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Abstract 

 This classroom-based research investigated the strategies that encouraged and 

discouraged 10th grade students’ speaking when performing task-based activities in an EFL 

context. Seventeen fifteen-year-old students were included in the investigation, all of them 

native speakers of Spanish. The sources of data for this research was developed using three 

data collection tools, an interview with the guide teacher from school, three self-reports, and 

analysis documents from the school and the Ministry of Education. The findings suggested 

that (1) students’ speaking confidence played an important role when engaging in oral 

activities, (2) teachers should encourage students to produce orally, and to create a positive 

learning environment to increase students’ confidence, (3) the class opportunities to speak in 

English influence students’ confidence to use L2, (4) there is an incongruence between what 

is suggested in the Chilean Bases Curriculares in relation to English teaching, and the 

conditions provided in the classroom, (5) the English proficiency level of students conditions 

students’ engagement in oral activities, and (6) task-based activities can reinforce students’ 

speaking confidence, and therefore their engagement in oral activities. Due to the time 

constraints of this research, further investigation is suggested to explore these findings in 

more depth. 
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Introduction 

 

This classroom-based research was based at Altamira School, a private institution 

located in Peñalolén. This establishment is secular and mixed, and it receives students from 

Pre-K to 12th grade. There are 3 or 4 classes per level, and the average number of students in 

the classroom is twenty-five. This specific investigation was undertaken in a 10th grade class 

composed of seventeen students, (eight females and nine male students) who are aged 

between fifteen and sixteen years old. In regard to the students’ English proficiency level, 

most were able to communicate in English using short simple structure sentences, and could 

understand frequently used expressions in familiar contexts or areas of interest. Hence, 

according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages, the students’ 

level of proficiency was close to A2 (Council of Europe, 2001). Nevertheless, there were two 

students who showed a higher level of proficiency level, as they could engage in familiar and 

unfamiliar communicative instances, and could express thoughts on more abstract topics 

(Council of Europe, 2001). This, according to the CEFR indicates a B1 level. 

 

After two weeks of class observation, it was recognized that most students did not 

communicate in English, and all the activities were held in Spanish. Some students claimed 

that they did not understand English, and that it was too difficult for them to speak in the 

target language. Some other students claimed that they did not feel comfortable speaking in 

English because they did not want to make mistakes. In addition to this, classroom activities 

focused more on grammar and content, and on writing rather than on oral interaction. 

Therefore, instances for students to speak in English seemed to be limited.  

In this context, oral communication was identified as the main problem. Hence, this 

investigation focused on the importance of identifying the task-based strategies that affected 
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students’ self-confidence when speaking in the target language during the English classes. 

For this reason, this classroom research proposal sought to investigate the strategies that 

influenced in 10th grade EFL students’ confidence when performing task-based speaking 

activities. 

         Therefore, the research question developed for this investigation was the following: 

What strategies encourage or discourage students’ self-confidence when performing task-

based speaking activities?  

 

Learning English can be a difficult task if the English lessons do not focus on 

developing students’ communicative skills. Using the appropriate strategies to language 

teaching can facilitate the development of communicative competence in students. However, 

some students may struggle more than others, and may not engage in the activities of the 

class. This can be due to many factors, such as the nature of the class activities, the 

proficiency level of students, or even due to the lack of willingness to participate.  

 

The Chilean Ministry of Education highlights the importance of developing students’ 

communicative competence. The Bases Curriculares state that “durante estos años, el 

propósito es que las y los estudiantes continúen desarrollando las habilidades del inglés para 

poder comunicarse en situaciones similares a las de la vida real” (MINEDUC, 2015, p. 216). 

It is also asserted that students, “Pueden participar en diferentes intercambios comunicativos 

simples sobre temas conocidos o cotidianos y mantener la interacción al responder o formular 

preguntas, utilizando un lenguaje claro y sencillo, con una pronunciación inteligible que no 

interfiere con la comunicación” (MINEDUC, 2015, p. 217).  

In relation to task-based Language Teaching, it can be defined as “an approach to 

language education in which students are given functional tasks that invite them to focus 
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primarily on meaning exchange and to use language for real-world, non-linguistic purposes” 

(Van den Branden, 2006, p.1). Moreover, activities focused on tasks benefits students’ 

learning process, and language production, as they involve engagement in real-life 

communication instances.  

