
1 INTRODUCTION
Communicative language teaching (CLT) aims to promote the ability to use the

language for effective communication. The development of speaking skills has been
awarded particular importance in CLT, and this is also reflected in the new Basic
Education curriculum for English that is being implemented in Oman. The previous
curriculum, though, based on the coursebooks Our World Through English
(OWTE), is still used in some schools; it does not provide regular opportunities for
the development of learners' speaking skills and in this study I explore ways of
providing such opportunities through the use of communicative tasks. I was
motivated to do this study by my reading about CLT as well as by my experience
that learners following the OWTE curriculum often master the rules of English
without developing the ability to use the language for oral communication. 

2 COMMUNICATIVE SPEAKING TASKS
2.1 Defining Communicative Tasks

Nunan (1989: 10) defines the communicative task as “a piece of classroom work
which involves learners in comprehending, manipulating, producing or interacting
in the target language while their attention is principally focused on meaning rather
than form”. Willis (1996: 234) defines it as “an activity where the target language is
used by the learner for a communicative purpose in order to achieve an outcome”.
Both definitions emphasize the purposeful nature of communicative tasks. Harmer
(2001) also identifies the following characteristics of communicative tasks:

• Communicative tasks should provide a desire to communicate
• Communicative tasks should provide a purpose to communicate
• They should focus on meaning rather than form
• They should provide freedom to use the language
• No teacher intervention
• No material control
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2.2 The Value of Communicative Tasks
Much has been written about the value of communicative tasks in language

teaching. According to Littlewood (1981), they improve learners' motivation. Also,
Cameron (2001) suggests that communicative tasks help children to think of the L2
as a medium of communication (rather than just a subject to study). She also adds
that such tasks give learners a purpose for using their knowledge of the language.
Moreover communicative tasks give the learners the freedom to use the language
and to express what they feel or think. As Willis (1996) points out, they also help
learners to experiment with the language and take risks. 

2.3 Communicative Speaking
The nature of L2 speaking has been widely discussed in the literature. Various

characteristics of real-life speaking have been identified, such as spontaneity,
repetition, hesitations, false starts, self-correction and interaction, and it has been
suggested that speaking in L2 learning should aim to have such characteristics
(Bygate, 1987). The kinds of knowledge learners need for L2 speaking have also
been discussed. Harmer (2001), for example, says that learners can achieve fluency
in speaking if they have two types of knowledge - knowledge of language features
and the ability to process information and language 'on the spot'. Language features
involve connected speech, expressive devices, lexis, and grammar whereas process
ability involves knowing how to make immediate sense of both the content and
language of messages conveyed orally. 

One final important point about developing speaking skills is that it calls not just
for accuracy but also for fluency. I have known many learners whose formal
mastery of the language is excellent but whose ability to communicate orally in the
language is very limited. Communicative approaches to speaking promote fluency. 

3 METHOD
3.1 Research Questions

The study was evaluative as it analyzed the nature and impact of communicative
speaking tasks that I designed for use with a group of Grade 7 learners of English
in Oman. The two questions I aimed to answer were:

1. How communicative are the tasks?
2. To what extent do these tasks develop learners' speaking skills?

3.2 Participants
The participants in this study were a class of 40 learners (all girls) who were

mostly 12 years of age and in their third year of learning English. The learners were
not accustomed to communicative speaking activities and their oral contributions in
class were typically responses to the teacher's display questions. Interaction was
normally between the teacher and the class, individually or chorally, and when
learners did do pair work the focus was on repeating sentences correctly rather than
on engaging in a personally meaningful exchange. Overall, these learners had not
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had opportunities to develop their communicative speaking skills in English. 

3.3 Data Collection
I designed three communicative speaking tasks based on language covered in

the learners' coursebook. These tasks consisted of a role play, an information gap
activity and a discussion. The tasks were designed using a framework from
Cameron (2001). This specifies three components for a task - preparation, core
activity and follow up activity. Here are brief descriptions of the tasks, focusing on
the core activity in each case.

3.3.1 Task 1 - Role Play
The core task here was a pair-work role play. One learner took the role of a travel

agent, the other of a customer wishing to travel by bus to Dubai. The traveller asked
questions to find out about the facilities on the bus (using 'Can I …?' questions - e.g.
Can I read on the bus?); the travel agent answered using information about the bus
provided on a handout. The customer had a table with verbs (e.g. 'read') and had to
place a tick on the table to show which facilities were available on the bus. 

