. An activity might be seen as 

focused on developing fluency and developing fluency might be a learning objective in itself. Other activities might be seen as 

accuracy-based tasks.  

During fluency tasks one should not interrupt the learners to correct them; presumably during accuracy tasks one does interrupt 

the learners to correct them. It is likely though that learners themselves do not view tasks as fluency or accuracy-based. They 

view them as tasks, ones which hopefully they will try their best to do. If a learner is thinking to themselves ‘This is a fluency 

task, to hell with accuracy, lets go!’, that is not a very productive attitude. The fluency/accuracy view of a task is more of a 

guide for teacher intervention and feedback. 
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There are a number of problems with this dichotomy. Fluency without accuracy can lead to misunderstandings. Accuracy without 

fluency can lead to irritation, and perhaps frustration. We need an approach which combines accuracy and fluency. There is no 

point practicing fluency for fluency’s sake, without considering accuracy. 

Fluency might also seem to be synonymous with speed of delivery, but this is not really true. Fluency is more about the correct 

placement of hesitations and pauses between chunks, rather than within chunks. 

I can say this like this, with / marking pauses, and still sound fluent: 

My / name / is / Robert. 

It will sound emphatic and dramatic, even menacing, but it will still be fluent. This is also now seen in written text, for example, 

on discussion boards: Not. On. My. Watch. 

This, however, is not fluent: 

 What – er- do - er - you  - er -  think - er - about- er – the - er -  latest - er -  news? 

This is more fluent: 

 What do you think about -er - the latest news? 

This is two chunks [What do you think about] [the latest news]? and a pause, or even a hesitation, between them is acceptable. 

We need a conceptualisation of accuracy and fluency which looks wider than a focus on the language which is produced (the 

utterances; the product; or the output) and combines the two concepts into one useful pedagogical understanding which can 

be used to drive learning forwards. 

I suggest the following: 

Fluency is the efficient and effective (accurate) recall of words (including set phrases, common 

collocations) and grammar from the memory and the correct and effective production of the 

sounds/words/ meaning packages with the correct stress and intonation, chunking and pausing. 

This conceptualisation brings both ideas into one term: fluency. This is implicitly contrasted with disfluency and false fluency.  

Disfluency is when hesitations, of whatever cause, interfere with the flow of speech. False fluency is when the speed of 

speech hides the grammatical and lexical inaccuracies of the speech. In both cases the speech is not fluent.  

The definition above also considers what happens in the mind before speech production and sees this as an integral part of the 

speech act. Fluency involves the efficient and effective recall of the language (quick and accurate, fluent, recall), and assem-

blage into proto-utterances prior to production as a speech act. This is important as it focuses our attention on effective memory 

use. Using language is an act of memory as much as anything else. Speaking starts in the brain, in the recall of words and 

grammar from the memory, and the more fluent this process is the more fluent the speaking will be. Hesitations when searching 

for language leads to disfluency. Inaccurate recall, when words are used confidently without proper regard to their appropriacy, 

leads to false fluency. 

Our learners need to be able to remember the appropriate words and grammar quickly in order to be fluent speakers (and 

writers). The quicker they can remember the words the better, and the more accurately they can use the words the better as 

well. If they can remember the words efficiently (quickly) and effectively (accurately) and say them correctly, with the correct 

stress and intonation, and with correct pausing, then they will be fluent. 

3. Three Key Principles: Practised Speech, Performances and Repertoire 

There are three key principles which we need to consider in order to improve our learners’ fluency. 

1. Practised Speech 

The concept of practised speech is important because essentially ‘fluent speech is practised speech’. Native speakers are gen-

erally more fluent speakers than most learners because they have spent thousands of hours over many years practicing their 

speech – saying the same or similar things, or variations on a theme, over and again. 

Our language store also includes many thousands of prepared chunks that we are completely familiar with and which we can 

produce at the drop of a hat, as it were, as one unit.  This is prefabricated language that we deploy as we need it to lesson our 

cognitive load during preparation and reduce the cognitive load our listeners during production. It includes sentence stems 

(What I mean is…; In my opinion…), binomials (black and white0) and fixed, idiomatic expressions (at the end of the day; when 

all is said and done).  