  

Concerning students’ confidence when speaking in English, it refers to the students’ self-

perception of their capacities and abilities. Mc. Croskey (1980) argues that people develop 

“communication apprehension”, which is defined as “an individual’s level of fear or anxiety 

associated with either real or anticipated oral communication with another person or persons” 

(p. 109). In addition, Crandall (1990) refers to language anxiety as, the, “Fear of failing or 

appearing foolish is a constant threat to interaction in the language classroom, especially 

when teachers ask questions which only a few students can answer” (p. 233). These concepts 

helped to understand EFL students’ hesitation and embarrassment when speaking in English.  

  

In regard to activities that are effective in fostering EFL students’ oral production, 

Kroeker (2009) identifies three approaches when teaching speaking in a second or foreign 

language. These are: an indirect approach, a direct approach, and an indirect approach plus. 

The indirect approach refers to speaking development “through students’ active participation 

in interactive activities such as discussions, role-play, information gaps, and problem-solving 

activities” (Dornyei & Thurrell, 1994, p. 41). This approach is used in Communicative 

language approach, because students are expected to develop communicative competence 

through meaningful interaction. The direct approach focuses more on the analysis of 

students’ speaking features, as accuracy and fluency. Finally, the indirect plus approach “is a 

combination of learner-centered training, language exposure, interactional activities and 

teaching speaking as spoken discourse” (Thornbury & Slade, 2006, p. 295). This approach 
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responds to the principles of task-based approach, as it requires students to receive as much 

input as possible, and participate in real life interaction.  
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Methodology 

 

According to Duff (2002), qualitative research is a cluster or continuum of approaches 

that generally seek contextualized, naturalistic, holistic understandings and interpretations of 

phenomena that occur in particular types of contexts. Hence, the nature of this investigation 

was qualitative, as it aimed at understanding what strategies affected students’ confidence 

when performing task-based oral activities. 

 

In order to appropriately address the research question, it was necessary to first identify 

the main categories related to it. These categories identified were task-based strategies to 

encourage speaking, and students’ self-confidence when performing oral activities. 

 

The tools chosen to collect data for this classroom research were an interview with the 

10th grade teacher of English from school, three pre-service teacher’s self-reports, and artefact 

analysis. 

 

Firstly, an interview with the 10th grade English teacher was developed in order to 

identify her perception on students’ self-confidence when performing orally, and task-based 

strategies that could hinder or support students’ confidence when speaking. The interview 

was undertaken with the teacher in Spanish to ensure the understanding of the questions 

posed, and the accuracy of the data collected. This interview was guided, because it was 

meant to explore the teacher’s point of view in relation to English teaching, the role of 

speaking, students’ attitude towards speaking, and task-based activities. A copy of the 

questions used in this interview is in Appendix A.  
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Secondly, three self-reports based on class observations were developed addressing the 

categories related to the research question. These self-reports focused on three aspects which 

were students’ English oral production, students’ attitude towards speaking activities, and the 

nature of classroom activities.  

 

Thirdly, different artefacts from school and from the Ministry of Education were chosen 

to explore beliefs about the way in which English is expected to be taught, to examine 

whether the teacher practices aligned with what is suggested in the National Curriculum, and 

whether they contributed to language teaching and learning. Holliday (2007) asserts that:  

 

The way in which artefacts can be used as data illustrates this particular way of seeing the 

social world, which underlies all the other data sources. Artefacts are part of the physical 

representation of culture - things that are made, worn, said, displayed, shown, exchanged 

and so on. (p. 68).  

 

These artefacts were necessary to understand the importance of students’ self-confidence 

and the role of speaking from a micro and a macro perspective (perspectives from the school 

and from the Chilean Ministry of Education). Therefore, the documents selected for this 

research were The National Bases Curriculares for the English subject (see Appendix B), the 

English subject program developed by the Ministry of Education, the English program from 

school, lesson plans, worksheets, and assessments designed for the English subject. The 

school program for the English subject is a document developed by the English department of 

the establishment. In this program it is stated the approach used to teach English 

(communicative, SLA), the contents, the learning outcomes, and the assessments for each 

level (from pre-k to 12th grade). This document puts emphasis on students’ communicative 
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competence, the development of the four skills (listening, reading, speaking and writing), the 

students’ active participation, and collaborative work among learners. 

