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Teaching for Communicative Competence

Interaction in the ESOL Classr oom

by Donna Moss

The 20 students in the intermediate-level English for speakers oflatigerages (ESOL) class
were sitting at round tables in small groups. They had been studying Englhaantext of
communicating on the telephone. In a pre-topic needs assessment, thes stieheified
situations that are particularly difficult for them when they talklmntelephone. Talking to the
obstetrician-gynecologist (two young women were pregnant), talking to the plistiroagering
take-out food, and calling a child’s school to report absences were hidtedistt The teacher
began the lesson by saying that she had to call her auto mechanic to make amaggdmt
have him check out a problem with her car. The teacher asked theécctsdp her plan for the
telephone conversation by suggesting what she should say and predicting pospinees and
guestions from the mechanic. After the class helped her plot a pagsilviersation scenario on
a worksheet, the students worked in small groups according to theiopwnriterests and
plotted scenarios for telephone conversations. Four students were iortherihg take-out”

group.
Juan: Okay, who writes?

Ahmed: Sana is good. Sana, you write.

Sana: Okay. | write the paper. You tink. [laughs]
Bun: Huh?

Sana: | write. You tink... [She points to her headhkTi
Ahmed: Oh! Think. Th...it's th. Think.

Sana: Yeah.

Juan: You need ‘th.” Think.

Sana: Okay. | write. You Think!
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The two pregnant women worked together.

Monica: My doctor she...uh... doesn’'t speak Portuguese.

Dalia: Same my doctor, she don’t speak Arabic.

Monica: | need say when | have ...um...um...the pain. Th®doshe told me the way. | forgot.
Dalia: The pain?

Monica: Yeah. The pain ... the pain before the baby.

Dalia: Eh! Pain. Teacher, can you help me? How do yoyasyfor the baby in English?
Teacher: Pain for the baby? The baby has pain?

Monica: No. No. When | have to call doctor and say the pafore the baby. It's special pain
for the mother... for pregnant.

Teacher: Contractions?

Monica: Yes, contraction.

Teacher: Contractions.

Monica: Yes. Thank you. How you...do you spell it?

Perhaps you read the scenarios and realized that youndaxet similar conversations between
learners in your classes when they were working in grdapsup instruction is not new to many
of us who teach ESOL. It makes sense to give languagestsaan opportunity to talk with
others in the target language. Research also supports éhinadenteraction aids in second
language acquisition (SLA). This article discusses wesgarch has to say about the role of
interaction in SLA, ways to provide interaction oppoities, challenges in providing these
opportunities, and types of activities that fosterrext&on.

Changing Views

Notions about how best to teach adult English languagedes have changed over the years and
have been influenced by research in how second languaglearared. Today, perhaps the most
accepted instructional frame work in adult ESOL educasa@@mmunicative language teaching
(CLT). The goal of CLT is to increase communicativenpetence, which means being able to
understand and interpret messages, understand the sotgdtsam which language is being
used, apply the rules of grammar, and employ strateégiesep communication from breaking
down (Savignon, 1997). With CLT, instructional emphasigethifrom grammar translation,
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memorization of dialogues, and drills and practice efcstiral patterns to using language in
real-life contexts for meaningful purposes (Savignon, 200 m@ar practice with drills can be
appropriate at certain times, but CLT demands authergiofusnguage, which means people
interacting with other people.

The primary principle underlying CLT is that language leaamered opportunities to use the
language in authentic conversations. After all, daily lgquires people to communicate in a
wide range of contexts for many diverse purposes. Thisctiee view of language teaching
has its roots in SLA research studies that have exanioe interactions contribute to SLA
(Moss & Ross-Feldman, 2003). Studies report how negotiafiomeaning — an exchange
between a speaker and listener to solve a comprehensiolempr— affects what learners
produce (Ellis, 1999; Pica, 2003). Researchers have studiegcties between native speakers
and language learners as well as interactions exclysegélveen language learners. They have
also examined social interaction between individuadstha interaction that occurs in our minds
(e.g., the interaction among our knowledge of the fingt ®econd languages, the content and
context of a message, and our background knowledge). (32€lB87, 1999; Gass & Selinker,
1994, for in-depth discussions of different theoreticaspectives.)