3.3.2 Task 2 - Information Gap 
The communicative function for this task was 'giving reasons'. In the core

activity, one learner had to ask why their partner had not done particular activities
the previous day, such as coming to school or doing their homework; the partner
had to answer using 'because' to express reasons.  

3.3.3 Task 3 - Discussion 
The core activity here involved group work in which learners asked wh-

questions to a member of their group about a holiday she had been on. The learners
asking the questions had to make a note of the answers and then to use this
information in a follow-up activity by completing a table with details of the holiday.

3.3.4 Analyzing the Tasks
To examine how communicative these tasks are I first analysed them using a

framework from Nunan (1989) (details below). This provided information about the
extent to which the learners are likely to be able to do the task. However until the
task is turned into action it cannot be fully evaluated for its usefulness and
effectiveness (Cameron, 2001). Additional information about how communicative
the tasks were, therefore, was also collected through observation. I designed an
observation sheet (see the Appendix) which focused on seven aspects of
communicative speaking tasks. The observation sheets were completed by two
colleagues and a tutor who observed the three lessons in which I used the three
tasks described above.

To examine the impact of the tasks on learners' speaking, I also audio recorded
some learners while they were doing the tasks. These recordings were transcribed
and analyzed for evidence of the features of natural spoken discourse discussed
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earlier (e.g. hesitation, self-correction, fluency). 
The tasks were taught at intervals of 1-2 weeks, at the end of the respective

coursebook units which covered the language required for the tasks.

4 FINDINGS

4.1 Tasks as Plan
Nunan's (1989) framework for analysing tasks focuses on goals, input, activities,

teacher role, learner role and settings. When analyzed as a plan, the three tasks I
used reflected several characteristics of communicative tasks. They had clear goals,
and these were related to the development of speaking skills. To address these goals,
each task involved a clearly defined core activity which required learners to use
language for a communicative purpose. The input for the tasks also drew on
learners' real life experience or related to authentic events, such as going on holiday.
In terms of teacher and learner roles, the tasks were designed so that the teacher was
a guide available to clarify the tasks for the learners; I did not, though, plan to
intervene during the tasks to correct errors of accuracy. Learner roles, too, reflected
those encouraged in communicative tasks; they were required to be active
conversational partners and to use spoken English interactively and for a
meaningful purpose in pair and group work settings. 

4.2 Tasks in Action
In analyzing the impact of the tasks on learners' speaking, we must remember

the context described earlier; there were normally few opportunities for these
learners to speak English for personally-meaningful and purposeful reasons. In this
part of the analysis, then, I was looking for evidence that the tasks I used
encouraged learners to use English in more communicative ways. There was clearly
much evidence of this. 

The sheets completed by the observers indicated that learners seemed interested
in the tasks and that they were using language for meaningful purposes. One
observer, for example, wrote that in Task 2 “they have purpose in core activity to get
information about their leader's trip”. Observers also reported that during the tasks
learners had opportunities to focus on accuracy but that overall there was greater
attention to fluency and meaning. The role of the teacher was described by the
observers as guide or facilitator and the interaction observed in class was described
as pair work and group work in addition to teacher-learner. Finally, learners'
language was felt to be largely spontaneous and never scripted. These observations
reflected the goals I had in mind when designing these communicative tasks.

The analysis of the audio recordings provided further evidence that the tasks
created opportunities for learners to speak English more communicatively. As
mentioned above, their speech related to personally-meaningful topics and was
largely spontaneous; there was also evidence of learners' ability to open
conversations (e.g. in Task 2, one learner started by saying 'Can we ask you some
questions about your trip?). Also, the speech was interactive, as the conversations
moved between different individuals in either pairs or groups. One of the observers
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also noted “I was really impressed with the quantity as well the quality of their
speech”. 