 

In this research, inductive analysis was used to analyze data. Coding and categorizing 

data was necessary to support the development of an argument (Holliday, 2007). 

Furthermore, thematic coding was assessed as the most appropriate method to analyze the 

qualitative data gathered in this investigation. Burns (2009) states that the proper way of 

analyzing qualitative data is by creating categories, which consists of selecting keywords to 

label the most important topics or aspects addressed in an investigation. 

 

 In order to analyze the data collected, it was necessary to identify the common themes 

present and recurrent in the different data collection tools. In this research, QDA Miner 

software was used to categorize the main or common themes that emerged from the different 

data. After that, the coded segments were analyzed considering the frequent themes in self-

reports of the pre-service teacher, the interview transcript, documents from the Chilean 

Ministry of Education (Bases Curriculares de inglés, and Programa de inglés), and documents 

from school such as the English program, lesson plans, and worksheets. 
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Research findings 

 

 In this section, the results of the data analysis will be described taking into 

consideration the main categories from the research question, and the most recurrent themes 

found in the data collection tools.  

 

The levels of students’ speaking confidence were highly influential in determining 

how effectively they engaged with task-based activities. Evidence from the self-reports and 

the teacher’s perspective suggested that most students tended to lack confidence in oral 

production, which affected their ability to speak, and their engagement in activities that 

required to communicate orally. However, students who had a higher level of confidence, 

engaged more easily in speaking activities, and their attitude towards them did not change.  

 

Another key finding was that the encouragement provided by the teacher to students 

to produce orally, and to create a positive learning environment was highly influential. The 

data from the pre-service teacher self-reports, the interview responses from the school 

English teacher, and the documents analyzed suggested that teachers need to provide an 

environment that facilitates different confidence levels to ensure that students are able to 

effectively develop their own capabilities.  

 

In addition, students’ opportunities to speak in L2 were also critical in determining 

how much confidence they were able to develop in using English. Both, the National 

Curriculum and the school English program highlight the importance of engaging students in 

communicative instances, however, the class observations revealed that there were limited 

instances for students to speak. Most of the class activities focused on writing or listening 
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rather than on speaking. In regard to the nature of the activities in the EFL classroom, based 

on the analysis of lesson plans, worksheets, and the interview with the school teacher, it can 

be asserted that most of the activities were focused on grammar aspects of language, on 

written production, and on reading comprehension. This could be a reason for students’ 

reluctance to speak in English, given they were not used to working from a communicative 

approach. 

 

Further, even though the national curriculum expects students to orally produce in L2, 

the observation through the self-report data suggested that this was not the case (even though 

the teacher’s aspirational hope was students to start speaking). Hence, the conditions for 

learning spoken English were not necessarily supportive to developing speaking skills. 

Students were usually allowed to speak in Spanish, and in some opportunities, they had to be 

reminded to communicate using L2.  

 

Another finding was that students’ level of English was also determining in how they 

engaged in oral activities.  This is based on data from the pre-service teacher self-reports, and 

the interview responses of the school teacher. In addition, it is asserted in the Chilean Bases 

Curriculares that 10th grade students are expected to have an English language proficiency 

level equal to B1, which was not the case for most students, as there were three students who 

joined the English class this year. These students had not attended English classes for at least 

one year. For this reason, there were instances in which group or pair work was not 

satisfactory, as students with a low level of English got lost or felt insecure to engage in class 

activities where they had to complete a task, or interact with others to solve a problem. Some 

of them relied on more proficient students, or decided not to participate to avoid making 

mistakes. However, there were also some instances in which low proficiency students 
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benefited from high proficiency students, as the latter explained the instructions to the 

former, so they could participate in the class activities. 