A growing body of research seems to show that interapiays an important role in learning a
second language (Ellis, 1999). Understanding the concepteoimguage, which is language
spoken by nonnative speakers, is key to understanding thecteseanteraction.

“The basic assumption in SLA research is that learners create a langystgens known as an
interlanguage (IL). This system is composed of numerous elemerttse fexst of which are
elements of the NL (native language) and TL (target language). There areeisents of the IL
that do not have their origins in either the NL or the TL. Whahisortant is that the learners
themselves impose s tructure on the available linguistic data and foeraranternalized
system”(Gass & Selinker, 1994, p. 11).

In other words, interlanguage periods are transitionakgsigmatic. They follow rules and
change over time as learners learn more about thdéamguage.

Language learners make changes in their interlanguagetiwg recognize that changes need to
be made. SLA research (Swain, 1995) seems to supporgtmaent that language learners’
interactions with native speakers and more proficienhative speakers positively affect the
process of interlanguage development. During interadganners may notice things about their
language use that do not match a native speaker’s or nadi@eant nonnative speaker’s use.
During interactions, communication may break down andistener may let the speaker know
of the confusion by asking for clarification, confirnmatj repetition, or by correcting the
speaker. The speaker may respond by changing the messageiway in order to make it
understandable. Both the listener and the speaker arelpativolved in the negotiation of
meaning (Long, 1996). One of the participants in the interactay be a native speaker or a
nonnative speaker at a higher proficiency level thamther participant(s) and may provide
assistance during the interaction. In other interastiparticipants may all be language learners
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who construct knowledge of the language through both theaessful and unsuccessful
attempts at communication.

Consider the conversation samples at the beginningatticle. In the first sample, Bun does
not understand what Sana means when she says “tin8drs® modifies her messages b y
adding a gesture. Ahmed points out to Sana that she Bpromyunced the word, so she
modifies her pronunciation. In the second sample, Magisaarching for the word
“contractions” and she elicits Dalia’s aid by attemptingléfine the word. Dalia cannot supply
the word, so she asks the teacher for help. Daliattridsfine the word, but the teacher doesn'’t
understand. Monica revises her earlier definition anddaeher is able to supply the word.
Monica i mmediately recognizes it as the one she heana tier doctor. These samples illustrate
exchanges that can help build knowledge of the new language.

Although researchers continue to research and debagffebes of interaction on SLA, they
generally agree that it plays an important role in priamgaacquisition. For teachers, the
guestion becomes how to incorpo rate interaction intouason effectively.See a list of
interactive classroom activities.

Creating an Interactive Classroom

Interactive language instruction involves the teachdrl@arners engaging in activities that
create conditions that foster language use, which teadther language development.

First and foremost, the teacher is the initiatomtdraction. That does not mean that the teacher
is always in control of the discourse, such as in n@aékre the teacher initiates, the students
respond, and the teacher provides feedback. It mearntt¢hatacher is responsible for providing
opportunities for interaction in which learners contha topics and discourse (Brown, 2001;
Ellis, 1999). Research seems to suggest that language acqussaided when learners have
control of the discourse topics and the discourse wBy@001; Ellis, 1999). This supports what
teachers believe to be good ESOL practice: selectingrcante classroom activities, based on
learners’ needs and interests, that are suitably cgaligiand promote language development
(Florez & Burt, 2001). To create conditions for effectiveeractions in the classroom, teachers
ideally do the following:

« Plan lessons that are logically sequenced and that prproger scaffolding — the
instructional support that enables learners to make arldapwledge or skill — so that
learners can be successful in their interactions €&l& Burt, 2001).

+ Release control and step out of the role of clasteled eachers let learners take the
initiative for interactions, experiment freely, atadke risks with the language.