In order to use this language and integrate it with more novel elements of speech and use the appropriate verb forms and 

construct meaningful noun phrases, we need to be entirely familiar with the language and have practiced saying it many times. 

This is the key element. We cannot be fluent without practice. This means practice recalling the language and deploying it in 

meaningful speech acts. And doing it again and again. 
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We would expect our learners to produce practised speech more readily than novel speech. This is linked to the amount of 

thinking time that we allow our learners. Some teachers are scared of the silence as the learners gather their thoughts and feel 

the need to fill this silence. Don’t worry. As long as the learners understand the task, silence is a positive sign. We should be 

giving our learners thinking time unless we are practising practiced speech where the focus is on fluent recall and production 

of that speech. In this case the emphasis is on the speed of recall and the accuracy of production. 

2. Performances 

It is useful to view speaking as a performance because if we view it in this way instead of something natural everyone can do, 

this forces us to consider how we can make the performance successful. What are the key factors for successful speaking? 

I would argue that there are two main factors: 

A. Familiarity with the language, which means we understand and are able to fluently recall the lexis and grammar 

which we need to use. 

B. Practice in doing the kind of speaking we have to do. For example, no-one really likes public speaking (speeches, 

presentations, briefings etc.) and few people can do it naturally. It is a learned competence which requires a lot 

of practice.  

We could also add that speaking is a whole-body performance and we should give feedback on the whole of the performance. 

How are they standing? What gestures do they use? Is their eye contact with others natural? And so on. 

3. Repertoire 

The idea of a person having a repertoire of speech is useful because it ties in with the ideas of practised speech and perfor-

mances. We need to identify what our learners need to be able to do in terms of speaking, whether giving orders, briefings, 

radio communications and so on, and rank these in terms of priority. We then need to develop a programme which will give 

them the necessary practice so that the learners will be able to add that type of speech act to their repertoire. They should 

have had enough practice by the end of the course so that they are completely familiar with the speech act, familiar with the 

necessary grammar and vocabulary, are able to fluently recall and produce the language and can confidently perform the task. 

Lessons from the Classical World 1: The Younger Pliny (circa 61 – 113 AD) 

The Younger Pliny (Gaius Plinius Caecilius Secundus1) wrote a letter to Nepos about the famed orator Isaias. In the letter 

he praises Isaias, who can talk about any topic suggested and do it very well. This party trick is only possible because 

of the huge amount of practice Isaias had had. Isaias was so completely familiar with Greek that he could give an 

impressive performance and make it look effortless.  

The great fame of Isaias had already preceded him here; but we find him even more wonderful than we had 

heard. He possesses the utmost readiness, copiousness, and abundance of language: he always speaks extem-

pore, and his lectures are as finished as though he had spent a long time over their written composition. His style 

is Greek, or rather the genuine Attic. His exordiums are terse, elegant, attractive, and occasionally impressive 

and majestic. He suggests several subjects for discussion, allows his audience their choice, sometimes to even 

name which side he shall take, rises, arranges himself, and begins. At once he has everything almost equally at 

command. Recondite meanings of things are suggested to you, and words—what words they are! exquisitely 

chosen and polished. These extempore speeches of his show the wideness of his reading, and how much practice 

he has had in composition. [From Epistulae (Letters) XVIII — To Nepos] 

4. The Key ‘Problem’ for all Language Learners 

In the 1990s I wrote an article which argued that we had so much language to present that we did not have time to really 

practice language in the classroom, and that much of the practice should be done outside the classroom. This was before the 

idea of the flipped classroom came into fashion, and while much mechanical practice can be done outside the classroom, ideally 

marked by a computer rather than the teacher or during class time. I am now of the opinion that we need to make more space 

in the class for developmental practice, especially of speaking and writing. We thus need to be more efficient in the way we 

present language (do it quicker), be smarter about controlled practice, and make time for more actual meaningful speaking 

tasks in class, but not things like debates, which are not cost-effective for our kinds of learners. 

