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This is a report on three different teaching situations, one university and two high schools. The writers
believe that critical thinking is a very useful means to activate students to speak in English, by looking at
ideas from different perspectives, deepening students' views and providing them with motivation and energy
to introduce their ideas verbally. The writers have also adopted three approaches: cooperative learning to
enhance group work and lower the students' affective filter, content-based instruction to find topics that
motivate students to talk and self-assessment to have students reflect on themselves and inspire them to
learn more. The writers kept records and distributed questionnaires to explore students' progress, preferences,
motivation, or attitudes toward their goals. As a result, students became aware of their own progress and
realized the importance of working together and sharing ideas. At the end of the course, most of the students
gained confidence in speaking English.
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his is a report about three different teaching contexts focusing on activities

for improving speaking proficiency. By consulting theories and approaches,

asking our students about their preferences and needs, and also assuming our
experiences and beliefs, we have analyzed our lessons to find out more effective and
realistic approaches that enhance the development of speaking proficiency.

In many teaching contexts, from junior high school to university level, many
English teachers are required to teach a great quantity of subject matter with limited
time and materials. Many of them realize that they should enhance the speaking
ability of their students, but in fact it is quite hard to do so with their limited freedom
of choice. In the past decade, the Ministry of Education and Science has been
trying to put more emphasis on oral communication and many textbooks have been
published focusing on communicative language learning. However, many teachers
still believe that speaking is still optional. Why do they believe this? Is there any
solution that would enhance teachers to take a new step? In this paper, by focusing
on four elements of our own lessons, we analyzed their effectiveness and students’
perception, to discover more realistic approaches for teaching speaking.
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The theories and approaches we have adopted varied,
however, here, four of them are going to be discussed in
diverse teaching contexts. Firstly, we consulted the idea of
critical thinking, which would stimulate students to explore
and talk more in English. Secondly, the theory of cooperative
learning was of great help for organizing group work that
lowered the students’ affective filter (Krashen, 1985).
Thirdly, based on our belief that topic choice is very crucial
to speaking activities, we followed the approach of content-
based language teaching and learning. Lastly, we made use
of the technique of self-assessment and reflection so that
we could motivate the students to learn more actively and
positively.

Teaching contexts

We all work at different schools and teach different types of
lessons, however, the underlying beliefs are the same; more
emphasis should be put on speaking activities. Here are the

details of our teaching contexts.

(1) A public high school in Kanagawa.

Forty first-year-students were enrolled in this class, and they
were well disciplined and motivated to learn English. We
met three hours a week (150 minutes in total), and we were
supposed to study a subject called “English I’ which was
aimed at learning general English including four skills and
grammar. Besides this primary goal, we had set two more
goals, communicating actively with teachers and classmates
using simple phrases in English and building up confidence
in expressing themselves in class.
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(2) A private high school in Tokyo.

This is a boy’s school attached to a large university. The
class was an elective one called “Oral Communication C”
which focused on discussion and debate activities. There
were 20 third-year-students. We met twice a week (100
minutes in total), and the students were highly motivated.
The goals of this class were: to be able to make speeches,
to be able to give proper reactions while talking with each
other, and to be able to introduce their own opinions with
specific reasons and examples in good order.

(3) A private university in Tokyo.

This was an elective class focusing on TOEIC where 18

to 23 year-old undergraduate and graduate students of all
departments were enrolled. Their main interest was to get
higher scores, but they also felt the necessity of oral practice
to strengthen their English ability. We met twice a week (180
minutes in total), and about 10 students attended the class
regularly. The goals of this class were: gaining confidence

to use English by exchanging information and opinions,
expressing their reflections critically, and cooperating with
classmates in preparing for a presentation.

Critical thinking

“Critical thinking is the process that involves abstract
operations”(O’Keefe, 1999) and a “disciplined manner of
thought used to assess the validity of something such as
statements, news, stories, arguments and research” (Day, 2003).
It is important to learn that there is no one correct answer, so
that students are not afraid of making mistakes. Critical thinking
gave our students an opportunity to think aloud, be motivated
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and conduct discussions from various perspectives. As a result
of this, they could stimulate each other and communicate well.

They were absorbed in discussing their thoughts and ideas,
because they selected their own favorite topics. They were
motivated because “they open up their hidden possibility”
(O’Keefe, 1999) and learned better, because they took the
initiative (Gardner, 1993; Williams, 2001).