« Facilitate learner-to-learner interactions by monitoang providing assistance when
students request it or when students are unable to repamwdoation breakdowns on
their own.
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Amerie e + Initiate and sustain interaction by using a variety of
guestions ranging from knowledge questions (e.g., yes/n@estoy

who, what, where, and why questions) to evaluation quegiogs opinion questions).

« Understand that interaction does not necessarily tiedrstudent participation is always
verbal. Sometimes students learn by listening to othessaict.

« Recognize that regular use of pair and small group work pesmateraction.

« Effectively implement group work.

« Teach learners strategies to negotiate meaning (e.gqraglarfification, paraphrase, and
use circumlocution).
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To create effective interactions, teachers idealig &how when it is appropriate to talk about
language and when it is appropriate to let learners use laagarad) how to balance fluency and
accuracy work. Research suggests that there is an ajpedne and place for form-focused
instruction and that direct grammar instruction can helpisitigcn for some learners (Larsen-
Freeman, 1997). Research seems to suggest that grammatiorsisumost effective when it is
focused on raising learners’ awareness of how a strustéwemed, what it means, and how it is
used rather than on practicing drills for accuracy (EL@99; Long, 2000). Learners gain more u
nderstanding by processing what they hear and read intarttezlanguage t han learning an
isolated grammar rule followed by pattern practice (Lafsgeman, 1997).

Challenges

Interactive language instruction may be new for sommérs. Learners may have expectations
of how instruction should proceed based on their experiesith school-based education and
previous language instruction. For these reasons, discussimgearners the benefits of and the
rationale for having them interact with each other dudlass time, in meaningful discourse, is
difficult but important. Teachers can begin the disiusby brainstorming with learners the
things they do that help them learn English. Teachersnteoduce the phrase “use it or lose it!”
and learners can be asked to talk about what it meamest &k ways for learners to use
language in the classroom?

The classroom setup can hinder or enhance interactiartopjties. If the desks are in neat
rows with every one facing the chalk board and the teatd@ner-to-learner interactions are
more difficult to initiate. Round tables, desks arrangeanallsgroups, or even a semicircle of
desks help make interactive tasks easier.

Interactive activities need to be managed well andethehier needs to stay engaged throughout,
even when learners are working in pairs and small grdwgashers need to be ready to facilitate
and provide resources for learners. It is important todspere listening to learners talking.
Teachers may hear some thing that the whole group woulddvested in talking about when

the class debriefs, or they may discover vocabuydesplems or problems with learners’ use of a
grammar form that is causing communication breakdowrss& hroblems can be addressed
later during a time in class, when it is more approgii@tfocus on accuracy.

To make interaction meaningful and effective, teacheesi io know their students well. Which
students work well with which other students? Are thedésiduals who would not be
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| Erre e comfortable working with each other? What are the Eafrgoals,
interests, and expectations? What do they want togetthe class? Interactive
opportunities will flourish in classrooms where thera sense of trust and community. This
begins with the teacher and the teacher’s interaxidth learners. Brown (2001) suggests that
teachers can create positive relationships by showiagest in students, encour aging learners
to voice their ideas and feelings, valuing what learnenk thnd say, having a sense of humor,
providing feedback on progress, and praising good work.
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In Conclusion

For many learners, the ESOL classroom is the one piteey get to think about language,
practice it, take risks with it, and reflect on these of it. Providing learners with activities that
nurture this exploration and that allow for interacti®important for language development and
for preparing learners to use the language successfully thbgmheave the class environment.
Not long ago, | was giving the BEST Plus, a standardizeddEnigihguage assessment, to a
learner in my program. | asked her to tell me about sungnew she recently learned. | don't
remember her exact words, but she started her ansvgarylng that every day she learned
something new in her English class. She said thay ¢vee she talked to other learners in the
class she learned new English words or she learnedlsomeew about American culture.
Then she add ed that she learned new things every daybe her teacher could explain things
well. She said now she uses English every day aftes.clalot much, but step by step and every
day.”