All learners suffer from a lack of meaningful practice time. There is no real way to develop spoken and written fluency without 

speaking and writing. This requires time and feedback and repetition. This does not mean it all has to happen in class. The 

 
1 Pliny had a villa just outside Rome in the seaside resort town of Laurentum just south of Ostia, now on the estate of 

Castel Porziano, belonging to the President of Italy. I have wandered through the ruins of the villa as I once excavated a 
nearby villa when I was a field archaeologist working for the British School in Rome. 
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elements for briefings, for example, can be practiced in class but the final briefing can be prepared outside class, and the final 

briefing can be recorded rather than presented live.  

The key element is the amount of time spent practicing the language. Once the language has been presented and initially 

practiced there needs to be much more practice until it is known, and it is familiar. 

Practice also has to be distributed. This means that there needs to be almost immediate practice of the new language, after the 

lesson or the next morning, then more practice after a short time, practice in a later lesson, then practice a month later, then 

two months later. The space between practices needs to increase, as long as the practice is satisfactory. If the practice is not 

good enough then more frequent remedial practice needs to be done. 

The progression is something like this: 

 

 

X   X             X                                     X                                              X                                                         X 

5. The Key ‘Problem’ for Uniformed Personnel 

The key problem for uniformed personnel is the need for complete comprehension. 

• If an order is given it needs to be understood in its’ entirety. 

• Similarly, all the elements of a briefing need to be comprehended. 

• In a radio call calling for artillery fire, or radio communication between a pilot and ground control or an FAC, misun-

derstandings need to be minimised. 

There is no ‘negotiation of meaning’ in uniformed personnel communication, though there might be opportunities for the ‘clar-

ification of meaning’. 

In order to overcome this problem various steps have been taken, like the development of procedure words for radio commu-

nication. The language has been standardised as much as possible as an aide to comprehension. The 5-praragraph order format 

is another technique, where the order format has been standardised, which means everyone knows what to expect and knows 

when to expect it. This makes the language more predictable. 

Our role as teachers, though, is to make sure our learners are completely familiar with procedure words, for example, and the 

format and language of briefings and orders. And this entails a lot of practice with this language. And this means that we might 

need to sacrifice some things from our syllabus to make time for this practice. Hard choices will have to be made but essentially 

the question boils down to: ‘Are we going o do a few things thoroughly and well or do many things but less well.’ 

6. Ideas for Incorporating Speaking into Classroom Interactions 

There is a big difference between saying something or reading a sentence out loud and ‘speaking’. I have often observed lessons 

where the only speaking of any kind the learners engaged in was during task checking when they had to read out the correct 

answer. This is unsatisfactory. We need to train the learners to speak confidently and at length. We can improve checking 

answers and pair/group work as a start. 

Checking Answers 

When checking a gap-fill or sentence completion task, the teacher can ask the learner to just read out the word the learner put 

in the gaps or ask the learner to read out the whole sentence. If you do ask the learner to read out the sentence, how should 

they do it? Often, they do this haltingly, while looking at the task.  

Teacher: No. 2 Silvija. 

Silvija (head down looking at the book): John –went – to the cinema – with – Sally – at – the weekend. 

We can transform this merely by asking the learners to look at us rather than the materials. 

Teacher: No. 2 Silvija. 

Silvija looks at the book, reads the sentence silently, then looks up at the teacher and says: John went to the 

cinema with – Sally ………– at - the weekend. 

Teacher: Correct, now say it again in one go. 

Silvija: looks at the book again, reads the sentence silently, then looks up and says: John went to the cinema 

with – Sally at the……weekend. 

Teacher: Better, now try again in one go. 
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Commentary: Version 2 requires the use of memory and correct chunking and pronunciation, including stress and intonation. 

This makes checking a task a controlled speaking practice task.  

Forced or required memory use (of both short-term and long-term memory) is a key part of language acquisition. 

Pair Work and Group Work 

This ‘look at me’ technique should also be applied to pair work and group work activities. The learners’ attention should not be 

focused on the task materials but on their partner. They can look at their materials, but they should also positively engage their 

partners in the interaction by looking at them, not staring, but glancing at them using natural eye contact. 