 

It was also found that task-based activities reinforced most students’ speaking 

confidence, as they were more likely to engage with activities that put emphasis on the 

function of language rather than on activities to practice grammar structures. The Chilean 

National Curriculum for the English subject (2015) suggests that class activities should focus 

on students’ communicative competence by making them interact in contexts that are familiar 

to them. This can be supported with the evidence from the pre-service teacher’s self-reports, 

and the school teacher’s responses in the interview. Both referred to students’ engagement in 

activities that were of their interest, and on the importance of encouraging students to share 

different opinions and points of view. In addition, pair and group work were noted to be 

beneficial for most learners in relation to students’ speaking confidence. According to 

observations made, most students showed more confidence using the L2 when working with 

another person. However, some students continued reluctant to speak in English due to their 

English proficiency level, their insecurity when speaking in English, and their shyness. Most 

students also preferred to communicate in Spanish during pair or group work activities, and 

some of them did not like to work with other people.  
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Research implications 

 

 In this section, the outcomes of this investigation will be systematically analyzed 

taking into consideration its implications for the research question posed.  

 

The levels of students’ speaking confidence proved to have an impact on students’ 

engagement in oral activities. This was identified in the self-reports and in the school 

teacher’s responses in the interview. These two data collection tools referred to the 

observable attitudes of students towards speaking activities. Most students showed reluctance 

to communicate in L2, and stated that it was because they did not understand English, 

because they did not want to make mistakes, or because other classmates could make fun of 

them. The bases curriculares also emphasize the confidence of students as they “desarrollan 

también una visión más crítica del mundo, y aspectos como la motivación y la imagen de sí 

mismos tienen un rol fundamental en su proceso de aprendizaje del idioma” (MINEDUC, 

2015, p. 216).  

A study undertaken by Songsiri (2007) suggested that there were two main factors to 

promote students’ confidence in speaking English: students’ positive attitudes towards 

themselves and others, and positive atmosphere motivated students’ learning. However, there 

were factors that limited students’ confidence when speaking, which were: students had 

negative attitudes towards language learning, and students lacked opportunity to practice. 

This investigation suggested that students’ speaking confidence increased as a result of 

changes in the teaching approaches. The researcher developed interactional activities, in 

which students were encouraged to speak more than they had previously done, and the most 

encouraging activities were those that involved peer interaction and task completion.  
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 In regard to the teacher’s role when encouraging students’ oral production, it can be 

argued that it is essential to developing students’ communicative competence. Nevertheless, 

it was found from the artefact analysis and self-reports that the school teacher of English did 

not effectively scaffold students’ confidence when speaking, and did little to help building 

students’ ability to produce orally. For instance, Songsiri (2007) found that there are effective 

strategies to support students’ learning to produce orally, suggesting that scaffolding 

instruction by providing a pronunciation model, presenting short sentence patterns, and 

implementing silent rehearsal technique helped students to reach their speaking goals. Other 

useful techniques mentioned by Songsiri were: to include visual organizers, code-mixing, 

counselling learning approach, and total physical response.  

 

 In relation to the opportunities provided for students to orally produce in English were 

limited. It was found that the school English program, and the Bases Curriculares advocate 

that English should be taught from a communicative approach. Moreover, in the English 

school program it is stated that “un segundo idioma se aprende de la misma manera en que se 

aprende la lengua materna; por lo tanto, primero escucha, luego habla, después lee y 

finalmente escribe”, which is followed by: “Este programa incorpora el principio de que el 

lenguaje se aprende de forma consciente y se adquiere inconscientemente”. (Colegio 

Altamira, 2017, p. 2). There is also stated that “El enfoque comunicativo requiere de una 

metodología de pares y grupos” (Colegio Altamira, 2017, p. 4). Nevertheless, the school 

teacher’s practices inside of the classroom did not reflect the implementation of a 

communicative approach in the English lessons. Classes focused on teaching grammar 

structures and vocabulary, and students’ practicing through worksheets exercises. Carless 

(2009) investigated Hong-Kong teachers’ perception on Task based language teaching, and 

P-P-P (presentation – practice – production) approaches to reveal their preferences in relation 
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to classroom activities. He found that even when most teachers considered TBLT to be a 

good approach to teaching as it is more communicative and contextualized than P-P-P, most 

of them preferred implementing P-P-P because it gave students more clarity when learning 

grammar (p. 56). This perception could explain the different points of view of the school 

teacher about what she believed it should be done in the classroom, and what was actually 

done by her. The approach used by the school teacher was more similar to P-P-P than to 

TBLT as she mentioned in the interview that students should be introduced with the 

grammatical structure to then practice it, and learn it.  