Cooperative learning

A cooperative learning group is defined as a small mixed-
ability group in which the members aim to achieve the
same goal together (Kagan, 1994). To make group work
successful, the teacher needs to assign specific roles in
the group in order to encourage individual accountability
(Cambell, 2000). Students learn different ideas from their
peers and establish positive interdependence.

Cooperative learning provides students with strategies for
negotiation and critical thinking (Stahl, 1995). The students
learn how to work with their peers and solve problems
using their communication skills (Johnson, Johnson, and
Holubec, 1995). Cooperative learning enables the students
to accomplish higher proficiency in language because those
social skills are essential in interaction, as well as basic
abilities, such as accuracy and fluency.

We assigned each student a specific role in a group in
accordance with cooperative learning theory, and found that
the students speak more English to each other in groups.
They had confidence in speaking because they knew what
to say and when to say it. They got involved in the activities
more, acknowledging their own responsibility.
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Based on this experience, we would like to propose three
points for introducing cooperative learning to a high school
English language classroom. First of all, groups should
be formed, not by their friendship but by using a random
method, similar to a lottery, so that the students could easily
accept their individual accountability. Secondly, the teacher
should create roles that have equal responsibility. The
Chairperson will take more responsibility than the others,
so we divided their roles into two parts, the Reader and the
Moderator. The Reader reads out the list of the questions,
and the Moderator asks them in a simple form, such as
“What do you think about question number one?” Thirdly,
it is important to give the students equal opportunities for
learning. We assigned the students different roles to play
each time. We often changed the members of the groups so
that the students could learn various perspectives from other
students. In fact, mixing up the groups encouraged them to
speak more critically, not emotionally.

Topic choice

According to the main claims of content-based language
teaching, when we choose topics for classes, teachers need to
select topics from a wide variety of fields based on the needs
and interests of the students (Snow, Brinton and Wesche,
1989). Moreover, it would be ideal if the topics provide real
situations for students (Folse, 1996). Also Stoller and Grabe
(1997) acknowledged that teachers need to anticipate student
interests, look for engaging content materials that can lead

to a strong culminating task, and outline opportunities for
coherent sequencing.
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One of the issues of teaching speaking classes or oral
communication is that most textbooks deal with topics that
neither attract nor motivate students to talk. Topics such as
hobbies, families, or club activities look good for speaking
activities, but these topics do not always stimulate students
to speak out, especially with older teenagers. Basically, in
any language, the purpose of talking is to get some new
information, solve some problems, or simply have fun, but
to the students who already know each other and exchange
information about their school lives, these topics are not
exciting at all. Although their level of English is not the
same as their L1, they should be provided with topics that
suit their interests. By exchanging ideas on certain topics,
students wish to discover something new, or in other words,
to learn (Barnes, 1992).

So we provided the students with about 20 topics and
rough summaries from the textbooks (Day & Yamanaka
1997; 1999; 2003), and had them vote freely. Most of the
topics were very controversial and some were very tough
not only for teenagers but also for adults (see Appendix 1).
The process of voting was very enjoyable. For one reason,
the students consulted their background knowledge and
anticipated what they could say during the forthcoming
discussions. Also it was a good chance to compare their
preferences on social issues with their peers. It can be
said that they were thinking aloud very critically. Another
advantage of having them vote is that we can make use of
their motivation. And once they agreed to try a certain topic,
they felt the responsibility to “hang on” even if the topic was
too difficult to talk about.
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Refection & self-assessment

“Reflection is crucial because urging student input and
reflection on their language learning experiences encourages
them to take more responsibility for their learning” (Leki,
1991). Reflection allowed the students to think that they
were not supposed to be passive and wait for somebody to
teach them, but expected to be active in their own learning,
because they were responsible for it.

“It is important for students to be involved in assessment
in a student-centered class” (Dickenson, 1987). The students
submitted self-assessment sheets three times a year to
evaluate their speaking ability. The aim of the assessment
was for students to know what they could do and what they
were expected to do next. They could determine their goal by
doing this. On the average, the students made improvements
in terms of self-assessment.

At the end of every class, students submitted reflection
notes, in which they wrote their thoughts on various
things including the whole class. The reflection notes were
submitted with their names, because reflection involves
students in taking responsibility, which might develop
better learning (Benson, 2001; Leki, 1991). We discovered
students’ inner voice, which could be beneficial in education.

