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LEARNING HOW TO FISH

FOSTERING FLUENCY AND INDEPENDENCE

by Constantinos Gabrielatos

In this article I will focus on
oral communication problems
of Greek adolescent EFL
learners at intermediate level.
I will seek to identify the
sources of the problems and
then suggest ways of facilitating
students to become more
confident communicators.

THE PROBLEM

It seems that the majority of
Greek EFL learners at interme-
diate level share a number of
characteristics as regards their
oral performance and their
attitude towards it. Although they
have been introduced to the main
grammatical forms and their
functions and possess a relatively
wide (but mainly receptive)
vocabulary ...

... they are reluctant to use the L2

for spontaneous interaction in
the classroom (i.e. in class
discussions and pair/group
work).

when they encounter any
problems they tend to abandon
their effort to communicate in
the L2 and they resort to
either the L1 or silence.

they appeal (invariably in the
L1) to the teacher to provide
them with the “correct” lexical
item or structure.

they protest (again mostly in
the L1) that they “can’t say it”.
Their reasons are usually along
the lines of: “We haven’t
learned it”, “I don’t remember
the word”, “I don’t know how
to say it correctly”.

THE CAUSES

I will now examine the sources
of the characteristics/ problems
mentioned above.

— Native speaker 'expertise'
There is a common belief
among students that native
speakers have full knowledge
of their language and that their
oral performance is
impeccable. As a result,
learners may feel intimidated
by the idea that their
performance will be measured
against such standards of
'‘perfection’'.

— The 'correct answer syndrome'
A similar shared belief is that
there is one (and only one)
‘correct’” way of expressing a
though/idea, and that any
deviation is an error (to be
avoided). The learners are
consequently very reluctant to
experiment with the language,
since they feel that the odds of
'getting it right' are against
them.

— Negative training
The above can be ingrained/

reinforced by teaching
situations in which ...
. the only native models

presented have been either
written texts read aloud (eg.
news bulletins) or scripted
'dialogues'/'interviews' deli-
vered with unnatural accu-
racy/density of information.

. learners have been required to
produce full responses at all
times.

. the learners’ interlanguage has
been labelled as erratic per-
formance and consequently
the focus has been on accuracy
with little/no tolerance of
learners’ attempts to experi-
ment with the language.

the status of redundancy in
oral production is very low.
That is, strategic use of

pauses/fillers/repetition/
restructuring is not encouraged
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1. The syntax tends to be less
complicated than in written
language. Speakers tend to
favour ... :

a. Parataxis: Phrases linked not
by subordination, but by
coordinating connectors (and,
or, but), or even phrases not
explicitly connected, but
understood as being related to
each other by the way they are
uttered by the speaker in a
given context.

b. Ellipsis: Speakers omit ele-
ments of the sentence they feel
are redundant - given the
context and the shared
knowledge of interlocutors (eg.
utterances like ‘Yesterday’,
‘On the top shelf’).

2. The utterances are not always
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& Clark, 1977, p-262) of native
speakers who were interviewed
or asked to describe pictures it
was found that “... most people
paused between 40 and 50
percent of the time”.

In order to compensate for these
shortcomings, native speakers use
fillers (i.e. phrases like ‘well’,
‘you know’), pa-raphrase and
restructuring (see below for
details/examples).

COMMUNICATION
STRATEGIES

Similarly, the L2 learner can
adopt and/or adapt native
processes of compensating for
shortcomings encountered during
oral production. Such processes
hae been termed “communication
strategies”. “They can be viewed

*

*

not know/ cannot recall.
Usually, a supe-rordinate item
is substituted for a hyponym
(eg. ‘animal’ for ‘giraffe’), or
an item of similar meaning is
used (eg. ‘table’ for ‘desk’).

Word-coinage: Producing a
lexical item based on
assumptions regarding the L2
rules of word-formation. The
result may or may not be an
existing L2 item.

Circumlocution: Offering a

definition or description of the
target item (eg. ‘What bikers
wear on their heads’ for ‘crash
helmet’). Alternatively, the
negation of an item/phrase of
converse meaning can be used
(eg. ‘not light’ for ‘heavy’).

Restructuring: The learner