  

The evidence from the self-reports indicated that the conditions to orally produce in 

L2 were not sufficient, as the school teacher allowed students to communicate in L1 during 

English class activities. It can be argued that communicative skills should be fostered, so 

students can become proficient and confident. Students who do not feel confident when 

speaking, will not engage in oral activities.  Liu (2006) found that “with increasing exposure 

to spoken English, many students’ anxiety levels decreased in oral communication in class 

during the term, a tendency not only reported by the students themselves but observed by the 

teachers” (p. 313). This suggests that students should be exposed to English as much as 

possible to lower their insecurity when speaking, and increase their language competence. 

Furthermore, there is asserted in the Bases Curriculares (2015) that oral activities that focus 

on functions of language and that are meaningful for students such as helping students solve 

tasks, and engaging in communicative instances similar to real life, contribute to reduce 

anxiety when communicating in L2. For this reason, input and output in L2 should be 

fostered as much as possible inside of the classroom. 
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It was found through the pre-service teacher’s self-reports and through the school 

teacher’s responses, that the students’ proficiency level was also determining when engaging 

in oral activities. Those students who declared to not understand English at all, and those who 

had recently incorporated in the English class participated less than their classmates who 

were more proficient. Liu’s investigation (2006) demonstrated that students who had a low 

proficiency level became more nervous when speaking than students with higher proficiency 

level. In addition, students with low proficiency level felt more comfortable working in pairs 

or in groups than working alone.  

 

 The research of Kasap’s (2005) on task-based instruction and the improvement of 

learners’ speaking skills suggests that tasks used in the classroom increased students’ interest 

and oral communication. Further, the reactions of students towards task-based activities were 

mostly positive (p. 82). However, in this research, it was found that even when task-based 

strategies can benefit students’ oral production, there are some aspects that need to be 

considered to ensure students’ oral production. Evidence from the self-reports, and the 

responses from the interview suggested that when implementing task-based activities, the 

teacher should pay attention to pair or group activities, because students’ participation could 

be uneven, and English use could be affected. These two aspects, students’ participation and 

use of English could be affected due to students’ proficiency level or due to insecurity when 

using L2.  
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Conclusions 

 This classroom-based research was helpful to understand the dynamics of students’ 

confidence when producing orally, and task-based strategies to encourage students’ speaking. 

According to the qualitative data analysis results, it can be asserted that students’ confidence 

when speaking is a complex process that is affected by aspects such as the class opportunities 

to engage in oral activities, and the role of the teacher when building students’ speaking 

confidence. In relation to students’ capability of producing orally, the national curriculum 

suggests that class activities should effectively support the development of students’ speaking 

skills, which requires students reducing the use of L1, and increasing the use of L2 during the 

English lessons. In addition, students’ English proficiency level is another aspect to consider 

when referring to students’ oral production. Furthermore, results show that most students 

with lower proficiency level engaged less in oral activities, while students with higher 

proficiency level engaged more in the same activities. Finally, task-based activities proved to 

reinforce most students’ speaking confidence as they offer meaningful and contextualized 

communicative instances. However, pair and group work should be taken into consideration 

as some students might be reluctant to participate, and might rely on more proficient learners. 

 Results also suggested that Task-based approach seems to be an appropriate method 

to enhance students’ oral production, and speaking confidence, however, its implementation 

is less popular than other traditional approaches such as P-P-P. Carless (2009) suggests that 

teachers may not be aware of the benefits of TBLT over P-P-P, which offers a more 

contextualized use of grammatical structures, and is flexible in its application.  

 Finally, further research on students’ speaking confidence and task-based activities 

should be done to better understand the classroom dynamics that were described across this 

paper. For instance, the classroom observation instances were limited, there was scarce 

collaboration from colleagues (school teachers), and students’ own perception of their 
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attitudes and capabilities would have been of great help to understand and assess their 

progress over time. All these factors should be address in depth to favor classroom research, 

and the quality of teaching and learning for both, teachers and students. 
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Appendix A 

Interview with guide teacher 
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Appendix B 

Bases Curriculares de inglés 2° medio 
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