Self-assessment fosters learning, promotes awareness and
enhances “goal-orientation” (Oscarson, 1989). Evaluation
is a significant objective in education, and training learners
to evaluate is useful (Dickinson, 1987). The students indeed
became aware of what learners should do and what their
own goals were. Self-assessment generated self-awareness
as a learner and improved skills in learning techniques
(Nunan, 1988, p. 116). They had to think deeply to evaluate
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themselves and began to realize what they should do to
achieve their goals.

We asked the students of two different teaching contexts to
assess themselves regularly. Then we analyzed the results in
two different ways.

At the private high school class, we focused on each skill
of speaking proficiency. Students’ perception of their own
proficiency was collected through questionnaires (Appendix 2)
and the results were compared every two months (Figure 1).

asking the speaker
to repeat

—
T Y

asking questions
while listening

using fillers to prrrrrrrr s
avoid silence

E April
EJune
EJuly
H October

0 9 20 40 60 80 100

making a speech
with notes only

responding to the
question promptly

Figure 1. Self-assessment of private high school
students

One of the purposes of the self-assessment is to examine
the suitability of the syllabus and activities. Starting with
“ice breaking” activities, we moved on to more challenging
activities such as group discussion and in some cases debate.
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We mainly focused on the difficulties and the order of the
tasks to see if the syllabus was appropriate for the students to
follow and learn effectively.

Also, it was a good chance for the students to check
their progress and set up some higher goals to pursue by
themselves. For example, as for the result about “asking
questions while listening”, more than 70% of the class said,
“I can do this” at the very beginning of the year. But once
they started practicing speeches and asking questions, they
realized the difficulty of doing two things at the same time,
in English. Then in June, the number dropped drastically.
So we focused more activities on listening to main points,
asking questions, or giving responses until students became
comfortable with doing these things. Self-assessment was
indeed very useful to check the syllabus and activities to
provide more practical lessons for the students.

As for the university class, since the number of the
students was limited and the backgrounds of the students
varied, we focused on the changes of individual students
by adding up each item on the questionnaire (Appendix 3).
The average result showed a positive trend, even if it was
not a drastic change (Figure 2). We conducted research
qualitatively and there were some interesting changes in
each of the students. For example, Katsuo, one of the best
students, in terms of self-assessment, wrote in May that he
could hardly hear anything. In June, he noticed that it was
necessary for him to take more time for dictation. He began
to think critically what he should do. In addition, he claimed
in September that he would never give up. In October, he
wrote in his reflection notes that he had decided to pick
up a wide range of vocabulary from the textbook and the
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newspaper. Thus, he was passive and did not know what to
do at first, but after five months, he seemed to have found
a concrete way and started to control his learning habits
autonomously.

B May
B October

Total

Katsuo
Students

Kiyomi

Average

Figure 2. Self-assessment of private university
students

The common reaction of the two teaching contexts is that
by ticking the self-assessment lists (questionnaires); the
students came to realize what they were lacking and what
they needed to do to improve their proficiency. We were
surprised at this unexpected reaction from the students. We
were happy to learn that by repeating this assessment or
reflection, the students were becoming autonomous learners
and motivated to learn more.

JALT2004 aT Nara 629

Conclusion

In this paper, we deal with critical thinking not as the

main teaching technique, but an underlying guidance to
facilitate speaking. For instance, in the process of choosing
topics, we provided the students with chances to consider
their background knowledge on each topic to find out the
best one, which means to think critically. While they were
comparing their ideas in small groups, they tried to have
multiple views based on their roles. Even when they were
reflecting and assessing themselves, the students looked at
themselves fairy critically. Indirectly we used the ideas of
critical thinking to activate and motivate our students to talk.

Fortunately, the students gradually understood the idea and
got used to looking at certain things from various points
of view. According to the students’ raw comments and
reflection notes, they realized the excitement of learning
different perspectives in the end. They were also surprised
to know their classmates’ unknown character or serious
thoughts. Overall, the students have acquired the tips on
critical thinking and recognized that it is fun to talk in
English. We believe that they have built confidence in
speaking out in English, and we are very happy with the
outcome.