The main reasons for doing pair work are to increase the opportunities for speaking practice and to provide a safe place to practice 

language. This implies that the pair work space is a rehearsal space and that afterwards there should be some feedback from one 

or more of the pairs. You should always ask at least one pair to report back on what they discussed or agreed. 

7. Ideas for Building Discoursing Skills 

We want our learners to produce extended stretches of speech. Not just one-word or one-sentence answers to teacher ques-

tions. 

Building Discourse 1: Reformulate and Incorporate 

It is important for learners to engage in extended stretches of discourse – not to just give short responses. You should ask 

learners to reformulate and incorporate what they have just said into a longer and coherent stretch of language. 

T: What did you do at the weekend? 

S: Nothing. 

T: Really? I don’t believe you. Did you go to the cinema? 

S: Yes. 

T: What did you see? 

S: Fury. 

T: Did you like it? 

S: Yes. 

T: Why? 

S: It was exciting. 

T: Who did you go with? 

S: My friend. 

T: Did they enjoy it? 

S: Yes. 

T: Now tell me all that in one go. Start ‘At the weekend.’ 

S: At the weekend I went to the cinema with my friend. We saw Fury. We liked it. It was exciting. 

T: Good. Now join everything together into two sentences. Use ‘to see’ and ‘because’. 

S: At the weekend I went to the cinema with my friend to see Fury. We liked it because it was exciting.2 

Building Discourse 2: Supported Thesis Statement 

Another way to encourage longer discourse is to ask the learners to think of a thesis statement (or to give them one each) and 

to think of three reasons to support the statement. They do not have to be the best reasons in the world; they just have to be 

reasons. The learners then work in pairs through a formulaic but pedagogically useful routine. In the example below the re-

peated formulaic phrases are marked in bold. 

Learner A: You know what, the washing machine is the most important invention of the last 150 years. 

Learner B: Really, what makes you say that? 

 
2 From Buckmaster, R. and Valahu, E. (2016) Teaching English: Being the Best Teaching English: Being the Best, though 

this idea originally came from a teacher in Katowice who was observed by a trainer, Sue Barnes, who then told me about 

it on my Diploma course. 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Teaching-English-Being-Robert-Buckmaster/dp/1530921414/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1463203324&sr=8-1&keywords=teaching+english+being+the+best
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Learner A: Well, I can give you three reasons. 

Learner B: Really? So, what’s the first? 

Learner A: Well, the washing machine freed women from spending lots of time washing clothes by hand. 

Learner B: I see, what’s the second? 

Learner A: Washing machines make it easier to keep clothes clean, so people look and smell better in freshly washed clothes. 

Learner B: Is that so? Ok, what’s your third reason? 

Learner A: And because women don’t have to spend all their time washing clothes they can go out to work. 

Learner B: Well, that’s pretty convincing. I think I agree with you.  

Or:  

Learner B: Well, I’m not sure that the washing machine is the most important invention of the last 150 years.  

                What about the mobile phone? I think that’s much more important. 

Learner A: Really, what makes you say that? 

Learner B: Well, I can give you three reasons. 

And so on. 

Commentary: the routine is formulaic because the same phrases are repeated in later iterations of the task. The learners are 

producing extended discourse, albeit spread over a number of turns, supported by their partners structured responses. They 

are learning to support their statements with reasons and structure the discourse so it can be followed. They are learning to be 

coherent in English. You should vary the formulaic phrases used and practised to build up their repertoire.  

As with all pair work tasks there should be a feedback stage when a learner reports on what their partner said or on what they 

agreed.  

In this example Learner B would report something like this; ‘Sally said the washing machine is the most important invention of 

the last 150 years because it freed women from spending lots of time washing clothes by hand; it makes it easier to keep 

clothes clean, so people look and smell better in freshly washed clothes, and women can go out to work. I agree with her.’ 

Learner B, in the reporting stage, produces an even longer and more challenging stretch of discourse, but one which has been 

prepared, in a way, beforehand, during the pair work task. This is also the reason why Learner B should listen to what Learner 

A has to say, rather than just mechanically saying the formulaic phrases. The formulaic and predictable nature of these phrases 

frees up cognitive resources to enable the learner to effectively focus on the message. This is entirely the point of these phrases 

in the wider language. They are known; they are useful and because they are familiar to us, they take up little cognitive 

attention to understand and use. 

