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What this unit is about

This unit is about classroom activities that will help your students to speak independently
in English. Being able to speak English well is a skill that will benefit your students in life
outside and beyond school. In order to achieve this, your students need to learn to
express themselves in English using the language for their own purposes: to discuss an
issue, hold a conversation or gain some information. They need to take part in a variety of
speaking activities, including ones that allow them to develop the skills they need for real-
life communication. They also need the opportunity to speak using their own words. If
words and phrases are always provided for them, or if they recite memorised words and
phrases, they will have difficulties when they come to speak by themselves.
This unit gives you some ideas about how to run a variety of activities in your classes that
support students in developing the skills necessary to take part in real life. It shows how
you can provide opportunities for students to speak in English as much as possible by
using pair and groupwork. Pair and groupwork help you to create situations where
students have to use English to communicate with each other. There are challenges
involved in using pair and groupwork for language practice, so this unit explores how other
teachers organise and manage these kinds of speaking activities.
When students first start speaking English in pairs and groups, they need a lot of support.
This can begin with giving them the text to say, such as reading aloud from the textbook,
repeating phrases and sentences (see the unit Using more English in your classroom), or
dictating a passage to a classmate (discussed below). As they gain confidence, you can
give them less support and more space to communicate using their own words and ideas
through speaking activities such as role play (see the unit Building your students’
confidence to speak English ), an interview or discussion (discussed below).

What you can learn in this unit

l Ways to use pair and groupwork for speaking activities.

l Creating opportunities for purposeful talk in English.

l Organising and managing speaking activities with a large class.
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1 Pair and groupwork speaking activities
Students may need to speak in English in all kinds of situations in their lives beyond
school. In order to be fluent and confident, they need to practise. However, many students
do not have enough opportunities to do this; the only place where they can practise
speaking English is in their classes. This means that you need to create opportunities to
speak in English for real purposes, so that students use the language to communicate
with you and with each other.
You may be thinking that it is difficult to give all your students the opportunity to speak in
class, especially if you have a large number of students. One way that you can give all of
your students the chance to speak is by organising them into pairs or small groups (for
example, of three or four students) to talk with each other (Figure 1).

Figure 1 Students working together in pairs and groups to practise speaking English.
Note that by working simultaneously, all the students have an opportunity to speak.

There are many advantages of using pair and groupwork for learning:

l they allow students to learn from each other

l students at different levels can help and support each other

l they can be especially beneficial for practising speaking in English.
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Pair and groupwork offer a safer environment for students to try out their speaking
because fewer people hear them but all students have opportunities to speak and listen.
This enables students to develop confidence in their speaking in English. You may want to
have a look at key resources, ‘Using pair work’ and ‘Using groupwork’.

Video: Using pair work

Video: Using groupwork

Pair dictation as a step towards communicating in
English
Pair dictation is a simple way to get your students used to speaking and listening to each
other in English. This activity is not purely communicative, because students are not
creating meaningful sentences on their own. However, the students who are speaking get
useful practice in pronunciation and the students who are listening and writing also
practise spelling and punctuation. These skills help them to develop their confidence and
their ability in communicating in English in real life.

Case Study 1: Ms Dutta uses pair dictation for her students to
practise speaking English
Ms Dutta recently attended a training session about the importance of giving students the
opportunity to speak English in class. At the session, she learned about using pair and
groupwork.

I teach Class IX, and we are working through Chapter 8 of the NCERT textbook Beehive.
In the last class we reached page 108, which has the following dictation activity:

‘The Raincoat’
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After four years of drought in a small town in the north-east, the vicar
gathered everyone together for a pilgrimage to the mountain, where they
would pray together and ask for the rain to return.

The priest noticed a boy in the group wearing a raincoat.

‘Have you gone mad?’ he asked. ‘It hasn’t rained in this region for five
years, the heat will kill you climbing the mountain.’

‘I have a cold, father. If we are going to ask God for rain, can you imagine
the way back from the mountain? It’s going to be such a downpour that I
need to be prepared.’

At that moment a great crash was heard in the sky and the first drops began
to fall. A boy’s faith was enough to bring about a miracle that not even those
most prepared truly believed in.

Normally, I read dictations from the textbook aloud, and students listen and write. However,
in the training session I learned that the teacher does not always have to be the person
who is speaking in class. I realised that my students could be the ones who give the
dictation. I thought they could do this in pairs. One student would read out the text, and the
other would listen and write it down.

I told my students to make pairs with the person next to them. There were some students
left over at the end of some benches, who made groups of three instead of pairs. Then I
told my students to begin dictating the passage to their partner(s). I moved around the
classroom, and noticed that most of the students were having problems. They didn’t know
what to do, and they were just reading the passage. I realised that my instructions hadn’t
been clear. I told everyone to stop, and decided to try again.

This time, I told the groups, ‘Decide who is Student A and who is Student B’. (Groups of
three had two students with the same letter.) I gave them one minute to decide. Then I said
‘Student As, raise your hands. Student Bs, raise your hands’. This way I knew that
everyone was clear about who was Student A and who was Student B. Next, I gave the
class instructions for the activity and wrote them on the blackboard.
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I made sure that everyone understood the instructions by getting them to say what they
needed to do in their home language. I told my students, ‘You have ten minutes for the
pair dictation.’ The Student As began to dictate the passage to their partners [Figure 2].
As they did the activity, I walked around the classroom, listening to the pairs and checking
that everyone was doing the activity correctly. Some of them were still not sure, so I
explained again. Most of them were enjoying the activity and it was working well. It was
good to hear so many of my students speaking in English.
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Figure 2 One student dictates ‘The Raincoat’ while the other one writes down what their
partner reads.

As I listened, I heard that some of the students made mistakes with pronunciation. I didn’t
interrupt them. I made a note of the most common pronunciation mistakes and decided
that I could correct these mistakes with the whole class after the activity. I thought that my
notes could be useful for assessment (see the unit Supporting language learning through
formative assessment).
When nine minutes had passed, I told the students, ‘You have one more minute.’ When
ten minutes had passed, some of the students had not quite finished reading, but I knew
that everyone had had a chance to dictate some sentences. It was not possible for me to
check all of their work, so I asked them to check and correct it themselves by comparing it
to the passage in the textbook. This helped them to see where they had problems with
spelling or punctuation.
The activity went well on the whole, although I realised that I need to give clearer
instructions for these kinds of activities. I am going to use more pair work in my classes. I
think that the more I use it, the more students will get used to it.

Activity 1: Using a pair dictation
You can use this activity with any short passage and with any class. Follow these steps
to try a pair dictation exercise with your students:

1 Before class, find a short passage (such as a paragraph) that your students could
use for dictation. Make sure that the text isn’t too complicated in terms of
vocabulary and punctuation.

2 Organise your students into pairs (for example, with the person next to them).
Check that everyone is in a pair. Anyone left over should join a pair to make
groups of three.
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3 Give students instructions for the pair dictation, using English if you can. You
could write the instructions on the blackboard. Check that they understand the
instructions (for example, by asking students to say what they have to do in their
home language).

4 Make sure that students switch roles at some point, so that the one who was
speaking now has to write and the one who was writing now has to speak.

5 Give a time limit for the activity, such as ten minutes.
6 Walk around the room as students work. Check that they understand what they

are supposed to be doing and help where necessary or make notes (for example,
of common pronunciation or spelling problems). Check that all students are
involved in the activity.

7 When the time is up, tell the students to stop working.
8 Tell the students to check their work with the textbook.
9 Provide feedback on any common mistakes (for example, with pronunciation,

spelling or punctuation) that you noticed.
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