Even though the idea of critical thinking is becoming
popular among English teachers in Japan, there is no proper
Japanese translation for this word yet. When we mention it
in Japanese, we have to say ‘critical thinking’ in katakana
with some explanation since the word ‘critical” has only a
negative meaning in the Japanese language. We realized that
critical thinking is very effective for enhancing speaking
proficiency, but at the same time it is tough for both students
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and teachers in the Japanese teaching contexts to apply it.
Through the experiences with students, we deeply realized
that it requires teachers’ insight and relevant steps for the
students to develop critical thinking.
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Appendix 1

Topics to discuss

# title discussion questions
- - - o %

1 [Fashion & personality Isit V\'/rong to Jlr:dge people by their appearance or fashion? *How much can we tell from
people's fashion?

2 |Enelish education in Japan *What is the best way to teach/learn English? *What do your English teachers have to

& P change? *Should the government change some system?

. . . o %

3 |Carcer choice Whag is the biggest element to choose your job? *Does fortune / money always make you
happy?

4 |[Who pavs? *Why men often pay for the date? *Are there any roles for men and women at dates?

pays: *What is your ideal date?

5 |Housework *Is housework women's job? *What kind of family would you like to create? *Would you
do housework as a husband?

6 |Friendship and love *What is friendship? *Can we have best friend of opposite sex? *How can you

P compromise to your friends?

7 |1 hate school! . What is the meaning of go going to university? ¥How much is education career
important?

8 |pets *Do pets have right the same as human being? *Are pets always happy with human being?
*Cats or dogs?

9 |Pet Peeve *What behavior in public bothers you or doesn't bother you? *Do parents have to teach
their children to be polite? * Does using a cell phone in a classroom bother you?

. *Is it safe to clone crops or vegetables? *Is it acceptable to clone animals? *Is cloning
10" |Cloning humans allowed?
11 |Friendshi *How do you define the best friend?  *Is it easy to make the best friend? * What if
P your best friend was taking drugs?
12 |Welfare and volunteerin *Should volunteering be obligatory in high schools? *Do we need to give homeless people
& money? *How would you look after your elderly parents?
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Appendix 2 (questionnaire for a private high school class)

[}

2

o

21

2

N

23

24

25
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Yes, |

can.

No, |

can't.

USAA FOBETREEERT D
| can understand classmates' English

HEFORBOFEEMELHS, HIBEITD
| can give reactions while listening

BFEORBOBEMELNS, BLREFTAMET D
| can ask some questions while listening

HFEOEEME NS, AFOBRPBBEERRD

| can give comments while listening

HFOBESOHPSAMoIcLE MERTIEMNTES
| can ask the speaker to repeat when | don't get

KBEMEENS, EBABLFEOTAEERSD
| can take notes while listening

oA EICETNT, BOABRERETHET
| can reproduce the story based on my notes

MEZ20EBNTICEVEVWILERBTEALEARET
| can speak actively without worrying about making mistakes

3~ 4 ANDIN—TDPTRETEET S
I can talk freely in a small group of three or four

IN—TTELUEILEMBILELD, I SRARAUTRRT S
| can summarize the group discussion and present it to the whole class

HMBHYICHEML T, REOLABVADRBICEZAL
| can involve shy classmates into discussion by asking questions

KETOEVWANDPORNEE, BIOPELVRRTEVNZS
| can rephrase difficult words into plain expressions

LT CASDEREMMNAEEIC, MIET D
| can respond to the question promptly

BHDERICEBPHERI TEY
| can give my opinions with proper reasons and examples

FAEEHLICREBETRE—FETS
| can make a speech based on notes

HEFZLICT KU T TREBETRE-F£T3
| can make a speech without any preparation

HEPweb EORHICRTE, BERzRBETIATS
| can quote summary of newspaper articles

EEICDE L LE, wel,uh. BE RBRICHBSTIENTENTES
I can use fillers to avoid silence

IBFITThhAY P < EREMBAD
| can convey my own claim in good order

HITHEFORRLCEDINT, HRLAYRSRALUTS
| can ask questions according to the speakers' claim

BROMITZEFOEREBEL., HRZHS5/LHEZTHS
| can prepare questions in advance by guessing the opponents' claim

BROMITHEFNOOEMEBEL., MSHKREHSMLHR>THS

| can prepare to counter attack in advance by guessing the opponents' claim

BAIKUT, I-ETERALEREED
| can make a speech with some jokes according to the situations

FEYIICETVT, BECHELRETS
| can propose discussion questions or propositions according to topics

BAOERICETVT, ZXPYELANBYICEED IS
| can define a word based on my own claim
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Appendix 3 (questionnaire for a private university class)
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