Building Discourse 3: Monologue 

The above material can be developed into a monologue response instead of pair work. Learners think of the thesis statement 

and three supporting opinions and then give a monologue on it using set phrases to structure the talk. The set phrases could 

be from a list or on a set of a set of pieces of paper. The learners tick off the phrases they use as they use them, or turn over 

the paper slips with the phrase written on them as they use them. Such monologues can be recorded and then reviewed with 

the focus being mainly on how naturally the set phrases are used in the monologue. 

8. Ideas for Developing Set Piece Speaking Skills like Briefings and Orders 

Learners should be completely familiar with the requirements and structure of briefings, and orders, for example, and they 

should be gradually introduced to the language of such tasks. You should consider these points: 

• Study examples of briefings and orders etc. and consider the structure and language and other aspects of the perfor-

mance such as body language. 

• Introduce and practice one set of language at a time, for example one way to introduce a briefing.  

• Then practice this way. 

• Then introduce a second way, and then practice that. 

You should be aiming to build up the learners’ store of language and give them options for the specific speaking task. 
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One Slide Presentations  

Consider using one-slide presentations to build up briefing skills. The ideas behind this are: 

• You should provide the slide because the learners’ focus should be on the language of presenting rather than the 

language of presentation slides. 

• If you control the slide, you can avoid having a lot of text on the slides – use slides with just pictures or minimal text. 

• The learner’s task should be to say a lot about the little which is on the slide, rather than saying a little about a lot of 

writing on the slide. 

You should be focused on the whole performance and give feedback on body language, eye contact, movement and so on. 

RRR 

Consider using the RRR technique, that is Record, Review and Repeat. Recording gives an objective record of what happened, 

and this can be reviewed before the task is repeated for a better performance. 

Building Competences 

Think about giving the learners practice tasks to prepare and perform.  

For example, this text can be used like this: 

We love technology. It’s new and it’s shiny and it inspires a certain awe, like the Great Pyramid of Cheops or a 

tiny new human being. Technology is good at the heavy lifting. People are good at the heavy thinking. Bits and 

bytes and ones and zeros fly around the planet, but only at our discretion. The computer has a role model, and 

it is us. Computers are plastic and metal and sand. People are brilliance and discernment and vision. Admire 

machines. Worship their inventors. 3 

Divide the text into sentences or phrases like this: 

Easier: 

We love technology. 

It’s new and it’s shiny and it inspires a certain awe, like the Great Pyramid of Cheops or a tiny new human being.  

Technology is good at the heavy lifting. 

More difficult: 

We love technology. 

It’s new and it’s shiny  

and it inspires a certain awe,  

like the Great Pyramid of Cheops  

or a tiny new human being.  

Technology is good  

at the heavy lifting. 

Record the text with correct pausing, stress and intonation. 

Cut up the text and give each learner or pair a set of slips of paper mixed up. They should not touch the paper initially. 

Play the recording of the text as the learners listen. 

Once you have finished playing the recording, they can reassemble the text from the slips of paper. 

Once they have failed to do this, play the text again as they listen but do not touch the slips of paper.  

At the end of the second listening, they can touch the paper and improve the order. 

Repeat as necessary until the learners have the text in the right order. 

Then give the learners the whole text. Collect the slips of paper for reuse. 

Check the meaning of the language of the text, and the pronunciation of difficult words. 

 
3 This text was an advertisement for a merchant bank in the ‘90s. 
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Ask them to listen again and mark the pauses and words which get the main stress. Check as a class. 

Check the intonation – fall or rise? 

Then ask the learner pairs to practice reading the text to each other with correct pausing, stress and intonation.  

Monitor and support.  

Then ask the pairs to present the text again but without reading from the paper. They can look at it but when they are speaking, 

they have to be looking at the audience – that is their partner. 

Then either ask them to perform to the whole class, while standing up at the front and referring to their script rather than 

reading from it, or to record their performance. 

