@@ BRITISH
@@ COUNCIL

Transforming classroom
speaking into real
communication
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Using the mnemonic REAL for lesson planning

A speaking lesson can look busy, sound lively and still give learners very little reason to
communicate. Learners may answer the teacher, repeat a model or take turns speaking without
needing to listen closely to anyone else. Communicative work changes the purpose: language
becomes a tool for finding out, deciding, solving, reacting and building meaning together. We can
describe communicative classroom work as meaningful and real communication, with negotiation
of meaning and feedback as important parts of communicative learning.

REAL is my mnemonic for lesson planning. It brings established communicative principles into
four practical questions. It's based on Morrow’s discussion of communicative methodology,

which emphasised the information gap, learner choice and feedback (1981). Think...if learners
can complete the activity without really listening to a partner, it probably is not communication.

Reason Exchange Listener
Is there a Does the learner need Can learners make Does what the listener
genuine reason|information or ideas from [choices about what says affect what

0 speak? someone else? hey say? happens next?

From an answer to an interaction
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A useful planning principle is that meaning-focused speaking works best when the learner’s
main goal is to convey a message to someone else, rather than merely display a language

form. It works as learners now need one another. Information-gap and problem-solving tasks

create opportunities to ask for clarification, rephrase, confirm understanding and negotiate
meaning. An example of how to give a task a communicative makeover is below:

Speaking practice task

Communicative makeover

Question — Answer

What is your favourite
holiday destination?

travel.

Question — Information — Reaction — Decision

Your group has won a three-day holiday. Recommend a
destination, ask questions and agree where the group should

The same communicative principle can work with different ages and proficiency levels. The

language and cognitive demands change, yet the need to listen and respond remains. Below

are examples of activities that have real communication.

Purpose Younger / lower-level learners

Older / higher-level learners

Making a Teddy is hungry. Should Teddy eat |Give a group several school
choice the apple or the biscuit? Ask “Why?” improvements or policies. They must
and invite a simple reason. discuss the options and agree on one.
Finding out  |Give pairs slightly different pictures. |Give learners incomplete timetables or
They ask questions to find three different clues. They question one
differences. another to complete the missing
information or reconstruct the full
picture.
Solving a Tommy wants to go outside, but it is |Give a real-world problem, such as
problem raining. What should he take or do? [reducing traffic near school. Learners
compare solutions, consider
consequences and recommend one.
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A recording of Sherly’s webinar can be found here:
www.teachingenglish.org.uk/teachers/webinars/teaching-speaking-skills-webinars
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