When you prepare for your next class, think about interactook at your lesson plans. What
kinds of interactive activities did you choose to usd®\Wd you choose those activities? How
will they help in language acquisition? Have you given laagraaough preparation and support?
What are they learning? By establishing interactive languesgriction, ESOL teachers are
setting up language learners for success.
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Interactive Classroom Activities

A number of activities for pairs and small groups fosteraction and focus on meaningful
communication (Ellis, 1999). Some activities have verggigeguidelines and parameters;
others are more loosely constructed. In interactizescoom instruction, a variety of activities is
used depending on the lesson goals and objectives. Thadtgeaanclude, but are not limited
to, information gap, ordering and sorting, jigsaws, conversatid, problem solving, and
discussions.

Information Gap activities are widely used in ESOL instruction. At thest basic level, two
people share information to complete a task. In oneimfaymation gap activities, one person
has all the information (e.g., one learner gives timas to a location and the other plots the
route out on a map). In two-way gap activities, bothnlees have information to share to
complete the activity. Two-way information gap actistlgave been shown to facilitate more
interaction than one-way information gap tasks (EL#99).

Jigsaws are highly interactive activities that require learrierpool their information to

complete a task. For example, in a jigsaw readingiggctlearners work together in small groups
to unscramble a text. A text is cut into logical chunikd the group works together to put the
text back into the proper sequence. Learners use thé&igioamd knowledge and their
knowledge of the language to put the text back togetherintaraction among learners often
includes questions, explanations, and requests for claiofica

Conversation grid activities work well for beginning-level learners. They providerfeas with

an opportunity to practice gathering and giving the same ioomover and over again, thus
helping to build automaticity. They also provide learneith a chance to negotiate meaning. For
example, to review asking and answering personal idenidfitguestions in a family literacy
class, learners can speak to classmates to gather itifmrraad complete a table such as the one
below.

First Last Child’s Child’s teacher’s
name name |grade name
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A conversation may ensue such as:

Ana: What'’s your first name?

Marta: Marta

Ana: Spell, please

Marta: M-A-R-T-A

Ana: M-A (student writes the letter E)|
Marta: M-A...A...no E

And so on.

Ordering and sorting activities include classification, ranking, and sequencingdfi§/\V1996).

For example, in a discussion about talking to childrexuadrugs and alcohol, parents are given
cards with statements such as, “beer is not alcobolithe legal drinking age is 21.” Learners
work in pairs or small groups and must put the cardghereihe “True,” “False.” or “I’'m not
sure” pile. To complete the task, learners have tudstheir choices, provide explanations for
them, and achieve consensus (Siteki, 2004).

Problem-solving activities work at all levels. Learners work in sntalbups and discuss issues
that are relevant to their lives, such as finding waystEnglish outside the class, or how to
plan a budget for a family of five. Problem-solving groujsk well when each member of the
group has a specific role and the tasks are cleartyusdor them. Learners use language to
communicate for real reasons: to explain their ideske suggestions, and, finally, reach a
consensus.

For beginning-level learners, problem-solving activitieslbagreated using picture prompts or
picture stories that deal with everyday problems that adaftsnonly confront. Using the
language experience approach, learners tell the teadh&tr e’ happening in each picture and the
teacher writes what they say (Singleton, 2002). Afterstory is established, learner s can make
suggestions about how characters in the story can g@wreproblems. (See
http://www.cal.org/caela/healtifdr examples of problem-solving picture stories relabekealth
issues.)

Discussions, which are an obvious way to promote interactions beaabout almost anything,
from cultural issues, education, learning English, to cairegents and “hot” topics. Discussions
seem deceptively easy to set up, but they require ptepaeand thought so that they run
smoothly and learners get the most out of the exchangead. The purpose of the discussion
should be made very clear to the learners. The bsméfgmall-group discussions on language
development should also be made clear to them: tleegraopportunity to practice listening for
main ideas and details, build vocabulary, use Englisixplain and elaborate, and use strategies
to keep the conversation from breaking down. It is a¢dpfil to set time limits, assign roles and
responsibilities, and debrief with the whole group afberdiscussion.
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