Such tasks, where the learners are exposed to a good performance and then have to imitate it are good for building up their 

confidence in giving a speaking performance. The learners hear the text several times, study it in detail and then practice it 

before the final performance. 

9. Radio Communication 

The three main areas to focus on in radio communication are: 

1. Complete familiarity with radio procedure words. This implies a lot of practice.  

2. Accurate use of the pro-words in realistic messages. Choose up to five types of messages and practice these. A lot. 

3. Acceptable pronunciation of the message through actual radios. There is no real alternative to using radios to practice 

radio communication. This should also be done, in later stages, in realistic, noisy, stressful situations. 

You will need to move from initially scripted radio calls which the learners prepare to unscripted calls with just the main 

information noted down on paper, like the grid references and so on. Learners should be completely comfortable using the pro-

words and this can only be achieved through repeated and on-going practice. 

10. Noise, Stress and Divided Attention 

In the workplace much speaking is not done sitting calmly at a desk, with time to prepare and a generally supportive and 

friendly atmosphere. There will be noise, making things difficult to hear. There will be stress and all the attendant psychological 

and bodily implications of this. In addition, attention will be divided between need to say something or understand something 

and to do something like staying alive, returning fire, or rescuing someone.  

We should try to build these elements into our classrooms, not at an early stage but during later practice stages. Think of it as 

a live fire exercise, but without the actual live fire. Below are some ideas how we could introduce these elements into the 

classroom. 

Noise 

• Open the windows. 

• Have many pairs working closely together. 

• Ask learners to shout across the room to their partner on the other side. 

• Play loud music. 

• Play the sound of explosions, jets going overhead, etc. 

Stress 

• Ask the learners to stand up in front of the classroom while speaking. 

• Ask the learners to do things quicker. 

• Demand learners do it again but quicker and better. 

• Throw balls of crumpled up paper at the learners while they are speaking. They should dodge the balls while continu-

ing to speak. 

Divided Attention 

• Ask the learners to sort something, for example, a pack of cards while speaking. 

• Ask learners to throw two dice and write down the numbers while speaking. Repeat. 

• Ask learners to play dominos while speaking. 

• Ask learners to copy a picture while speaking. 
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• Ask the learners to look out of a window and count the cars/people passing while speaking. 

• Ask learners to watch a video while speaking. They should be told to watch out for a specific thing in the video. 

11. Error Correction 

There are a number of approaches to error correction. The key questions are: 

1. What is the error? 

2. Is it correctable? 

3. Is it an impeding error or a surface error? 

4. Is it a slip or a systematic error? 

5. Is the error likely to be repeated? 

6. Should I correct immediately or later? 

7. How should I correct? Publicly? Privately? 

Direct or indirect Error Correction 

There are a number of different correction techniques for spoken correction, but these can be divided into two broad areas. 

Direction Correction 

• Stop the learner and indicate here is a problem. Guide the learner to self-correction. 

• Stop the learner and echo the problem word or phrase with a questioning intonation. Guide the learner to self-correc-

tion. 

• Stop the learner and elicit what the learner has said to the fingers of one hand, where each finger represents one 

word. Then indicate the problem by pointing at the problem finger-word and encourage the learner self-correct the 

utterance and then repeat it correctly. 

• Stop the learner and elicit what the learner has said to the board and then discuss it. 

Indirect Correction 

• Give private feedback in writing. 

• Use the reformulation technique where you use the correct form in a response to the learner, like this: 

Learner: I goed to the shops yesterday. 

Teacher: So, you went to the shops yesterday? 

Learner (hopefully): Yes, I went to the shops yesterday. 

The only problem with this reformulation technique is that the learner might not notice the correction. 

RRR 

Consider using the RRR technique as part of your error correction. 

