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Communicative speaking versus non-communicative speaking 

Strictly speaking, when students repeat something after the teacher, they’re speaking. The same 

applies to substitution drills and ‘stating the obvious’ using the same structures over and over (e.g. 

asking and answering present progressive questions about a picture: “What’s the man doing?” “He’s 

playing the piano.” “What’s the woman doing?” “She’s singing.” “What are the people doing?” 

“They’re…..”). Such non-communicative speaking may help students a bit with grammar, vocabulary 

and pronunciation, but very little with real communicative speaking. 

In real communicative speaking (with the exception of some fairly fixed social and transactional 

routines), the statements and questions and their grammar and vocabulary are largely unpredictable. 

You very seldom know exactly what’s coming next in a conversation. That’s the kind of speaking 

(usually combined with listening) that I’ll be focusing on here. In EFL classrooms, it includes social and 

phatic communication (greetings, encouragement, etc.), general classroom communication 

(requests, explanations, etc.), and activities where information is sought and conveyed and the 

grammar and vocabulary are naturally mixed, not restricted to repeating ‘the grammar of the lesson’. 

 

Communicative speaking at different stages of teaching English 

Ideally, communicative speaking should start in beginner courses and develop progressively from then 

on. In intermediate courses students should be using English communicatively virtually all the time, 

even when they’re talking about language items. By that level, they should have virtually all the basic 

grammar of English and a lot of vocabulary at their disposal, though they may struggle at times to access 

what they need to express an idea. If students aren’t using English communicatively almost all the time, 

something is wrong. They may not really be at intermediate level, and, even more significantly, English 

may not have been established as the main classroom language in their earlier courses. 

One problem in the earliest courses is that students in beginner courses start with little or no grammar 

and vocabulary, and those in low elementary courses still have only a limited amount. That restricts the 

range of topics and activities for communicative speaking. Another problem is that the students often 

feel insecure and reluctant to speak. Yet another common problem is that they may have no real need 

to speak English to motivate them. Such problems are normal challenges for teachers of beginner and 

elementary courses, and good teachers actually relish them: teaching those levels can be very 

rewarding because the students’ progress is usually so much more evident than at higher levels. 

Communicative speaking at intermediate levels depends, then, on communicative speaking in beginner 

and elementary courses, though the topics and activities are likely to be rather different. 

 

Communicative speaking in beginner and elementary courses 

In some ELT institutions, English is required as the main classroom language even in beginners’ courses 

and the students’ first language is restricted to very few situations. The students know that, and the 



teachers have strategies and techniques for helping students comply from the start (see Willis 1981). 

However, in many institutions, especially schools, that isn’t the case and, while some teachers may try 

to apply an ‘English-(almost)-only’ policy, others don’t, making it tougher for those that do. The results, 

in terms of the student’s ability to communicate in spoken English, are usually enormously different. 

In the article in the Communication Skills section of the ELTinLA Library titled ‘Communicative Listening’ 

I wrote quite a lot about establishing English as the main classroom language in beginner and 

elementary courses, and I refer you to that now (Davies, July 2018). What I’ll add here is more about 

students speaking classroom English as well as hearing and reacting to it. 

I believe that classroom English should be seen as a sub-syllabus to be actively taught in beginner 

courses, and in following courses if necessary. In some institutions it might even be good to give a 

printed copy of a prepared classroom English syllabus to all beginner course teachers. By the end of a 

beginner course, students should, for example, be able to: 

 Engage in routine social exchanges, responding as in the second column: 

Good morning/afternoon/evening.  Good morning/afternoon/evening. 

How are you today?  Fine, thank you. And you?/OK, but a bit tired/cold/etc. 

What do you think of the weather?  I like it./I don’t like it./I prefer cool weather. What about you? 

Goodbye/Goodnight.  Goodbye/Goodnight. 

See you tomorrow.  See you. 

Have a good weekend.  Thanks. You too. 

 Respond to the teacher’s instructions, checking questions and explanations, as in the second column: 

OK, open your books at page 23. Sorry. Which page?  

(Explanation) Sorry. I don’t understand./Can you repeat that? 

Do you understand? Yes./No./Not completely. 

Give me another example of the negative. (An example of the negative) 

Have you finished? Yes./Almost./No. 

 Make requests, apologies, observations, etc.: Sorry I’m late. Can I come in? / Can I go to the bathroom? 

/ It’s hot/cold. Can I open/close the window? / I don’t have a pen/book/partner/etc. / I can’t hear/see. 

To provide students with such functional classroom English, teachers need to take advantage of 

moments in lessons when language that will be used again and again is first needed, and teach it 

through modelling and choral and individual repetition. The next few times that same language is 

needed it can usually be elicited from the stronger students, but weaker ones may need a little more 

modelling and drilling. For continuing work on accumulating classroom language, some teachers 

prepare wallcharts of expressions, to which they add new ones. When an expression is needed and a 

student can’t remember it, the teacher can point to the chart, where the student should recognize it. 