5 DISCUSSION
My research questions for this study related to how communicative the tasks I

designed were and how they impacted on the learners. If we analyse them against
the characteristics suggested by Harmer (2001) (see above), the three tasks I used
did have many communicative features; they also seemed to impact on learners'
speaking in the ways suggested in the literature. They created a desire among
learners to communicate, and one reason for this was that the topics were of interest
to the learners and allowed them to use ideas from their own experience and
knowledge. Nunan (1989) suggests that the development of speaking is facilitated
when learners are actively trying to communicate; this seemed to be the case here,
as learners in all tasks were engaged in trying to communicate meanings orally.
Harmer's second criterion is that communicative tasks should provide a purpose to
communicate. This was clearly also the case here. Learners had to do the tasks by
speaking to one another and they had to use the information they obtained to
complete a table or some similarly concrete task. The information gap in Task 2 also
created a reason for learners to communicate. Harmer (2001) does in fact say that the
information gap is central to enhancing both communicative purpose and the desire
to communicate. 

Harmer's next two criteria state that communicative tasks should focus on
meaning rather than on form and that learners should have freedom to use the
language. Again, there was evidence that both criteria were addressed in my tasks.
The tasks encouraged learners to focus on the messages they needed to convey
without excessive concern for accuracy; learners were at the same time encouraged
to express themselves in any ways that they could. 

Harmer's last two criteria for communicative tasks - no teacher intervention and
no materials control - applied to some extent here; I minimized my interventions
and gave learners space to use their own ideas, although obviously the materials
being used were designed and selected by myself.

The closer analysis of the transcripts also highlighted further benefits of the
communicative tasks. The learners used language in a less controlled way than
normal; they were willing to experiment with ideas and draw on any language they
had available. There was also evidence that learners tried to apply some of the
conversational strategies (Dörnyei and Thurrell, 1994) they were introduced to
during the preparatory stage of the tasks. For example, learners used strategies for
opening and closing conversations. All learners had the chance to speak during the
tasks and this meant the overall quantity of talk by learners also increased.
Although learners' contributions were sometimes inaccurate or in the L1, the
amount of class time spent on positive, useful oral practice was still more than it
would normally have been in whole-class teaching. The teacher's language too,
consisted of open and/or referential questions rather than being dominated in the
customary way by closed display questions. The communicative tasks, then,
impacted significantly on the quality and quantity of classroom discourse.
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5.1 Limitations
This study suggests that the kinds of communicative tasks I explored here can be

of real value in encouraging learners to speak in more communicative ways in the
English language classroom. Despite these positive findings, though, there are a
number of limitations which need to be mentioned. 

Firstly, my own positive attitudes towards communicative speaking tasks may
have biased the conduct of the study and the interpretation of the findings. I
monitored my views closely but there is always a danger that, because I believe
strongly that communicative speaking tasks are valuable, I did not notice classroom
evidence which was less supportive of such a view.

Second, there is also a danger that the learners tried particularly hard to 'please'
me by participating enthusiastically in the tasks. I told them about the study and
they were aware of my purposes. They were also excited by the tape recorder and I
noticed that some were making a special effort to speak loudly and clearly for the
tape. Additionally, learners may have been influenced to try harder by the presence
of the observer during the tasks.

Also, I was not able to record every pair or group of learners during the tasks and
the recordings I did make were of the more able learners. The audio recorded data,
therefore, may not be representative of the class as a whole. And finally, I am not
able to claim that the tasks improved learners' speaking skills, but to say only that
during the tasks learners did participate and speak English more enthusiastically
than they normally did.

6 CONCLUSION
This study suggests that communicative tasks can play an important role in

developing Omani learners' speaking skills in English. They provide an opportunity
for learners to practise English in a meaningful and interesting way. They may
increase learners' motivation to use English in the classroom by allowing them to
talk about real-life experiences without the fear of having their errors corrected.
They may additionally send out the message to learners that learning English can
be enjoyable. More research is of course needed into the specific types of
communicative speaking tasks which are most useful with different groups of
learners, but my work gives me confidence to continue exploring the use of such
tasks in my classrooms.
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APPENDIX: OBSERVATION SHEET
Observers completed this sheet while the communicative tasks were being taught.
They ticked one option for each of the questions. There was also space for them to
write further comments after each item.

1. The learners were 
a. interested b. bored.

2. Meaning and purpose in speaking
a. meaningful b. vague
c. communicative purpose d. no purpose

3. Learners focus on 
a. meaning b. form
c. fluency d. accuracy

4. Teacher role
a. controller b. guider c. facilitator

5. Types of interaction
a. pair work b. group work c. teacher and

learner

6. Type of conversation strategies
a. opening and closings b. turn-taking c. topic shift

7. Type of speech
a. public scripted b. public spontaneous
c. private scripted d. private spontaneous
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