Lessons from the Classical World 2: Caesar Marcus Aurelius Antoninus (121 –180 AD) 

The great Roman emperor, Marcus Aurelius, had this to say about error correction techniques: 

It was the critic Alexander who put me on my guard against unnecessary fault finding. People should not be 
sharply corrected for bad grammar, provincialisms, or mispronunciation; it is better to suggest the proper ex-
pression by tactfully introducing it oneself in, say, one’s reply to a question or one’s acquiescence in their senti-
ments, or into a friendly discussion of the topic itself, (not of the diction), or by some other suitable form of 
reminder. [from: Marcus Aurelius, Meditations] 

12. Giving Feedback 

Speaking is a performance, and we should consider the whole performance when giving feedback. In my military English 

course I suggest the following areas for feedback on briefings. 
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Briefing Feedback 

Provide feedback on the following areas: 

Briefer Confidence: Was the briefer confident? 

Eye-contact: Did the briefer make eye contact with the audience? 

                       Did the briefer scan the whole audience using the lighthouse technique? 

Body Language: What was the briefer's body language like? Confident? Defensive? Aggressive? 

Audience engagement/focus: Was the audience engaged/paying attention/interested/bored? 

Briefing Structure: Was the briefing well-structured? 

                                   Was the information well-sequenced? 

                                   Were transitions signalled? 

                                   Were the key points emphasised? 

Use of Briefing Visuals: Did the briefer make effective use of the visuals? 

Voice: Was the briefer's voice loud and clear enough to be heard and understood throughout the room? 

           Or was the briefer's voice too quiet/loud? 

Pronunciation: Think about: word individual sounds | word stress | chunking | pausing | intonation 

Language used: Think about range and accuracy in: verb forms | noun phrases | word order | appropriate 

terminology 

Errors made: What language errors were made? 

                        Which of these errors impeded communication? 

                        Which were just slips? 

Improvements to be made: What are the main areas to focus on? 

                                                  Decide on the key improvements to be made, and tell the student. 

                                                  Mix good feedback with constructive feedback: good point /weak point 

I also suggest that any audience for a briefing (and other tasks) should be asked to give feedback from their perspective as an 

audience, but I suggest that you restrict this feedback to positive feedback about the performance and keep the giving of 

constructive feedback to yourself. This guards against any bad feeling being generated from negative feedback being given by 

members of the group to each other. 
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13. Using Technology 

The key piece of technology we can use in teaching is a smartphone with its photo/video/audio recording facilities.  

This tech obviously gives us the ability to video or audio record briefings, for example, and this gives us a record of a perfor-

mance which we can review and give feedback on, and which we can compare with later versions of similar tasks and see the 

improvement. 

Even more importantly than this is the fact that the smartphone enables our learners to prepare and record themselves doing 

a task instead of doing it live in the classroom. They can then send it to their teacher who reviews it privately and sends 

feedback. This is important because it saves classroom time, that most precious commodity. Instead of one person speaking in 

class and everyone listening (or perhaps not) this all happens outside the classroom. You obviously have to spend time reviewing 

the videos or audio file and providing feedback, but it is much better for you to spend your time doing this than checking 

workbook exercises, for example. You can keep the live briefing task for the end of the course, as part of the final assessment. 

14. Summary 

In my book Teaching English: Being the Best, I suggest twelve ways to improve speaking tasks. 

1. Provide opportunities for extended speech. 

2. Use pair work as a safe practice space. 

3. Encourage rehearsal/practice before performance. 

4. Give clear requirements for the speech – length and content – e.g. talk for one minute and mention 

X, Y and Z. 

5. Insist on extended but naturalistic responses. 

6. Don’t allow reading aloud with faces down; insist on learners speaking from memory with good pro-

nunciation and naturalistic eye contact. 

7. Use role play and drama. 

8. Use reformulation and incorporation to extend learners’ turns. 

9. Encourage the learners to narrate events and clearly structure their narrations. 

10. Be prepared to ask more from the learners. 

11. Repeat tasks. 

12. Always give positive as well as constructive feedback. 

Speaking is a key skill for uniformed personnel and as such we need to prioritise it and make time for it in our 

classes, as the only way to get better at speaking is by speaking. As the writer Anatole France said:  

You learn to speak by speaking, 

to study by studying, 

to run by running, 

to work by working; 

in just the same way, 

you learn to love by loving. 
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Odds and Ends 

Useful links and ideas that do not call for a full article. 

