How important is oral interaction at the secondary level?


Oral language is our prime means of communicating and interacting.  We talk in response to events and in preparation for action.  We talk to define situations and our place in them.  Although secondary students are required to do more and more reading, it is dominantly through oral language that our students receive and develop ideas and examine their understanding of them.  

It’s often difficult to get students to speak because they are ashamed about their own performance, or simply self-conscious.

Through comprehension and talk we persuade, explain, instruct, entertain, narrate, speculate, argue, report, describe, find out, express feelings, clarify or examine ideas, solve problems, summarize, evaluate, reflect, announce, criticize and deal with criticism.  Your students need to be given the tools and the opportunity to do all of these. 


It is easy to forget the importance of oral language development when confronted with the challenging skills of understanding texts and writing and producing texts. However, it is important to remember that, if this aspect of language is not explicitly developed in synergy with reading and writing, then all language skills will definitely lag behind. 

Of course, students never want to feel ridiculed, especially teenagers, so they are not inclined to use their second language, even during an English class. If they have no incentive to do so, they will not use English with their friends, but they will usually try to make an effort and speak English to the teacher.
How do I motivate my secondary students to use language in the classroom?


A persistent challenge for teachers in the second language classroom is how to promote the use of the second language.  Observations of various ESL classes and programs  show that students produce very little oral language even in the best of classrooms and that students are reluctant to use the language either amongst themselves or with the teachers.  This problem seems to get worse as the students get older. Furthermore, your students share a common language, and they tend to use their first language whenever possible.  


It is important that you plan for and teach the specific language to be used during the different learning activities so that the maximum amount of language learning occurs. Many teachers are tempted to “just do” an activity with their students and to let language emerge in a completely impromptu way: this is not the most effective strategy. You must be attentive to the language that the students need to use, teach it to them and then give them many opportunities to practice it.
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