When students are understanding the teacher’s classroom English and using their own fairly well, 

they’ve started on the long march to fluent communicative speaking but, obviously, more is needed. 

More communicative speaking can be developed through contrived activities. Though restricted at 

beginner level, there are quite a lot of options. Here are some examples: 

 Parallel conversations   After listening to a model conversation, pairs (or trios) of students have similar 

conversations about themselves, their school, city, family, studies, job, etc. The first of these 



conversations are typically first meetings between people, involving the exchange of names, 

hometowns/states, occupations, ages, and so on. 

 General knowledge quizzes   Groups of students prepare general knowledge questions, or the teacher 

provides groups with cues (Capital of Canada? / Number of states in the USA? / Author of Harry Potter 

novels? / Location of the Ural Mountains? / etc.) and the students write questions based on the cues. 

The quiz is then a competition between the groups, asking and answering one another’s varied 

questions, and involving other communicative speaking, e.g. about turns and the score. 

 Simulations and role-plays   Similar to parallel conversations, but less modelled/scripted, and with 

invented information (with the students, or some of them, not as themselves) within a given situation 

(meeting foreign exchange students at the airport, job interview, congress welcome cocktail, checking 

in at a hotel, etc.). 

 Say what you know or imagine about…   Students individually note down what they know or imagine 

about a topic (a famous person, a football club, a country, a city, a company, an animal, etc.). Then, 

in groups, they say and talk about what they know or imagine about the topic. 

For the above – and any speaking activities – to be really communicative they have to involve the 

exchange or discussion of information not known to all the speakers (or not agreed upon by them all), 

and also the use of mixed grammar (not just repetition of ‘the grammar of the lesson’). Also, the teacher 

should accept minor errors and intervene to correct (or elicit correction) only when the errors interfere 

with communication or when the same errors are being made by several or many students. However, 

the activities can be monitored and common errors noted for some remedial work next class. 

 

Developing communicative speaking at higher levels 

Progressively, the above communicative speaking activities can be extended more freely and added to. 

In intermediate courses, or earlier with motivated students, the additional activities can include 

research projects leading to short class presentations, prepared class discussions and debates, and 

extra-curricular activities (like interviewing and presenting reports on English-speaking people, with 

online interviews if there are few or no English-speaking people locally). Some institutions also offer 

conversation courses or a conversation club. 

If a course has some, or many, students who have used or regularly use English outside class (in their 

higher studies, work, travel, social life, etc.), there can be a further focus on communicative speaking: 

discussion of the student’s experiences of real-world communicative speaking and conversation, and 

attention to any problems or doubts they’ve had. 

 

Two major issues for communicative speaking in the classroom 

I could sign off on the happy note that, even at beginner level, every class should be at least partly a 

conversation class, no matter what other things are attended to (grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, 

spelling, etc.). However, I’ll be brutally honest and mention two major issues before I go. 

The first issue is the matter of teacher English. Richards (2017) considers this in the light of the fact that 

around the world the vast majority of EFL teachers are non-native speakers of English. Many, naturally, 



aren’t very fluent or unfailingly accurate, typically because they have little opportunity to practice their 

spoken English. Many are also limited in their development because they teach only A1-A2 levels. How 

can English as the main classroom language and an imaginative range of communicative speaking 

activities thrive when the teachers are uncertain about their own spoken English or have weaknesses? 

My answer is, don’t worry (or let your teachers worry) too much: if the students seem willing, or even 

keen, to have a go at communicative speaking, teachers should go for it, even if they make mistakes 

(like most non-native speakers, even quite fluent ones). Teachers can put their worry to work (so it will 

be too busy to cause an ulcer) searching online and asking other teachers about their doubts about 

their classroom English. For example, it’s quite common for Latin American teachers to say “Pass to the 

front/board” (instead of “Come…” or “Go…”, depending on where you’re standing), “Very well” to 

congratulate students (instead of “Very good”), “Keep your books” (instead of “Put your books away”), 

“I want that you work in pairs” (instead of “I want you to…”), and “Make me a question” (instead of 

“Ask me…”). Where teacher English is a problem, that problem should be worked on, but a 

communicative approach should not be abandoned unless it’s really hopeless (see below). 

The second issue is the matter of teaching-learning conditions. I hope you or your teachers are working 

in favourable or not too unfavourable conditions – groups that aren’t very large, courses with time for 

cumulative work on real communication, students with some motivation to learn English (usually 

related to need, or probable need, or at least possible need of English). To teachers and institutions 

with students who are very unlikely to need English, in groups of 40, 50 or more, and with fewer than 

three hours a week, I suggest, frankly, that you stick to basic classroom English and controlled (not very 

communicative) speaking activities, making them as much fun as possible, e.g. through games and 

competitions. In the worst cases, I suggest, frankly, that you forget trying to teach English at all – there 

must be something more relevant and potentially more useful to the students to spend the time and 

money on. 
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