About Us 

You can find out more about the work of McIlwraith Educa-

tion at www.mmcilwraith.org  

The English Ideas Project can be found at www.eng-

lishideas.org.  

On this site you can find resources for Police and Border 

Guards: http://www.englishideas.org/PoliceEnglish.html.  

Information about the Military English Tactical and Peace-

keeping Operations course can be found here: 

http://www.englishideas.org/MilitaryEnglish.html 

Resources 

You might find the following sources useful. 

Military Photos 

The US Department of Defense has a public domain photo  

library where you can search for and download images. 

https://www.defense.gov/observe/photo-gallery/ 

The British MOD has a similar site of Crown Copyright     

photos. http://www.defenceimagery.mod.uk/fotoweb/ 

Maps and Charts 

The US Geological Survey publishes public domain maps. 
https://viewer.nationalmap.gov/advanced-viewer/ 

Nautical charts can be sourced from the US Office of Coast 

Survey at https://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov. 

Air Charts are published by the US Federal Aviation          

Authority: https://www.faa.gov/air_traffic/flight_info/aero-

nav/productcatalog/vfrcharts/sectional/. 

Infographics 

Creating visually appealing Infographics is a great way to 

present data for writing and presentation tasks. Try: 

https://www.canva.com/create/infographics/ 

US Army Field Manuals 

The Army Publishing Directorate (APD) publishes Field     

Manuals: https://armypubs.army.mil/ProductMaps/Pub-

Form/FM.aspx 

FBI Publications 

The FBI publishes reports on various aspects of law enforce-

ment. https://www.fbi.gov/resources/library 

 

Criminal Justice System  

The UK government provides web-based information 

about the criminal justice system written for the public. 

https://www.gov.uk/browse/justice 

The UK government also provides access to official docu-

ments through this website: 

https://www.gov.uk/official-documents 

Commercially Published Materials 

Military English 

Campaign: English for the Military (Macmillan) 

Military English: Tactical and Peacekeeping Operations 

Career Paths: Command and Control (Express Publishing) 

Career Paths: Navy (Express Publishing) 

Career Paths: Air Force (Express Publishing) 

Police English 

Campaign: English for Law Enforcement (Macmillan) 

Painless Police Report Writing: An English Guide for Crim-

inal Justice Professionals (3rd Edition) (Pearson) 

Career Paths: Police (Express Publishing) 

English for Modern Policing (British Council Romania) 

Professional Magazines 

Modern English Teacher 

https://www.modernenglishteacher.com/  

English Teaching Professional 

https://www.etprofessional.com/  

Humanistic Language Teaching 

https://www.hltmag.co.uk/  

Professional Organisations 

International Association of Teachers of English as a 

Foreign Language: https://www.iatefl.org/  

International Federation of Language Teacher Asso-

ciations: https://fiplv.com/ 

 

Being Published in ‘Teaching 
Uniformed Personnel’ 

We welcome submissions from our readers on topics of in-

terest to military, police and border guard teachers. Un-

fortunately we cannot pay for articles but you will keep the 

full copyright to your work. If you have an idea for an ar-

ticle please contact ‘theeditortup@englishideas.org’ as the 

first step.
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https://www.defense.gov/observe/photo-gallery/
http://www.defenceimagery.mod.uk/fotoweb/
https://viewer.nationalmap.gov/advanced-viewer/
https://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/
https://www.faa.gov/air_traffic/flight_info/aeronav/productcatalog/vfrcharts/sectional/
https://www.faa.gov/air_traffic/flight_info/aeronav/productcatalog/vfrcharts/sectional/
https://www.canva.com/create/infographics/
https://armypubs.army.mil/ProductMaps/PubForm/FM.aspx
https://armypubs.army.mil/ProductMaps/PubForm/FM.aspx
https://www.fbi.gov/resources/library
https://www.gov.uk/browse/justice
https://www.gov.uk/official-documents
http://www.englishideas.org/MilitaryEnglish.html
https://www.modernenglishteacher.com/
https://www.etprofessional.com/
https://www.hltmag.co.uk/
https://www.iatefl.org/
https://fiplv.com/
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